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the young wine

The grapes have been grown and pressed, the must has been fermented, but there is still 
much to be done before you can get a bottle of sherry. First the young wine has to be 
assessed and matured which must be done in bodegas within the Zona de Producción: 
Jerez de la Frontera and El Puerto de Santa María for sherry and Sanlúcar de Barrameda for 
manzanilla. Cadiz used to be included but there are no longer any bodegas there.

All the butts used for maturing sherry are made of oak. Other kinds of wood that are 
more readily available have been tried, especially chestnut when oak was short during 
the war, but none has proved satisfactory. I have tried sherry that has been matured for 
nine months in chestnut and have compared it with the same wine matured in oak. The 
former was much darker, an altogether different and unattractive colour. The wine was not 
attractive either; it tasted immature, while that matured in oak was rounder and had an 
attractive touch of wood in the taste. The size of the cask is important, too. The smaller 
the cask the quicker the wine matures, but there is also a difference in the way it matures. 
There are many possible explanations: the surface area in contact with the air, in proportion 
to the volume and depth, is just right in a traditional bodega butt; a butt puts exactly the 
right area of oak in contact with the wine, which becomes ‘woody’ or ‘oaky’ if a smaller 
cask is used, and develops less ‘character’ in a larger one; it also acts as a very slow selective 
filter, allowing some constituents to seep out and evaporate, while air can get in, which is 
essential for the growth of a healthy flor, and forms part of the oxidative ageing in wines that 
are not growing flor. Trillat has demonstrated that when pure alcohol is stored in wooden 
casks, the wood tends to influence its oxidation, producing small quantities of acetaldehyde. 
One of the reasons why oak works so well is that its vegetal fibres can be permeated by 
water molecules, which evaporate when they reach the outer surface, but the heavier organic 
molecules cannot get through, so that there is a loss of volume on ageing but an increase in 
the concentration of the wine. This phenomenon is known as merma – literally shrinkage 
– and the loss of volume is sometimes described poetically as ‘the angels’ share’. Each year 
about 4 per cent is lost rising to as much as 15 per cent for a mature wine. Maturation is a 
natural process and it is an example of the rule that nature cannot be hurried.
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Nature has been very kind to sherry growers, but such generosity exacts its own price, and 
it is a very perverse wine: until it is fairly mature, no one can tell quite how it will develop. It 
is utterly exasperating. There are innumerable styles of sherry, and no two butts will turn out 
exactly alike. One would expect variations between the wines of different vineyards, between 
wines pressed from different kinds of grapes grown in the same vineyard, and even from 
similar vines in different parts of a vineyard, but that is only a small part of the story. Even 
if the must is the same, the oak used to make the casks will never be identical; it may even 
come from different countries: from Spain, Iran or the USA. The most favoured comes from 
Quercus albi grown in the USA, usually New Orleans, Missouri or New York, from trees more 
than a hundred years old. The wood is then seasoned for five years. The staves are heated over 
flames before they are shaped so that they are disinfected and charred, giving various degrees of 
‘toast’. The exact location of the casks in the bodega is also important, as one may be exposed 
to a continuous draught while another is in a sheltered corner, and the various ferments that 
settle on the wine may do so in a different order. There is an infinite number of possible 
variants that may affect the wine’s growth and development. If two butts of must, pressed at 
the same time from grapes in the same vineyard, are stored side by side, it is quite possible 
that one will develop into a delicate, light fino while another becomes a dark oloroso of the 
coarsest type. There is no rhyme nor reason about it at all. There is always a tendency for a 
given vineyard to produce a majority of wines of a certain class, but it is never more than that. 
There is also the influence of sunning (when it was done) and of pruning, as already described, 
but this produces no more than a strong bias in favour of one style or other. As a general rule, 
warmer vineyards and those with lower calcium contents tend to produce olorosos, as do the 
heavier pressings, but absolutely anything can happen. In the past the only thing to do was to 
wait and see. Nowadays the careful control of fermentation conditions helps greatly in ironing 
out odd irregularities and it is now possible to monitor progress by gas chromatography, while 
young wines are ‘educated’ to direct them along the path required – by techniques that will be 
described – so much of the old uncertainty has gone.

