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Making Wine for the People’s Taste: The Emergence of
the Argentine Wine Industry, 1885-1915

STEVE STEIN

Abstract

It 75 common to use the adjective infant when referring to the early development
of any industry. For the Argentine wine industry, adulthood came shockingly
Jast. Take-off began in 1885 with completion of the rail connection between
the province of Mendoza, the major production area, and Buenos Aires, the
primary consumer market. Between 1901 and 1915 alone, production rose
90.4 percent, permitting what had been an artisan industry to become the
Jifth-largest wine producer in the world. The major component for the emer-
gence of the wine industry was the enormous wave of largely Mediterranean
immigrants who arrived in the country. This article exploves the various factors
that explain Argentina’s explosive wine industry growth. They include entre-
prenenrial decision-making, the importation and adaptation of technology, the
role of a supportive national state, and most importantly, the impact that immi-
grant consumers’ wine culture and expectations had on the formation of what
would subsequently be a century-long model of winemaking in Argentina.

Résumé

1/ est devenu monnaie courante d’utiliser l'adjectif « naissants » pour désigner
les débuts d’une industrie. L'industrie vinicole argentine a atteint I'dge adulte
particulierement vite. L'envol a débuté en 1885 avec I'achévement de la liaison
Jerroviairve entre la province de Mendoza, la principale zone de production, et
Buenos Aires, le principal marché de consommation. Entre 1901 et 1915, la
production a augmenté de 90,4 %, permettant a ce qui était une industrie
artisanale de devenir le cinquieme producteur de vin an monde. La principale
composante de I'émergence de I'industrie du vin a été 'énorme vague d’immi-
gration, en grande partie méditerranéenne, qui a déferlé sur le pays. Cet article
explove les diffévents factenrs qui expliquent la croissance explosive de I'industrie
vinicole argentine dont : la prise de décision entrepreneuriale, I'importation et
Padaptation de la technologie, le rile d'un Etat national favorable et, surtout,
Uimpact que la culture du vin et les attentes des consommatenrs immigrés ont eu
sur la formation de ce qui allait devenir un modele de vinification centenaire
en Argentine.
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Until recently, Argentina had been on the “periphery” of the world’s
wine scene. Yet as far back as the first decade of the twentieth cen-
tury the country boasted the planet’s largest winery. In the space of
only thirty years from its inception in the 1880s, the Argentine wine
industry grew from a small number of artisan producers to the fifth
largest globally. Rapidly expanding demand and supportive state
policies made wine a wholly domestic product, largely unknown
outside of the country until over one hundred years after industry
take-off.

In the past two decades, Argentine wine has become well recog-
nized globally. At the same time, scholars principally from Argentina
began to produce a valuable body of work on the industry. Concen-
trated at the Universidad Nacional de Cuyo in Mendoza, they have
written groundbreaking studies on the role of immigrants in the initial
period of growth and their technological and entrepreneurial innova-
tions that led to the transition of wine in Argentina from an artisanal
practice to a massive industry.'

All these studies referenced the poor quality of the wine being
made in Argentina during these early years, a detail amplified in the
writings of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century observers and
wine industry publications that were not loath to using terms like
“dull,” “rough,” and “moldy.” Focusing on wine quality during the
period, this article explains how the demands of the country’s largely
Mediterranean immigrant consumers for a low-cost, abundant bever-
age played a major role in shaping those winery strategies that led to
a model of mass-produced, low-quality wine, a model that continued
to dominate Argentine production for the next century.

The year was 1906, and Argentina’s fledgling wine industry was
at full gallop, just two and half decades since its first steps. The indus-
try’s official publication enthusiastically marked its progress:

From the tranquil crafting of the first wine came the seed of

a great and vigorous industry which today displays a total

vision not only of prosperity, but of splendour and aston-

ishment in the fertile region of the Andes, covered now by
waves of magnificent verdure, opulent in sap, with an enor-
mous extension of rich vines, whose overwhelming fruits,
squeezed in great factories where enormous vats everywhere
exhibit their swollen bellies, letting free the precious juice,
the dark blood of the vines pouring out in an unstoppable
flow of riches and health.?
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By the 1880s, observers had recognized that several regions of
the country, particularly the province of Mendoza at the foot of the
Andes, possessed superlative conditions for the production of wine.
One of these was agronomist Aaron Pavlovsky. Recuited from France
by the Argentine government to establish the first national school
of agriculture, he highlighted the region’s attributes shortly after his
arrival in 1893:

Eight months with no rain producing a dryness that explains

the near absence of grapevine maladies...with a wealth of

water. This is a country of irrigation. The rivers of these prov-

inces are formed by the waters that flow from the Cordillera.

