beginning. Palacios, Barbier, and company, known as the
Gratallops group after the village in which they settled,
shared information and know-how, and their cooperative
esprit only seems to have accelerated their dazzling ascent
into the vinosphere. Add to this history the fact that in the
last ten years women have emerged as a driving force in
Spanish wine. Maria Martinez Sierra of Bodegas Montecillo

Carthusian monastery: Scala Dei.,

in Rioja and Daphne Glorian of Clos Erasmus in Priorat are
role models and heroines to the new generation. In Priorat,
one woman in particular has become a superstar: Sara
Pérez, Josep’s daughter.

Although the elder Pérez produced the early vintages
at Mas Martinet estate in Priorat, today operations are
overseen by Sara. It doesn’t hurt to have biologists for par-
ents, and Sara Pérez’s consulting range now extends
throughout Spain as far as the Balearics.

The wines Pérez makes rely on careful work in the
vineyard (“I can never separate the land from the winery,”
she says) and a “noninterventionist” approach to vinifica-
tion. Evidence of both appears on her bottles in the form
of the tiny yin-yang symbol that indicates the wines have
been certified as organic.

Although, in the European Union, the status of organic
wine is overseen by the governing body of the country in
which it is made, there are overarching criteria that typify its
production: No chemical fertilizers, pesticides, weed killers,
or synthetic chemicals can be used in the vineyard (ensuring
that the wine is free of chemical residue); in the cellar,
“organic” suggests minimal processing, without the use of
chemical additives. Sulfites occur naturally in wine and are
critical to “fix” the wine and preserve its freshness. Even so,
organic winemakers use only a third to a half as much sulfur
dioxide (as an antioxidant) as commercial producers.

The organic designation merely complements age-old
techniques still employed in Priorat. The ruggedness of the
terrain demands that the grapes be harvested by hand, and
because of the differing rates of maturation, the plots of
syrah, garnacha, cabernet, and carifiena are staggered in
four separate harvests that extend over a month and a half.

At Clos Martinet, the first of the Pérezes’ three proj-
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ects in Priorat, each of the lots is vinified separately at dif-
ferent temperatures and for different durations, with
close attention paid to prevent any oxygen contact. After
blending, the wine is aged for 18 months and bottled
unfiltered — during a waning phase of the moon.

Is this last detail the expression of Sara Pérez’s quintes-
sential femininity? There is nothing pale or bashful about
the wines of Priorat. They are dark, powerful, muscular
(dare I say masculine?) by nature. Regarding her latest ven-
ture, Orbita Venus, Pérez speaks eloquently of the natural
equilibrium, sensuality, and freshness of her raw material.
Her wines require patience. “I love wines that start off
closed, that need a lot of air and plenty of time to show what
they’re made of, and that reveal themselves gradually,” she
says. Given that Sara Pérez is only 31 years old, it would
appear that patience is in order. Her Cims de Porrera and
Clos Martinet wines reward holding at bay your natural
inclination to crack them at the first opportunity. That’s
how luscious, explosive, and aromatic her wines are.

It seems impossible that a wine region — any wine
region — would find itself catapulted into the top tier in
only 20 years. Critics liken the wines of Priorat to those of
Barolo or Hermitage, and it’s not hard to see, to taste, why.
Priorat combines the best of Old and New World wine-
making, a confluence that explains in part why writers as
different as Robert Parker and Jancis Robinson wax rhap-
sodic over them.

Did I mention that I dream about Priorat? I'm walking
the terraced vineyards. It is dusk. Venus is just beginning
to appear in the evening sky. Sara Pérez opens a bottle of
wine and hands me a glass. It tastes like heaven.

Tasting Notes

A recent sampling of the wines of Sara Pérez.

1999 Cims de Porrera Priorat Classic, $75

Deep, brilliant color. Beautiful high-toned aromatics of
plum, currant, cedar, and dark chocolate. Complex and
multilayered, with a compelling earthiness. Sweet,
ripe, and fresh, with great purity and expressiveness.

2000 Clos Martinet Priorat, $70

Dark, intense, pure coloration. Great viscosity. Nose
of cedar, leather, roasted meats, and aged balsamico.
Wood is evident but not overpowering. On the
palate, candied plum and cassis, but with a rich min-
eral substrate.

2001 Solanes Priorat, $32
More evolved coloration than the Cims de Porrera, of
which it is the second label. An immediate explosion
of prune and cassis in the nose. Ripe, lush, and sur-
prisingly forward, with flavors of black cherry, blue-
berry, and cocoa.
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