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Foreword

Each and every year, more is written about wine, often without adding much that is new and fresh.

Sherry, as it rightly deserves, gets a share of this coverage, but little has been written specifically about the delicious wines known as ‘Manzanilla – Sanlúcar de Barrameda’, produced on the banks of the Guadalquivir River, and which, to the best of my knowledge, have never been the subject of a book written in English until now.


Manzanilla is affectionately written by an ideal combination of Christopher Fielden, wine merchant, author and pioneer importer of manzanilla and Javier Hidalgo, bodega owner, amateur jockey, and ornithologist. Their shared enthusiasm makes this book a must for anyone wanting to know more about such a fascinating wine.

The stories of manzanilla and the town which is its home, Sanlúcar de Barrameda, are enticingly described in these pages. A glass of the chilled, crisp wine while you read will help you resolve that before long, you too, will go to Sanlúcar de Barrameda.

Visit the bodegas, taste the wines and then sit on the banks of the Guadalquivir, drinking another glass or two. Enjoy the fresh fish from the bay and watch one of the finest sunsets in Europe.

This slim book holds the key to a special world which I urge you to explore.

Graham Hines, The Sherry Institute.


Introduction

Just a year ago, La Manzanilla – El vino de Sanlúcar, written by Javier and myself, was published in Spain. This is not that book, though much of the material is the same. Why have changes been made? Firstly, however traditional the wine trade might appear, it does move on and, for example, there have been changes in the meantime in the ownership of both companies and vineyards. Secondly, some of the material which is relevant to the Spanish reader, is less of interest to a reader in, for example, Britain or the United States. (Here, for example, I am thinking particularly of some of the recipes towards the end of the book, where certain ingredients are not widely available. Does braised coot appeal?) Thirdly, we have tried to make suggestions as to where he or she might stay, eat and, most important of all, sample the subject of this book, for the wine is part of the life of Andalusia and whilst it is at the heart of the picture, it is not the whole picture. Sanlúcar is where the wine is produced, but from there it flows across the Guadalquivir to the Coto Doñana and upstream to Seville… and the rest of the world.

There are both advantages and disadvantages to a book having joint authors. In this case, I consider it a plus that Javier is able to write from the perspective of a lifetime in the sherry trade and the region, whilst I am able to look in from outside. On the other hand, there is the difficulty of expressing personal opinions. It was Javier who wrote the introduction to the Spanish book and in it he said:

“In splitting the work between the two of us, Christopher looked after the chapters referring to the history of manzanilla, the place that it has in the world of sherry and the details on the various producing companies. I dealt with the rest. Throughout the text you will find opinions expressed in the first person, which sometimes belong to him and sometimes to me, without the authorship of that chapter being specified.”

The same is still true of this book, though any major differences of opinion may have disappeared as the texts, in Spanish and English, passed between us.

Finally, I would like to thank all who have helped provide the body and soul of this book, be it in opinions, information, hospitality, good company or copitas of manzanilla. We have been particularly fortunate to have access to the archives of the late Duchess of Medina Sidonia. She was a formidable personality and will be much missed. The Barbadillo family, who have chronicled manzanilla, both in history and verse, were particularly generous in providing me with source books and each bodega I visited offered me a different perspective on the subject. Finally, this book would not have happened without the support of Jorge Pascual, President of the Consejo Regulador de las Denominaciónes de Origen de Jerez, Manzanilla y Vinagre de Jerez.

Christopher Fielden

February 2010


Where it all
Begins

The Guadalquivir, which in Arabic means ‘the Great River’, is the river of Andalucia. It rises in the Sierra de Cazorla and flows for six hundred kilometres through the cities of Cordoba and Seville to enter the Atlantic Ocean with, at its mouth, on the left bank, as it joins the sea, the town of Sanlúcar de Barrameda and on its right, the vast wilderness of the nature reserve of the Coto Doñana. It is distinctive as being the only navigable river in Spain, with ocean-going boats sailing upstream as far as Seville. This book, though, is not about the river, though it does play a distinctive role, but rather about the town at its mouth and the unique product that has spread its fame around the world, manzanilla.

