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PREFACE

IN JANUARY 2007, at the New York City offices of Italy’s Institute for Foreign Trade, a celebration was held to mark a milestone for Italian wine: 2006 was the first year in which Italian wine exports to the United States surpassed $1 billion in value. Italy is now the number one source of imported wine in America, accounting for about 30 percent of the import market, with Australia a close second. Italian wine shipments to the United States are nearly double those of France and four times those of Chile.

Although Italy has its share of mass-market brands, like Trentino’s Cavit (which trails only the Aussie monolith Yellow Tail in U.S. sales volume), what’s most exciting to us is the astonishing variety of smaller, recently established Italian wineries sending bottles to our shores. Although Italy’s economy has been weak and the strength of the euro against the dollar hurts Italian exports, growth has nevertheless continued: investment capital is pouring into every winemaking corner of Italy, and thanks to this not only are we seeing a slew of new “brands” but we are becoming better acquainted with remote and lesser-known wine zones throughout Italy.

One example is Monte Vulture, an ancient volcano in the tiny southern region of Basilicata. In just the last few years, a host of new wineries has sprouted up on Vulture’s ashy slopes, joining the handful of longer-established producers there in making dense, dark-hued reds from the aglianico grape. A similar scene has been playing out on another volcano, Sicily’s Mount Etna, with another distinctive local grape, nerello mascalese. It’s long been known that Vulture and Etna were great terroirs, but only lately have we seen enough bottled evidence to prove it.

Yet another example of Italy’s dynamism is Montefalco, in central Umbria. Montefalco is home to a rare grape called sagrantino, which has become hugely popular with Italian wine lovers in the past few years. As a result, Montefalco has undergone a rapid growth spurt: vineyard plantings of sagrantino increased from approximately 430 acres in 2001 to upwards of 1,600 acres in 2007, prompting the local producers’ association, or consorzio, to place a moratorium on new sagrantino plantings until 2009. In 2001, about 600,000 bottles of Montefalco Sagrantino were produced, compared with more than 2.5 million bottles in 2007, and of course there are a greater number of wineries responsible for this hugely increased production. Over the past few years, each new vintage has brought us a new Montefalco Sagrantino (or three) to talk about.

As a result of all the activity in Italian winemaking, this revised edition of Vino Italiano Buying Guide is larger than the first. It could conceivably have been double the size of the original, but there’s only so much wine any of us can drink. What follows is a carefully curated A-to-Z listing of the best Italy has to offer, with a focus on wines that are available in the United States. Revising this book has reconfirmed (to us, anyway) that no other wine nation in the world matches Italy’s diversity of grape varieties and winemaking geography.

And while there are ratings, of a sort, in this book—you’ll see certain wineries classified as “Elite” “Premier,” or “Rising Stars”—the aim of this guide is to function more as a pocket sommelier. There are no scores. Instead, the listings are meant to communicate something practical about a winery, the style and scale of the wines that the winery produces, and which foods and occasions might be best for trying the recommended bottles. In the absence of scores, this guide comes instead with a guarantee: there is more great Italian wine out there than ever before, and we’ve fit as much of it as possible onto the pages that follow.

D.L. & J.B.
New York, 2007


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

The listings in this guide are organized alphabetically to facilitate ease of use. In the Producer Directory, there are quirks to be aware of when searching for a specific winery. The names of Italian wineries often include prefixes such as Tenuta (Tenuta Caparzo), Fattoria (Fattoria di Felsina), and Podere (Podere Grattamacco). These are traditional terms in Italy that date back to the days of feudal estates: the tenuta was the estate as a whole; the fattoria was the central production facility of the feudal owner; and the poderi were the various sharecropper farms on the property, which contributed a portion of their production to the owner as rent. In addition to these common prefixes, you’ll also see words such as poggio (a Tuscan word for hill) or cascina (a Piedmontese word for farmhouse) preceding a family name on a label. This makes alphabetization a major chore: for example, should Cascina Bongiovanni be listed under C or B?

