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SPAIN

1340 Francesco Eiximenis wrote of ‘formigalejants’ or ‘tingling’ wines, yet another example of accidental
%, albeit barely pétillant from the sound of it. But the deliberate production of sparkling wine did not
cur in Spain until the second half of the 19th century.

sli Comas made the first Spanish sparkling wine
S prior to 1851, when he entered it in a competition
id. He did not persevere and the next milestone
Justo i Villanueva, the laboratory director at the
unl Institute of Sant Isidre in Catalonia. It was under
8V that all the earliest commercial producers of
o Parkling wine learned the Champagne process. In
e former students, Domenec Soberano, Francesc
. Agusti Vilaret, entered their sparkling wines in a
& “ompetition, All used classic Champagne grapes
Catalonia; Soberano and Gil were both awarded
» While Vilaret, who used raspberry liqueur in
- of his wine, received a bronze. Vilaret’s firm,
& *MtFerrant, is the only one of these pioneering
B Survived.
B eNtos | Fatjo of Codorniu was the first to make
5 Ehted sparkling wine out of Parellada, Macabeo
g 1‘3‘" how these grapes came to form the basis
nt:!tl::;-; ;:l'l7lll\‘ll')' IS a mystery.
3 4 that exports were significant enough
0);, ';.c‘ orded, but s0 rapid was the growth in the
SPanish sparkling wines that by the 1980s
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appelladon in the world. Today it produces around 240
million bottles from the demarcated area of 31,765 hectares.
The word ‘Cava’ simply means ‘cellar’ and, when it was
devised in 1970, it could be used by any Spanish sparkling
wine made by the traditional method. After Spain joined
the Common Market in 1986, it became subject to the EC
wine regime, which is based on integrity of origin. Because
Cava had no delimited area of production, the appellation
could not continue in its existing format.

Then, as now, most Cava came from Catalonia, and
most of that from Sant Sadurni d'Anoia in the Penedés
region, but there were also tiny quantities of Cava produced
by a number of wineries spread across the country. This
prcwlxtc(l the Spanish authorities with a problem because
they had been charged with establishing a geographical
area of production for Cava, They were also still smarting
from being double-crossed by the EC over the protection
of their Sherry appellation and, ironically, this simplified
the solution.

With a 3,000-year pedigree, Sherry is probably the
oldest wine appellaton in the world and the Spanish were
promised it would enjoy the full protection of the EC if
they joined. They were also told that so-called *Sherry’



produced by other member states would be banned.
However, they were misled by Britain and Ireland. These
countries had lucrative industries where fortified wines
made from imported grape concentrate were sold as British
and Irish Sherry. They therefore used their combined
veto to block the Community’s attempt to prohibit these
products.

Authentic Sherry was eventually protected in 1996,
exactly ten years later, but at the time the Spanish were

annoyed that EU bureaucrats cared more about the letter of

the law than its spirit. Was it coincidence then that they did
exactly the same? Cava fell short of the EU’ ethos, which
stated that all appellations must be geographically based. If a
geographically based appellation was what the EU wanted,
that was what the Spanish authorities would give them.
Observing the letter of the law, they simply drew boundaries
around the municipalities in which all the Cava producers
were located. So, although 98% of Cava comes from
Catalonia, its officially delimited area of production covers
159 municipalities in ten provinces (Barcelona, Tarragona,
Lleida, Girona, La Rioja, Alava, Zaragoza, Navarra, Valencia
and Badajoz) spread across one-third of Spain.

CAVA’S SPANISH ROOTS

Production is dominated by two firms, Codorniu and
Freixenet. The latter has always been violently opposed to
the invasion of Cava by foreign grape varicties, although
it might be cynical to wonder whether this position has
been influenced by the fact that Codorniu was the first and
most successful proponent of Chardonnay (initially with
Raimat, after which it was used in the primary Codorniu
brand). However, Freixenet’s argument is certainly valid
— that foreign grape varieties could erode Cava’s Spanish
character. Strangely, after all that battling, Freixenct recently
launched a premium range, Elyssia, in which Chardonnay
and Pinot Noir play an important role. They gave in due to
market demand, but also because, after purchasing the ex-
Chandon estate, they had top-quality vines of Champagne
clones. Like it or not, Chardonnay and Pinot Noir are
in Cava to stay, but the good thing is that they are not
degrading the quality of the wines in the least: the contrary
in fact, as Elyssia and Codorniu’s many new exciting cuvées
successfully prove.

Cava is one of the very few dry sparkling wine

appellations of any repute outside France and ltaly and, of
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course, Spain has its own indigenous grape Varictjes o
California, Australia, New Zealand et al, which
sparkling wine appellations, do not. While it y,;
obvious for New World producers to try the (|
varieties first, Cava producers have a certain |,
defend.

Even though quality has risen in the past tep yours
problem is that an unacceptable amount of Cava is by
This is not to pick on the Spanish: elsewhere i this e
it is stated that the majonity of French sparkling wing
well below standard, and that is a heinous crine becas
climate and soil in regions like Burgundy and the ol
far better suited to sparkling wine production than g
in Spain. There are two main reasons that so g ,\‘:
wines are generally boring. It is not so much the ¢jjy
soil as the three so-called traditional varieties — na
Xarel-lo and Parellada — which do not reach the |oyele
classic traditional-method varietals Chardonnay g
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Noir. But probably an even more important reason
industrial nature of Cava production, which trades ¢l
and ambition for faultlessness and cost efficiency, '

According to Cava gospel, Macabeo, which is ygug
not exclusively, the base of a Cava, provides the fmi
lo the strength and body; and Parellada softness and'
In reality, Macabeo is not bad as a base wine; it do ‘, '
have good fruit and decent acidity. Xarel-lo’ i
potential and low pH are better valued today and
destined for ageing have a higher proportion of X
also has the strongest character of the traditional
but in knowledgeable hands, such as those of Grany
Recaredo, it can be turned into a wine of great finess
are some good Cavas made predominantly with
but on the whole it can't be considered as a go
use for fine-quality sparkling wines. The averagelk
makes such a neutral base wine that it is virtua \
and has so little acidity that it turns litmus papepbl
best Parcllada comes from the highest vineyard 5, Wi
grapes take longer to ripen, but almost all Parellad
on high ground, yet most of the fruit is unsuit
quality sparkling wine.You would have to growit
Montserrat to get sufficient acidity, and even thefi
to rot, which is not exactly a bonus for the last
to be harvested. Furthermore, this rot can sl
strictest physical examination at the winery
Physically checking every bunch is a thing of
even if it were not, Parellada is so tight-pa
bunches can appear beautiful and healthy, when it
are rotten inside. .

So why is Cava made from these varl
Cava firm and the reply will be because =
been made from Macabeo, Xarel-lo and
Champagne has always been made from
Pinot Noir and Meunier. However, 'Chﬂm
planted with numerous varieties and it t00
of trial and error to decide which of l!‘m
appropriate. For example, it was only if
decided to uproot Gamay, whlcl"l grewi y
region, particularly the Aube. If € ‘h’“mp
varieties are not exclusive to the regtont
can Cava producers be so sure that M::n e
Parellada are even adequate, let alone L
sparkling wine in their area? :

The first sparkling Spanish \mness‘
over 100 years ago, and for the first 7 :
two producers of any relevance. The first
grapes that just happened to be g
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