After about six months the must starts to show its development, and the capataz, or 
head foreman of the bodega, goes round with his venencia, taking samples and putting a 
chalk mark on each of the casks to indicate the first, rough classification. The capataz in 
the sherry towns, like the butler in England, belongs to a legendary race, and many are 
the stories that are told about them. When king Alfonso XII visited Jerez, his host was 
making a fine display of showing him the best wines, but did not intend to waste his very 
finest on a mere king. Even so, the King was delighted with what he was given, but the 
capataz blurted out:

‘We have much better than that.’
‘Then you had better keep it,’ the King replied, ‘for a more important occasion.’

Noblesse oblige! But the capataz was fully up to standard. 
The venencia is a sampling cup that is peculiar to Spain, though Warner Allen in 

A History of Wine pointed out that it is almost identical in shape to the ancient Greek 
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ephebos depicted on classical pottery, and it could have been handed down throughout 
the ages. Its name is derived from the word avenencia, meaning a ‘bargain’, as it is used 
for taking samples when bargaining for the sale of wine. There is a story of a man in Jerez 
who had a bodega containing some fine old sherries. He wanted to prepare a composite 
sample to give a general idea of what he had for sale, and the easiest way of doing so was 
to draw some wine from each cask, using a venencia, and to combine all the samples in a 
single vessel. Unfortunately he was notoriously mean – far too mean to pay a man to help 
him – but on his way to the bodega he met a builder he knew and asked him to come 
and help. The merchant gave him a bowl and told him to follow. Then he filled a glass 
from the venencia and passed it back to him. Unfortunately the builder was as devoted 
to sherry as the merchant was to money, and the nature of the work had not been clearly 
described. The merchant cursed him for being slow and asked for the glass back, so he 
drained it in one draught. The merchant went from cask to cask, concentrating on what 
he was doing, and handed the builder first one glass of wine and then another without so 
much as glancing at him. Astonished at such unexpected generosity, he drank every one 
of them. Only after twenty glasses was he obliged to call: ‘No more for me, Don José, 
I’ve had enough.’

Croft-Cooke has aptly likened a venencia to an antique church candle-snuffer. In Jerez 
it should consist of a black, highly flexible whalebone handle, at one end of which there 
is a decorative silver hook, while at the other end there is a cylindrical cup made of 
solid silver and big enough to pour just the right amount into a sampling glass. In these 
debased days, however, the cup is usually made of stainless steel and the handle is plastic. 
In Sanlúcar, and occasionally in El Puerto de Santa María, it is made from a single piece 
of bamboo. A complete section of the cane is left intact between two knots, and this acts 
as the cup, while the remainder is cut away with the exception of a small segment, about 
5 mm wide and 1 metre long, which is used as a handle. The bamboo venencia was the 
form first used in the sherry towns.

With the aid of a venencia, samples of wine can be drawn off from beneath the velo of 
flor without seriously disturbing it. To do this it is plunged into the wine well beneath the 
surface and then drawn out quickly; this disperses the flor over a small area and none of 
it gets into the cup. The old-fashioned bamboo type is perhaps the better of the two for 
use with flor wines, as the cup is usually narrower and causes less of a disturbance. This 
is particularly important with the manzanillas of Sanlúcar, and the bamboo venencia is 
so well established in that town that it is customary to ask for a caña of wine rather than 
a copa. After it has been withdrawn from the butt, the handle is swung upwards so that 
the cup is horizontal and the wine cascades into the tasting glass, held ready in the other 
hand, filling the air with its fragrance. It all sounds very simple, and a good Jerezano 
can pour the wine with negligent ease into a glass held a metre away, but a lot of skill is 
needed; if an amateur tries, the wine generally goes on the floor or flows tidily down his 
or her sleeve. A good venenciador can be something of a showman.

To examine the must, the capataz uses a tasting or dock glass about 12 cm high, 
narrower at the top than at the bottom, and mounted on a short stem; it is similar to the 
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familiar ISO tasting glass. It is only filled to the height of a couple of centimetres, but that 
is about twice as much as an English public-house schooner contains when full. He holds 
it by the base, beneath the stem, so that the important part is not fouled with finger marks 
and any cloudiness can be seen at once. Nor is the wine warmed by the fingers. When the 
glass is shaken, it is filled with concentrated fragrance, and the ‘nose’ tells an experienced 
taster everything he wants to know. A good must should be ‘clean’ and ‘full’; it has to be 
both if it is to grow into a first-class wine. In tasting musts and young wines, the palate 
is useless as they invariably taste thin, acid and nasty; moreover, if any is swallowed it 
deadens the sense of smell to those that follow. In modern practice the musts are also 
chemically analysed as some deficiencies can be shown up in this way which would not 
appear to the taster until after a period of maturation. 