This position of Sanlúcar has been the root of the town’s glorious history, for, here, over the centuries, it has been the first landfall for voyagers from afar and it has been the point of departure for explorers and merchants sailing to the furthest corners of the world. Just beyond the Pillars of Hercules and at the gateway to the Atlantic Ocean it was a strategic site as long as sailing ships were the main means of international transport.

Whilst traditional history has held that it was either the Greeks or the Phoenicians who first introduced the vine to what is now the sherry region, recent archaeological studies have shown that the vine was native to this part of Spain for centuries before their arrival. What is probable is that it was at the time of the Phoenicians that wine-making became general here, for there are remains of amphoras and pressing-troughs which date from that era. It was the classical geographer Strabo, who settled in Rome in about 14AD, who first wrote about these wines and it was he who said the Phoenicians first introduced the vine around 1100BC. Columella, the author of De Re Rustica, the great classical treatise on agriculture and viticulture, who also lived during the first century AD, was born on the family estate at Gades, current-day Cádiz.

The rule of the Romans was followed by that of the Visigoths, and, in turn, by that of the Mohammedans from the eighth to the thirteenth century. Whilst the Koran specifically forbade the consumption of alcohol, the production of wine seems to have continued in the region and poets of the time speak of the pleasure to be gained from it. At this time trade was mainly carried out by Jews, of whom there were a considerable number in Andalucia, and who enjoyed a protected status. In 960AD, Al Hakim II decreed that all vineyards should be destroyed, but it was pointed out to him that it would be impossible to prevent the importation of inferior wines from elsewhere, so his decree was never brought into effect.

Whilst we know a reasonable amount about the production of wine in the greater sherry region at this time, no specific mention is made of the wines of Sanlúcar. F.W.C. (F.W.Cozens) in his book Sherryana, which appeared at the end of the nineteenth century, quotes A Diary of the Operations of the Army of Jusuf, written when he was besieging Jerez in 1288. In this, mention is made of vineyards and gardens to the east of the town, but nothing similar is said when he is fighting around Sanlúcar. From this he deduces that there were none at this time. Whether such a conclusion can be justified, must be unsure.

The Moors were driven out of Sanlúcar in 1264 and thirty-three years later the Lordship of the town was given to Alonso Pérez de Guzmán, ‘the Good’. In 1368, his descendants were granted the title of Condes de Niebla and in 1445 that of Duques de Medina Sidonia. From the beginning the town gained important trading rights, including that of holding an annual fair, which attracted merchants from many foreign countries. The Guzmán family recognised the potential of Sanlúcar as a port and privileges were granted to English merchants as early as 1297. Their position in the community was strengthened when the Jews were expelled from Spain in 1492. By 1517, their mercantile role was of sufficient strength that they could ask the then Duke, Alonso de Guzmán, if he would grant them a piece of land in the Ribera quarter of the town, so that they could establish a chapel dedicated to Saint George, where they could bury their dead. This grant of land was confirmed on March 14th of that year and, in 1631, there is mention of a school of the same name.

The importance of the port as the launch pad for explorers must not be under-estimated. It was from here that Columbus set out on his third voyage to the Americas in 1498 and from here that Magellan set sail. It was to here, too, that the last surviving ship of his fleet, under the captaincy of Juan Sebastian Elcano, limped home, thus completing the first circumnavigation of the globe. Its standing as a maritime centre of consequence naturally led to its increasing role in the mercantile world, for boats had to be victualled and supplies put on board to satisfy the needs of the emerging colonies.

In 1530, the English king Henry VIII confirmed the importance of the community of his nationals in Sanlúcar, as being the strongest in all Andalucia, by giving the merchants the right to elect their own Governor, or Consul. Similar rights were also granted over the years to French, Flemish and German merchants, but only the English were permitted to select their own representative; all the other Consuls were appointed by the Duke. This role of Consul carried with it considerable judicial powers.

