tasting savor Cava

CAVA
CATAL
CATAL

ANNOBILITY
AN TRAGEDY

After an outstanding tasting, Andrew Jefford
makes the case for éava, wines that can rival
Champagne in quality but that deserve to be
considered on their own stylistic terms.
Jestis Barquin and Andreas Larsson agree

o, now we can say it: Ambitious
S Cava truly is one of the world's
most underestimated,
misunderstood, and traduced of the
world fine wines. Jesis Barquin had
ten, Lhad 12, and Andreas Larsson had
14. Of what? Of Cava wines scored
between go and g6: “outstanding wine
of great heauty and articulacy” With this
tasting, Cava surely makes a plausible
case for being the world's second most
significant sparkling-wine genre.

Yel how many Champagne lovers
among the readers of this magazine
will regularly supplement and enrich
their diet with the Catalan alternative
to the great wines of the Marne hills?

I'd be s'urprised if the percentage
reached two figures, How many of those
non-Catalans who do regularly drink
abottle of Cava have any idea of the
grandeur that this st}rln nfspal‘klillg
wine can acquire? The percentage may
lie to the right of a zero and a decimal
place, Most of those who drink export
Cava, let's be frank, do so because it is
accessible, cheap, and undemanding,
How many, finally, of those .spm'kling-
wine craftsmen and women working to
produce great sparkling wine outside
Europe realize that there migl'![ not be
one model of inspiration and aspiration,
but two? | have yet to meet any. You
might call it a Catalan tragedy:

How has the tragedy come about?
Cava's origins as an international wine
category, like those of Rioja, date back to
the 1gth century and to France’s swifl
capitulation to phylloxera. Catalans are

194 | THE WORLD OF FINE WINE | I35UE 52 | 2016

astute traders and learn quickly; they
mastered sparkling-wine production
lt!(:hniq‘nesw‘ith great speed and
assurance, though the results—from a
dilferent set of native grape varielies
and a much warmer climate to those of
Champagne —were always going to be
different to the inspiringly chilly model.

Poverty trap

Facility, indeed, may be the biggest
obstacle faced by ambitious Cava
producers. You can grow grapes much
mare Cl!lﬂl}]l_\l' II(.'I'(’. th?l]'l .Yn“ can in
Charapagne (the average price for the
2015 harvest was around €0.30 a kilo,
whereas Champagne grapes now
command €6 a kilo), and the economies
of seale euju)'ed }.1}: the two ginm
companies that dominate Cava
production (Freixenet and Codorniu
account for around 7o percent of all
Cava) mean that this can indeed by
the least expensive sparkling wine
produced by the traditional method
anywhere in the world. The result is
the shipment of 244.1 million hottles

| of Cava in 2015 (not so far behind

Champagne’s 312.5 million bottles)—but
only 10 percent of those sales have any
more than nine months’ aging, and only
2 percent fall into the Gran Reserva
calegory (with more than 30 months'
aging). There are no reliable figures on
the average prices for each category,

but the substantial differential between
the two must reflect, to a greater or
lesser extent, the stark contrast in grape
prices. Despite that, yields in the Catalan

vineyards are clearly lower. (Cava is
made from roughly the same declared
arca of vineyards as Champagne:
33.591ha [83,000 acres] for Cava
compared o 33,705ha [83,300 acres|
in Champagne.)

Cava, in other words, has created
apoverty trap for ilself—and it now
finds it hard to struggle free. A further
sethack is that, since the mid-rg8os,
Chardonnay and Pinot Noir have been
authorized for Cava. Far from putting
the two regions on an equal footing,
this possibility has further eroded
Catalonia’s point of difference, since
Champagnc's varieties are e\'i:ln:n[l)f
unsuited to climate conditions south of
Barcelona and fail to evoke the Catalan
hills and their limestone soils in the
same way as the indigenous trio of
Macabeo, Xareldo, and Parellada do.