In addition to humidity, they provide...the best fertilizer to

the vines...And filoxera has not made its appearance.”

Taking advantage of these attributes, over the next three decades,
the Argentine wine industry grew quickly from infancy to adulthood,
whether measured by vineyard growth (from 1,500 hectares in 1873
to 44,700 in 1910), number of wineries (334 in 1884 to 1,394 in
1914), or perhaps most revealing, production, which expanded annu-
ally by 11 to 17 percent during these years.

Climate aside, what factors contributed to the explosive devel-
opment of the Argentine wine industry? And what kind of wine was
made? Key components of both industry expansion and winemaking
included unanimously widely accepted production and commer-
cialization strategies, technological assets and limitations, and the
promotional role of the Argentine state. Most important, however,
was wine entrepreneurs’ understanding of the makeup and the pref-
erences of the country’s consumer market. This article explores how
these variables influenced the size, pace, and content of industry
growth. It explains how together they encouraged the production of
the poor quality wine that would become the industry mainstay for
the next one hundred years.

For Argentina, a key component for the emergence of the wine
industry was an enormous wave of largely Mediterranean immigrants;
between 1880 and 1910, more than 3.2 million people arrived in
Argentina. As has been common with migrant flows, factors of attrac-
tion as well as expulsion were involved. On the pull side, the country’s
1853 constitution, from its preamble to several of its specific articles,
boldly promoted European immigration by promising justice, peace,
well-being, and liberty to anyone who wished to settle in Argentina,
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assuring potential arrivals that they could enter the country freely and
enjoy all rights of citizenship. The document was clear about the ratio-
nale for this policy: these immigrants would work the land, improve
industries, and teach the population arts and sciences. Some twenty
years later, the government sweetened the appeal to immigrants by
offering free transportation to anywhere in the country the immi-
grants chose to live, temporary lodging upon arrival, and help with
finding a job. These were attractive incentives to Europeans who felt
pushed out of regions suffering from economic and political instability
as the nineteenth century was drawing to a close.

Massive immigration had a transformative effect on all aspects
of Argentina’s emerging wine economy. The majority of immigrants
came from Italy and Spain, countries with well-established wine tra-
ditions. The flood of people from southern Europe prompted a nearly
300 percent jump in wine consumption in the three decades follow-
ing the birth of the industry. Before the major influx that began in
the 1870s, wine was consumed at an annual per capita average of 23
litres. By 1910, consumption had risen to 62 litres as foreigners grew
to 29 percent of Argentina’s population. Among the country’s wine
drinkers, Italians were reported to have consumed 101 litres per year,
followed by Spaniards at 90 litres. This made wine the country’s third
most important consumer product after bread and meat, accounting
for 8.7 percent of average family food and drink expenditures.”

Figure 5.1. El Vasquito
Barrel Label, circa 1910.
Provided to the author
by Bodegas Lépez.
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A barrel label that clearly sought to identify their wine with the
origins of immigrant consumers was Bodegas Lopez’s El Vasquito (The
Lictle Basque). The label focuses on a male figure in Basque regional
dress. As men made up the majority of the initial waves of immigrants,
the choice to depict a man would appear quite deliberate. His com-
fortable, straightforward pose helps assure consumers that the wine
was genuine and pure as he appeared to be. It is no coincidence that
the red and white of the label and of the drinker’s outfit are the tradi-
tional colours of the Basque region. And as the man is pictured with
the traditional leather bota (wineskin) of his homeland, the message is
clear: by drinking this wine, immigrants in Argentina could recreate
the life of their native land. The label also subtly identifies the immi-
grant’s adopted country. Placing El Vasquito within a blue circle and
on a background of a blue sky with white clouds, Bodegas Lopez sur-
rounded him with the colours of the Argentine flag, reproducing the
nationalist discourse of the period. So, the man on the label, like the
many immigrants who made up the consumer market, was firmly sit-
uated in his new country, but he could still have a foot in his homeland
by drinking these wines that referred, visually at least, to his geograph-
ical and cultural origins. Ironically, the people and places portrayed on
this and similar labels targeting immigrants did not necessarily corre-
spond to the birthplaces of the wineries’ owners. True, Bodegas Lopez
was founded by a Spanish immigrant, but the family did not originate
in the Basque region; rather, they came from Andalucia.

