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			SYNOPSIS

			The Sherry region is the cradle of wines unique in the world, with a centuries-old tradition, which speak of a noble origin and extreme uniqueness.

			Chefs and sommeliers have opened up new path for a more creative, more in tune and wiser integration of Sherry wines at the table, harmonizing the boundless aromas, flavours and textures of Sherry with the infinite gastronomies of the world.

			Indeed, Sherry wines are the world's most gastronomic wines, and the testimonials collected in this book attest to this. Eminent specialists in the world of gastronomy and oenology such as Josep Roca, Ferran Adrià, Jancis Robinson, François Chartier, Ferran Centelles, Heston Blumenthal, Pedro Ballesteros, José Carlos Capel, Paz Ivison, José Andrés, Oriol Castro, Eduard Xatruch, Mateu Casañas, Andoni Luis Aduriz, Toño Pérez, Jose Antonio Navarrete, Quique Dacosta, Ricard Macarena, Salvatore Catalano, Rodrigo Briseño, Sarah Jane Evans, José Polo, Kristell Monot, Doug Frost, Jan Van Lissum, Alberto Ramos Santana, José Ferrer, Carmen Aumesquet and César Saldaña, president of the DO Jerez, offer us in this extraordinary and unprecedented world their particular vision of the wines of Jerez as never seen before.
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				FOREWORD
				AN EXCELLENT DECISION
				César Saldaña
			

			Approximately twenty-five years ago the sherry sector made a momentous decision: to make our wines known by way of gastronomy. It was not a formal decision, so I cannot identify a founding event or any official or memorable declarations. Nor was it something that was documented in any minutes of the Control Board. But it was a collective and perfectly conscious decision, if a sector of activity can be said to have a collective conscience. Indeed, it is very clear to me that a series of reflections, conclusions and actions (in other words decisions) taken at the turn of the millennium by those at the helm of the Jerez region marked a decisive shift in the sector’s communication policy. Gastronomy became the core of the discourse on quality by which to make our wines better known to the world.

			Of course, this was nothing new either, since sherry wines and manzanilla are – and always have been – the natural accompaniment to local cuisine. But still, there was something of a change of direction, a change from the discourse around which our discourse had hitherto revolved. And there was certainly something of rebellion in that decision; the desire not to be resigned to the unfair and limiting role of aperitif or simple wine for fairs or pescaíto frito. Who can argue with the fact that the diversity and versatility of our wines make them the most gastronomic wines on the planet? Sherry had to be brought to the table; it had to be seated where it belonged, alongside the rest of the world’s quality wines. And this implied a different attitude: a greater dialogue with the sommeliers, a different glass from the traditional catavinos, more dignified and suitable. And, of course, a better knowledge of the world of gastronomy, to find the way to integrate all the extraordinary organoleptic potential of our wines.

			Some people may think that such a decision was obvious, but in reality it was much more radical than it seems. And the ultimate goal, much more difficult than we anticipated. In fact, we are still a long way from achieving widespread acceptance of sherry wines as “wines for dining”. After twenty-five years of stubbornly proclaiming that sherry – like any other wine – is made to be enjoyed at the table, we are perfectly aware that many sherries are still mostly consumed outside mealtimes. But we are absolutely committed and there is no stopping this movement. And not only because in today’s society there is less and less room for wine consumption outside the gastronomic sphere, but also because this movement is part of an even bigger one: the vindication of sherry as a wine, plain and simple. A fabulous wine to dine with.

			After decades of enjoying a boom in foreign markets, characterized by a positioning in which the oenological aspect was conspicuous by its absence, sherry, at the turn of the century, began to recover its true essence as a wine with its own wine-making process. The world was changing and it became more than appropriate to vindicate the land and the vineyard: a diversity and variety of vineyards and winemakers who – also within the Jerez region and despite the enormous inertia of history – knew how to interpret nature to make great wines. In short, in Jerez we once again spoke the language of wine. In this context, a commitment to gastronomy was natural.

			But not everything was endogenous in this process. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, Spanish gastronomy underwent a vertiginous evolution that astonished the world. Names, techniques and proposals emerged nonstop and not only in the “hot spots” of the Basque Country and Catalonia. Culinary creativity exploded throughout the country based on a traditional cuisine already of extraordinary quality. The miracle of Spanish gastronomy was born. In this context, many chefs and sommeliers, driven by curiosity and sensitivity, discovered the fascinating world of sherry.

