The Peter Hampson Memorial Scholarship report from Rebecca Gibb, the 2005 winner
Sherry: a varied and interesting category. 
But can it overhaul its image?

If Alan Jay Lerner had been in the Sherry region at the end of October, he would not have penned “The rain in Spain (falls mainly on the plain)” for My Fair Lady. The heaviest downpours for 15 years put an end to hopes of seeing the supposedly dazzling albariza soil which, more closely resembled a soggy long jump pit.

The trip to Jerez was kindly funded by the Peter Hampson memorial scholarship. I firstly visited Puerto de Santa Maria and Sanlucar de Barremeda before joining a two-day WSET/Gonzalez Byass trip which coincided nicely with the impending unit 6 exam.

Romantic notions of Sanlucar and Puerto as white washed idyllic seaside towns were soon dismissed. Other than the quaint older parts of the towns, the two were not as pleasing on the eye as I had imagined. Out of season, Sanlucar is similar to Scarborough albeit with sherry bodegas instead of amusement arcades. The beach was dirty and many of the pavements have fallen into disrepair. Its white washed bodegas, Manzanilla wines and the seafood at Bigotes restaurant certainly left a better taste in my mouth.

However there are plans afoot to create a Sherry Wine Route to increase tourism. The President of the DO, Jorge Pascual, said, “we are going to publish a special wine route guide where visitors can find everything that is on offer.” Whilst the wines can speak for themselves, they might want to consider improving the aesthetics of some parts of the area.

In the vineyard

The zone’s predominantly chalky albariza soils are esteemed for their water retentive properties, enabling the vine to survive summer droughts. This was confirmed during the trip - the chalky clay had turned to a damp squib, doggedly sticking to the soles of our shoes and splashing up trouser legs. If this is the shape of things to come for Jerez this winter, there will certainly be no water issues in 2007.

Another key climatic factor is the area’s humidity as shown by a week of battling with frizzy hair. An average humidity level of 70% means watering the bodega floors, twice a day in summer, is crucial. The very fine dews known as “blanduras” are similarly important to the vineyards in order to provide vital moisture for the vines.

The harvest takes place in the first weeks of September and moving into late autumn the soil between rows is shaped into a series of earth banks called “aserpias”. They are the soil equivalents of sleeping policemen, preventing water from gushing down the slopes and causing erosion. 

Vinification

The spectrum of wine styles made in the Sherry region is far wider than most realise: Finos, Manzanillas, Amontillados and Olorosos may all start as unimpressive Palomino mosto but their evolution creates very different wines indeed. And it is the Palomino grape which represents 95% of all plantings in the Jerez Superior zone - situated to the north and west of Jerez.

Once in the winery - a rather ugly ‘70s concrete building at Gonzalez Byass overlooking a busy road - the Palomino grapes are fermented quickly to 11-13% resulting in a grapey and floral wine - somewhere between a newly fermented Muscat and Riesling. This wine is the base for all sherry styles, except PX. The bulk of the sun dried PX grapes are sourced from Montilla-Moriles but it is an increasingly popular varietal - especially on the domestic market. In response to this market trend, Gonzalez Byass have planted 15 ha of young PX vines in place of Palomino on their Carrascal vineyard, taking 30 people almost 2 months to establish.

The path that the young Palomino mosto takes is largely down to the capataz - the head cellar man. At Gonzalez the man in charge is somewhat ironically called Antonio Flores. Finos age for 3 to 5 years in the solera system under the scummy looking mould that is flor. Any longer and the flor dies off. Manzanilla is Sanlucar’s Fino and has its own DO. The higher humidity in the seaside town enables a thicker flor to grow - Manzanilla tends to be more delicate and the microclimate supposedly imparts a salty tang but it can be difficult to distinguish between that and its inland sister. At Bodegas Osborne (pronounced Osborn-ay) in Puerto de Santa Maria - another seaside town - the tour guide even claimed the differences were indistinguishable! Sample Tio Pepe vs. Rocio side-by-side: they are certainly very different.

