Sherry
S

By Alexander Gelfand

For many people, the word “sherry” conjures up
images of little old ladies and cheap cooking wine.
In fact, sherry refers to an entire class of
fortified wines – some sweet, some dry – that
are as versatile, and as sophisticated, as
any table wine.

herry originated in the bodegas, or
wine warehouses, of Jerez de la
Frontera, El Puerto de Santa Maria,
and Sanlucar de Barrameda, three picturesque towns located close to one another
in Andalusia, the southernmost province
of Spain. Together, these towns make up
the Sherry Triangle. Many of the sherry
companies in this region can trace their
histories back hundreds of years.

Like port, sherry is fortified with grape alcohol.
In the case of sherry, however, the fortifying spirit
is added after all of the sugar in the fermented
grape juice has been consumed. As a result, all
sherries begin life bone-dry. These naturally dry
wines make excellent apéritifs, and can also be
enjoyed with food. Sweet blended sherries, like
Harvey’s Bristol Cream, are produced by blending
dry sherries with each other, and with sweetening
agents. They can be enjoyed as digestifs, or paired
with fruits and sweets.
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Sherry is aged in American oak casks that are
grouped in sets, or scales, of varying ages. Only
the wine from the oldest scales is bottled, and
only a portion of the wine in a scale is drawn off.
Once drained, it is immediately replenished with
wine from a younger scale, which is similarly
refreshed with even younger wine. This unique
aging system, known as solera y criadera, ensures
an extremely consistent product; but it also
ensures that no one can say just how old the sherry
in a bottle really is.
The following represent the principal styles of
sherry. It’s worth noting that dry sherries
from the town of Sanlucar are properly called
manzanillas. They have a distinctive flavor, but
are grouped according to the same categories as
the wines described below (i.e., manzanilla fina
corresponds to fino sherry, manzanilla amontillada
to amontillado sherry, and manzanilla olorosa to
oloroso sherry).

Left: the interior of the Domecq bodega, showing stacked casks of fino sherry. Above: the entrance to the Sandeman sherry bodega. Both
bodegas are in the town of Jerez de la Frontera.

Dry Sherries

• Fino (15% – 18% vol.): Pale gold or straw-colored, with a delicate almond bouquet. Fino is produced when a layer of yeast
called flor develops during fermentation. The flor prevents
oxidation, producing a sharp, light wine. Serve well-chilled
with tapas, seafood, mild cheeses, and salty snacks.
• Amontillado (16% – 22%): Amber-colored, with more body
than fino, and a hint of hazelnut in the bouquet.
Amontillado results when the flor on a batch of fino dies or
is removed, allowing the underlying wine to oxidize. Serve
either slightly chilled or at room temperature with soups,
poultry, and cured cheeses.
• Oloroso (17% – 22%): Full-bodied and amber-to-mahogany
in color, oloroso has a pronounced bouquet with walnut
overtones. Serve at room temperature with game and
red meat.

Blended Sherries

Blended sherries are made by combining dry sherries with
sweetening agents like Pedro Ximenez and Moscatel, two
naturally sweet dessert wines that are also produced in the
Sherry Triangle. (With its rich, raisiny bouquet, Pedro Ximenez
is well worth trying on its own.)

• Pale Cream (15.5% – 22%): The driest of the blended
sherries. Straw-colored, mildly sweet, with a delicate bouquet.
Serve slightly chilled with fresh fruit.
• Medium (15% – 22%): Amber-colored, with more richness
and depth than a pale cream. Serve slightly chilled with pâté
or quiche.
• Cream (15.5% – 22%): The sweetest and darkest of the
blends. Made with oloroso and Pedro Ximenez, cream sherry
is full-bodied, and has an intense bouquet. Serve either at
room temperature or on the rocks with sweet pastries.

Storage

Finos will keep up to 18 months in the bottle, but begin to spoil
within a week or so after opening. Amontillados will keep for
up to three years in the bottle, and up to two or three weeks
once opened. Olorosos and blended sherries, meanwhile, will
keep for many years in the bottle, and remain drinkable for
several months after opening.

Tasting

The best way to learn the differences between the various
sherries described here is to taste them side by side at the
proper temperatures, both with and without food. You may be
surprised by how much a simple green olive can enhance your
appreciation of a good, well-chilled fino – and vice versa.
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