



































































































































































































































later wines regularly refreshed in a
solera system, the wines in the butt
undergo a symbiotic process of bind-
ing in which the maturity of the old-
er generation influences the younger
wines, and these, in turn, lend new
strength and vigor to their elders.
The wine enjoyed by the aficionado
in the glass is thus created and its
character refined over generations by
a whole dynasty ol wines.

The select old wines granted the
VOS or VORS seals are conditioned
by the slow and complex process of
development, and this makes them
an extremely rare species, whose [u-
ture survival must be protected. The
D.O. Regulatory Council ensures this
through the system known in Jerez
as cupo, which is also used by the
wineries for many of their commer-
cial lines, though in a less restrictive
manner. The cupos or quotas require
that a predetermined quantity of
wine of the same type must be on
hand in the cellar for a given volume
of wine removed from the solera
butts and bottled for sale. For exam-
ple, il an oloroso XYZ has an average
age of three years (the minimum),
three liters of the same cloroso XYZ
must be matured in the bodega’s sol-
era system for every one liter sold. In
the strictly limited series of wines
that are over 20 or 30 years old, the
cupo volumes are increased 20 and
30 times respectively in order to en-
sure that wines in these age cate-
gories remain available in the future.
Any bodega intending to market its
oldest wines under the new quality
seal created by the Regulatory
Council must undertake to abide by
this “preservation order,” strictly lim-
iting sales to perhaps between 500
and 1,500 liters, and proving to the
Regulatory Council that the relevant

quantities have been set aside in its
“sacristias.” Nevertheless, the sherry
wineries retain the option of selling
their wines without the age-dated-
Sherry label.

Four years ago, Sanchez Romate
brought out its “Sacristia de Romate”
(Romate Sacristy wine). The wine
was not as yet age dated, but the
launch lent a commercial character
to the term, which was in general
use in Jerez itself. Founded in 1781,
the firm was among the first to pre-
sent its wines to the Regulatory
Council and obtain the age-dated
quality seal. Romate’s Oloroso
Viejisimo has an average age of more
than 30 years, as does its
Amontillado Viejisimo, an impres-
sive dark amber wine with a particu-
larly intense bouquet of dried fruits
and seemingly unending length on
the palate. Pedro Ximénez Viejisimo,
an almost black wine of over 20
years of age, completes the trio. It
stands out for its full, smooth raisin
and sweet fig flavors.

Sherry Legends

A walk through the old town of Jerez
de la Frontera takes the visitor
through a maze of high whitewashed
walls punctured by high, narrow
windows and occasionally broken by
a massive gate, opening onto the
sherry cathedrals of Sanchez Romate,
Gonzalez Byass and Pedro Domecq,
not to mention other smaller bode-
gas such as Emilio Lustau and Dios
Baco, and, finally, the almost un-
known Bodega de la Calle Ponce,
owned by Valdespino. Around the
delightful inner patio, which is shad-
ed by the growth of a pair of two-
hundred year old vines, are the
storerooms housing the butts of the
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eight criaderas and the solera of the
prize-winning Fino Inocente. It was
here, that I had the rare opportunity
to follow the natural and original de-
velopment of an old amontillado
step by step [rom the fresh young fi-
no in criadera 7 through the perfect-
ly mature, wonderfully aromatic fino
of criadera 5, on to the green-gold,
full fino of criadera 3 and finally to
the elegant, burnished fino of the
solera, where the wine is covered on-
ly by the slightest layer of yeast. At
the end of the solera is the “No” butt.
This butt, which is clearly marked
“No,” has hardly been touched since
19487and is in itsell the heart of a
miniature sacristia. No wine is
drawn from the butt (at the very
most a few drops when somebody
like mysell has the good fortune to
try a sip), and wine [rom the Fino
Inocente solera is added only to re-
plenish the loss from evaporation.
What was once Fino Inocente, pro-
tected from the air under a dense
layer of yeast, has over the years be-
come an extraordinary amontillado,
whose noble breeding still shows
through its clean and distinguished
bouquet.

Valdespino's sacristy wines do not,
however, come {rom this tiny sleep-
ing beauty of a bodega, but from the
botas of the Bodega Grande de
Valdespino, where the base is kept
for the oloroso Su Majestad, the ex-
ceptional amontillado Coliseo and
the palo cortado Cardenal, all three
VORS category wines. Bodegas
Valdespino was acquired in 1999 by
José Estévez, S.A., which also owns
Marqués del Real Tesoro (since
1989). By the end of 2001, all of the
Valdespino butts will have been
transferred to José Estévez’s new fa-
cility, but the fate of the magical little
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