Despite the wish to have the new arrivals populate all of the
country’s “virgin lands,” the largest number of them remained in
Buenos Aires, making it the country’s major population centre and
concomitantly its largest wine market. These immigrants were key
to the capital’s expansion from 177,000 to 1.2 million inhabitants
between 1869 and 1910. Already by 1895, 40 percent of those
inhabitants were foreign born, a proportion that rose to 50 percent
in 1910. Initially, the city’s thirsty immigrants were not drinking the
local product. While wine had been produced at the foot of the Andes
in Mendoza since the mid-sixteenth century, the one to two months
of transport on the backs of mules meant excessively high costs, and
worse, most was ruined on the way. As a result, European wines,
largely from France and Spain — to serve the country’s new arrivals
as well as established elites — predominated, making Argentina the
world’s third-largest importer through the 1880s, representing over
10 percent of the country’s total imports.’
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Mendoza’s wine prospects changed radically in 1885 when the
Buenos Aires and Pacific Railway, a British-owned company with
a concession from the Argentine government, opened to provide a
connection between the country’s most important wine production
area and its primary consumer market. Local and national elites were
clearly aware of the importance of the new rail link to the capital. Five
years before the completion of construction, Argentina’s president,
Julio Argentino Roca, telegraphed, “Tell the Mendocinos that they
need to hurry up, plant and cultivate their vines so that the arrival of
the railroad does not find them unprepared.”® At the official opening
of the new railroad, which would reduce shipping time to two or three
days, President Roca travelled to the city where he enthusiastically
described Mendoza as “a vast cornucopia of fruit suspended from the
Andean peaks.” Two years later, in less flowery but equally enthusias-
tic terms, prominent Mendoza politician and future governor Emilio
Civit, guaranteed his peers that “the future of Mendoza is assured to
be brilliant and anyone who can save a single peso of his income or
obtain a peso of credit (should invest) with total confidence and faith
in what is to come.” Mendocinos clearly heeded the call: within three
decades of the arrival of the first train, 76 percent of all production in
the region was wine-related.’

It was indeed the presence of those trains that spurred the trans-
formation of Argentine wine production from artisanal to industrial.
They not only made rapid shipment eastward to the capital viable
but also carried both the human and material resources that were
vital to the industry’s explosive growth westward to Mendoza. Clearly
necessary for that expansion was a labour force of sufficient size and
hopefully with at least some experience in grape growing and wine-
making. So, with the railroad’s imminent arrival, in 1884, Mendoza
legislators passed a law that authorized payments to recruiting agents
in Europe for each immigrant. The qualities sought were morality and
good health, experience in grape growing and winemaking, and pref-
erably families who would share the tasks together. It was the hope
of the province’s new governor in 1884 that these immigrants would
“introduce desire, muscles and ideas into Mendoza’s society.”®

To southern European peasants living in unsure political times
and for the limited proportion of those from wine regions who saw
grand swaths of their vines drying up due to the severe phylloxera epi-
demic that decimated vineyards throughout the Mediterranean, these
recruiters held out the promise of rapid economic progress on large
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tracts of unexploited land. Two decades earlier, Mendoza’s immigrants
were largely Chilean in origin and accounted for only 9 percent of the
population. With the growth of the wine industry, by 1914, immi-
grants rose to 37 percent of the province’s population. By far, the two
largest groups were Spaniards (47 percent) and Italians (32.4 percent).
The great majority of the new immigrants dedicated themselves to the
production of grapes and wine, and they quickly rose to a position of
dominance throughout the industry.’

By the 1870s, Mendoza’s traditional landed elite had perceived
the promise of wine for the region, and they came to recognize that
European immigrants were best able to realize that promise in its
making and sale. As one member of Mendoza’s government predicted
in 1884: “With...the European immigrants that the locomotive
brings to our front door, shortly we will partake in material riches.”
The developments of the next decades would confirm that prophecy.®

