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A TASTE OF THE
 

Sacred Shore
From the steep, vine-clad terraces of the Ribeira Sacra to the 

rolling hills of Pontevedra, Galicia’s tipples have gained 
international notoriety in recent years.

Words and photographs: Louise Parkin

Galicia LP.indd   40Galicia LP.indd   40 6/12/11   13:32:556/12/11   13:32:55



WINTER 2011/12 LIVING SPAIN  41

EXPLORE Galicia

>

M
aybe it’s the hitherto 
unforeseen quiet of  the 
motorways, the rolling, 
lush green hills stuffed 
with vineyards, the 
rugged ‘coast of  death’ 

shores, or maybe it’s the red-roofed clusters of  
white houses dotted around the countryside, that 
makes Galicia like nowhere else in Spain. 

I’m one of  the few tourists perhaps who visits 
this most north-westerly region, perched on the tip 
of  Portugal, without heading directly for Santiago 
de Compostela. The pilgrimage site is reputedly 
the second holiest site in the Catholic world second 
only to the Vatican, but it’s the western part of  the 
region I am headed for.  

The capital of  acclaimed wine-making region 
Ribeira Sacra, the Sacred Shore, is Monforte de 
Lemos in Lugo province, a town that sits in a 
basin surrounded by vine-covered mountains. The 
undulating terrain means that air temperatures can 
vary between five and 10C within just 20km. 

Five wine-making regions in Galicia all 
produce distinctive wines, most of  them within 
the province of  Ourense. Here and in Lugo, wine-
making occurs at all levels – you can buy high 
quality home-made wine for as little as €2 from 
private houses, if  you know where to go. 

It’s Saturday afternoon when I arrive in the 
once walled city of  Monforte, and it’s quiet. There 
are just three million people in Galicia, an area 
almost the size of  Holland, so this is perhaps not 
that surprising. I meet Frank, a Dutchman now 
residing in Monforte selling property. Following a 
lunch of  enormous, delicious tomatoes with olive 
oil, bread, jamon and, of  course, Ribeira Sacra vino 
tinto, we take a tour of  the town across a Roman 
bridge, along the river and head to the Parador, a 
state-owned hotel majestically standing sentinel 
over the town. The climb is steep but the reward 
is great. Once a monastery, the 17th century 
Neoclassical Monasterio San Vicente do Pino was 
owned by the Countess of  Alba until the 1980s, 
and is the very definition of  tranquillity. 

Mountain vineyards
But no time to tarry. It’s September and time 
for the wine harvest. Mark Auchincloss, local 
tourism expert and my guide for the next few 
days, is taking me to Adegas Moure vineyard in 
Escairón in the sub-region of  Riberas do Miño, 
15km north-west of  Monforte via winding, narrow 
roads up into the mountains. The high altitude 
location is breathtaking, looking out over the 
Cabo do Mundo – meaning the end or cape of  the 
world – a beautiful mountain with a river snaking 
its way around the base. The wines and liqueurs 
are equally impressive, winners of  more than 120 
national and international awards and appearing in 
the Parker wine guide. 

José Manuel Moure Vazquéz inherited the 
vineyards and bodega from his father, and it has 
been in his family for three generations, since 1958. 
Production has increased substantially since José 
Manuel took over, buying more land, building a 
new cellar and renovating the existing buildings 
while upholding the traditions of  the region’s 
winemaking techniques. 

As well as wine they, like many other producers 
in Galicia, also make Aguardiente (the Galician 
version of  Orujo), a very sweet liqueur made from 
left-over grapes, pips and other remnants. 

The wines though are the star of  the show 
– five reds made from the Mencía grape and 
one Albariño (the famous Galician white that’s 
produced mostly in the Rias Baixes region of  
Pontevedra), all produced under the Abadía 
da Cova label and all classified under the 
Denominación de Origen. This is the only winery 
in the Ribeira Sacra to make Albariño, the vines for 
which have been growing here for 20 years. 

Three hundred thousand bottles are produced 
at Adegas Moure every year – that’s a big number 
for the Ribeira Sacra, and 30,000 of  these are 
fermented in French and American oak barrels. 
Wine made is oak is normally labelled crianza, 
but Abadía da Cova opts instead for the ‘barrica’ 
moniker. Eight thousand litres of  organic wine are 
also produced here annually. Mencía Abadía da 
Cova Ecologic is made using the same techniques 
but without pesticides. “We use lower than normal 
levels of  sulphate in all our wines too, making them 
more natural,” says Evaristo Rodriguez Lopez, 
who works closely with José Manuel and is vice-
president of  the El Consejo Regulador de Ribeira 
Sacra, the regulatory council. 