At this early stage, the must can only be put into one of four categories, which are 
distinguished by the following marks: 

/ – una raya, light and good; 
/. – raya y punto, slightly less promising; 
// – dos rayas, musts with less style;
/// – tres rayas, or quema (burning), coarse or acid.

Every bodega has its own marks for use at each stage of the classification, but the above are 
typical. There is, of course, a fifth grade: vinegar, marked Ve. This is removed hastily to the 
vinegar store before it gets the chance to infect its neighbours. The tres rayas is sent to be 
distilled. In the old days it was considered to be good going if 60 per cent achieved una raya; 
now, thanks to modern vinification, the avoidance of oxidation, and cleanliness, the figure 
has risen to 90 per cent. 

After this classification the good butts of must are ready to be racked off the lees. The 
lees consist of bits of skin, stalks, pips, dead yeast cells and any other dense matter that 
sinks to the bottom. In the front of each cask there is a tight-bunged hole near the bottom 
called the falsete. When the wine is racked off, a narrow pipe, or canuto, generally made 
of olive wood or mahogany, is driven into the falsete and the must flows out. This action 
is described as dejar el pique. After the level has fallen to that of the falsete, the cask is 
gently tilted forwards; this is known as picar la bota, and it has to be done very carefully 
to avoid disturbing the lees. As soon as the jet of wine becomes turbulent, the canuto 
is stopped up and the cask, containing from 7 to 20 per cent of its original quantity of 
must, is returned to the horizontal. The lees are poured into open-ended barrels that look 
like old-fashioned wash tubs, and then into butts, where they remain for a week or two 
until they have settled. The whole process is then repeated. Afterwards, no clear must 
remains. According to Dr Walter Charleton’s Two Discourses, published in 1692, wine 
should be racked off the lees ‘in the wane of the Moon, and fair Weather, the Wind being 
Northerly’, but this practice is not currently followed in Jerez.

The must that separates out when the lees are collected together is known as claros de 
lias and is used in blending sherry for local use. The lees themselves are either distilled 
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for alcohol or else sold to the chemical industry for making cream of tartar, whichever is 
more profitable at the time.

After the must has been racked, it is at last called wine, though some shippers go on 
calling it ‘must’ until it is two years old, while others – following an old Spanish proverb 
– say that it has grown into wine by St Andrew’s Day (30 November).

The wine is now checked for alcoholic strength, which is likely to be between 14° and 
16° abv. Any of the first category, that has a good growth of flor and is therefore on its 
way to develop as a wine of the most delicate style (fino), is fortified to about 15.5° abv 
if it is deficient in alcohol; such a slight fortification helps to prevent disease without 
affecting the quality or style. On the other hand, those of the other categories, which 
generally grow little flor, and which would normally develop as palo cortados or olorosos 
are fortified to about 18° abv. This finally kills any flor that may exist and determines their 
character once and for all. It is always done after the racking to avoid waste of alcohol 
in the lees. In this way the shipper can, to some extent, decide what class of wine he is 
going to make, though he can never increase his supplies of fino by causing flor to grow 
on wines where it does not appear of its own accord.

Until after the Second World War industrial alcohol could not be used for fortifying, 
as it often contained impurities which reacted unfavourably with the wine, and its use 
was illegal, although some undoubtedly was used for making cheap wine during the 
sherry boom. For some reason which would defy a chemist or any man of reason, the very 
mention of industrial alcohol seems to send shudders up and down the spines of the wine 
trade and governments – particularly in Germany. They get slightly less upset if it is called 
‘non-grape alcohol’, distilled from a fermentation of some kind, such as that of sugar beet, 
rather than a chemical synthesis; but this again is nonsense as a process of fermentation 
is generally the cheapest way to produce alcohol anyhow. Non-grape alcohol has very 
rarely been used and this only by mistake in years of shortage, when people have bought 
what alcohol they could get on assurances that they could not check. Indeed it can only 
be identified by C14 testing, which is a modern innovation, as the alcohol is chemically 
pure and as good as anything distilled to the purity of absolute alcohol from the grape. It 
is used no longer. Prejudice has triumphed, especially in the EU, and all sherry exported 
is subjected to a C14 test. The product used is destillado, made by distilling wine, which 
has to be healthy, and is 95 per cent pure alcohol. It is impossible to get a purity of more 
than 95.6 per cent when distilling a mixture of alcohol and water, as at that concentration 
if forms a constant boiling mixture and the two come over together.