Whilst Henry’s divorce from Catherine of Aragon did not totally sour the trading relations, his renouncing of Catholicism led to pressure on the merchants from the Inquisition and, in 1540, the situation became so bad that the English community, led by their Consul, William Ostrych, laid an official complaint. That these merchants were considered to be of vital importance to the then Duke, is confirmed by the fact that in 1650 Francisco Maldonado de León was appointed by him specifically to look after their interests.

In the following century, one English merchant who had been based in Sanlúcar, became a freebooter. He captured a Spanish galleon, the San Salvador, stripped her of her cargo and sent her empty to Seville. With her he sent a covering letter, justifying what he had done by claiming that he was only recouping what he had lost in Sanlúcar.

The archives of the Dukes of Medina Sidonia frequently mention deals with English merchants. In 1561, the then Duke bought a property in the centre of the town from one Thomas Gual. At other times they bought such diverse merchandise as a barrel of salmon, canvas, twelve cheeses and five pieces of artillery. As well as wine, other exports to England included chocolate, presumably imported from Mexico, and orange essence.

As has already been suggested, trading had its ups and downs. In 1579, an increase in the number of English merchants in the town was noted, but with war between the two countries, and Drake’s attack on the royal Spanish fleet in Cádiz harbour, commerce between the two countries was forbidden and by 1589 all the merchants had left. However, they were not absent for long and, by 1607, we hear of a merchant John Muídi (perhaps Moody) selling salt cod and, in the following year, another Englishman Thomas Arhal, buying wine. The post of Consul appears to have been reinstated, for at the time it was one Guillermo Davis.

Whilst exports to northern Europe were important for the wine houses of Sanlúcar, the rapidly expanding colonies in the Americas opened up vast new markets for their wines. This led to increased planting of vineyards and to larger stocks of ageing wine being held in the local warehouses, or bodegas. So much so that the archives record that, “This leads one to believe that the wine industry is beginning to take off”.

For the wine trade an important fact was that, from as early as 1519, the Merchant Venturers of Seville had a right to dictate what should form a proportion of the cargo of any boat sailing for the Americas. This was called the tercio de frutos and included not just wine, but also vine-plants. Whilst the wine producers closer to Seville were generally called upon to provide the necessary wines, when Sanlúcar was offered the opportunity to supply them, it was split amongst the growers in proportion to what they produced. However, silting was a regular problem for the Guadalquivir and by the end of the eighteenth century, most of the wine was sent from Sanlúcar to Cádiz for onward shipment.

For just over nine years, at the beginning of the nineteenth century, under the patronage of Manuel de Godoy, twice President of the Council of Ministers, Sanlúcar became the capital of a Province of the same name and the fashionable retreat for the royal family during the summer months. One of the benefits that it gained from this relationship was the re-establishment of the town as a port. The mouth of the river was dredged and new quays constructed at Bonanza, where a magnificent Customs House was built. Sadly, this maritime renaissance was short-lived!

Manuel M. Gonzalez Gordon, in his book Sherry, writes, “It is thus essential to place on record that Jerez alone is the true cradle of the sherry trade”, even though exports were restricted by its comparatively difficult access to the sea. (This problem was not solved until the construction of a railway to the wharves at Trocadero, near Cádiz, in 1853.) Whilst Sr. Gonzalez allows that Puerto de Santa Maria might make a partial claim on its own behalf, he makes no mention at all of Sanlúcar. Why is this?