One of  Abadía da Cova’s wines produces just 
7,000 bottles a year. Moure de Autor is also made 
in oak barrels and has an unusual, rustic bottle 
design, and a spicy, subtle and elegant flavour. It 
slips down very well, but at €20 a bottle, it’s not 
included in tasting events. You’ll have to buy a 
bottle to find out. 

Heroic wine
Three million bottles of  wine are produced in 
the Ribeira Sacra every year by 100 wineries, 
but this is nothing new. Wine has been produced 
here since Roman times, the Galician people 
enslaved by the Romans, who took the wine 
back to Rome by boat via Valencia. One bodega, 
Regina Viarum, another high altitude vineyard 

It’s harvest time at 
Adegas Moure. 

Bodegas Regina Viarum in 
the Ribeira Sacra. 
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Top left: The steep 
terraces of Adegas 
Moure vineyard.  
Above: José Manuel is 
rightfully proud of his 
creations. Above right: 
The Cabo do Mundo, 
known as ‘the end of 
the world’. 
Right: The ancient town 
of Monforte de Lemos 
and the Cabe River. 
Below: The luxurious 
Hotel Palacio de Sober. 
Bottom left: Cambados, 
the capital of Albariño 
wine. 
Left: The Tren Turistico 
de Aba Sacra, great 
way to visit the Ribeira 
Sacra’s vineyards. 
Middle left: Regina 
Viarum’s grapes are 
hand-picked in a 15-20 
day window. 
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occupying steep terraces, makes tribute to this 
tragic history. 

Purpose-built 10 years ago 300m above sea level, 
the bodega is run by Ivan Gomez on 45˚ slopes that 
have been used for the purpose for centuries. In the 
sub-region of  Amandi towering above the banks 
of  the River Sil, its Regina Expresión red wine was 
awarded best young red wine of  the Ribeira Sacra 
in 2011. Marked ‘Viticultura Heroica’ in honour 
of  the slavery that existed in years past, the labels 
feature a teardrop of  blood, ensuring this difficult 
past is never forgotten.  

Regina Viarum produces 150,000 bottles of red wine 
a year, 90 per cent of its total production, including 
Expresión, a batch of 15,000 bottles fermented in 
oak barrels, and Via Imperial, a fruity red. I’m here 
at harvest, the most important time of year – the 
pickers have just 15-20 days to pick all the grapes. The 
aroma of the picked and fermenting grapes hangs 
heavy in the air as the workers sort the grapes, rooting 
out impurities and sending the good ones into steel 
drums where a pumping action extracts the rich red 
colour from the grape’s skin. “We still use traditional 
techniques,” explains Ivan Gomez. 

Mencía grapes are grown here, the mineral-rich 
soil meaning the roots must penetrate deeply, giving 
the wine a distinctive flavour. Regina Viarum has five 
wines in its stable, the grapes cultivated on the south-
facing slope with a view that’s strangely reminiscent 
of  the Cabo do Mundo at Adegas Moure, but 
this time with ski resorts barely discernable in the 
distance – no snow yet though of  course. One of  
the wines is white, Godello, which has hints of  
apple and pear of  middle to high intensity, a perfect 
accompaniment to local cheese, and quite different 
to Albariño.  

Touring the region by boat is an idyllic way to visit 
a number of  these vineyards, which can be arranged 
through A Cantina, a restaurant in the nearby village 
of  Doade. Owners Carmen and Antonio have also 
introduced a yellow train, the ‘Tren Turistico Aba 
Sacra’, a road train taking vineyard visitors on a tour 
through the rich green tapestries, the canyons and 
valleys of  the Ribeira Sacra. 

The Coast of Death
Sleepy from the wine and thankful I’m not the 
driver, Mark and I head for Palacio de Sober, our 
destination for the night. It’s a gloriously indulgent 
hotel, dressed with graceful modern artwork that 
perfectly reflects its sense of  grandeur without even a 
hint of  snobbery. 

The five-star hotel is built from the materials 
salvaged from the ruins of  the 7th century Palace of  
the Conde de Lemos, which occupyied the same site. 
The gardens proffer a peaceful haven while inside, 
touches such as glass bridges contrast with wooden 
beamed ceilings in a perfect marriage of  old meets 
new. My stay here is all too short however, and the 
following morning we’re off  to the Costa da Morte, 
the Galician for Coast of  Death.

Not quite as treacherous as it sounds, the small 
stretch of  coastline to the west of  La Coruña earned 
its name from the number of  shipwrecks along its 
rocky shoreline. Directly facing the Atlantic Ocean, 
it’s rugged, wet and wild, and stunningly beautiful. 

