
TO label your wine as coming from
somewhere called ‘The Slaughter’
probably isn’t a very good idea
commercially, so it’s probably as well
for Fernando Renovales that the town
hall of ‘La Matanza’ changed the name
of the village a few years ago to ‘Valle
de Villaverde’. “People are much more
sensitive these days, and wanted the
name changed to something a bit
more picturesque than something that
reminds you of killing pigs,” he says
sardonically.

‘Wine’ and ‘Cantabria’ are not often
seen together on the same label, but a
light white wine has been produced in
the region for more than a century,
although usually for home use. Milk
was a major product, but with changes
in EU laws, the market has crashed in
Spain, leaving large areas of fertile
land doing nothing. 

For thirty years Fernando worked in
the town hall in Bilbao, and as a hobby
made the local Txakoli wine, a pale
yellow, slightly fruity wine with a slight
sparkle. When he retired, he moved
back to his home village of La Matanza
(as it was still called then) and
continued making his wine in his
garage, under the label Tejea Verde.
Everything was done by hand, from
the growing of his own grapes to the
sticking on of the labels, him slapping
on the glue with a paint brush and his
wife making sure they went on nice
and straight.

“The president of Cantabria was
visiting the village one day about six
years ago, and the mayor asked if we
could serve my wine. The president
said how good it was, so I thought
about trying to make it commercially. I
bought some storage and cooling
tanks that had originally been used for
milk, and the mayor said I could use
the basement of the old school as a
bodega.” …And thus began the first
commercial wine producer in
Cantabria!

Tejea Verde is part of the
Denominación de Origen Vinos de la
Tierra de Costa de Cantabria. Grand
sounding as the name may be, the
production of the D.O. in total is only
around 100,000 bottles – about the
size of a medium to large commercial
producer – with only six bodegas
registered. Fernando produces about
twenty percent of the total. Very
cottage industry, but growing on an
annual basis.

Produced throughout Spain but most
famous from the North, orujo is a
distilled spirit that can be anything
from a smooth digestivo to end a meal,
to something akin to turpentine that
sears the throat. Orujo is a liquor
obtained from the distillation of the
solids left after grape pressing. It’s a
transparent spirit with an alcohol
content of over 50% (100° proof).
Once the grapes are crushed the
skins, seeds, stalks and all are
fermented in closed vats and then
distilled. The stills, called alambiques
are traditionally large copper kettles
that are heated over an open fire,
while a poteiro (orujo distiller)

watches over his brew. The distilling
process in the alambiques takes about
six hours. Any temptation to brew your
own should be avoided, because
alcohol distilled in this old-fashioned
way can contain harmful alcohol and
oils and is best left to the experts.

Potas, in the Valle de Liébana, is the
centre of orujo production in Spain,
and I sample the local brew under the
watchful eye of Montse Miragaya in her
bar-come-grocery shop, Ultramarinos
José María, a splendidly archaic place,
now rarely seen anywhere outside the
north of Spain.

Like many families in the town,
Montse and her family have been
making orujo for decades. Each had
their own alambique, ostensibly to
produce the liquor for their own use,
although she admits that a fair amount
of it was sold ‘under the table’ or in her

case ‘under the counter’ of her
bar/shop, in other words, illegally.
When production was made legal in
2000, Montse began offering the usual
orujo de toda la vida, the everyday
clear firewater of 50º, and more
refined versions made with honey and
mountain herbs, both of 30º.
Fortunately, she avoids the turrón,
liquorice and strawberry flavours,
amongst a host of others, that some
producers are creating.

Any more than half a thimbleful of
Montse Miragaya’s potent brew would
have meant I’d be unable to drive to
visit one of the cheese makers that
produce the famous Liébana cheese,
which has not one, but two

Denominación de Origenes, D.O.
Quesucos de Liébana and D.O. Picón
Bejes-Tresviso.

A couple of kilometres from Potes I
drive up the steep zig-zag streets of
Baró, and park outside the queseria of
María Isabel Casares and her husband
José Antonio Gonzalez, alongside a
small paddock of contented Cantabrian
calves.

During the summer months, 2,000
litres of milk arrive daily at the small
factory, little more than the size of a
two-car garage, set in the slope of the
hillside. 

Two months later the squat, round
cheeses leave, to be sold throughout
Spain, but mainly in Cantabria, where
they are said to appreciate such fine
quality.

Milk from both cows and goats is
bought directly from farmers in the
valley and used to produce either
queso de cabra puro or a mix of both
cow’s and goat’s milk. 

The process is done entirely by
hand, from the first salting to the final
labelling, with the curious ! sticker that
marks it out as the definite Liébana
article. 

The liquids drain naturally from the
milk over a day, leaving a residue to
which whey is added before being put
in moulds for a further two days. 

And so the process continues,
through drying rooms of different
temperatures, until after five days the
cheeses are dense enough to be
placed in a conservation room, where
they will mature for between one and
two months, depending on the type of
cheese being produced. It comes as a
surprise to see a bluish-green mold on
the more mature cheeses, but this is a
natural part of the maturing, and
cleaned off with a power jet before
going to market.

The couple have been producing
cheese for over twenty years, each day
turning out about 250. Their mezcla,
a blend of cow’s and goat’s milk, is
creamy and slightly salty, with a faintly
bitter tang, which José tells me is good
with red wine. The 100% Queso de
Cabra is denser, with a smoother
flavour than the mezcla, and more to
my liking.

In times when everything seems
to be grown or produced by
multinationals, and supermarket
displays are just rows and rows of the
same-old same-old, it’s wonderful to
be able to drive through beautiful
mountain scenery on quiet country
roads and gather the essentials for my
very own cheese and wine party.

Further information on another
thirty-three Spanish Designation of
Origin Gastronomic Routes covering
the whole of Spain can be found in the
new Repsol Guide. The Guide also
includes a detailed map book of Spain,
Portugal, Andorra and Southern
France, featuring sections on top
hotels and restaurants, with a separate
guidebook giving details of more than
1,700 of Spain’s top wines. The
Repsol Guide can only be bought on-
line from www.repsolguide.com.
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From the Slaughter
to Contented Cows
Wine and cheese from the north of Spain

The Repsol Guide in English
can be bought 

only from www.repsolguide.com


