
Trip to Jerez: Impressions of the Sherry Industry and the Producers Philosophies, by Rebecca Russell
Having recently returned from six days in Jerez, courtesy of sherry producer Lustau, I was impressed by the culture of this captivating region and the ethos of the bodegas that I visited and their consummate dedication to producing some of the finest and most diverse wines I have tasted. The crisis within the industry during the late 1980’s and 90’s has provided a dramatic point of departure for a revival of quality sherry, which is now being expanded through judicious global marketing. 

Lustau’s Managing Director, Manuel Arcila, agreed that one of the main obstacles facing sherry is that 60% of the market is still dominated by low cost own brands, which prove uneconomic to manufacture when measured against production costs. Therefore a campaign has been instigated to increase sales of higher quality, more lucrative wines while striving to retain a strong brand identity. These high grade wines will be expanded alongside more generic sherries with parallel promotional activities aimed at conveying a different message to each of the separate markets.

During my stay I visited the Consejo Regulador, which regulates, promotes and protects the DO. Their promotional manager, Carmen Aumesquet, explained the importance of conveying to the consumer why sherry deserves a place as one of the world’s finest wines. Firstly there is the innate role that nature plays in its production, embodied in the presence or absence of  ‘flor‘, the ultimate deciding factor in whether the sherry is a dry tangy fino/ manzanilla or a nutty, oxidatively aged amontillado or oloroso. Similarly the Andalucian climate, proximity to the sea, the prevailing Poniente and Levante winds combined with the microclimatic conditions of the bodegas and the minimum three years ageing it takes to bring even the most youthful fino to fruition, are deemed to have a huge influence on the style of the wine.

With its unique historic and trade background and artisanal methods of ageing and blending, sherry is justifiably a luxury wine of exceptional value and a number of educative drives such as the Sherry Academy Training Program have been set up, aimed particularly at hoteliers, wine journalists, sommeliers and other likeminded aficionados responsible for introducing premium sherry to its target market. These courses are based on the premise that ’to love something you need to know it first.’ 

A crucial part of the philosophy of the producers is that sherry is a wine to be enjoyed at any time of year and with an array of cuisines. Much work has been completed to perpetuate this notion through top chefs and international competitions such as the Maridaje conference with Vinoble 2004 and ‘Ten Star Tapas‘, where restaurants gather to match various cuisines and sherry wines. The sherry market is also responding to a growing trend towards responsible drinking and drinking less but better and preferably accompanying food, in concurrence with sherry’s more elevated alcoholic content. Quality sherry is now being marketed towards discerning consumers in their late 20’s, 30’s + who already to appreciate fine wine and dining. It is undeniable that the spectrum of styles from bone dry finos to velvety sweet Moscatels and PX’s have the scope and versatility to partner almost any dish and in this capacity rival any other vinous product on the market. 

The outlook of quality sherry producers was well surmised by Rafael Balao, who managed Lustau during the 1980’s and whose professed aim was to combine ‘tradition and innovation to produce the definitive quality sherry house.’ It is the balancing of these two factors in the production and marketing of sherry that now pave the way for its future. In keeping with the ideas of tradition, quality and exclusivity are a new range of VOS (Very Old Sherries) and VORS (Very Old Rare) sherries which entered the market in 2001. These wines are strictly monitored by the Consejo Regulador and are guaranteed to conform to a minimum age of between twenty and forty years old with the minimum age stated on the bottle. However, they frequently contain older wines due to the fractional blending process of the solera system. The VOS category is not only a good example of how sherry has aligned itself with premium light wines, where such considerations as vintage are obviously important, but also illustrates the determination of the industry to produce wines of an uncompromisingly high standard that are quite literally historic products of the bodegas.