We head for the Punta de Nariga (nose point) 
close to Pontecesa to watch the sun set, and find a 
stone lighthouse amongst a rocky landscape with 
immense wind turbines towering above us at 
the top of  the hill. It feels like we’re at the edge 
of  the world.

Our bolthole for tonight is Pazo de Souto in 
Sisama, close to Carballo in the north-west. One of  
the first turismo rurales (rural hotels) in Galicia, this 
17th century former manor house is run by Carlos 
Taibo and his father José, who bought it 25 years ago 
and skillfully recrafted it. 

Inherited by the butler of a nobleman who lived 
there in the 1920s, the building soon became too 
expensive to run and was consequently used by the 
community as a school, José among the alumni. 
Finally abandoned in the 1970s, it opened as a hotel in 
1987, with just 12 rooms. A popular area for walkers, 
Carlos has developed a number of rutas (routes), 
although there are no signs and the paths are not 
always clear – an attraction for some intrepid explorers 
but a turn-off for safe-players. Bravery is rewarded 
though with rugged countryside, breathtaking 

Bodegas
Adegas Moure
Escairón, Lugo
Booking is essential at this point because 
renovations are still underway. Once these 
are completed, it will be fully open to the 
public for tasting events, and there will be 
a small restaurant serving a limited menu 
of local foods such as meat with chestnuts 
and empanadas, a kind of pastie.
www.adegasmoure.com

Bodegas Regina Viarum 
Doade, Sober, Lugo
The bodega receives 15,000 visitors a year, 
and takes part in a Roman festival held in 
Doade and at the bodega every August. All 
these wines are available to buy online and 
directly from the bodega. 
www.reginaviarum.es

Pazo Baion
Vilanova de Arousa, Pontevedra
Open for tours since June 2011, this bodega 
makes just over a million bottles a year, but 
just 75,000 bottles of Albariño. 

A Cantina Restaurant
Doade, Sober, Lugo
Great for food, you can also book a boat 
tour of vineyards as well as the yellow 
'Tren Turistico' that traverses the canyons 
– a great way to take in the awe-inspiring 
views, and have a tipple while you're at it. 
www.acantina.es

Monasterio San Vicente 
do Pino, now a Parador 
in Monforte de Lemos. 
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Above left and 
opposite page: Pazo 
do Souto, a 17th 
century rural hotel in 
Carballo.
Above: The rugged 
beauty of the Coast 
of Death. 
Left: Albariño 
vineyards at Pazo 
Baion. 
Right: Narrow streets 
in the attractive 
seaside town of 
Combarro. 
Below left: Punta 
Nariga on the Costa 
da Morte feels like it’s 
the end of the world.
Below right: Pulpo 
(or Octopus) is on the 
menu in Carballo, 
where shellfi sh and 
seafood is a staple 
part of the local diet. 
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views, mountain paths, miles of walking without 
crossing a road and a real sense of freedom. 

Carlos also owns a holiday villa company in 
Galicia, where weekly rents can be as low as €220 
for five people for a week. There may not be a 
pool, but many of  them have tremendous views in 
peaceful, beautiful locations. 

Thanks to its proximity to the Atlantic Ocean, 
there is a strong emphasis on seafood in the local 
cuisine, with specialities such as segala, a small 
lobster not dissimilar to prawns, and Santiaguiños 
(named after Santiago), a small, hard to find lobster, 
that Carlos himself  has only eaten five times. 

These gastronomic delights are available all 
over Galicia, but particularly on the coast. We 
head with Carlos for lunch into Carballo and 
Mesón do Pulpo – Inn of  the Octopus. And it 
lives up to its name, a tank of  the tentacled dark 
green and blue critters basking in the depths of  a 
large tank in the corner of  the restaurant. Pulpo is 
on the menu, as are razor clams, seafood salad of  
prawns and tuna, and tuna empanadas (pasties). 

Albariño
A wine tour of  Galicia would be incomplete without 
a visit to Rias Baixes, and the home of  Albariño 
white wine. International acclaim for this delicate, 
crisp wine is one of  the reasons for the recent 
resurgence in popularity of  Galician wines across 
the entire region. I say goodbye to Mark and head 
to Pazo Baion, a 30-hectare vineyard in the Salnes 
valley growing 22 varieties of  Albariño grape. Part 
of  a co-operative of  400 growers, Pazo Baion was 
built in the 15th century and added to in the 20th 
century, owned by a Galician native until the ‘70s. 
It has been painstakingly restored since 2008, fully 
opening its doors in June 2011.  

Two wines are produced here: Condes de Alberei, 
a million bottles made using various grapes from 
around the area, and 75,000 bottles of  Albariño, 
made only from grapes grown on the estate. 