Throughout the Producer Directory, these prefixes are included selectively, in instances where we felt they were integral to the estate’s brand name (so Cascina Bongiovanni is under C). For example, the prefix Azienda Agricola (agricultural firm), which appears on countless Italian wine labels, has been omitted in these listings. Although the actual label may read “Azienda Agricola Miani,” the winery will be listed here under “Miani.” Due to the complexity of wine labels, we’ve included myriad cross-references to make your search for a particular brand as easy as possible.

In appendix 3, which details all of Italy’s wine appellations (see Italian Wine Laws and Labeling for more information on DOCs and DOCGs), the listings are also alphabetical. Because this book is designed to be referenced while you are in a shop or even a restaurant, alphabetizing the listings speeds up the process of defining unfamiliar names and/or terms on labels.

For the aficionado, Cellar Selections is a great source for wine suggestions by specific stylistic categories. The back of the book also features vintage ratings, grape characteristics, and even a guide to Barolo and Barbaresco vineyards.


ITALIAN WINE LAWS AND LABELING

In 1963 Italy’s Ministry of Agriculture drafted the country’s modern laws governing wine production, creating the Denominazione di Origine Controllata (DOC). Its model was the French appellation contrôlée, which continues to regulate the production of wines from specific geographic areas. These laws, and the many similar laws governing “controlled appellations” in other wine nations, are built on the concept of terroir—namely, that the climate, soils, and other natural features of a specific place determine the character of the wine from that place. An officially delimited appellation becomes so because it is deemed a discrete terroir that produces a distinctive type of wine.

The primary identifier of an Italian wine (or any European wine) is where it comes from. Barolo is a village in southeastern Piedmont, and for a wine to be called Barolo it must come from vineyards within a specific area defined by law. There are also prescriptions controlling most aspects of production, including which grape(s) can be used and how long the wine must be aged before release. Overall, Italian wines are classified in one of four ways:

VINO DA TAVOLA (VDT)

Vino da Tavola (table wine) may come from anywhere in Italy, from any grape or blend of grapes. The majority of VdT is sold in bulk, although many superior wines continue to carry this lowly designation because they are produced in a manner that doesn’t entitle them to any “higher” classification. Producers use the VdT designation when they buy grapes (or wine) from another area to bolster their own production, but in many cases the choice has more to do with creative freedom: wines from official appellations carry with them official prescriptions on how to do things. In the same way that DOC is not a guarantee of high quality, VdT is hardly an indicator of poor quality; many of the most famous “super-Tuscan” wines got their start as VdTs.

INDICAZIONE GEOGRAFICA TIPICA (IGT)

The IGT, or Typical Geographic Indication, was created in 1992 in an effort to increase the number of geographically “classified” wines in Italy. The intention behind both IGT and DOC was to bolster consumer confidence in Italy’s wine and to create recognizable identities for wines to help them sell better. An IGT regulates only the geographic production area, lending the wine regional cachet while leaving the producer free to experiment with grapes and production methods. IGT is a middle ground between VdT and DOC, similar to the French vin du pays.

DENOMINAZIONE DI ORIGINE CONTROLLATA (DOC)

DOC, or Denomination of Controlled Origin, is both a place-name and a production formula: it requires that a wine come from a specific place delimited by law and be made with a prescribed mix of grapes. Most DOC specifications require that a wine be vinified in the place where it is grown; that it be aged for a certain period and in certain types of vessels; and that grape production levels not exceed certain limits. Government tasting committees evaluate each year’s production to ensure that the wines have the “typicity” to carry the DOC name. Today, about 25 percent of all Italian wine is classified as DOC.

DENOMINAZIONE DI ORIGINE CONTROLLATA E GARANTITA (DOCG)

The first DOCG, or Denomination of Controlled and Guaranteed Origin, was named in 1980 (it was Brunello di Montalcino), even though the classification was created along with the DOC in 1963. DOCG is nominally reserved for wines of the greatest historic or qualitative pedigree; wines labeled as such are the most tightly regulated of all classified wines. There are thirty-six DOCG classifications as of this writing, but the fact that the number continues to grow says something about the system: ultimately, DOC(G)s are not truly quality designations, because the creation of a DOC, as well as the “elevation” of a wine to DOCG, has as much to do with the political will of a particular municipality as it does with the inherent quality of the wines.
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