Recognizing early on critical shortcomings in local knowledge
of both vineyard and winery management, Mendoza’s elites initially
attracted several French experts to advise on appropriate modes of vine
cultivation. After take-off in 1885, agronomists and oenologists from
France, Italy, and Spain who had trained in Europe’s top wine schools,
including Bordeaux and Conegliano, helped orient the growth of the
industry. And it was authors born in Europe that penned the great
majority of the technical articles in the Boletin del Centro Viti-Vinicola
Nacional, the wine association’s periodical publication. Management of
major wineries also fell to foreign experts, principally French and Ital-
ian. Of the seven largest establishments, an Argentine was in charge
of only one. Most notable was the fact that by 1900 immigrants
already made up 50 percent of winery owners, rising to 79 percent
only three years later. Similarly, the number of immigrant grape pro-
ducers also grew; they owned less than 25 percent of vineyards in
1895, ascending to over 50 percent by 1914. Through relatives and
friends in Buenos Aires, these European winery owners were able to
build networks that united production with distribution and sales in
the principal consumer markets."!

Just as the European presence in Argentina was the cornerstone
of wine production and consumption, Meditteranean traditions that
treated wine as a necessary part of the daily diet were central to the
form it took. For the largely poor, male Italian and Spanish immi-
grants of peasant background, quality and taste were not fundamental
to the meanings of wine. Rather, the red wine that they mostly drank
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was seen principally as a source of calories or a healthy substitute for
the nonpotable water of their rural homelands. Their wine culture
quickly became a determining factor in the strategy of the country’s
producers.

How that wine culture influenced production was made clear
in the internal communications of the region’s third-largest winery,
Bodegas Arizu. For Arizu, the typical consumer was a person with
“no taste,” a view shared by the industry at large. As one contempor-
ary critic remarked, the goal was “ordinary wines ‘for the workers’...
They think about hardy throats, not palates.” And for those palates,
typically a litre per day was considered indispensable. In this context,
production was clearly driven by a simple calculus: lower price, more
produced, more drunk, higher profits."

The resulting beverage? French traveller and wine expert Jules
Huret chronicled his experience with Mendoza wine: “I remember,
in my visit to one of the principal wineries in the region, I wanted to
try the wine that I saw flow in torrents like a river of water. I mois-
tened my lips with the liquid they offered me, and I couldn’t help my
expression of disgust. It was really bad.””> His view coincided with
those of contemporary critics who were quite specific in their assess-
ments, describing the wines variously as “thick,” “dull,” “cloudy,”
“rough,” “bittersweet,” “cooked and moldy,” “inconsistent,” lacking
“distinctiveness” and characterized by an “elevated alcohol content,”
“low acidity,” “low tannins,” “aromas of anise, vinegar and tar,” and
“disagreeable smells and tastes of dirt.”"

While these wines certainly did not exhibit characteristics that
would have pleased more discriminating palates, their thickness,
cloudiness, and deep colour nevertheless may very well have been
appreciated by cost-conscious consumers and producers, as it made
them perfect the so-called process of “correction,” “straightening out,”
“baptism” — in other words, their dilution with water, a process that
habitually doubled the actual wine produced.” Without admitting
the possibility of watering at wineries, a major industry publication
laid the blame on retailers: “Between the consumer and the producer
we have the sellers who in general, not content with making a reason-
able profit, convert one barrel into a barrel and a half.”'® Mendoza’s
daily newspaper had a different explanation, blaming the consumers:
“These people want only wines heavily loaded with colour...and alco-
hol, although they lack taste and aroma, so they can be cut...this
reveals their ABORTION.”"” A less critical commentary appearing in
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that same newspaper read: “Every day we need fewer grapes to make
(more) wine.”'®

Producers, retailers, customers: everyone was a winner with wines
that could stand a greater injection of water than more refined prod-
ucts. As the rapidly growing domestic demand for strong cheap wines
often outstripped supply, wineries saw that adding water to heavy,
alcoholic products would enable them to, in the words of one contem-
porary critic, “make /s of wine and above all guickly.”"” For wholesale
distributors and retail outlets, topping off the barrels received from
Mendoza was a particularly effective way to increase profits.

In this context, it is important to note that by the early twentieth
century, the same Malbec that has come to be Argentina’s emblem
of quality in the twenty-first century had become the country’s most
widely planted varietal, amounting to 80 percent of all vines, exactly
because its strong colour components helped a watered-down bev-
erage still appear as wine. And for the price-driven consumer whose
wine experience defined the drink as a daily staple, the norm of add-
ing water made it a good fit for families who typically could afford to
spend less than 3 percent of their budget on its purchase.”