One thousand days of  work are given by the 
bodega to rehabilitating drug addicts, who get 
involved in harvesting and pruning. Five per cent 
of  profits from the wine is also donated to helping 
their recovery. 

Here on the western coast, I’m not far from 
Cambados, the capital of  Albariño wine and 
the location of  the annual fiesta that this year 
ran concurrently with the Cata-Concurso wine 
competition.  

The seafood industry is alive and kicking here, 
mussel farms floating in the sea, flat wooden 
platforms protruding far down into the water 

collecting the shellfish. In Combarro on the other 
side of  the same promontory, overlooking the Ria 
de Pontevedra, hundreds of  cockle pickers crowd 
the beaches too, their catches destined for the local 
seafood restaurants later that day for the freshest 
possible pickings. 

Getting lost among these narrow labyrinthine 
streets for an hour is a joy, many of  the well 
preserved historical buildings selling witch figurines 
(they’re said to bring good luck) but it’s soon time to 
retire to my final hotel, the Hesperia Isla de la Toja. 
Accessed over a Victorian road bridge close to O 
Grove and almost directly opposite Cambados, the 
island has not much more than a couple of  hotels, 
a soap shop, the Chapel of  our lady of  Carmen, 
which is completely clad in seashells, a trail-riddled 
pine forest and a golf  course. 

Hosed down
I have a lovely sea view from my window, and 
some enormous and noisy seagulls occupying 
the rooftops below, so I head straight down to the 
luxury spa area, passing a room where a friend 
is sporting a mask and breathing in a vapour that 
can help with respiratory problems like chronic 
bronchitis, bronchiectasis, asthma and respiratory 
allergies. The water on Isla de la Toja is reputedly 
rich with minerals, such as calcium, iron, potassium 
and magnesium, which can also be beneficial for 
dermatological disorders, joint and muscle pain and 
recovery from injury. 

It is this very water, a rusty red colour and 
extremely salty, into which I immerse myself  for 
step one of  a package of  treatments that will revive 
my skin, relax my body and soothe my mind, 
apparently. Twenty minutes of  bubbling minerals 
later, I get out, ignoring the red marks my hair leaves 
on the robe, and head for step two – paper knickers 
firmly in place, I am sprayed from shoulder to toe 
with the same mineral-enriched water with the  
ferocity of  a fireman's hose – sounds horrendous 
but actually surprisingly pleasant. The final step in 
my journey of  relaxation is hot mud therapy. I do 
wonder for a moment why the mud comes after the 
hosing, and I am somewhat disappointed to discover 
that the hot mud is not applied to the skin, but rather 
is sandwiched in between plastic sheets and laid on 
your body. I escape this bit after only a few minutes, 
it's not the mud-slathering mucky affair I was 
looking forward to. 

I do feel great though, and following a dip in the 
outdoor pool, I feel relaxed and revived and ready 
for a delicious dinner served, of  course, with plenty 
more Galician wines. 

WINTER 2011/12 LIVING SPAIN  45

f
Getting there
Vueling fl ies to La Coruña throughout the 

year, and also to Vigo three times a week in the 
summer months, in the south-west of Galicia. 
Ticket prices start from €64.99. www.vueling.com 
 

h
Staying there
Hesperia Hotel

Isla de la Toja, O Grove
This modern hotel has a luxury spa offering 
treatments using mineral-rich waters said to 
improve a wide range of ailments. The thermal 
club has an indoor and outdoor pool, plenty 
of bubbly bits and jets, sauna, an ice area and 
a fi tness club. It has a free nursery for four- to 
12-year-olds, and two restaurants, one serving 
excellent buffet-style meals. 
www.hesperia-isladelatoja.com

Palacio de Sober
Sober, Monforte de Lemos
A luxurious hotel dressed 
with stylish artwork. 
A perfect location to 
experience the Ribeira 
Sacra wines, many of 
which are on the menu 
in the restaurant. 
www. palaciodesober.com

Pazo de Souto 
Sisamo, Carballo
An old manor house, sensitively restored in the 
1980s, has 12 rooms, some of which are big 
enough for families. 
www.pazodosouto.com
 

Further information
Mark Auchincloss

My Destination Galicia
Mark.Auchincloss@mydestination.com
0034 620 950 941
www.mydestination.com/galicia
Galicia Tourist Offi ce
www.turgalicia.es
Ribeira Sacra Wine and Tourism
www.ribeirasacra.org
Frank Gomez, Quasar Homes
A renovated fi nca with two acres of land in 
Monforte de Lemos can be obtained for as 
little as €99,000. 
sales.quasarhomes.com

Factfi le

i

The harbour at Mutriku. 
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