Amontillados are made in two ways. Their career starts as a Fino but the flor’s lifespan is limited to 5 years. As the film falls to the bottom of the barrel the Fino goes on to oxidise and water evaporation is encouraged. In this way the wine becomes deeper in colour, with more complexity, woody notes. At 9 years an amontillado will be a deepening from gold towards amber, with medium body, wood and caramel notes of the nose and palate and a burnt sugar character (think crème brulée topping here). There could also be a slight note of tannin. Push the boat out and try a 30 year old “Viejo” and the same wine has become unctuous whilst still totally dry and the 15% fino has become a 20% amontillado. It has even greater weight and more complexity - woody, hazelnuts, dried fruit. I couldn’t help but detect a note of brussel sprouts but I’m sure that is not in the systematic tasting approach! We were also treated to a rare tasting of a 50 and 70 year old example which had the concentration of an espresso and the length of an Olympic pool.

Whilst the flor dies naturally to become an amontillado some bodegas also practice fortification to kill off the yeasts - back at Osborne both practices are employed.

Oloroso - typically associated with sweetness - is dry in its true form. DO Jerez specifies that an Oloroso must have less than 5 g/l of residual sugar. Flor formation doesn’t stand a chance as it is fortified to 18% before maturation. Its oxidative evolution creates a wine with a medium intensity nose, with treacle and woody notes, toffee, walnuts and dried fruit on both the nose and palate. With no flor feeding off the wine’s glycerine you notice the mouthfeel is much richer.

As if there wasn‘t enough variation on a theme of Palomino, Palo Cortado (literally cut stick) has the nose of an amontillado a mouthfeel tending towards Oloroso. The name came about in times when cellar men could not read nor write. One stick (I) written in chalk on the barrel meant the wine was a Fino, two sticks represented Oloroso (II) and a horizontal line cutting through the two sticks was Palo Cortado.

Pale Cream and other commercial styles exist, including Harvey’s new Orange Flavoured cream which, doesn’t fill me with desire to rush to the shops and make a purchase. Thus the only remaining category worthy of note, in my humble opinion, is Pedro Ximenex.

Get down to Majestic’s to buy Hidalgo’s PX; Barbadillo and Gonzalez Byass also make a cracking true to type example. It can be drunk as a dessert in itself or in Andalucia is served over ice-cream. It is sweet, unctuous and is best described as a liquefied from of raisins and black treacle. It plays havoc with your enamel but who cares about sensitive teeth when this is such a superb dessert wine.

The market

Even though Spain is still the main consumer of sherry, go to tapas bars in Seville and Jerez and the majority are ordering a cerbeza or vino tinto. At a rather superb fish restaurant - Venta Antonio - situated in Sherry’s heartland on the road from Sanlucar to Jerez the WSET table was the only one in the place consuming a Sherry wine. This does not send you home brimming with optimism.

Back in the UK, the young foodie route is undoubtedly the route the industry has to go down. Tio Pepe has jumped on to the bandwagon, sponsoring the F-word and spends £1 million advertising this sleek green bottled Fino. However are the astronomical costs really worth it? Do young people really want to drink sherry? Well, sales are no longer in freefall but remaining static at about two million bottles annually (in the heady 70s yearly sales were seven times this figure!) What’s more, our average spend is up by a pound per bottle than four years ago.

The situation in the on-trade is also looking brighter. The so-named ‘tapas effect’ and high profile restaurants - including Fino in central London - have all improved the image of the drink. The malaise may threaten to lift but the blue rinse brigade are still the main market for Sherry in the UK. Even in Spain the older generation are more likely to be enjoying a tot of Sherry- my visit to Sanlucar happened to coincide with the annual Spanish widows’ weekend and the old girls were lapping up the Manzanilla. As the average life expectancy of the Sherry drinker increases annually, the profile of Sherry wines must continue to be raised. The consumer needs to know there is a Sherry wine for all tastes: I would still much rather have a glass of something sparkling as an aperitif rather than a glass of Fino but I have fallen for PX and will be a life long fan - and at 25 that‘s a start on bringing down the average age. 