			Surprisingly for us, amid this burgeoning gastronomic panorama many professionals have introduced sherry either in their cuisine or as a wine for the dining room, attracted by its remarkable possibilities, its incredible versatility and the generosity by which it creates outstanding synergies with the most varied culinary proposals. Naturally, this only reconfirms what was already an absolute collective conviction: the future of sherry wines was at the table.

			In this context of learning, challenges and opportunities, the Copa Jerez project was born more than twenty years ago. A project in which the producers themselves and the very territory from which our wines originate want to continue learning from those with the greatest knowledge: from chefs and sommeliers who, without in principle having any territorial or affective link to sherry, deepen their knowledge of our wines to achieve through them a gastronomic experience of excellence. Something which – at least from our (Mediterranean) cultural interpretation of the act of dining – is only possible through a perfect harmony between wine and dish.

			Since those distant beginnings, Copa Jerez has become much more than a simple wine-pairing contest. Over these twenty years, the countless activities related to Copa Jerez Forum & Competition at an international level have constituted a growing and relentless tide of enriching experiences for sherry and its producers, always with gastronomy as a fertile territory to discover and enjoy these unique wines. Because knowledge of and love for sherry is nobody’s birthright. Many are the lessons that chefs and sommeliers from far off lands have given us, opening new paths for a more creative, more harmonious and wiser integration of our wines at the table: for the pairing of the endless aromas, flavors and textures of sherry with the world’s infinite gastronomies.

			Edition after edition, Copa Jerez reaffirms the decision we made one day: to bet on gastronomy as a way to make sherry better known. A blessed decision.
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				INTRODUCTION
				COPA JEREZ. PAST, PRESENT AND FUTURE
				Jan van Lissum
			

			In the 1960s and 1970s, sherry was immensely popular in the Netherlands. Annual consumption reached 40 million liters, more than the sherry consumed in Spain. And at that time the Netherlands was not a country of wine lovers. Drinking wine was reserved mainly for dignitaries and priests. Ordinary consumers drank beer or gin. In fact, sherry was the first wine consumed by large sections of the Dutch population, although most people were unaware that sherry was also wine.

			Undoubtedly, Queen Juliana – the people’s queen – liked to have a glass of sherry with her guests. But more decisive was the glorious sherry diet that became fashionable in those days, which contributed to the modern and slender ideal of beauty that emerged in the 1960s. A glass of sherry every morning helped the Dutch housewife look her best, not to mention the enjoyment of sharing a morning drink with one’s neighbor.

			Cheap two-liter bottles of sherry could be found in the cupboards of most Dutch kitchens. The country’s largest supermarket chain did good business. And a new field was also added to the hospitality trade: the busy bodegas where sherry was offered were the forerunners of the numerous wine bars that can be found in most cities today.

			Shifting tastes

			The Netherlands’ growing prosperity caused tastes to change. People traveled on vacation to France, Italy and Spain and learned to drink other types of wine. At home, regular consumption of wine increased. Not only did the supply grow, but also an awareness of quality.

			Gradually, sherry became a drink reserved for people of an older generation, a secret addiction of insecure housewives or a condiment for soup. This negative image lived on in the Netherlands for a long time, partly because producers continued to take refuge for too long in the mass production of wines of mediocre quality.

			Personal mission

			As a wine lover, I have always had a particular passion for authentic and unique flavors. In this respect, I soon realized that sherry had enormous potential and deserved a better image, especially after my first visits in the late 1980s to the Jerez region. I contacted the Control Board, visited several important bodegas and discovered the unique and pure flavors of sherry, which were practically unknown in the Netherlands. Dry and crisp manzanillas and finos, rich and complex olorosos, palo cortados and amontillados, and even some authentic treasures of the cellar: the Sacristías. It was immediately clear to me that this unsuspected versatility and richness of aromas and flavors offered great potential for gastronomy. I began to consider a personal mission: to make the full spectrum of sherry known to a broader public, especially to passionate and curious restaurant professionals.

			At that time, I organized several gatherings around wine and gastronomy with my company The Wine & Food Association. We published the results in the bimonthly wine magazine Proefschrift, aimed primarily at restaurant professionals. The tastings were mostly held at establishments of the first order that received top marks from restaurant guides such as Michelin and Lekker.

			The pairing of wine and food was still in its early stages of development in the Netherlands, so the gatherings and publications were mainly experimental and educational.

