Crete
Crete Wine Region
1. Region Overview
Geographic Location:
Crete is the largest and most populous of the Greek islands, located in the southern part of the Aegean Sea. It is situated at the crossroads of Europe, Asia, and Africa, which has historically made it a significant cultural and trade hub.
Climate and Terroir:
Crete enjoys a Mediterranean climate with hot, dry summers and mild, wet winters. The island's diverse topography, which includes mountain ranges, fertile plains, and coastal areas, creates a variety of microclimates. The soils are equally varied, ranging from limestone and clay to sandy and volcanic soils, contributing to the complexity of the wines.
Structural Organization:
Crete is home to several PDO (Protected Designation of Origin) and PGI (Protected Geographical Indication) zones. Notable PDOs include Peza, Archanes, Dafnes, and Sitia. PGIs cover broader areas like Crete and Heraklion.
Historical Context:
Crete has a rich winemaking history that dates back to the Minoan civilization, around 2000 BC. The island was known for its wine production in antiquity, and it has continued to be a significant player in the Greek wine industry. The modern era has seen a revival of indigenous grape varieties and a focus on quality.
Distinctive Features:
Crete is renowned for its unique indigenous grape varieties, such as Vidiano, Kotsifali, and Liatiko. The region is also known for its diverse wine styles, from crisp, aromatic whites to robust reds and sweet dessert wines. The use of traditional winemaking methods, such as sun-drying grapes for sweet wines, is a distinctive feature.
2. Key Grape Varieties
Primary Red Varieties:
· Kotsifali: A red variety known for its soft tannins and flavors of red berries and spices. It is often blended with Mandilaria.
· Liatiko: An ancient red variety producing wines with soft tannins and flavors of red fruit and herbs. It is used for both dry and sweet wines.
Primary White Varieties:
· Vidiano: A Cretan variety producing aromatic, full-bodied whites with flavors of peach, apricot, and citrus.
· Vilana: The most widely planted white variety in Crete, known for its high acidity and flavors of citrus and green apple.
Indigenous/Regional Varieties:
· Mandilaria: A dark-skinned grape known for its high tannins and deep color, often used in blends.
· Dafni: A rare white variety known for its aromatic intensity and flavors of herbs and citrus.
Significance:
Vidiano and Vilana are the dominant white varieties in Crete, while Kotsifali and Liatiko are key players in red wine production. These indigenous varieties are crucial to the identity of Cretan wines.
3. Wine Classification System
Quality Hierarchy:
Crete follows the EU wine classification system, with PDO (Protected Designation of Origin) and PGI (Protected Geographical Indication) being the primary quality tiers. PDO wines must adhere to strict regulations regarding grape varieties, yields, and winemaking practices, while PGI wines have more flexibility.
Appellation Structure:
· PDO Peza: Known for its red wines from Kotsifali and Mandilaria, and whites from Vilana.
· PDO Archanes: Focuses on red wines from Kotsifali and Mandilaria.
· PDO Dafnes: Produces sweet red wines from Liatiko.
· PDO Sitia: Known for its red wines from Liatiko and white wines from Thrapsathiri.
Special Classifications:
· Dafnes: A sweet red wine made from sun-dried Liatiko grapes.
· Malvasia di Candia: A sweet wine made from Malvasia grapes, historically significant.
Sub-Regional Distinctions:
· Peza: Known for its robust reds and crisp whites.
· Archanes: Produces high-quality red wines.
· Dafnes: Famous for its sweet red wines.
· Sitia: Known for its aromatic whites and balanced reds.
4. Notable Wine Styles
Peza Red (PDO Peza):
· Classification Level: PDO
· Composition: Minimum 70% Kotsifali, with the remainder typically Mandilaria.
· Production Method: Traditional red wine fermentation, often with oak aging.
· Aging Requirements: Minimum 6 months in oak, with some aged for several years.
· Alcohol Content: 13-14.5% ABV
· Organoleptic Profile: Rich and velvety with flavors of red berries, spices, and a hint of vanilla.
· Style Variations: Can range from fruity and approachable to complex and age-worthy.
Vidiano (PDO Crete):
· Classification Level: PDO
· Composition: 100% Vidiano
· Production Method: Stainless steel fermentation to preserve aromatic qualities.
· Aging Requirements: Usually consumed young, though some producers experiment with oak aging.
· Alcohol Content: 12.5-13.5% ABV
· Organoleptic Profile: Aromatic with notes of peach, apricot, and citrus, often with a floral undertone.
· Style Variations: Can be made in a dry or off-dry style.
Dafnes Sweet Red (PDO Dafnes):
· Classification Level: PDO
· Composition: 100% Liatiko
· Production Method: Sun-drying of grapes before fermentation, followed by aging in oak barrels.
· Aging Requirements: Minimum 1 year in oak, with some aged for several years.
· Alcohol Content: 15-16% ABV
· Organoleptic Profile: Sweet and rich with flavors of dried fruit, chocolate, and spices.
· Style Variations: Can range from young and fruity to aged and complex.
5. Additional Context
Recent Developments:
Crete has seen a resurgence in interest in indigenous varieties and traditional winemaking methods. There is also a growing trend towards organic and biodynamic viticulture.
Historical Evolution:
The island's winemaking history dates back to the Minoan civilization, with a significant decline during the Ottoman period. The modern era has seen a revival, with a focus on quality and innovation.
Food Pairing Notes:
· Peza Red: Pairs well with roasted meats, hearty stews, and aged cheeses.
· Vidiano: Excellent with grilled fish, seafood pasta, and fresh salads.
· Dafnes Sweet Red: Complements desserts, particularly those with chocolate or dried fruit.
Producer Information:
· Douloufakis Winery: Known for their high-quality Vidiano and Liatiko wines.
· Boutari Winery: Focuses on both indigenous and international varieties, producing a range of styles.
· Lyrarakis Winery: Specializes in rare indigenous varieties like Dafni and Plyto.
6. Key Takeaways for Sommeliers
· Indigenous Varieties: Crete is home to several unique indigenous varieties, including Vidiano, Kotsifali, and Liatiko.
· Diverse Wine Styles: The region produces a wide range of wine styles, from crisp, aromatic whites to robust reds and sweet dessert wines.
· Quality Tiers: Understanding the PDO and PGI classifications is crucial for navigating the region's wines.
· Historical Significance: Crete has a rich winemaking history that continues to influence its modern wine industry.
7. Final Thoughts
Crete offers a fascinating blend of ancient traditions and modern innovations. Its diverse terroir and unique indigenous varieties make it a compelling region for sommeliers to explore. The resurgence of interest in traditional styles, coupled with the growing reputation of wines made from Vidiano and Liatiko, ensures that Crete will remain a key player in the Greek wine industry.