In Champagne, Chardonnay and Pinot
see out an entire season, inching
toward maturity; in Catalonia, they
need to be hastily harvested in early
August in all but the highest vineyards
and are thus doomed to failure in
terms of developed flavor, articulacy,
and allusiveness. Happily, Chardonnay
oce u|)ie5 {Jlll‘\' 87 percent of the
registered surface and Pinot Noir

just 2.5 percent, while the local

trio continues to occupy 81 percent

of planlingﬂ.

Native variety show

It should be remembered, for the sake
of completeness, that the Cava rules
permit the wine Lo be made outside

Catalonia, from other Spanish varieties.

In practice, though, the overwhelming
majority of Cava is made in Catalonia
from Catalonian varieties. It's also
worth noting that one Catalan
producer, Raventos y Blanc, has

pulled out of the DO in frustration

at the tarnished international image
associated with the Cava name, though

the Raventos y Blanc wines are made
from indigenous Catalan varieties
alone, prineipally from the Raventos
family’s organie domain in the heart
of the region. (They were outstanding
performers in our tasting and
produced the top-scoring wine on
my own sheet.)

Our tasting concentrated on
Cava from native varieties, with just
four ringers and some blends from
Chardonnay and Pinot Noir, plus one
Riojan interloper. That wine, a Viura/
Malvasia blend from Muga, was the
onlywine made from non-Catalan
varieties among my top 12, while the
other two tasters had a couple of such
wines each in their top selections but
only one pure Pinot/Chardonnay, the
beautifully packaged and genuinely
impressive 2007 Albet i Nova Brut
Barrica 21 Riserva 3.

Cava on its own terms

The marked contrast between Cava and
Champagne is vital to understanding
and appreciating the former, These are
two utterly different sparkling wines,
as the notes for the wines that we liked
most should make clear. The aromatic
spectrum of Cava in general is more
floral and less fruity than that of
Champagne; moreover, the [lowers
evoked by this Mediterranean wine are
sweeler, wilder, and more herbal than
the shy spring flowers of Champagne.
Acidity is still present in the Catalan
wine, but it is less linear, less incisive,
and much less dominant than in
Champagne. The flavors of autolysis
and secondary fermentation are
significant in both regions, but they
hear a different relationship to the other
elements of the wine; in Champagne,
these elements form a primary
counterbalance to the structuring
acidity whereas in Cava they almost
take on a structuring role of their own,

AVERAGE AND RANGE OF SCORES

THE MARKED
CONTRAST BETWEEN
CAVAAND CHAMPAGNE
ISVITALTO
UNDERSTANDING

AND APPRECIATING
THEFORMER

in conjunction with the wine’s haunting
aromatic presences and with the wines’
softer, more amply styled acidity.

J\’Iﬂnl‘f am lii‘io us CH\"HS dre now
entirely unsweetened (an ideal easily
attainable here), but the most successful
winery in our tasting, Gramona, is
celebrated for the intricacy and finesse
of its dosages. Cork is also more widely
used for the aging of reserves in
Catalonia than it is in Champagne;
the cork oak, after all, is indigenous
to the Catalan hills, as it is to the rest
of the Mediterrancan rim. For my part,
Lfeel that the aromatic presence of
healthy cork forms part of the aromatic
intricacy of some great Cavas, and
that intensifies their Catalan style
agreeably. In contrast to other leading
international sparkling wines such as
Proseceo, finally, it should be stressed
that Cava must be made by the
traditional method, with secondary
fermentation in bottle, and this process
is taken very seriously indeed by all
ambitious Cava producers. This can
clearly be tasted in the finesse, texture,
depth, and intricacy of the finest
wines in this tasting,

All that remains, in sum, is for lovers
and regular drinkers of Champagne to
tear off their blinkers and discover what
they have been missing; a southern,
Mediterranean sparkling-wine genre
of equivalent nobility o its northern,
Atlantic counterpart but of very
different flavor and style.
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Gramona Enoteca Gran Reserva JB | Deep yellow, The nose is intense and character, Although it is a Non-Vintage wine, JESUS BARQUIN'S VERDICT This blamprisss bscomeg ncraseingly nobicaatis Albati Nwam;e; N
Brut Nature 1997 DO Cava 92 seductive, with a touch of oxidation and a | find it extraordinary. soisirds the snd | 56 3 Brut 2007 DO Pon