I was lucky enough to taste not only Lustau’s impressive VOS range but some delicious sherries from Bodegas Tradicion, a charming little bodegas on the outskirts of Jerez, which specialises exclusively in the most venerable VOS wines aged between twenty and thirty-nine years and also houses a remarkable private collection of Spanish Old Master paintings. All these wines demonstrated an awesome complexity and richness on the nose and palate ranging from the lighter orangey, butterscotch and floral notes of the amontillados to the dark, figgy, burnt caramel and walnut character of the olorosos. Being owned by an independently affluent beneficiary means that this bodegas can afford to adopt an uncompromising attitude to quality and their stated objective is to ‘restore the category, which oldest sherries deserve as members of the greatest wines of the world.’

Age dated sherries are also now infiltrating more mainstream retail outlets, Lustau supplying respectively twelve and fifteen year old versions for Sainsbury’s Taste the Difference range. Some bodega have even started to experiment with unblended vintage sherries such as Lustau’s Rich Oloroso Anada 1989, their first to be released, which is made by the port method of arresting fermentation and oozes aromas of ginger cake, caramel and prunes with thick cut marmalade and spice on the palate. Such wines are not only first rate sherries but offer familiar points of reference for the consumer such as origin and indication of age. VOS wines now sell more than 150,000 bottles annually across seventy brands from more than twenty commercial cellars.

Another highlight of my trip to Jerez was a visit to an Almacenista, Cuevas Jurado, in the breezy town of Sanlucar de Barrameda, home of the Manzanilla DO. Almacenistas meaning ‘stockholders’ are part of the long tradition of Jerez and are little bodegas lining the back streets and can only sell the wines they mature to the larger exporting bodegas, which are then blended with the shipper’s own stocks, adding diversity to the final wine. In homage to these stockholders, with whom Lustau’s origins in fact lie, they have launched a flight of wines solely from individual almacenistas with the name of the producer featured on the label. It was truly an experience to taste samples of Manuel Cuevas’s wines from the barrel, including an infant manzanilla that had only spent six months in barrel, then a manzanilla still riddled with flor, imparting a lovely creamy brioche character and finally a lively amontillado whose pungent aroma lingered in the glass long after the wine had disappeared. The re-emergence of almacenistas, who declined during the slump of the 1970’s, is testimony to the changing philosophy and  return of the industry to its grassroots, showing a determination to revive the quality, traditions and wines that characterise true sherry. The shipping bodegas also enjoy a mutually beneficial relationship with these stockholders, who provide an alternative to direct investment while raising the calibre of the finished blends.

The changing attitude of the sherry industry is not just detectable in the wines themselves but tangible in new methods of presentation, packaging and serving. The introduction of the Copita Jerez as opposed to the old fashion schooner not only permits a more generous serving but reinforces the mantra that sherry is a wine, not merely an aperitif. Producers wish to impress that finos and manzanillas should be served and stored chilled once opened, just like a white wine, and likewise consumed within a reasonable period. Lustau adopted a revolutionary bottle design in the 1980’s, a hybrid between the traditional sherry flask and a burgundy style bottle, which again bridges the gap between tradition and innovation and invokes a sense of recognition in the consumer.

In the future, the sherry industry intends to build on its existing five major markets, the UK, Netherlands, Spain, Germany and the US, of which the first and latter consume the most premium sherry while lower grade wines still dominate Germany and the Netherlands. Prospective markets in Japan, Canada, India and China hold huge potential especially Asia: Shanghai, Singapore and Hong Kong, whose culinary tastes are thought to be particularly compatible with all styles of sherry and there is also great scope for expansion of the fino category abroad  (90% consumption of which is currently within Spain) due to its lower alcohol content and shared characteristics with white wine. Lustau themselves, under the jurstiction of the Caballero Group, has formed a strong allegiance with Europvin, a sales and export consortium based in Bordeaux with offices in the States and Japan, and now exports 90% of its three million bottle annual output of their range of forty plus sherries.

With its long history of exportation and ardent campaigning to re-invent its image, the sherry industry looks set to conquer unchartered markets. Although this will inevitably be a slow process, the integrity of the producers combined with consistent and unified marketing schemes hopefully promises a dynamic future for this sector. 