			Small-scale events in different provinces of the country were the next step. Specialized wine importers and national and regional producers of gastronomic goods could present their products here to a wider audience of hosts, sommeliers and other members of the hospitality trade. Famous chefs were invited to offer exceptional wines with a matching dish. More and more national organizations attended these events because they offered opportunities to put their wines in the limelight. Thus, cooperation with the Control Board allowed us to present a varied selection of quality sherries at many of these fairs and gatherings.

			All this led in 2003 to the launch of the largest wine fair in the Benelux: Wine Professional, an annual three-day event held in January in Amsterdam, which in 2023 took place for the 21st time. A series of fascinating wine and food tastings enrich each edition of Wine Professional. Over the years, numerous renowned national and international chefs and sommeliers have contributed to these pairings.

			Experimenting with sherry and food

			The first sherry tastings we organized opened the eyes of most participating chefs and sommeliers. They understood that these intense, salty, mineral, dry, oxidative and complex flavors were not easily accessible to the typical amateur. So, in the everyday restaurant context, they had to be handled with care: at the right moment, with an appropriate dish, fitting into the menu’s structure, etc.

			From tapas to appetizers

			In Spain, sherry was traditionally combined with all kinds of tapas, so an obvious place to start experimenting was with amuses and small appetizers in the Netherlands.

			In this way, Copa Jerez began in the Netherlands in 2000 as a competition of amuses and continued that way for the subsequent three editions. More and more chefs and sommeliers were inspired by the authentic flavors and exceptional possibilities offered by sherry wines, and soon the enthusiasm for participating in Copa Jerez grew.

			At the same time, things in Jerez evolved positively. A growing number of producers realized the emphasis had to be on quality rather than quantity. In 2000, I attended the official presentation of the VORS* and VOS** wines in Madrid. Not only did an increasing number of wine enthusiasts and professionals recognize their potential, but producers were positioning sherry as a unique wine to be taken seriously. Not surprisingly, the name sherry was increasingly being replaced by Jerez wine.

			Pairing: dish with sherry or sherry with dish?

			The gradations of tension, fullness and complexity made everyone realize that many more gastronomic possibilities existed for sherry beyond amuses. An entire menu could even be created using sherry.

			Thus, Copa Jerez became a full-fledged food and wine competition, with combinations of starter, main course and dessert, and simultaneously a perfect setting for the unique universe of Jerez wines.

			One of the essential precepts about sherry pairing is that it is preferable to use the wine as a starting point and then create/adapt a dish to accompany it.

			The opposite is much more complicated. For example, you cannot say: “This is a typical amontillado dish” because amontillados differ too much. Bodega style, age (up to VOS and VORS), organic and oxidative maturation and bottle aging contribute aromatic details that make each bottle of amontillado unique. The same is true of almost all sherries.

			This creates a different perspective: the flavors and aromas of the wine determine what the chef puts in the dish. The uniqueness of the type of sherry becomes the basis for ingredient selection, texture, mouthfeel, etc. This requires flexibility and creativity.

			A source of inspiration for diverse cuisines

			Professionals from various types of restaurants got involved in educational and experimental tasting sessions in the Netherlands and participated in the first editions of Copa Jerez. French, Italian and Spanish restaurants, Chinese, Japanese, Indonesian and North African cuisines, fusion restaurants, molecular and vegetarian restaurants, from the most classic to the most modern, from the most traditional to the most creative: they all discovered varieties and flavors of sherry that suited their cuisines and resonated with their diners. The gastronomic potential of sherry has proven to be timeless and limitless, constituting a valuable source of inspiration and often giving rise to surprising results.
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			Mainly thanks to the participation of many of the best Dutch restaurants, Copa Jerez became so successful that international attention, also from the Control Board, was not long in coming. Since 2004, national Copa Jerez competitions have been held in different countries, and in 2005 the first international final was held in Jerez de la Frontera.

			Among the ten international editions held to date, Dutch restaurant teams have twice taken first place. They have also won several additional prizes.

			This shows that the Netherlands is an exemplary country in innovative and creative gastronomy, where wine and food are appreciated at a high level. sherry has played a leading role in this respect for more than twenty years and will undoubtedly continue to do so, despite the temporary boom in all kinds of alternatives, from sake or beer specialties to kombucha, vins nature and non-alcoholic cocktails.