As southern Mediterranean immigrants came to dominate Men-
doza’s industry and its principal consumer markets of Buenos Aires
and other large urban areas, machinery made in Italy, France, and
Spain became increasingly ubiquitous in the country’s large winer-
ies. As early as the mid-1880s, imported technology included filters,
manual pumps, and grape presses. And particularly after 1895, there
was a decisive upsurge in the amount and assortment of winemaking
tools as prominent wineries added the most up-to-date grape crush-
ers, hydraulic presses, and pasteurizers from abroad, all destined to
convert grapes into wine and ship to the consumer markets in the
shortest time possible. In the view of French wine expert Jules Huret,
their impressive facilities more than rivalled some of Europe’s best. In
addition to assuring rapid and massive production, the grandest estab-
lishments were able to show all that their “sistemas modernisimos”
made them as up to date as any of their European counterparts.?'

Over the course of the first three decades of industry growth,
two major trends emerged: an rapid increase in the number of winer-
ies and the concentration of overall production in a small number of
enormous establishments. Large, well-equipped wineries, designed to
meet the booming demand for wine quickly eclipsed the numerous
tiny producers that had arisen at the beginning but were unable to
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Figure 5.2. Establecimiento Viti-Vinicola de D. Domingo Tomba, circa 1910.
Source: Centro Viti-Vinicola Nacional, La viti-vinicultura en 1910 (Buenos
Aires: 1911), 38.

meet that demand. Two years after the arrival of the first train, Men-
doza had 420 wineries. At the end of the 1880s, only two wineries
were considered “important measured by the quantity of wine they
produced.” By 1914, that the total number of wineries had increased
to nearly 1,400. Overall, small establishments continued to prevail,
accounting for 86 percent of the total. But unable to keep up with
market demand, they made only small quantities of wine, accounting
for just 13 percent of the total production. Medium-sized and large
wineries made the rest. The three largest firms, dubbed “wine factor-
ies,” accounted for nearly 22 percent of all wine produced.?

The combination of modern machinery and high demand led one
of these factories, Bodega Tomba, to become considered the largest win-
ery in the world. It was the first establishment to make extensive use of
machinery and storage vats imported from Europe. Its vineyards covered
over one thousand hectares from which grapes arrived at the winery on
its 182 wagons pulled by 1,180 mules, ninety horses, and 110 oxen.
When this system became unable to transport the growing volume of
harvests, the firm constructed rail lines to link vineyards to winery. At
the end of the first decade of the century, Tomba was apparently only
one of several Mendoza producers that on a single day made as much
wine as the most important winery of Spain made in a year. The contrast
with Spain, and by extension with the rest of the Old World, where
small wineries were the norm, suggests that Argentina may indeed have
been the global originator of this class of wine factories.”

The 1910 barrel label of Vifiedos y Bodegas La Rural (Figure 5.3),
founded by the Italian immigrant Rutini family, represents a true testi-
monial to being modern and efficient. It is filled with the symbols of
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mass production: imposing factory buildings at its centre; a promin-
ent stack belching smoke; workers carting barrels across the yard. The
depiction of an uncluttered winery, with only two workers, together
with reproductions of the two sides of a gold medal awarded to La Rural
by the Argentine Industrial Union at the 1910 Centennial Industrial
Exposition matched the widely espoused industrial ideology of the
period that touted labour-saving machines as capable of efficiently pro-
viding abundance for a better and happier life. Reflecting the drive
for modernization current throughout Latin America, La Rural’s barrel
label highlighted the priorities of modernization for the Argentine wine
industry: outfit installations with up-to-date equipment capable of
achieving standardized and volume production. At the same time, the
firm explicitly communicated messages that fit well with the concerns
of Argentina as a nation: trabajo y perseverancia (work and perseverance).