(75% Xarello, 25% Macabeo;
12.5% ABV)

JB | Pale yellow, slightly mare intense than others.
The last wine of the tasting is also the best:
delicate and personal in unlikely balance. There

is fruit, and there are notes of flower petals, as
well as subtle autclysis and elegant undergrowth
notes, It exudes finesse, but the final impressian
is mainly one of racy character. | 96

AJ | Still looks bright, fresh, and youthful. Quietly
allusive rather than the huge wealth of aroma

of some of the alder wines, and this has lovely
soft seaweedy, oyster, and seashore scents
rather than the scents of the forest: remarkable
aromatic freshness and subtlety for a 1997, Vivid,
searching, deep, dense, pristine, lifted, poised,
harmonious, balanced, and sublle: an absolutely
remarkable Cava of great, enduring distinction.
There are some of the seaweedy notes | caught
on the aroma but also lots of dry grass and hay
and crushed stone. A wonderful effart, and
astonishingly youthful. | &4

AL | Anather surprisingly young color, just verging
on light golden, The nose has some sous-bois

and development with smoke and windfall but
no oxidative notes; fine spices, tobacce, and
woad appear as well. The palate is showing more
roundness, it probably felt sweet when it was
yaung but has dried out in a pasitive way, with
goad freshness and fine vinosity, A rather long
finish. A really well-kept example—chapeau! | 51

Gramona Enoteca Gran Reserva
Brut Nature 2001D0O Cava
(75% Xarel-la, 25% Macabeo;

ABV)

92

JB | Deep yellow. Delicate nose, dominated by
autolysis, and balsamic and wet-sarth aromas.
The palate is long and elegant, with great finesse.
This was wine 43 out of Ad—and it definitely
confirms that this was a wonderful tasting.

AJ | This still looks in fine fettle: bright yellow-
gold, though a sparse mousse. Fresh, pure, ewe's
woel, lavender, lernen, and pounded stone; smells
young and lively. Lots of warm Catalan hay and dry
grass, too, Pure, elegant, sweet-edged, pristing,
pure, stony, sumptuously ripe yet fresh, too a
magnificent demanstration af how well Catalan
raw materials can resist time. | 20

AL | Clear and still surprisingly youthful light
golden color, with finely melted bubbles. The nose
has some evalution and complexity, but it certainky
teels more vital than some far younger examples
in this crowd, the aromas leaning in the direction
of a fine Fing, with roasted almond, dry spices,
pear, and autolytic notes. The palate is distinctly
dry, with a vital freshness, good flaver intensity,
complex rather than fruity in the positive sense,
and long and biting finish. A really nice drink and
fine effort. | 90

Mestres Clos Mostre Senyor
Gran Reserva Brut Nature 2006
DO Cava (65%: Xarello, 20%
Macaben, 15% Parellada; 12% ABV)

92
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background of ripe fruil. Balanced mouthfeel, | 54
AJ | Full bright gold now, Complex and secondary
scents in which cork plays a large part, but healthy
cork, mingling with the fruits and the dry grasses
and wild ficwers and wild herbs ta intensify its
Catalan forest character, Lovely scents, though
now very secondary; there is no fruit apparent

at all, Intense, rich, develaped, and secondary

an the palate: 2 mouthful of forest and stone.
Even thaugh the primary fruit is zone, there is
still plenty of rich, ripe acidity to keep it all lvely,
and that “mineral” steniness helps carry and
support it, too. In sum, this is a richly flavored and
commanding Cava at full maturity, at the peak of
its expressive powers. | 92

AL | Bright and deepening golden color, with an
elegant mausse. The nose is rather flamboyant.
but offers both luscious yellow fruit and a nutty
wvinosity with spicy layers—once again, | get this
flirt with Sherry/Fine. The palate is bold and
assartive, yet it has rounded off the edges with
time and appears both complex and generaus,
with good extract, bite, and freshness, and a really
long and lingering finish, A fine example of how
aged Cava should and could behave. | 56
Recaredo Turé d'en Mota Brut