			Sherry in new contexts: Dutch herring and caviar

			In addition to Copa Jerez, the aforementioned experimental tastings gave rise to several activities that have since returned annually to the agenda of The Wine & Food Association and always arouse great interest.

			For example, we launched the annual tasting event, the Nieuwe Haring / Sherry Tast. The arrival of the Nieuwe Haring every June is a festive occasion in the Netherlands. Previous generations traditionally combined raw young herring with a glass of grain wine or another type of gin. We have discovered that a glass of manzanilla or fino actually tastes much better with fresh fish. And in addition, every year it is exciting to find out whether fino or manzanilla, and from which producer, is declared Herring Wine of the Year. The fat content and texture of the herring are decisive.

			At the annual Nieuwe Haring / Sherry Tast, as well as at other tastings, it was repeatedly demonstrated that freshness is an important aspect when matching sherry, especially when it comes to manzanilla and fino. The more recent the bottling, the fresher and more refined the manzanilla or fino, the more exciting the combination. More evolved sherry sometimes also allows itself to pair well, but then aromatic accents such as dried fruit, chamomile, fruit and savory notes take a back seat.

			We also broke the holy dichotomy of champagne and caviar by organizing an annual sherry and caviar tasting in collaboration with our country’s leading caviar importers.

			While the young, fresh finos and manzanillas paired with caviar in most cases highlighted mainly their briny notes, pairings with “newcomers” such as varieties in ramas, pasadas, vintages and wines in casks emerged with more nuance and depth. It was very surprising that sometimes even amontillados, characterized by longer (sometimes much longer), partially oxidative aging, scored so well with caviar.

			Connecting the dots

			Small details are essential when it comes to pairing sherry and dish.

			Early on, I began experimenting with different serving temperatures and using a variety of glassware in our tasting sessions. The delicate, intense, rich and complex aromas of sherry come out best when the wines are poured in the right way.

			As with most wines, serving temperature is important. Finos and manzanillas should preferably be served chilled, at 7-9 degrees centigrade. Aged and rich varieties develop better aromatically at higher temperatures.

			Equally important for the optimal expression of sherry aromas is the use of appropriate glassware. Traditional copaitas or catavinos are adequate for the simpler finos and manzanillas, but higher quality levels require carefully chosen glassware. The richer, fuller-bodied varieties require a larger glass for the aromas to unfold well.

			As mentioned above, the freshness of the bottling comes into play. Dry, crisp finos and manzanillas, in particular, lose much of their vibrant freshness the longer they have been bottled. Sherry wines with a lot of depth and complexity, such as VOS and VORS, or older vintages, benefit from decanting. Especially in a restaurant, shortly before serving a paired dish, this can be useful.

			Depending on the flavor content of the dish, it is sometimes advisable to sip the sherry glass shallowly instead of taking a normal sip, especially if it is a higher alcohol type of sherry.

			The season can also be a deciding factor when choosing a type of sherry. Manzanilla and fino are wines best served in spring. The riper, richer and more complex the wines, the more they are associated with autumnal dishes.

			And finally, from a culinary point of view, it should be noted that very often it is very small details that create the connection with the sherry and make the combination of dish and wine a success: a few drops of olive oil, a little garlic, some well-chosen spices…

			Precision and attention to the smallest details are essential until the very last moment, especially if you are a candidate for Copa Jerez!

			Year 2023

			From the Dutch perspective of the present, I look confidently toward the future of Copa Jerez and the reputation and appreciation of sherry.

			In recent decades, the Netherlands has become a country of true wine lovers. Consumers are genuinely interested in wine, pay more attention to provenance and quality and are more willing than before to spend more money per bottle. Especially the younger generation of consumers and wine professionals are curious and adventurous when it comes to food and drink, and are more open to new and challenging taste experiences. International culinary styles of all kinds have made their way into our society and savory ingredients from all over the world are widely available.

			The unique aromas and flavors of sherry fit into this modern enogastronomic experience and culinary context in which concepts such as authentic, pure, extravagant, exciting, regional and artisanal occupy an important place.

			Although medium dry and cream, fino and manzanilla are still the best-selling sherries in supermarkets, in specialty wine stores the offer of higher quality wines is increasing in terms of volume, but also in terms of diversity. Led by the younger generation, more and more producers, including established classic wineries, are looking for new ways to differentiate themselves and, to this end, are marketing new sherries clearly aimed at true aficionados, connoisseurs and restaurant professionals. Often these are “forgotten” varieties, such as ramas, pasadas, vintages and single cask wines, and even unfortified Jerez wines are getting attention. The influence of terroir and microclimate is also being rediscovered. All of this adds diversity and complexity and more enogastronomic options.