The fact is that until the beginning of the nineteenth century the wines of Sanlúcar were not generally accepted as being sherries. (In some ways this is hardly surprising for the word sherry is the English corruption of the name of the town where the wines were produced, Jerez.) For example D.M’Bride, writing in 1793, says, “Xerez, or sherry, a good dry white wine, in general use in Britain and much admired. San Lucar, also, is another white wine of the same district, reckoned not so good as sherry but, whether this is owing to the nature of the vine, the soil, or the manner of the making of the wine, is a matter I have not yet been able to ascertain; however there is yearly much more of the San Lucar made than of the sherry; and being cheaper is mixed with the sherry; but, whether mixed or separate, a moderate use of them at table is not unwholesome.” Twelve years later, Dr. R. Shannon, in his monumentally titled A Practical Treatise on Brewing, Distilling, and Rectification… with a Copious Appendix on the culture and preparation of Foreign Wines…, entitles a chapter ‘Sherry and St. Lucar Wines’.

By 1846, when Richard Ford wrote his Gatherings from Spain, manzanilla had become accepted as the name for a style of wine from Sanlúcar, though it was still not considered as a sherry. “In Andalucia it was no less easy for the Moor to encourage the use of water as a beverage, than to prohibit that of wine, which, if endued with strength, which sherry is, must destroy health when taken largely and habitually, as is occasionally found in Gibraltar. Hence the natives of Xerez themselves infinitely prefer a light wine called manzanilla, which is made near San Lucar, and is at once much weaker and cheaper than sherry.”

Some idea of what wines the merchants of Sanlúcar were offering can be gained from a letter that J.A.Toledo sent, in 1850, from France ordering wines through his friend Manuel de Castro y Alarcón:

“Forgive me for abusing your friendship once again with my problems, but please could you do me the favour of writing to Sanlúcar to order a barrel of Tintilla de Rota of two arrobas. One of the same size of Pedro Ximénez, or of another sweet wine from the region that you consider suitable. In addition to these, I would like a cask of four arrobas, whose name escapes me, but was as good as anything from anywhere in Xerez, which I drank at the house of the Director of Ordales. I want none of these wines to be blended in any way, and they should be shipped from Cádiz in one of the boats sailing for Le Havre. The barrels should be consigned to the Spanish Consul in that town, for forwarding to H.E. The Duke of Sotomayor, the Ambassador of her Royal Highness the Queen in Paris. Please let me know what this will cost, both for the wine and the shipping, in order that I can reimburse you, so that I can have no debts outstanding at the end of this year….

P.S. A friend has told me that the wines of Sanlúcar are very expensive, so I ask you, before buying the wines, to enquire what they will cost and let me know, to see if the prices are acceptable.”

(It is interesting to read how perception of the relative cost of wines from Sanlúcar varies over just a four year period.)

A further illustration of the commercial acumen of the local wine merchants was their ability during the Peninsular War to find customers on both sides of the battle-lines. One company went even so far as to name one range of its products after Napoleon and another after Wellington!

In Britain it seems there was a certain vogue for manzanilla in Victorian times, though not always under that name. As a writer at that time says, “In 1825 the wines from San Lucar came much into vogue. They were pale and received such fanciful names as rockwater sherry. But, owing to their want of body and alcoholicity, they gradually had to be assimilated to Xérès wines.” Just a few paragraphs earlier, he had described manzanilla as follows: “The wine is rank and common but improves in taste and flavour by keeping. When its fermentation is perfect, it is of light body, light colour, and has great lasting qualities; but withal it is so peculiar, that a person unaccustomed to it would believe it to be a medicinal tincture rather than a wine, and require some length of time to habituate himself to its enjoyment.” It seems surprising, in the circumstances, that such an unattractive wine should have become fashionable.

Apropos of the medicinal taste, there is the story of an, unspecified, Earl of Derby being prescribed manzanilla for his gout. He purchased a bottle from his wine merchant, but, within the space of days returned it almost full, with an accompanying message to the effect that of the two he preferred gout.

One of the strongest promoters of manzanilla was the French author Prosper Merimée – the wine even gets a mention in his best-known work Carmen. In 1864, writing to his friend Panizzi about life in Madrid, he says that the quality of the sherry on the market is “detestable. The only wine that is drinkable is manzanilla, but the only people who drink it are the Andalucians, the tarts and me.”