Nature 2003 DO Cava | 92
(100% Xarello; 11.5% ABV)

JB | Pale yellow, slightly more intense than others.
“ery lively and fresh for a 2003, serious and deep,
with aromas of bakery and aromatic herbs and a
beautiful harmaony. Extraordinary. | &

AJ| Mid green-gold. Another wine like [Mestres
Clos Mostre Senyor Gran Reserva Brut Nature
2008], in which the notes of the cork clasure
seem to play a role with the allusions of the grapes
and the wines themselves to provide a rounded
aromatic whole. Lovely seent of plant and perfume
grasses wrapped up the aromas, Very dense, rich,
and architectural on the palate, and absclutely

no sense of it tiring here since this is a wine with
remarkably sinewy, driving acidity (a big surprise
for '0:3). All of that aromatic warmth, intricacy,
brocading, and complexity comes through on the
palate in this masterful, complex, pure, and dry
Cava, Chapeau! | 92

AL | Rather pale for its age; appears far younger
except for the tiny bubbles, Some nuttiness and
development an the nose but less evolved than far
younger examples in this crowd; it mixes chopped
nuts with some wood, a slight hint of Fino/Sherry,
with floral and mineral notes. The palate has
miedium weight and a nicely firm acidity, good
rip and extract, with a long and lingering finish.

A well-kept and ascetic example, with maore bone
and muscle than flesh or fat, | 90

AJ| Steel-white, with a fine-beaded, sustained
mousse, Pure and fresh-scented, with a lot of
delicacy and finesse for a pure-Catalan blend.
The allusions, nonetheless, are very true to
place: fennel, dry grasses, white blossoms in high
summer. On the palate, this is sculpted, slender,
graceful, and restrained; typical dry-grass and
wild-herb flavors but supported by keen but ripe
green-apple fruit. Saline, dry, seizing finish; very
terroir. A classy Cava with lots of finesse. | &°

AL | Light golden with rather fine bubbles

The nose is intense and expressive, with finely
toasted notes of almond, hazelnut, and some
brioche, layered with ripe leman and some floral
hirts, rather reminiscent of a blanc de blancs
Champagne, with a mineral presence as well.
The pzalate appears quite dry and positively firm,
with a good sense of freshness, ripe acidity, fresh
and barely ripe fruit on the palate. On the lighter
side, but vinous, persistent, and finely refreshing,
Appealing to me for its restraint and fine toasty
character. | 90

Gramona Celler Batlle Gran
Reserva Brut 2005 DO Cava
(75% Xarel-lo, 25% Macabeo;
12% ABVY

!90

JB | Pale yellow ma non troppe, The nose seems

a little more tired than other examples, but the
rmouthfeel is lively, and only the finish is slightly
heavy. |

AJ | Mid green-gold, with little mousse now.
Subtle, carefully drawn scents of powdered stone,
wvetiver, and hay: a quiet but very lovely aromatic
profile, On the palate, this does not have the
dramatic depth and density and drive of some of
its peers but has wonderful aromatic complexily
and depth, with billowing lifted aromas. |
sometimes feel that it is in fact aromatic finesse
and complexity that takes over the structuring
role in these sparkling wines, which is played by
acidity in Champagne, and this fine Cava would
be a perfect example of thal. Very seamless, pure,
soft fruit beneath that arematic cloud. Something
lovely to sip, with fine “mineral” depths to support
both the aromatic weave and the soft fruit. | 90
AL | 5till a youthful appearance, with a straw
color but far tinier bubbles than a young Cava.
Quite a trapieal nose, with hints of apricot,
yellow plum, saffron, almond, and some honeyed
notes, It suggests sweetniess on the nose;
however, the palate is bone-dry and distinct, with
good focus and freshness, fine extract, hanging
on to the finish, which is long and lingering.
Delicate fruit and charm, yet with a good amount
of vinosity and complexity. A fine Cava, with fine
drinkability and potential, | 92

Freixenet Reserva Real Brut NV
DO Cava (31.3°
33.3% Macabe
11.5% ABV)

rellada, 90
Harello;

Raventés i Blanc De La Finca
2012 DO Conca del Riu Anoia
(45% Karello, 42% Macabeo,
13% Parellada; 12% ABVD

20

JB | Very pale yellow. A sparkler that shows
its arigin openly, with all the personality of the
local varieties. Dry and intense, deep and full of

JB | Fale yellow. Sericus attack, with varietal
character (Xarel-lo?) despite a note of ripe grapes
that adds complexity and volume to the palate.

