SANTORINI

I.  History


A.  Ancient thru Middle Ages
1.  1600s BC: 

a.  In its early geological history, Santorini was the core of an ancient volcano that erupted. A large part of the island became submerged, creating the modern day archipelago.
b.  Evidence that Assyrtiko existed on the island, making it one of the world’s oldest vinifera varieties.

2.  1300s – 1800s: 

a. 1200s – 1500s - Venetian influence. It was Venetian enterprise that made Santorini an important wine producer. Wine exported was made from a mixture of grapes and was prized for its sweetness and high alcohol which enabled it to withstand the six-month sea voyage, via Venice, to western Europe.

b.  1579 - Santorini was conquered by the Ottoman Turks but the Turks did not discourage the production of the only cash crop that the island’s volcanic soil could sustain. Wine still produced, but most consumed locally as transportation system was fragmented and international trade limited.




B.  Modern
1.   1971 – OPAP  established - “onomasias proelefseos anoteras poiotitas” designates appellations of superior quality.

2.  1981 – Greece admitted to European Union and its modern wine era began.

II.  Location & Climate

A.  Location:
1.  Greece ( Aegean Islands (Cyclades) ( Santorini PDO

2.  An archipelago, a cluster of volcanic islands located on the 36th parallel in the Aegean Sea.  Santorini is the archipelago’s largest island and its center of population, tourism, and viticulture


B.  Climate: Hot Mediterranean
1.  Annual rainfall: 12-14” (~350 mm), most arriving in wintertime.  Irrigation is generally only permitted for the establishment of new vineyards.

2.  Growing season daytime temperatures that regularly reach 95° F or higher. Average annual temperature is 62° F.

3.  Winds act as the island’s air conditioning. The meltemia, a cooling northern wind that whips over the Aegean in summer, is vital for keeping grapes cool and fungus-free.

III.  Topography

A.  Soils:

1.  Soil mixture is called Aspa - a mixture of white volcanic ash, pumice, sand, and basalt.

a.  No organic matter and no clay, but is rich in essential minerals, except potassium, creating wines with a naturally low pH level and high acidity.

b.  Completely inhospitable to phylloxera. All vines are ungrafted. 



2.  Active volcano underneath


B.  Bodies of Water


1.  Surrounded by Aegean Sea


2.  No rivers or any real source of underground water


C.  Elevation: wide range, from 10 to 450 meters above sea level.


D.  Viticultural Hazards: 

1.  Windy!  Vines are protected by training permanent wood very low into basket with the fruit on the inside.

2.  Lack of rainfall
E.  Vines & Pruning:

1.  Vines are trained in a traditional kouloura (“basket”) shape.

a.  Keeps the vine close to the ground, where it can take advantage of what little moisture morning mists provide as recompense for the lack of rainfall. 

b.  Also known as the Stefani method of training.

2.  Age of Vines: The root systems on Santorini are likely the oldest in the world. 

a.  After 80-100 years of production, yields reach unsustainably low levels, and growers may cut off the entire canopy to revive the plant. 

b.  The root system will quickly regenerate the vine from a dormant bud—and this may occur four or five times during the vine’s lifespan ( Santorini’s oldest living roots could possibly be 400 or 500 years old!

3.  Density: Very low! New vines are typically spaced wide apart.

IV.  Grapes & Production


A.  Grapes: Red & White



1.  Red – 

· Mavrotragano.  Indigenous, means “black crunchy” and is poised to become Santorini’s trademark red, highly tannic variety, with red fruit, spice and fig character.  Styles vary widely - can also be used in the production of sweet wines.

· Mandilaria (Mandelaria). Deep red color, medium body and aromas of dark red fruit. It is often used to blend with other varieties because of its rich color and is also used in the production of some very promising sweet wines.

2.  White -

· Assyrtiko. About 75% of total vineyard plantings. Perfumed aromatics and concentrated flavors of citrus and stone fruit, high acidity.  Minerality.

· Athiri. Chiefly used as a blending grape, designed to soften the acidity of Assyrtiko and enable early-drinking white wines.

· Aidani. Intense aromatics, high levels of sugar.  Floral & stone fruit aromas and lush palate are almost Viognier-like—yet it can retain moderate-plus to high acidity.  Usually blended with Assyrtiko.


B.  Production:
1.  Yields limited to 60 hl/ha, but are seldom more than 15 hl/ha (0.8 tons/acre) in actuality.



2.  Total of roughly 3,200 acres of vines left on Santorini.


C.  Producers of Note:

· Domaine Sigalas

· Canava Roussos (oldest producer, est 1836)

· Hatzidakis

· Argyros

· Gai’a

· The Union of Santorini Cooperatives, Santo Wines, accounts for 65% of the island’s production, and sources fruit from 1,200 growers.

V.  Wine Characteristics


A.  Reds – very small production, wide range of styles


B.  Dry Whites – 

1.  Required Blend: Min. 75% Assyrtiko, plus Athiri and Aidani

2.  Some dry whites being made in a riper style or aged in oak.  Gain weight and richness on the palate, but lose some traditional flavors.

3.  Minimum alcohol 12%

C.  Nychteri –  same blend as Dry Whites
1.  The word derives from the Greek nychta, or “night,” nychteri has always been a product of late-harvested grapes, traditionally harvested during the night.

2.  Short skin contact and are then aged for at least three months in partly-filled old oak casks in order to initiate deliberate oxidation. 

3.  Minimum alcohol 13.5%, but often can reach 16% alcohol.


D.  Sweet wines – Vinsanto
1.  Required Blend: Min. 51% Assyrtiko, plus Athiri, Aidani, and "small amounts" of other traditional grapes.

2.  Flavors of bitter orange, fig, dried apricot, golden raisins.

3.  Late harvested, dried in sun for up to 2 weeks, aged in oak for several years.  The ambrosial, super-sweet must ferments slowly, until the overindulgent yeasts finally die off, choked by sugar.

4.  Minimum alcohol 9% actual

5.  Aging: 

a.  Vintage wines must be aged for at least 2 years in barrels
b.  If released with an aging statement rather than a vintage, must have been aged in an oxidative manner for at least 4 years. The aging statement on the bottle may only be listed as a multiple of 4 (8, 12, 16, etc.).  

6.  Legally, vinsanto may be a vin doux naturel (fortified wine) rather than a vin liastos (dried-grape wine), but no one on the island currently practices fortification.

