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I had long wanted to visit this fascinating area of wine production, and so was delighted to finally get the chance.  I was slightly less enthused by the grey skies and torrential rain that greeted me as I arrived at Jerez airport – not for me the dazzling white vineyards of the famous Albariza soil! 





Right from the outset of my visit, it was clear that everyone connected with the Sherry industry was very aware of the need to change its’ image overseas, and that this could only happen through re-education of consumers. There was a universal desire to see their superb wines better appreciated and understood – for example, to get across the incredible value many of the top Sherries represent, given their long aging process and complex blending. This might seem like an often repeated message to some in the trade, but I sensed little frustration, just a real determination to see it happen.  Sherry is an integral part of every day life in Jerez, and to a lesser extent in other parts of Spain, and getting overseas consumers to regard Sherry as they would any other wines is the key. Hence the big emphasis placed on food and sherry matching.





I began my tour with a visit to the famous old house of Harvey’s, where I was escorted by the extremely knowledgeable Beltran Domecq.  This most ‘British’ of bodegas, with it’s long standing connections to Bristol, was a good place to start – from its’ lovely grounds full of semi-tropical plants and strolling peacocks, to the impressive cathedral-like cellars, with their row upon row of ‘sleeping’ occupants. You really felt you had to whisper! These buildings were well designed for their purpose – high ceilings, good ventilation, and an earth-covered floor to absorb the water which is sprayed to increase humidity in the dry months. This humidity is necessary for the development of the flor yeast, which in turn is vital in the maturation of the fino sherries.  A common feature at many of the bodegas, is an open ended barrel, cleverly illuminated from one end, so that the developing fino with it’s protective layer of flor can be seen in-situ. A brilliant way of educating visitors, by lightening the potentially rather dull subject of maturation.





A tasting followed, looking at the different wines at different stages in the solera. This was fascinating – being able to compare the affect of flor and/or aging on the different styles, and the characteristics each displayed. From fresh finos zingy with salty tang and almonds, to rich oloroso’s with complex walnuts and dried fruits.  This did much to whet the appetite, and a further tasting followed, with some of Harvey’s more well known commercial ‘brands’ (Pale Cream, Amontillado), and also some more aged, individual wines. We finished with a refreshing glass of Bristol Cream over ice and orange – a superb way to enjoy this much underrated sherry. Not so dissimilar to Pimms, this would be a great way to encourage consumers to look at sherry in a new light, and is another one of the many innovative suggestions the Sherry houses have come up with to help revitalise their image.





More visits followed over the 2 days – Gonzalez Byass, another beautiful bodega in the centre of Jerez, brimming with charm and history. An added bonus here was the recently restored (and fully operational) still, where they distil all their own spirit.  Bodegas Garvey, perhaps less well known in the UK, but equally impressive, with its enormous semi-underground cellars, and extensive label museum. And finally, to Williams and Humbert - this huge, modern bodega on the outskirts of Jerez could hardly be described as attractive or traditional, but what it lacks in grace it makes up for in efficiency and size. It boasts a fully automated bottling plant; a complex series of underground pipes allowing wine to be moved around the various cellars more easily; a huge ‘cool room’ to facilitate tartrate crystallisation; and probably the biggest of all cellars, full of slumbering butts, with a central aisle some 750 yards long.





At each bodega, we were expertly guided, both around the premises, and through the range of Sherries we were given to taste. Though each sherry house has its own style or selling point, the common theme was the really impressive quality of the wines, coupled with their passion for both Sherry and Jerez. There was a well established, structured visitor programme at all the bodegas, enabling the many hundreds of visiting tourists to learn and better understand the wines of the region.  Sherry and food matching was a high priority, with no occasion missed to pair up a particular style with a local dish.  It is the perfect way of getting consumers to try different Sherries, and see how well they work with food.  Whilst this has started to happen to some extent in the UK, it is very much an area to be worked on, as it offers great potential, especially given the current popularity of tapas bars.





The makers of Sherry are desperate to see their wines better appreciated overseas, and particularly in the UK.   Everyone I spoke to was blatantly aware of the need for re-education, but accepted that this is going to be a slow process. Certainly introducing different ways of enjoying the wines is a start, as is making consumers (and the Trade) aware of how brilliantly the wines accompany food. I have finally found the perfect match for vinaigrette and artichokes - Fino, of course!
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