An added benefit of the grandest establishments with the most
impressive technological innovations was the ability to exhibit their
wealth and progress. While prominent observer Pedro Arata deemed
the considerable expenditure on imported equipment “an enormous
waste” manufacturing “the worst results of badly made wine,” at the
same time, he had to admit that “anyone who has visited the wineries
of Mendoza will admire the luxury of the wine containers and sump-
tuousness of the buildings...Money, lots of money has been spent to
store it in these containers that cost like gold, that are gold in terms of
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their value.” According to contemporary observers, the primary motiv-
ation of the building of enormous wineries and the purchase of modern
equipment, which the Winery Association itself labelled “tecnicismo
especulativo,” was in fact to enable the creation of those “oceans of
wine” in facilities that represented “speed, quantity and novelty.” %
Wood containers for fermentation and storage represent a par-
ticularly interesting example of this adoption of technologies and their
limitations in terms of wine quality. Early on, many wineries processed
their grapes in tubs made of poplar and pine that imparted less than
ideal flavours to the must. Later, several of the largest and wealthiest
wineries introduced enormous European and American oak vats ded-
icated to short-term storage. At the time, these vats were regarded as
relatively cost-effective; however, given their size and consequently their
negligible impact on wine aromas and flavours, they were rarely used to
age wines. In fact, it was only in 1929 that a solitary winery applied for
a loan to purchase wood barrels for “aging.” Even then, the request was
not prompted by a desire to improve quality through barrel age; rather,
it was driven by the need to store existing stocks in the face of rapidly
declining demand for wine at the beginning of the Great Depression.?
While winemakers in early twentieth-century Argentina had a
degree of choice over the technology they used, they had less flexibility
when it came to employing “appropriate” human resources, particu-
larly in the grape fields. Nearly all vineyard workers were southern
European immigrants, largely from rural Italy and Spain, for whom

Figure 5.4. Grape Harvest, circa 1905. Source: Archive Bodega Escorihuela

Gascon.
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the thriving agricultural sector of Mendoza acted as a magnet. Some
had worked with vines in their European homelands, but the com-
paratively abundant yields in Argentina meant that their traditional
planting, pruning, and harvesting techniques were scarcely applica-
ble for their new environment. The National Agriculture Department
called the group as a whole “ad hoc field workers, inexperienced and
ignorant.”?® This had particularly grievous consequences during the
harvest. According to Pedro Arata:

Women, children and men are employed at harvest time...

although such people, of all ages and categories, cannot cut

bunches of grapes appropriately without mixing in leaves,

vine shoots and dirt, etc., and without ruining the plants

themselves. The harvester, as is natural, wants to harvest

the largest possible quantity and therefore does his work

carelessly...This means that even the best grapes reach the

fermentation tanks in terrible condition.

Indeed, given the concern for harvesting the maximum weight,
perhaps the inclusion of stems and leaves in the baskets was more
deliberate than accidenta

1.27

Figure 5.5. Grape Harvest, circa 1905. Archive Bodega Escorihuela Gascén.
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These harvest practices reflected the largely conflicting struc-
tural relationship between vineyards and wineries. From the inception
of the industry through the late twentieth century, most wineries
had no direct control over the production of the grapes used for their
wines. Typically, they purchased grapes from growers (viiateros), who
generally possessed small plots, little working capital, and, like those
wineries that did have their own vineyards, relied for day-to-day care
of vineyards and for planting and harvesting on still another group of
workers called contratistas, who were paid on a piecemeal basis to tend the
vines. For every link in the chain, quantity — not quality — was the
top priority. For growers and contratistas it meant obtaining the largest
number of grapes through heavy irrigation before harvest and mini-
mal pruning, producing fruit that could be harvested early and sold
quickly before beginning to deteriorate on the vines. For their part,
wineries sought to pay the lowest possible price. The result: a large
proportion of unripened grapes ended up in the mix.*

But placing all the blame on the field workers represents only
part of the story. Vineyard and winery owners had few incentives for
improved vineyard practices. In the words of the industry’s publication:
“In our wine growing provinces, the vines have been treated like cows
on ranches. After spending huge sums planting them, the only atten-
tion they receive is some pruning which happens late, badly or never,
inconsistent flood irrigation, and immediately livestock is brought to
eat the little grass that has come up.” In sum, in the vineyard as well
as in the winery, quality was largely absent from the equation.”

During this whole process, the industry had a key ally: the Argen-
tine state, at both the national and provincial levels. Government
support responded to numerous concerns. Besides keeping immigrant
workers happy with a secure supply of cheap wine without having
to rely on the unpredictability of imports, a growing local economy
benefited Mendoza’s elites and ensured the stability of a part of the
country that bordered on neighbouring Chile. As a member of the
local political elite remarked early on in 1887, “To govern in Mendoza
is to plant vines.”?’

