



[image: ]






[image: illustration]





[image: illustration]




 


 





To the growers and the capataces of all the bodegas, new and old. May the sherry triangle flourish and bloom.





And to Fred – whose love of sherry surpasses even mine.
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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.





Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.





Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.





INTRODUCTION


This may come as a surprise, but I am not Spanish. Nor would I classify myself as a Spanish expert. Not by a long chalk. But I do love me some sherry and some tapas.


I love the crisp, dry joys of sherry. I love the sunshine tastes of paprika and saffron. I marvel at the things the Spaniards do with pork. And seafood. And eggs. And … you get the point.


It’s a new-ish love, I grant you. I came to tapas later in life. Not for me were the bucket and spade holidays on the Costa in the 1970s and 80s, so beloved of so many of my contemporaries. I was on the other side of the world, cooking curried crab in oil drums on the beach … So I first had tapas in the early 1990s on a business trip to Barcelona. Ostensibly, I was scouting models, but I would look for any excuse to cut short those endless agency meetings to head to the nearest eatery. The variety! The atmosphere! This style of eating resonated with me and felt strangely familiar. There is no end and no beginning to the meal, no limit on its courses, no order to them too. It is convivial and relaxed. Just how I like it.


Sherry, on the other hand, was a mainstay of my childhood. I grew up with a mother who loved a noon glass of icy Tio Pepe to stave off the Bangkok heat. On Christmas trips to England, Gran’s blue bottle of Harvey’s Bristol Cream would come out of the cupboard to mark the special occasion.


Back in the day, if you wanted proper tapas, you needed a good excuse to go to Spain. Sherry, by which I mean good sherry, was whispered of in vintners, all but sold in brown paper bags to a few discerning cognoscenti. For far too long, they have both been Spain’s best-kept secrets.


But suddenly, it seems that you cannot throw a rock in a city centre without hitting a tapas bar. You can’t browse the booze bins at your local supermarket without another super-hot sherry screaming for attention, many of which are own-brand labels right across the sherry spectrum. Tapas and sherry are everywhere. Berlin, London, Paris, Munich, everyone’s talking … about them. LA too. Even Thailand, where a chef friend of mine has recently returned from an all-expenses trip around Spain to prepare for his new consultancy – a Bangkok tapas chain. And about time too.


Where popular restaurants lead, the home cook follows. And if writing Make Mine a Martini taught me anything, it’s this: if you’re writing recipes for things to go with drinks, an increasing majority of people now think of tapas. It is, after all, a cuisine invented specifically to go with drinks. And it’s a cuisine that both perfectly reflects the outward-looking modern Spain and captures the innate sense of adventure of the modern home cook.


Not only that, tapas is ideal for home entertaining. Gone is the pressure to make sure each course hits the table bang on time. Instead, dishes will be ready when they’re ready and, with a little forward planning, everyone can relax and enjoy – including the host. Which is perfect. Just pass the tapas and pour me a glass of sherry.
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SHERRY TALES


No matter what the bar – tapas bar, cocktail bar, minibar – there’s something about a convivial drink with friends that promotes a bit of storytelling, the taller the tale the better. Which may be how so many of the sherry tales (excuse me) fairy tales of sherry’s origins came about. I mean, when you think about it, we have no idea who invented wine, so pinning down the story behind sherry is going to be next to impossible.


Here’s what we know: tradition says that Cádiz was founded by Phoenicians from Tyre in modern Lebanon in about 1100 BCE; archaeology says they got there some 300 years later. From there, they founded another town, inland, which they called Xera. It may or may not be modern Jerez. Either way, the Phoenicians were a clever sort, who built a trading empire that extended across the southern Mediterranean. And wherever they went, they took their home comforts with them. This included wine-making.


Vines were planted. History happened. Phoenicians gave way to Carthaginians (who were basically Phoenicians who had gone it alone in modern-day Tunisia), who in turn had their proverbials handed to them by the Romans. Who liked a drop, liked the vines they found here, and loved the wines they made. And who in turn gave way to Vandals, Visigoths and the Moors.


Despite all these turbulent times, Jerez prospered. Its people kept growing grapes and making wine. And even 200 years of almost constant Moorish-Christian warfare – including a siege in 1285, during which almost all the fighting took place in the vineyards, destroying them utterly – couldn’t stop their work.