Very strong alcohol is not safe to use for fortification, though, as it reacts violently with 
the wine and spoils it. A fifty-fifty mixture of alcohol and mature sherry, known as mitad 
y mitad, miteado, or combinado, is much safer. Some shippers also add a little mature 
oloroso sherry to the butts in which the flor has been killed, but not normally more than 
about 4.5 litres in a butt containing 500 litres. This makes it develop more quickly.

After the wine has been racked off the lees and fortified, it is allowed to rest for a week 
or two and is then classified for the second time as:
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γ – palma, a wine breeding flor; 
/ – raya, a rather fuller wine with no flor;
// – dos rayas, inclined to be coarse;
# – gridiron, no good at all.

This classification gives a better indication of how it will develop than the first, but the 
wine is still its own master and evolves just as it likes – often quite differently from how the 
capataz expects. At this stage it is said to be sobre tablas and is ready to be added to a criadera 
to begin its final stage of maturation, but it may be kept longer for a third classification, 
especially if there is any doubt about it.

Good sherry cannot be cheap because of the losses that occur while it is being matured. 
By the time of the second classification, 10 per cent of the original must has already been 
lost: 1 per cent escapes during fermentation or is absorbed by the wooden casks, 1.5 per 
cent evaporates and 7.5 per cent, on average, is lost in the lees. Rayas used sometimes to 
be stored out of doors under the sun, but this is seldom done nowadays as losses can rise 
to as much as 30 per cent.

Each cask is matured separately for a time as an añada. The term is derived from año, 
meaning ‘year’ and an añada wine is simply a vintage wine – one that has been kept apart 
and has not been blended with any other. It seldom remains as an añada for more than 
two or three years, and usually for much less time, but the way in which it is matured 
will be described in the next chapter. There are, however, exceptional instances in which a 
wine is allowed to remain as an añada indefinitely. A shipper, for instance, may lay down 
a butt of good quality must when one of his children is born, and the wine will be fully 
developed when the child comes of age. In at least two bodegas – those of Williams & 
Humbert and González Byass – there is a complete range of vintage wines going back for 
many years, and they are very interesting to taste. That at González Byass is descended 
from the ‘piano’ of wine mentioned by Vizetelly in 1876. Now some top quality vintage 
wines are being kept apart to be sold as añadas at very high prices.

While the young wine is maturing its development is carefully watched and it is 
frequently checked for any defect. The most important clue is given by the bouquet, 
but the wine must also be examined for colour and clarity. This is done in a ‘cámera 
obscura’, and there are several in every bodega, but they are not cámeras obscura at all in 
the normal sense. They look like dovecots, standing on slender wooden poles. Each has a 
candle inside, and when the wine is spun round in the tasting glass against the flame any 
suspended particles or cloudiness is shown up at once. Very often today an electric candle 
is used, which looks horribly bogus but works well and is less trouble. When there is any 
doubt, though, a real candle is used for the ultimate test. Their bottoms are extended to 
make small platforms to put the glasses on.

Although sherry, owing to its high alcoholic strength, is less prone to disease than most 
other wines, there are at least eight diseases that can attack it at this stage, and they can 
all be identified immediately from the aroma and the appearance of the wine. Each has 
an established remedy, and the ancient skill of the capataz is now reinforced by modern 
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laboratories, where accurate analysis discloses the extent and nature of the trouble and 
decides the treatment. They were all described in earlier editions of this book but are now 
really not even of academic interest, as they have been virtually eliminated by modern 
methods of vinification, total cleanliness, and the care taken to avoid contact with metals 
such as iron and copper which can react with the acids in the wine and spoil it.