			Specialized importers and young, adventurous restaurant professionals are closely following the evolution of sherry. As a result, more and more restaurants are including an interesting and updated selection of Jerez wines on their wine list.
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			The Origin. The Jerez region

			Sherry wines and manzanilla are the product of the Jerez region, a unique, historic wine region located in the northwest of the province of Cadiz, the southernmost province of the Iberian Peninsula. Nestled on the Atlantic coast and bordered by the Guadalquivir and Guadalete rivers, this privileged region distills the purest essence of Baja Andalucía: the light, the sea and a landscape of soft white hills where wheat, sunflowers and vineyards alternate throughout the year, tinging hillsides with varying shades of green.

			To the north, the imposing course of the Guadalquivir River and its marshes and, beyond, the extraordinary nature reserve of the Coto de Doñana. To the south, vineyards alternate with salt marshes and pine forests. Inland, the Sierra de Cádiz. And to the west, the ocean: the Atlantic coast of expansive, white sandy beaches which from Sanlúcar to Chiclana permeates the entire Jerez region with its influence, soothing the heat of the long summer days with its breezes. The mild climatic conditions and the area’s resources have favored human settlements here since ancient times.

			In the Jerez region, winemaking is much more than a simple economic activity, because sherry is much more than a wine. Over a period of almost three thousand years, grapevine cultivation and winemaking have given rise to a broad range of cultural expressions that make the Jerez region truly unique.

			Over the course of this long period and aided by contributions from peoples of very different origins, genuinely unique forms of winemaking and wine-aging have been consolidated. This in turn has not only given rise to wines as different as they are extraordinary, but also to exceptional landscapes, professions and architecture, not to mention a local language.

			Nine towns in the region have in their respective municipalities vineyards under the Denomination of Origin (DO): Jerez de la Frontera, El Puerto de Santa María, Sanlúcar de Barrameda, Chiclana de la Frontera, Chipiona, Puerto Real, Rota, Trebujena and Lebrija, the latter belonging to the province of Seville.

			The Jerez-Xérès-Sherry Denomination of Origin was the first to be constituted in accordance with the 1933 Statute on Vineyards and Wine, making it the oldest in Spain and one of the first in the world. In 1964, with the DO Manzanilla regulations, the authentic identity of this wine and its inseparable link with Sanlúcar de Barrameda was recognized. In addition, the Jerez region is home to another agricultural product that has had the status of Domination of Origin since 1995: Jerez vinegar. At present, the area of production of this product covers a surface area of around 7,000 hectares.

			DO Manzanilla-Sanlúcar de Barrameda

			Sanlúcar de Barrameda, located in a privileged natural environment between the mouth of the Guadalquivir River and the marshes of the Doñana Natural Park, is the cradle of world-famous gastronomic manifestations. Among them, manzanilla stands out as an indisputable hallmark of Andalusian identity. Because if there is something that distinguishes manzanilla, it is undoubtedly its origin. At the southernmost tip of the Iberian Peninsula, sun, sea, marshes and humid westerly winds bathe this town in the province of Cádiz.

			It is precisely this unique environment and its exceptional geographical and climatic conditions that favor the aging of Manzanilla de Sanlúcar de Barrameda as one of the world’s inimitable wines, recognized with its own denomination of origin since 1964. This qualification protects the personality of the Sanlúcar de Barrameda wine in which character and subtlety, power and finesse, complexity and elegance converge.

			The production of manzanilla is, therefore, limited exclusively to the city of Sanlúcar de Barrameda.

			HISTORY

			For 3,000 years, the different historical circumstances have been shaping the identity of the wines of the Jerez region, just as the wine itself, its production, its trade and its enjoyment, have been a determining factor in the history of this region and in the cultural identity of its inhabitants.

			Sherry wines originated no less than 3,000 years ago, when the Phoenicians settled in this region to found the first cities in Europe. The first mention of sherry wine is provided by Strabo, a Greek geographer of the 1st century BC, who states that sherry vines were brought to the region by the Phoenicians around 1100 BC. The archaeological sites of Phoenician origin of the Castillo de Doña Blanca, located between Jerez and El Puerto de Santa María and where the oldest complete winery in the West is found, confirm that it was the same founders of ancient Gades (Cádiz) who brought to our lands the art of cultivating vines and making wine from the distant lands of present-day Lebanon.