It would seem therefore that the end of the eighteenth century and the first half of the nineteenth were a crucial time for Sanlúcar and its wines. Flor appeared for the first time and this in turn led to the creation of the solera system and these happened in Sanlúcar, before the rest of the region. These developments, and the effects of the sea breezes from the Atlantic, gave the individual character to the local wine, manzanilla. It was about this time, also, that the shipment for export of all wines from the region came to be concentrated on Cádiz and the wines of Sanlúcar were absorbed into the sherry family.

There seem to have been two waves in the creation of the companies that we see on the market today. In the eighteenth century there was a process of evolution from winemaker to wine merchant. At the same time there was a drive to populate Andalucia, by encouraging immigrants from the north of Spain. During this century we see the foundation of Delgado Zuleta (1744), La Cigarrera (1758) and Hidalgo (1792). The increasing vogue for the wine in the following century saw the arrival of Barbadillo (1821), Herederos de Argüeso (1822), Bodegas Barón (1871) and Florido Hermanos (1880).

Phylloxera arrived in the vineyards of Sanlúcar in 1894 and, as in most of the wine regions of Europe at that time, it had a disastrous effect. Calculations based on historical records show that the average annual production of wine in the town fell from 24,000 butts to no more than 500. As a result of this, many of the more marginal companies went out of business or were absorbed by their stronger competitors.

What has been described by the leading local writer on the subject, Ana María Gómez, as the First Golden Age for manzanilla came to an end in approximately 1920. For her, the Second Golden Age began in the early 80’s. From 1950 until 1980, however, sales of manzanilla declined and it suffered from a serious image problem. In the meantime there were sherry successes in two different directions. On the domestic market and, to a much smaller extent on foreign markets, fino was king, led by Tio Pepe from the Gonzalez Byass stable, but followed by such wines as La Ina from Domecq and Garvey’s San Patricio. In Anglo-Saxon markets and particularly in Britain, Bristol Cream came from nowhere to capture the housewife’s imagination. This, in turn led to the creation of a totally new style of sherry by the marketing department of International Distillers and Vintners, pale cream. This new child, Croft’s Original, was an overnight success. These two cream sherries now account for more than half the sherry sales on the British market, just over a million cases a year. (To put things in perspective, the total annual sherry sales in Spain are approximately 1.5 million cases a year.)

The success of Harvey’s Bristol Cream also led to more baleful consequences for the sherry trade and particularly so in Sanlúcar. When William Perry founded the company that was to become Harvey’s of Bristol in 1796, he specialised in wines from the Iberian Peninsula and his company soon became known for the quality of its sherries. In due course their leading brand became Bristol Cream, which has changed in style somewhat over the years. In their price-list of 1958, which I have in front of me, it is described as “choicest old full pale”. Coincidentally, it was in that same year that they first signed a contract for the sourcing of some of their wine requirements, to be shipped in bulk for bottling in Bristol, with Zoilo Ruiz-Mateos, an almacenista in Jerez.

Six years later, he was granted a hundred-year contract for the exclusive supply of all their sherries. This was a licence to print money and, a few years later, when Harvey’s was taken over by the Showering family, the contract was cancelled and a substantial sum was paid in compensation to Sr. Ruiz-Mateos. At the time, Spain was undergoing a period of severe financial depression and, on the back of the money that he had at his disposal, an empire was created in the worlds of banking, hotels and wine. In this last field, he bought up many over-extended companies in Rioja and the sherry region. Trade in Sanlúcar was particularly depressed and he quickly purchased a number of bodegas including Hijos de A. Pérez Megia and Otaolaurruchi.