From this we must deduce that wine-makers are hardy folk. But if you are to make a product, it really helps to have a buyer. And even though the Moors are known to have brought the art of distillation to southern Spain (even back then, brandy was praised for its medicinal effects), they were hardly noted for their bibulousness. Unlike the English.


By the mid-1300s, the sherry trade with England was under way in earnest, which curiously coincides with the loss of her previous source of cheap wine when France’s Philip VI confiscated Aquitaine (aka Bordeaux) from Edward III. But even the English don’t drink enough to make you rich if you’re a wine-maker. It takes the conquest of a New World to do that. And the port towns of Sanlúcar de Barrameda and El Puerto de Santa María were ground zero for global explorers.
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Suddenly, these two towns were central to trade with the Americas. From Sanlúcar, Columbus set out to discover Trinidad, Pizarro to conquer Peru, Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca (a sherry-grower’s son) to discover Florida. From Sanlúcar, Magellan embarked to circumnavigate the world. And they all set off with butts and butts of sherry.


All this being said, the sherry trade as we understand it today begins to take shape at the back end of the eighteenth century. European wars and, worse, the Spanish War of Succession had taken their toll. By 1754, the trade was in such poor shape that only nine shippers remained in Jerez.


Sherry was down, but it wasn’t out. For the important bodegas we know today begin to be founded in this period. In the thirty years between 1773 and 1803, exports rose 150%. (It probably didn’t hurt that, as Don Javier Hidalgo at La Gitana told me, the Peninsular War didn’t range as far south as Sanlúcar, so they were able to sell wines to both sides – his family legend has it that Napoleon favoured their Amontillado, while Wellington was a Palo Cortado sort of a chap.) In the next thirty years, they would double again. And, during the 1870s, we reached Peak Sherry. Everyone wanted in on the act. South Africa, the USA, Australia and France were all producing wines labelled ‘sherry’. Germany made a version out of a potato distillate, which sounds vile. If this flooding of the market wasn’t enough to put sherry out of fashion on its own, the phylloxera plague, which destroyed vines across Europe, finished the job.


In England, sherry drinking virtually ceased. But in America, it was kept alive by the thriving cocktail culture. And it was only the rise of the cocktail (and the cocktail party) in Europe that restored sherry to favour.


It probably helped that, to combat the horrible knock-offs of their product, the Spanish established a Denominación de Origen in 1933. To be labelled Jerez-Xeres-Sherry, a wine must be made in the province of Cádiz, in an area between Jerez, Sanlúcar de Barrameda and El Puerto de Santa María: the Sherry Triangle. And thus, if not its quality, its actuality was assured – no more could Deutsch potato juice continue its ghastly masquerade.


So what does this tell us? That sherry is one of the most storied and celebrated wines in the world. That our sherry-making friends do not give up easily. War, politics, plague will not stop them. Which means they give a damn about what they’re doing, which in turn means they do their best to do it well. That fashion is fickle, in wines as well as hemlines. And that, while sherry has not been chic of late, it means that consumers and enthusiasts have had access to a beverage bargain.






FROM BARREL TO BOTTLE – HOW SHERRY IS MADE


If you think about it, sherry should be impossible. Growing grapes in such a sun-baked region shouldn’t work. The primary sherry grape itself, Palomino Fino, doesn’t lend itself to wine. And the soil is packed with chalk, and little else.


But … by happy accidents of biology and geography, it turns out that all these negatives become thumping and joyful positives if you want to make sherry. Jerez’s chalky soil bakes hard in the sun, holding in water for the vines to thrive. And everything that makes Palomino not very good for wine makes it pretty much perfect for sherry. If the old expression about lemons and lemonade springs to mind, then let’s just say that that the capataces of the top sherry houses know how to make excellent lemonade.


The capataz is the master of all things sherry. It is he who decides the destiny of each barrel of newly fermented wine. First he determines which wines will become sherry thanks to their quality and finesse. Those that don’t make the cut will be distilled, either to be added to sherry in the future or to be made into brandy. Those with a high level of acetic acid will become vinegar. Then he will classify the good wines once again, deciding which will become Finos, which will be Olorosos, and which will be rayas, or blending sherry.