			From Xera, the name given by the Phoenicians to the region where Jerez is located today, these merchants produced wines that were then distributed throughout the Mediterranean, especially to Rome. From its origins, therefore, sherry wine acquired one of the characteristics that has most marked its identity over the centuries: that of being “a traveling wine”.

			In the 1st century AD, the Gades-born Lucius Moderatus Columella, owner of an estate in Ceret, was one of the most important agronomists of the Roman Empire and the author of the first great treatise in history on agronomy: De Re Rustica (On Agriculture). In his work he establishes the basis of what has become the Jerez vineyard: the types of soils and varieties of grapevines, the best locations for the vines, the work that was done during the different seasons of the year and the qualities of the musts that were obtained. Today, the continued validity and relevance of Columella’s work is surprising and attests to the importance of the region’s viticulture since Roman times.
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			During the period of Muslim domination in Spain, Jerez continued to be an important center of wine production despite the Koranic prohibition on the consumption of alcoholic beverages. The production of raisins and the obtaining of alcohol for different purposes (perfumes, ointments...) and the use of wine for medicinal purposes acted in a way as excuses for the maintenance of vine cultivation and winemaking.

			In the map of the region dating from 1150 by the Arab geographer Al-Idrisi, the name the Arabs gave to the city of Jerez can clearly be seen: none other than Sherish. The map is proof that the name “sherry”, by which our wines are known in the English-speaking world, is nothing more than a derivation of the ancient Arabic name for the city of Jerez.

			After the reconquest, the growing demand for sherry wines by English, French and Flemish merchants forced the city council to enact in 1483 the Ordenanzas del gremio de la Pasa y la Vendimia del Jerez (Ordinances of the Raisin and Sherry Harvest Guild), the first Regulations of our denomination of origin, which regulates the grape harvest, the characteristics of the casks, the aging system and commercial uses of the product.

			After the discovery of the Americas, new markets were opened and with them the wine business flourished. This was the age of the great voyages and geographical discoveries. The wine of Jerez shared in these historical events as evidenced by the purchase of 417 wineskins and 253 barrels of sherry by Magellan for his long voyage around the world. The wine is also known to have been present at the celebrations of the conquest of new lands, such as Venezuela and Peru.

			The sale of the wine of Jerez in the Indies was frequently hindered by the action of pirates who seized the fleet’s cargoes and sold them in London. In 1582, Sir Francis Drake and Martin Frobisher attacked Cadiz and took 3,000 barrels of wine. The arrival of that booty in London made sherry fashionable among the English court. Indeed, the popularity of sherry in those days can be seen in the works of William Shakespeare, where our wine is mentioned in many of his plays.

			Gradually, the increase in demand led overseas merchants from all over Europe to settle in the area during the 17th and 19th centuries. This led to the creation of an important liberalization trend in Jerez and definitively boosted the production and trade of the region’s wines. This process was also a fundamental step in giving the wines of the Jerez region their ultimate identity.

			The tendency to store wines from different vintages for a long period of time and the need to supply the market with a stable quality gave rise to one of the essential contributions of sherry winemaking: the criaderas and solera aging system.

			On the other hand, as the time during which the wine was kept in the barrels was extended, the practice of fortification went from being a mere means of stabilization for the most fragile wines to becoming an oenological practice, by means of which the winemaker decided the type of wines he was going to make: this addition of wine spirit in different proportions gave rise to the wide typology of sherry wines we know today.

			It was also at this time that the great wine-aging cellars appeared. Seeking to reconcile the ideal climatic and architectural conditions for the aging of wines with the prevailing neoclassical aesthetics, the great cellars that still impress visitors today were constructed.

			The ensuing years were years of prosperity; in the first decades of the 20th century, with the development of communications and transport, sherry wine continued to expand in international markets.

			The sherry sector in Jerez was always at the forefront of European trends, and in the early 20th century it was ready to create Spain’s first denomination of origin. After a comprehensive restructuring of the sector in the early years of the 21st century, the clear focus on quality and added value provided by the wineries has given sherry a new impetus, in its drive to regain its place among the most prestigious wines on the planet. The emergence of initiatives such as VOS and VORS wines, the recovery of vintages, the vindication of single-vineyard wines, of those bottled on the vine and, of course, the clear focus on gastronomy, are repositioning sherry as what it is in its own right: one of the great wines of the world.