To add to all this, the story became prevalent that manzanilla was too delicate a wine to be exported. Whilst it was a wine to be enjoyed in Spain, and more especially in Andalucia, it was little more than a local novelty. This was an easy rumour to create and dissipate, as manzanilla has tended to lay stress on its individual merit of lightness and the fact that it should be consumed as soon as possible after bottling. He who sells manzanilla treads a delicate path! This image frightened a number of potential consumers. I can remember visiting a bar, one of a major chain that, at the time, based its reputation on selling a broad range of sherries directly from the cask. I ordered a ‘dock glass’ of manzanilla and, after a search that must have lasted a good fifteen minutes, a bottle was produced that, I am convinced, had not seen a customer in the previous twelve months. It is stating the obvious to say that this wine did nothing for the reputation of manzanilla!

It was perhaps just as well for the vineyard owners and sherry producers of Sanlúcar that their brothers in Jerez were not suffering to the same extent, as potential manzanillas became the base wine for many of the leading finos. Notwithstanding the difficulties the producers were going through, they stood out for the individuality of their product and it was granted its own Denominación de Origen (D.O.) in 1964.

What were the factors that led to the Second Golden Age? Paradoxically, one was the nature of the wine; what had, for the past thirty years or so, appeared to be its major weakness, now became its major attraction. The consumer was tiring of heavy, fortified sweet wines and began to look for something less alcoholic and more refreshing. The producers in Sanlúcar were not slow in perceiving which way the wind was blowing and many of the leading brands which for generations had been manzanillas pasadas, overnight became manzanillas finas. Brands like La Guita were revitalised by marketing teams that had learnt their art in the Rumasa Group of Sr.Ruiz-Mateos.

In export markets such as Britain and Germany, considerable impetus to the wines was given when the minimum alcoholic strength for the export of finos and amontillados was reduced to 15%. This put them into lower bands of taxation and effectively either reduced their price to the consumer or released money for promotion. In Britain, this coincided with a time when the pound was strong against the euro, leading to a period of price stability. This concept of the changing image of sherry in general and manzanilla in particular, is not restricted to the poster hoardings. Gonzalez Byass, for its fino brand Tio Pepe, was the first to try to re-present the product as a table wine rather than as a sherry. The bottle style changed dramatically and the label featured the grape variety, the palomino, for the first time. The image of Tio Pepe as a new-style, new-world, varietal wine was born. Two leading manzanilla brands, Solear of Barbadillo and La Gitana of Hidalgo soon also sought to achieve a similar image by introducing individual bottle styles for their wines.

The recent fashion for consumption of the wine that includes Sanlúcar in its title appears to have done little to benefit this bustling town of just over sixty thousand inhabitants. Historically it has relied on two sources of employment, fishing and agriculture, with those employed in the former living along the river bank in the Bajo de Guía quarter and those in the latter, in the upper town. It is the world of agriculture that has suffered most, with hundreds of hectares of sherry vineyards grubbed up, in a bid to match supply to demand. Where there were once vineyards, there are now plastic polytunnels where flowers and early vegetables are grown.

Tourists are attracted to the sandy Atlantic beaches and to the three big events in the Sanluqueño calendar: the Fería de manzanilla, which takes place each May; El Rocio, an annual two-week long pilgrimage at Pentecost to a shrine in the Doñana National Park, when thousands of pilgrims on horseback and in horse-drawn wagons, well laden with the local produce, queue up to catch the ferry across the Guadalquivir; and the horse-races that take place at the end of August and beginning of September. They have the distinction of being the country’s oldest regulated races, but also of being one of only two places in Europe where the races, tides permitting, take place on the beach. For some reason, however, the tourists are mainly Spanish. The rest of Europe seems more attracted to the Costa de Sol to the east or the Algarve, to the west.

Whilst there are some bodegas that are immediately apparent to the passing motorist, most of them are hidden away down the narrow cobbled streets that comprise the town. Here oeno-tourism has been slow to become the commercial factor that it is in Jerez. Manzanilla is for drinking in the multitude of tapas bars that stud the town, but more particularly in those that line the quays at Bajo de Guía.
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