Sometimes one is disappointed to discover
that certain wines—even an entire genre—
that one used te cherish do nat perform
well in a blind tasting. This was not at all
the case here. On the contrary, it proved a
must gratifying experience. The overall level
wias very high, and some of the best wines
approached excellence or easily attained it.
This did not surprise me, because | have
been fartunate enough to follow the
exelting qualitative progress of Spanish
(mostly Catalan) sparkling wines, largely
through my invalvernent in Colet-Mavazos,
(This is why my notes on these two wines
have been excluded here, even though they
were tasted blind.) In my view, the quality
levels have been growing steadily over
recent years, and that is why it proved even
more satisfying Lo have this confirmed in a
blind tasting of nearly all the great sparkling
wines of my country, together with those of
other guality-minded producers who follow
the lead of the best.

Al the very top, Gramona championed
the indi 15 Xarello and p i
aging. The recently released 1997 vintage in
its Enoteca series is an extraordinary wine
of great finesse, balance, and personality,
But similarly successful is the batch of great
wines put forward by Recaredo, as are
some by Can Rafols dels Caus, Freixenet,
Pago de Tharsys, Colet, Albet i Moya...
Equally praisewarthy is the trend toward
lowser dosage in order to present drier and
mare precise wines, In the light of this
tasting, it is evident that the future of
quality Spanish sparkling wines does not
rest merely with a couple of superb houses,
since there is a solid foundation of small,
medium, and even large producers (in
terms of volume) that know what they are
doing from the vineyard to the cellar.

TOP WINES

Gramona Enoteca Gran Reserva Brul Nature 1997
DO Cava 96

Can Risfols dels Caus Parisad Reserva Extra Brut
2003 DO Penedis 94

Gramaona Enoteca Gran Reserva Brut Nature 2001
DO Cava 94

Recaredo Brut de Brut Finca Serral del Vell Brut
Nature Gran Reserva 2006 DO Cava 94

Recaredo Turd d'en Mota Brut Mature 2003
DO Cava 94

Freixenet Reserva Real Brut NV DO Cava 92
Pagn de Tharsys Gran Reserva Brut Mature 2008
DO Cava 92

Albet | Noya Barrica 21 Reserva 3 Brut 2007

DO Penedés 90

Castellroig Sabate | Coca Reserva Familiar Brut
Mature 2008 DO Cava 90

Recaredo Subtil Brut Mature Gran Reserva 2007
DO Cava 20

A | Bright mid-gold with a fine mousse, Lavely
nose, and very different from its peers: leman-
fresh, with a bricehe richness; honeysuckle and
balsam. On the palate, too, this is a graceful,
fresh, lifted Cava of great charm, The dissolved
mousse lasts well, the flavors are pure, refined,
lemon, herbal, and long. The balance and finishing
dryness are perfect; It has a relaxed, accessible
style. Cutstanding purity and limpidity here, | 92
AL | Light golden nuance with vivid, quite small
bubbles. Intense and assertive nose, very
vinous style, probably with some oak influence
and controlled axidation, white flower, yellow
stone-fruit, hazelnut, and a slight hint of toast
emanate from the glass. The palate has good
£rip, good weight, and good proportions,
refreshing and zesty, with abundant fruit, well-
integrated and creamy mousse, well-endowed
finish with both complexity and persistence,
doubtlessly with a potentizl for aging but darm
delicious already. | 94

(60% Chardannay, 40%, Pinat Moir: 89
12% ABV) '

1B | Deep yellow. The nose displays a mixture of
fresh and baked apple with seme axidation, very
elegantly. Lively palate, with evident acidity to
balance a hint of sweetness. Intense and almaost
out of contral, very interesting, and likely to
benefit from some bottle age. | o¢