			VITICULTURE

			Climate and Soil

			Given its low latitude and location as one of the southernmost wine regions in Europe, the Jerez region enjoys a warm climate. Summers are dry with high temperatures, although the proximity of the Atlantic softens and humidifies the atmosphere, especially at night. Spring and summer, during which the lifecycle of the grapevines occurs, are subject to the prevailing winds known as Poniente and Levante. Winters are mild and summers hot, with an annual average of 300 days of sunshine. Rainfall is relatively high, with an average of about 600 liters per square meter of rain per year, especially in autumn and winter. Except in specific years, this volume of water is sufficient for the healthy development of the grapevines, as it is also complemented by the significant nocturnal dew resulting from the proximity of the Atlantic.

			The soil in which the sherry vines sink their roots is called albariza, a very special soil only found in this area. It is a white soil, rich in calcium carbonate and silica from the fossils of the ocean that covered this region millions of years ago.

			The characteristic landscape of the Jerez region consists of open, gently rolling horizons of moderately sloping hills covered with this limestone soil that in the dry months is dazzlingly white. The finest albariza, with a higher proportion of limestone and siliceous elements, provides the most select and sought-after wines of the Jerez region. Its main characteristic from a viticultural perspective is its high moisture retention capacity, storing the rain that falls in winter to nourish the grapevines in the dry months. In rainy periods, the albariza expands like a sponge, absorbing large quantities of water.

			For centuries, Jerez winegrowers have divided the production area into pagos, small areas of vineyard, with homogeneous soil and meso-climates, and delimited by topographical features. More than 100 pagos exist in the region, bearing such iconic names as Macharnudo, Balbaína, Añina, Miraflores...

			Grape varieties

			The Regulations of the Control Board specify the following grape varieties for the production of sherry: Palomino, Pedro Ximénez and Moscatel. All three are white varieties.

			Palomino

			Given its quality, this variety has for centuries been the most traditional of sherries and is today the undisputed queen of the Jerez region, since it is used to make all dry sherries as well as manzanilla. Its identification with the albariza soil, the extreme climate of the area and the ancestral techniques developed by winegrowers make it a very important element in the production of the unique wines of the Jerez region.

			Pedro Ximénez

			This is another very traditional variety. Due to its higher sugar content and higher acidity levels, it provides high quality sweet wines. It is generally subjected to soleo prior to vinification in order to intensely concentrate the grape’s sugar content.

			Muscat

			This variety is used in the Jerez region for the production of wines of the same name and is known locally as Moscatel de Chipiona. Originally from Africa, it is widespread in many wine-growing areas throughout the world and was mentioned in antiquity by Columella in the early years of the Christian era. It grows best in vineyards located near the sea.

			Cultivation

			In addition to natural factors and the varieties used, the way the vine is cultivated has a decisive effect both on yield and on the characteristics of the grapes and the resulting wine.

			Sherry viticulture has historically been distinguished by its production of a very special wine, developing practices adapted to the available technology. The winegrower of the Jerez region thus constitutes a true example of sustainable agronomy, achieving a perfect balance in the relationship between man, plant and soil.

			WINEMAKING

			The grape harvest

			The grape harvest takes place in mid-August, when the grapes become soft and sweet. There is no set date for the harvest to begin given that it depends fundamentally on the ripeness of the grapes.

			Once the grapes have been harvested, they are transported to the presses where, by gentle pressure, the must is obtained which is the basis for the production of sherry wines and manzanilla.

			During the autumn the must ferments, which is the natural process by which the sugars contained in the grape must are transformed into alcohol. The must in this way produces the new wine.

			Once fermentation is complete and after devatting when the wine is clear, clean and transparent, the first classification is carried out. On the one hand, the lighter, sharp and delicate wines are identified, which constitute the ideal raw material for the production of finos and manzanillas; similarly, those wines with more body, ideal for the aging of olorosos, are singled out.

			
				[image: ]
				
					Loan from the Sherry Wines and Manzanilla Regulatory Council

				

			

			In this first classification, therefore, the two great families of Jerez wines are already defined, that of the finos aged under flor and that of the olorosos (O), aged in direct contact with the air.

			It is during this early stage in the life of the wine that one of the great protagonists of sherry makes its appearance: the veil of flor.