Now the wines enter the solera system, a process of fractional blending that gives sherry its unique character. To use it, you need four things: a lot of just-fermented wine, some distillate, a stack of barrels, and a bodega. Oh … and time.
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New wine, fortified to between 15% and 17% alcohol if destined to be Fino, higher for Oloroso, enters the top row of barrels. Wine for bottling is drawn from the bottom row (the oldest), to be replaced by wine drawn from the row above (the next oldest), and that wine from the row above that, and so on. This continual process of drawing (saca) and refilling (rocío) is known as ‘running the scales’. And it allows the capataz both to control the quality and consistency of the final wine, ensuring a brand’s key character year on year, and to maintain a constant level of wine in each barrel.


This constant ‘topping up’ replaces wine lost to evaporation from a cask of Oloroso. And, in a cask of Fino, it feeds the flor.


Not to put too fine a point on it, flor is how the magic happens. It is a naturally occurring yeast that blooms on the surface of wine, sealing it completely from the air, feeding off the air above it and the glycerol and alcohol in the wine. It’s this prophylactic protection that ensures that Fino and Manzanilla retain their delicate colour as they age.



Flor eats about 1% of alcohol from the wine in a year, which is another reason for ‘running the scales’. For flor cannot survive on a wine whose alcohol drops much below 15% or rises much above 17%. So its preservation depends on constant management for at least two years and in some cases as many as ten.


To truly understand how it shapes the wine, pour one glass of Fino and one glass of Oloroso, and taste them side by side. Oloroso is fortified to about 18%, so the flor never has a chance to develop. Instead, the wine is aged by oxidation, becoming rich and dark in the process. In fact, some Olorosos are very old indeed (look for VOS or VORS for ‘Very Old Sherry’ and ‘Very Old Rare Sherry’ respectively), being bottled from soleras containing wines that are decades and possibly centuries old. Both styles are dry on the palate, but their different ageing styles bring forth distinctly different characters from the same source wine, enough to make five distinct families of sherry. Let’s meet them.






THE FIVE FAMILIES OF SHERRY
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[image: illustration] 1. FINO (AND MANZANILLA)


Ah! Fino – the drink that lives up to its name. It is, if I may paraphrase Agent Cooper, a damn fine … glass of wine. Crisp, fresh and desert dry, it lifts the spirit, stimulates the palate and imparts a shaft of southern Spanish sunshine to the gloomiest of days. In terms of oenological elegance, the only thing that comes close is a glass of champagne.


If that sounds like gilding the lily, bear in mind the following: both wines spring from shoddy, chalky soil that really doesn’t do much for anything apart from the grapes used to make them; both wines are refined and blended by their various houses to ensure consistency year on year; and both wines depend on the mysterious biological alchemy of yeast to make them special and distinct.


So there.


With Fino, the yeast, or flor, is everything. The whole point of the bodega and of fortifying the wine with extra distilled alcohol is to create perfect conditions for its natural growth. If it’s too hot or too cold, there will be no flor. Too much or too little alcohol in the wine, no flor.



The flor protects the wine from the oxygen in the air, allowing it to age without its colour changing. And it shapes the flavour of the sherry beneath it in two key ways. (Excuse me while I get a little science-y just for a moment.) First the yeast feeds off glycerol, the polyol or sugar alcohol that provides a lot of a wine’s sweetness. This gives Fino its particular dryness. And second, the yeast layer will go through many life cycles as the wine ages. Dead yeast cells will sink from the base of the flor layer to the bottom of the barrel, creating lees that will further enhance the wine. The longer the wine is aged under flor, the more rich, bosky, umami flavours it will attain. The DO (Denominación de Origen) rules state that Fino should be under flor for a minimum of two years, but in practice, and with the good stuff, we look at wines ageing this way for as many as ten.



Flor makes Fino a living product, right up to the moment of bottling, arguably beyond if it happens to be en rama, which means in effect less filtered, so that the sherry in your glass tastes more like it would if it were drawn directly from the cask – deeper and more complex.