AJ| Mid-gold with languid mousse, Sweet and
brocaded aromas, with plenty of sweet halsam
richness. Interesting how these older wines seem
to lose a little of their Catalan character.., or,
rather, acquire 2 different incarnation of it, less
hillside and more liqueur-like, Ah! But now I've
noticed that this is in fact non-Catalan grapes, so
that explains what | am missing on the nose. Soft,
rich, open, and attractive Cava now at its peak
maturity, Paradoxically, with the extra time, and
on the palate, and despite what I've just zaid, | do
now find a Catalan character—as if the soils were

I
(e)
Raventés i Branc
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d to have the last say. But this is still a
wine without the dimensions, aromatic intricacy,
and command of the middle palate that | fee! the
Catalan varieties bring. | 27

AL | Medium toward deep golden color, with
rather finely distributed bubbles. The nose is
clearly showing age and evolution, some axidation,
‘with notes of windfall, nougat, and smoke, The
palate is broad and lush, with a fine creaminess,
generous fruit, and well preserved freshness, good
bite and grip, and a rather long finish as well. A

Raventds i Blanc Manuel
Raventés 2008 DO Conca del
Riu Anoia (/0% Xarello, 15%
Macabeo, 15% Pareliada; 12% ABV)

90

JB | Pale yellow. Good in terms of structure and
freshness, but lagging behind the previous two
wines (Pago de Tharsys 2008 and Sabaté | Coca
2008) as far as aromas and flavors are concerned,
especially due to a background of boiled
vegetables on both nose and palate, | 86

Al | Relatively pale for a 2008: steely green-gold.
‘Wow. A very complex, detailed, and engaging
aromatic profile here: intricate, nutty, creamy,
pounded green hazels, sappy, planty, swest,

and fresh, Hugely attractive: magnificent werk
here—can't wait to sip. On the palate, it is deep,
long. pure, and pristine, with a wonderful echo
chamber of Catalan aromas and flavours: hay,
dry grasses and fresh grasses, wild flowers,
crushed stones, In wonderful condition for a
2008, just bursting with freshness and
expressivity. Beautifully judged ripeness and
purity, with round and resonant acidity. A grand
Cava of great purity and finesse, | 96

AL | Bright and quite pale straw color. The nose
offers some evolution, spiciness, and complexity,
with ripe citrus, stone fruit, and roasted nuts,
Quite broad an the palate, the well-integrated
mousse adding a certain creaminess, Still
distinctly dry, with a fresh acidity, zesty yellow
fruit, and a quite long and biting finish. Starting

to show complexity and harmony, so should
goonwell, | 20

2 and flavor intensive Cava with maturity
and complexity, drinking well taday, and balanced
in its full-body, full-throttle style, | -

Juvé y Camps La Capella Gran
Reserva Brut Nature 2005 DO 89
Cava (100% Xarello; 12% ABV)

1B | Pale yellow ma non troppo. White flowers and
subtle rose aromas on the nose are again found
on the palate. At this point of the tasting (this

is wine no. 35) | have to take off my hat to this
parade of good-quality sparklers, of which this is
yet another good example. | 8¢

Al | Pale gold, with a sustained, fine mousse.
Impressive aromas: very pawdery, long, and
refined, with notes of dry grass, menthol, green
malt, and wild flowers, Very fresh and pristine

fer a 2005: beautifully shepherded through time.
Bright, poised, and elegant on the palate, though
without the showy wealth of flavor of the wine
wie have just tried [Mestres Clos Mostre Senyor
Gran Reserva Brut Mature 2006]. However, this
is working In a different way: tauter, more finesse,
more focused on the crushed stone and “mineral™
flavars, more penetrating, more dry, perhaps
even langer. If you wanted a Cava to show to

a Champagne purist to canvince them of the
wvalue of this different place on earth to make
great sparkling wines, this would be the one

to chaose. | 52

AL | Light teward medium golden color, with
lively but small bubbles. Aromatically, it certainly
behaves far younger than it is—fresh lime and
lemon zest with seme herbs, chamomile, green
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