Some two decades later Emilio Civit, then governor of the prov-
ince of Mendoza, confirmed the basic features of the government’s
relationship to the industry using terms such as “protect,” “defend,”
“stimulate,” and “take care of.” Once construction began on a rail link
to the capital, the provincial government enacted a series of measures
to promote the emergence of wine production in the decade preceding

102




MAKING WINE FOR THE PEOPLE’S TASTE: THE EMERGENCE
OF THE ARGENTINE WINE INDUSTRY, 1885-1915

the arrival of the first train. These included tax exemptions and the
offer of credit for new vineyard plantings. Most important were laws
promulgated by the national government that imposed high tariff bar-
riers on imported wines, designed to discourage foreign competition.
Civit himself had insisted early on that the government use import
duties to “close domestic markets completely” to imported wines. And
his suggestion, seconded by the industry as a whole, was taken seri-
ously; duties on imported wine increased from 40 up to 125 percent
in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. Remember, previously
Argentina had been the world’s third-largest importer of wines for
the country’s enormous and growing southern European immigrant
population. With the tariff bubble in place, imports progressively dis-
appeared from the rapidly growing wine sector, dropping to 1 percent
of wine consumed in 1918. Argentina’s industry leaders increasingly
saw themselves, as Pedro Arata noted, to be “duefios del mercado”
[owners of the market}...confident of even greater protection in the
future,” establishing models of production that would last a century.’!

Contemporary expert A. N. Galante’s summary of the early
development of the industry succinctly summarized the situation:
“Given the form and goals of grape production, it was easy to have
wine making established as a manufacturing activity and with almost
assured success.” While the uniformly poor quality of their wines
precluded any pretensions of competing internationally, as long as
Argentina’s wine factories could manufacture at capacity for what was
perceived as a continually expanding captive domestic market, they
had no clear-cut incentive to alter their practices or their standards.*

Even in this context, there were institutions and individuals that
assiduously attempted to promote the production of good and even
excellent wines from the earliest stages of the industry. Ironically, one
of these was the same state whose policies played such an important
role in the development of a quantity-oriented model. Decades before
the massification of the Argentine wine industry, in 1853, the intel-
lectual Domingo Faustino Sarmiento, a future president and a wine
lover, recounted his embarrassment when he opened a bottle from his
homeland on one of his visits to Europe. “At a weak moment the idea
came to me of offering a bottle of San Juan wine. They acted as if I
had tried to poison them, the best of our wines cutting such a poor
figure alongside of those of Oporto, Bordeaux, Burgundy, etc.”* An
exasperated Sarmiento persuaded French wine expert Michel Aimé
Pouget to travel to Argentina from Chile to take charge of the Escuela
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Vitivinicola Nacional (National Viticultural School) in Mendoza.
Pouget crossed the Andes, bringing with him not only winemaking
knowledge, but most importantly French grape stock grown in Chile
that would quickly replace the existing vines of #va criolla that then
covered the country’s vineyards. Introduced to the New World by
Spanish missionaries from the Canary Islands, the criolla variety was
dubbed “a high-yielding, very rustic crop...that produces an alco-
holic wine of a yellowish-pink colour and with a disagreeable smell
and taste.”*® As a result of the state-supported efforts of Pouget and
others, nearly all #va criolla vines, that as late as 1885 still accounted
for 99 percent of all grapes planted, were pulled up to make way for
Malbec, Cabernet Sauvignon, Semillon, and other French varietals.
By 1900, of the 21,500 hectares planted with vines, only 3,150 #va
criollas remained.?

In the early years, the most notable champion for the develop-
ment of an industry focusing on high quality was Tiburcio Benegas,
who sought to make his Trapiche Winery an establishment where
winemaking was an art as well as a business. The only nonimmigrant
owner and manager of a major winery in the region, Benegas was a
close friend of Argentina’s President Roca and Mendoza’s Governor
Civit. All three had been influenced by Sarmiento’s aspirations for an
Argentine wine that could match Europe’s. Using France as his model,
he worked at improving grape quality and producing first-rate wines.
He formulated “recipes” for what he called “Suitable Varieties,” includ-
ing “Imitation Bordeaux Wine” and “Imitation Burgundy Wine.” His
imitation Bordeaux consisted of 75 percent Malbec, 25 percent Cab-
ernet Sauvignon, another kind of Cabernet (probably Cabernet Franc),
plus some White Semillon. Imitation Burgundy comprised 25 percent
Grey Pinot Noir, 25 percent Gamay, 50 percent Romano and Tressot,
and a touch of Pinot Blanc or Gamay Blanc.*