			Among the many natural elements that contribute to the uniqueness of the wines of the Jerez region, the flor of the wine is undeniably the most extraordinary. As microorganisms in the wine reproduce they gradually form a veil of yeast that covers the entire surface of the liquid, preventing direct contact between the wine and the air.

			Fino and manzanilla are lightly fortified with wine alcohol and begin the so-called biological aging process, that is, they evolve under a veil of yeasts that isolates them from the air and gives them their unique flavor and aroma.

			The second type of wines, meanwhile, are fortified with up to 17% wine spirit, which prevents the development of flor. They are stored in barrels to begin aging in the presence of air, known also as aerobic aging, which produces the oloroso wines.

			Aging

			Aging is the final and definitive phase in the winemaking process. It lasts the longest and is responsible for establishing the organoleptic characteristics that produce the broad range of sherry wines.

			In accordance with the Regulations of the Denomination of Origin, the wines must be aged for a minimum of two years for the characteristics typical of each type of wine to appear.

			The criaderas and solera system

			The traditional, authentic method used to age sherry wines is known as the criaderas and solera system. This is a dynamic system whereby younger and older wines are methodically blended together in order to perpetuate certain characteristics in the wine that is finally marketed.

			To ensure this aging method is done properly, the wines must be arranged in casks in the wine cellar according to their age. This takes place in the so-called criaderas. Each solera system is therefore composed of several criaderas, or wines arranged in gradations of aging, stored in horizontal rows of casks.

			The solera, or most aged wine, produces the wine destined for consumption. Periodically, a certain proportion of this wine is extracted from the casks that make up the solera in an operation known as saca, producing a partial vacuum in these casks. This vacuum is filled with wine from the casks of the next aging gradation one row up, and so on until reaching the youngest gradation, which in turn is filled with wine from the preceding year (sobretablas).

			The solera system imprints a very special dynamic on the aging process, uniquely influencing the wine while maintaining its characteristics by eliminating any oscillations that occur between vintages. The wine is not only modified by this effect of concentration but is further enriched by subtle and specific contributions from the wood of the cask, which has previously been seeped for a lengthy period in wine before being used as an aging vessel. Furthermore, the wine’s evolution in this peculiar environment is catalyzed by gradual but continuous doses of oxygen that manages to penetrate the wood; or, in a different, more dynamic and substantial way, through biological aging under the veil of flor, or yeast.

			The complex processes that make possible the aging and vintages of sherry wines require precise environmental conditions, which are not always available in a climate such as that of the Jerez region. This has forced winemakers to adapt their wineries to mitigate the negative factors of the climate and take advantage of positive ones. Aesthetically, the wineries of the Jerez region are beautiful constructions, often of considerable size. Seen from the perspective of the aging process necessary to produce sherry, meanwhile, the bodegas are extremely functional.

			The orientation of the floor plan along with the constructive characteristics of the facade and roof of the winery act as a filter that either rejects or captures external climatic elements to favor the aging process. Interior temperature fluctuations are avoided thanks to the thermal inertia of the walls and their permeability to humidity which thus manage to calibrate the stability of day/night hygrothermal constants.

			The cellars are built in strategic locations that facilitate circulation for the gentle currents of the south and west winds coming from the Atlantic.

			The wine cellars of Jerez are unusually tall buildings, reaching up to 15 meters in height at their central arch. A large volume of air is thus formed in their interior whose function is to provide the flor yeast with the oxygen necessary for its development inside the cask. Additionally, the large cellar space acts as an insulating chamber, regulating temperature and humidity.

			Externally, in summer, the south façade is protected by vegetal screens of trees or by pergolas on the adjoining streets that absorb solar radiation and function as breathable roofs that allow the gentle breeze that penetrates into the cellars to filter the air and maintain the right hygrometric level inside.

			These screens make possible uniform shade in the cellars, which is an essential instrument for regulating the temperature and repose of the casks.

			To support the height of the external walls as well as provide excellent thermal insulation, the side walls of the cellars are never less than 60 cm thick. These walls are made of materials with high hygroscopicity, which contributes to maintaining a very high degree of humidity.

			The floor is covered with albero (pipeclay), which is watered according to the season of the year to achieve the regulated temperature and humidity. The albero clay is a very porous material that increases and maintains cooling, since, once saturated, it gradually releases water into the atmosphere.
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