THE TYPES OF FINO


FINO


Arguably the classic dry sherry style, a good Fino should be fresh, crisp and titillatingly dry. With all the wines in this category, you’re looking for an alcohol content of 15%. You should find zesty, fruity notes in the wine, backed up by bready hints of yeast. Since these wines do not develop in the bottle, you want to drink them as close to bottling as you can. It’s a point of pride for sherry buyers to make this possible, so if you’re buying from a reputable vintner, you’ll have no problem. Once opened, don’t dawdle over the bottle. By which I mean, don’t leave it languishing in the fridge for months and months. This is the most fragile of fortified wines, and it won’t keep. A lot of Finos (and Manzanillas, etc., for that matter) come in half bottles, which is a plus in this department, and which is also a perfect quantity for a long, lazy seafood lunch – honestly, if Otis Redding had been sitting on the dock of the bay with a cold half of good Fino, two lemons, a shucking knife and a bucket of oysters, he’d have felt much more jolly about things.
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MANZANILLA


Okay, let’s be clear about this, Manzanilla is Fino in every way but one. Geography. It only comes from Sanlúcar de Barrameda. Some say that the microclimate of the Guadalquivir estuary changes the nature of the wine, others that the salt air blowing in off the Atlantic seeps into the barrels of Sanlúcar’s bodegas. Who knows? The DO rules say that Manzanilla is different, and it is. If anything, it is drier still, with a finer structure, a more pronounced salinity and oceanic hints of iodine. It is also, arguably, yeastier too: flor seems to prefer the seaside, and Sanlúcar’s flors are thicker than Jerez’s. Or so I’m told. As a general rule, I prefer Manzanilla, so I could just be biased. I like to think that the sheer joy of the place and of the Sanluqueños simply infuse themselves into the wine. But you should explore for yourself.


FINO DEL PUERTO


… or Puerto Fino is not governed by a separate DO like Manzanilla. So really, it’s just Fino. Except that it’s not. Like Sanlúcar de Barrameda, El Puerto de Santa María is a coastal town on an estuary. Unlike Sanlúcar, there are only five sherry-producing bodegas left. I suspect a lack of marketing heft has done them down. Again, since we’re by the coast, there is a richer flor to these wines, but Puerto Finos tend to be a little softer and less austere than Manzanillas. You’re going to have to apply yourself to find Puerto Fino, or you’re going to have to fly to Andalucía. Both experiences will be fun.
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EN RAMA



Fino (or Manzanilla, or Puerto Fino) en rama is a relatively new phenomenon. Here’s why: when your Fino is drawn from the oldest barrels in its particular solera, it is filtered before bottling. This is both entirely modern in terms of technology (older Finos – and when I say older, we’re talking thirty or forty years ago – were filtered, but less so) and far removed from the wine you taste straight from the cask. Demand from sherry cognoscenti has led to these less filtered wines. They are the very best stuff, profoundly flavoured with chewy yeast notes and more character than a Marvel comic. The extra guts in the wines (and please remember, we’re still talking delicate, Fino guts) enhance their food-pairing possibilities, as you’ll see on for Pairing Food & Sherry.


[image: illustration]
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In her book Sherry, Talia Baiocchi says that Amontillado is a wine that lives two lives, the first a biological ‘childhood’ under flor, the second an oxidative adulthood once its flor dies off.


In days gone by, no one fully understood how this worked. Amontillado was a wine produced by happy accident. But now sherry-makers understand the mysteries of flor. After allowing the wine to age biologically, they then kill the flor deliberately by refortifying the wine to at least 17% alcohol, allowing it to age with oxygen for the rest of its time in the solera.


An Amontillado, like Fino, must spend at least two years under flor. Again like Fino, the best ones age like this for much longer, giving them more character and flavour. But an Amontillado’s true nature lies in its balance, in the inherent tension between its biological and oxidative characters.


The creation of this duality takes time. A good Amontillado can be up to eighteen years old before it is bottled, and that’s before we start considering Very Old Sherries, which will be, well, very much older. Valdespino’s Tio Diego, for example, spends up to twelve years under flor, followed by a further five to six years of oxidative ageing. So, much like love, you can’t hurry Amontillado.
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[image: illustration] 3. PALO CORTADO


Palo Cortado’s name means, literally, ‘cut stick’. A wine cask destined to become Fino or Amontillado will be marked with a single stroke. But, should its flor die too soon, that stroke will be amended with a horizontal dash across it. The stick is cut.


This is the rarest of all sherries, with as few as 100,000 bottles produced a year out of a total of something like 60 million. And its making is shrouded in mystery. Antonio Flores, capataz at González Byass, calls it the ‘rebel wine’. It begins as the finest new wine, destined for Fino. But as its flor develops, or fails to develop properly, the wine in the barrel starts to display a fuller quality on the palate. It becomes gordo. At this point, it is removed from the Fino solera, fortified to 18% alcohol or thereabouts, and matured in its own solera as Palo Cortado.
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