Some contemporary observers lauded the ability of Benegas,
together with a small group of quality pioneers, to “compete favour-
ably with good Bordeaux wines.” But more compelling are the winery
records that show the preference for massive production of vznos comunes
in a system that worked at 100 perent capacity and achieved econ-
omies of scale. The records highlight the significantly higher profit
margins of those wines as compared to the minimal production of
vinos finos, made perhaps for family and friends. As compelling were
the cases of semi-spoiled wines that habitually fetched higher prices at
wholesale than “very good examples.” *’
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A fascinating example of how producing cheap, coarse wines
dominated wineries’ approach was their rejection of the Cabernet Sau-
vignon varietal. The pages of the winery owners’ publication reproduce
these remarks of visiting French expert D. S. Simois:

Of all the grape varieties that have been planted in Men-

doza, undoubtedly Cabernet has produced the best...

Nevertheless. ..the industry, unable to fully supply the local

market, pays scant attention to wines’ quality. Cabernet

produces little, very little...Undoubtedly, it cannot match

the fertility of Malbec and there remains no price difference

between the distinct French varietals.’®

The wine industry’s centennial album went even further: “Heavy
wines, high in colour, called ‘thick,” and with lots of foam, if possible,
are fetching much higher prices than others, with better taste and
higher quality.” Making better wine with better grapes was simply a
money-losing option for the contemporary wine industry.*”

Oenologist A. N. Galanti’s claim summarized well the industry’s
early years:

The growth of viticulture was so rapid and absorbed such an

enormous amount of real capital that oenology had no way

to keep pace...So it is important to state and repeat this

truth: the causes of these imperfections originate as much

in the makers as in the sellers of wine...The preoccupation

of all is to produce this precious liquid in great quantity,

and indeed this is the sole intent of the great majority...

Given the form and goals of grape production, it was easy

to have wine making established as a manufacturing activ-

ity and with almost certain success.

Or in the succinct conclusion of Pedro Arata, “We’'ve made lots of
wine, very quickly and very badly.” °

While Galanti and Arata could be faulted for being confirmed crit-
ics, in 1910 the very leaders of the industry came to a similar conclusion
in pages of their elegant album designed, ironically, to commemorate
the industry’s prodigious successes: “For the enormous wineries. ..pres-
sured by the demand of the market, it is difficult if not impossible to
attain good, reliable wines given that avalanche of fruit they mash up.”4!

When all was said and done, the quality concerns of a few
dedicated producers were drowned by largely mediocre wine for an
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Figure 5.6. In The Winery, circa 1915. Source: Archive Bodega Escorihuela
Gascon.

expanding mass of consumers who demanded nothing more than a
minimally palatable, abundant, low-priced, and easily diluted prod-
uct. In a context in which quality distinctions seemed to have had
little or no importance, some of those winemakers who risked the time
and money to produce quality wines suffered financially as a result.
Clearly, in early twentieth-century Argentina, the most modern and
best-equipped wine factories were not those that made the finest wines
but those that produced the greatest amount of wine at the least pos-
sible cost. It is not surprising that by the end of the initial period of
industry development, Argentina’s grape to wine yields were twice
those of Chile, their closest competitor.*?

A final note on the germinal role that wine consumers played in
the formation of Argentina’s industrial wine model. The very develop-
ment that appeared most quality-driven was the shift from #va criolla to
French varietals. Yet that shift was ultimately necessary to satisfy a mar-
ket less concerned with quality than with having a familiar product that
was red in colour; and that wine could not be made with #va criolla. So
farsighted winemakers, with the few exceptions of Benegas and the like,
were not trying to reproduce Bordeaux but rather Languedoc, Spain,
and Italy, whose wines their immigrant customers were accustomed to.
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Figure 5.7. In The Winery, circa 1915. Source: Archive Bodega Escorihuela
Gascon.

This model for Argentine wine production lasted for over a cen-
tury, fed by producers’ confidence in a perpetually growing domestic
market. It was only in the 1980s, when a steep decline in consumption
threatened the very existence of many wineries, that a small number
of pioneers for the first-time stressed quality to attract international
clients as the key to successful survival. Led by this group, the indus-
try underwent a true quality revolution in following decades. Malbec
has been at the centre of that revolution. The same varietal that from
the beginning of the twentieth century was the backbone of highly
coloured wines mass produced for a domestic market would become
the emblematic varietal of Argentina’s twenty-first century quali-
ty-driven rise in international consumption and acclaim.
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