One should be mentioned, though, and it is easy to recognize: the smell of vinegar. 
This may well mean that the wine is picado (pricked) or else suffering from acetificacion, 
and is actually turning into vinegar owing to the attack of mycoderma aceti, or vinegar flor. 
This is most likely to gain a hold when the temperature has been allowed to get too high, 
and it is very infectious; it is spread to other casks by bodega utensils, and the spores can 
be carried through the air. If there is the least suspicion of vinegar, all utensils are washed 
in an aqueous solution of potassium metabisulphate and the infected cask is immediately 
taken away. The mycoderma aceti oxidizes the alcohol to form acetic acid: 

  C2H5OH + 2[O]          CH3COOH + H2O

This reaction can be stopped by adding a good dose of sulphur dioxide solution to kill the 
vinegar flor and then tight-bunging the casks to exclude air, but infection is now very rare, 
and the wine is more likely to be put into the vinegar store at once and allowed to go its 
own way. A mild attack can sometimes be overcome simply by fortifying, but this has to 
be done with care; if there is a good growth of flor, it will attack the mycoderma aceti and 
effect a natural cure; to fortify the wine would kill the flor and promote the disease it is 
intended to cure.

The acidity of wine expressed in terms of tartaric acid should generally be about 5.20 
gms/l, and if it is too low, tartaric acid can be added. Any suspected tendency towards 
acetic fermentation is examined by measuring the volatile acidity – that is to say, the acid 
contained in a distillate. Pure acetic acid boils at 118°C, and therefore distils over quite 
easily, while the majority of the other acids in the wine remain in the residue. An old wine 
may safely contain as much as 2 gms/l, expressed in terms of acetic acid, but anything 
over 0.80 gms/l is considered dangerous in a must.

When Walter Charleton wrote his Two Discourses in 1692 there were apparently other 
causes of acidity: ‘Among the External are commonly reckoned … immoderate Heat, 
Thunder or the report of Cannons, and the admixture of any exotick body, which will 
not symbolize or agree … especially the flesh of Vipers…’ He also stated, quite rightly, 
that lack of alcohol could influence a wine to turn to vinegar, but he added: ‘The Spirits 
of Wine may Exhausted … Suddainly by Lightning; which doth spoil Wine … not by 
Congelation or Fixation of its Spirits … but perhaps by Disgregation and putting them 
to flight…’ No modern authority would endorse these ancient observations.

Another fault looked for is one caused by lactic bacteria which gives an unpleasant 
smell described by some tasters as peste. Such wines are rejected. 

Cloudiness can be caused by excessive cold, when the cream of tartar comes out of 
solution and is held in suspension. This happens both in casks, where it is harmless, and 
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in bottles, where it spoils the appearance of the wine but does not affect the bouquet 
or flavour. Cloudiness in bottle can largely be prevented by refrigeration to a low 
temperature and then filtering before shipment; this process, called ultra-cooling, is now 
almost universal and is described on page 192. A chemical method based on ion exchange 
can give similar results, but it is illegal in some countries so it is not used. 

The technicalities of the bodega may be vital to a sherry shipper, but they mean 
nothing at all to casual visitors; all they see are the great buildings, permeated with the 
aroma of maturing wine. They step from the bright, hot sunlight of the patio into the 
huge, dim nave, where everything is quiet and at peace. Richard Ford likened bodegas 
to cathedrals, and his simile was so good that everyone who has written about sherry 
after him has used it. There is something rather awe-inspiring about the sight of so much 
wine. The buildings are enormous and lofty, and the light is very subdued. But, unlike 
cathedrals, they are all quite modern and most were built during the nineteenth century. 
Before that time, much less wine was produced and it was sold when it was only a year or 
two old. In earlier times shippers had small bodegas usually as part of their houses. They 
were at the lowest level, partly subterranean: cold and damp. They were also quite small 
with room for no more than two tiers of casks. There are still one or two of these left in 
Sanlúcar de Barrameda but they have disappeared from the other towns. Now there are 
also modern bodegas that do not look at all like cathedrals. They have none of the beauty 
and atmosphere but work very well.

After the Napoleonic Wars and the abolition of the Gremio, the great shipping houses 
began to accumulate large stocks of old wine and regularly exported better and more 
expensive sherries than before. To store them, they built bodegas separate from their 
houses but still on a modest scale, constructed around patios. One or two of them still 
exist and a beautiful example is that of Diéz-Mérito in the middle of Jerez. But as trade 
expanded the shippers built their great bodegas generally round the periphery of the 
towns in the second half of the nineteenth century. Their height keeps them cool and 
they are large because it is reckoned that the volume of air should be about eighteen times 
that of the wine. Structurally they are all very similar, with thick walls and high roofs 
to keep the temperature down; the roofs are often insulated with cork sheet. The most 
favoured orientation is from north-east to south-west along their length, which reduces 
their exposure to the sun and helps them to receive the cool moist breezes from the south 
and east. Small windows protected with iron grilles are set high up in the walls and are left 
open all the time to let the air circulate freely, but are covered with esparto-grass blinds 
during the day to keep the sun out. The floors are earth, though the passages between 
the casks are sometimes paved with oak blocks made from the waste material of the 
cooperage; brick or stone is rarely found. During the hottest and driest months the floors 
are sprinkled with water two or three times a week; it soaks in and evaporates gradually, 
helping to keep the temperature down. It also increases the humidity, and so reduces the 
rate of evaporation of the wine and encourages the growth of flor.

It is the high, heavy roofs supported by rows of tall columns that make bodegas 
look like cathedrals. The effect is best of all where there is no central row of columns, 
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as in Osborne’s beautiful bodega of San José, in El Puerto de Santa María, which was 
built in 1837. Some shippers renew their whitewash every year and their bodegas look 
immaculately clean; others do not bother, and let the cobwebs of ages accumulate. It makes 
not a scrap of difference to the wine; in fact, one famous shipper told a complaining and 
hygienic English lady that he would stuff the cobwebs right inside the wine if he thought 
they would improve it – and gossip says that a newly established shipper, many years 
ago, wishing to give an air of antiquity to his buildings, bought cobwebs by the sackful 
and draped them from the walls. But if cobwebs do no harm, anything evil-smelling, on 
which bacteria could develop, must not be allowed anywhere near the wine, and any trace 
of rotting animal or vegetable remains is scrupulously cleaned up. Some shippers go even 
further and say that pleasant scents are actually good for the wine; for instance jasmine is 
sometimes trained to grow up the walls.

Underground cellars used to be considered not really satisfactory because the circulation 
of air was not good enough; Beam has one such cellar, but it is very airy and could not be 
built economically today, and Hidalgo in Sanlúcar has one bodega that is actually below 
sea level at floor level. González Byass have a deep, damp dungeon in the garden used for 
storing vinegar. However, in the 1980s Garvey proved that underground cellars can work 
by building some large ones between the bypass and the vineyards. They are very well 
ventilated, cool and excellent. Modern atmosphere control can work wonders.

While the general plan of all the traditional bodegas is similar, each has its own 
individuality and charm. Some have beautiful gardens – Harveys, González Byass, and 
Caballero, for instance – while others have enchanting patios, notably Barbadillo and 
Diéz Merito. Bodegas built with round pillars are perhaps even more beautiful than those 
with square ones. In fact, the sherry towns are delightful places to be in.

Not surprisingly, though, others have been forced by rising costs – and sometimes 
through lack of space – to innovate. Some bodegas are now built on more than one level 
and González Byass has a large, three-storey bodega of concrete construction dating from 
the 1960s. The Ruiz-Mateos group built a very modern building on the road to Cádiz 
cunningly designed so that, despite its enormous size, every part has an ample circulation 
of air, and the roof is insulated by means of a foamed material; it has now been sold to 
Williams & Humbert who have moved into it. Another method of construction for 
rather smaller buildings is to use a polished aluminium roof. This reflects the sunlight 
and gives excellent results at low cost, but results tend to fall when the surface becomes 
dirty or corroded.

Butts of wine are stored in the bodegas one on top of another, in rows, three or four 
tiers high; there is even occasionally a fifth tier of small casks. They are kept apart by 
wooden blocks rammed firmly home and the whole structure is very stable, but each 
of the butts in the lower tiers must contain plenty of wine so that the weight is evenly 
distributed; an empty cask would cause a weakness that could bring the whole thing 
down. The trouble begins when one of the casks in the middle springs a leak and has to 
be replaced. The wine it contains may well be worth a lot of money and must be saved 
without having to dismantle the whole structure. This is done by making a puente, or 
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bridge. The wine in the defective cask is siphoned out and the cellar men lift the casks in 
the upper tier, using levers, known as tranquillas, made of black poplar wood. They need 
only leave a gap of about an inch, and the casks are kept in place with oak wedges. The 
one that leaks can then be eased out, leaving the remainder completely stable. The most 
skilful part of the work is getting the wedges into the right positions; any error would be 
extremely dangerous, and the consequent loss disastrous. When the broken cask is at the 
end of a tier, those above it are held in position with ropes secured to casks further along, 
so that the whole structure is securely bound together. 


