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But on that summer afternoon in Verona
when I am systematically going through the
entire ranges of almost two scores of local
producers, it is not the Amarone that grabs
my attention. Rather, it is the Ripasso, una-
vailable not just in India but lesser-known
the world over too, that makes an impact.
Even internationally, the Ripasso is some-
what of an unknown entity — unlike its cous-
ins the “big” Amarone and the “light” Valpo-
licella Classico.

Yet, it may just be that perfect Italian wine
you have been looking for all your life. Nei-
ther as powerful, nor expensive as the cele-
brated Amarone, it, nevertheless is full of fla-
vours and sufficient complexity to appease
even more evolved palates.

The “Ripasso” is exactly what it sounds
like — Valpolicella wine that has been “re-
passed” over the skin and lees left over from
fermented Amarone. This process adds col-
our, flavour and body to the lighter original
wine — as well as alcohol percentage. You
can have the wine with aged cheese, red
meats and perhaps some of our own lighter
curries. People like me who prefer to drink
the big, spicy reds sans food can equally sip
these on winter evenings, with a book,
friend or music. The wine got DOC respect-
ability too, about five years ago.

Wines in Da Vinci’s Vineyard!

Wines from lesser-known wine regions of Ttaly
are now becoming increasingly chic, especial-
ly in the US, one of the prime export markets
for producers in that country. In particular, it
is wine from the southern regions of Puglia,
Sicily and Campania that are routinely de-
scribed as the new “it” discoveries these days.

The aglianico, one of the grapes grown pri-
marily in Campania, is now touted as the next
big Italian red, for instance — its reputation at
par with the two best-known varietals, the
Sangiovese and Nebbiolo.

And the wines from Sicily, of course, have
captured both imaginations and market
shares. These wines coming out of the vol-
canic island are sophisticated, and usually
associated with crispness and minerality.

the whites (marked by their
citrusy notes and acidity) has made this
quite the darling of critics internationally.

What I also discover are the easy-to-drink
wines of Sardinia. Arguably one of the least
touristy regions of Italy, Sardinian wines are
equally a relatively unknown entity.

The industry seems to have only taken off
in the 1970s, when some European Union
subsidies and driven producers began to
change the local wine-making industry, driv-
ing it towards better quality (and an interna-
tional focus).

Theregion has one DOCG wine, Vermentino
di Gallura, and 19 DOC zones. The best known
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red grape is the Cannonau (from the Granacha
grape that originally came from Spain), while
its most famous white is the Vermentino (also,
Spanish in origin). The whites are usually dry
and much better known but you may also find
a few gems amongst the reds, including the
wines made from the carignan grape, which
introduces a note of spice, apt for the Indian
palate in the wines.

In Milan, I have been tasting a fantastic va-
riety of some of these wines at a rather apt
venue, the Museo Vigna di Leonardo — Leon-
ardo da Vinci’s vineyards at an event funded
by the Italian government.

Just across the street from the Church of
Santa Maria delle Grazie where the Last Sup-
per resides, the vigna is a recent addition to
Milan’s da Vinci circuit. It has been opened to
the public only this year, alongside the global
food expo, and is to remain accessible to
tours only till this month.

Apparently, in 1495, when Leonardo da
Vinci was painting The Last Supper, he was
gifted a plot of land, a 66-by-186-yard rectan-
gular one, with vines planted in it. The artist
tended to his vineyard himself, even though
he would not be around the city to enjoy the
fruit of his labour, quite literally. The vineyard
was destroyed through the span of history,
and the house changed owners. Now, DNA
testing has revealed the grape variety planted
then to have been the flavorful white grape,
Malvasia di Candia. These grapes have been
now replanted and the house and vineyard
opened to the public. It is here on an almost-
summer-day that we taste an incredible vari-
ety of Italian wines. And a bit of history.

When in Piemonte...

If Veneto and Tuscany are the big Italian re-
gions for wine (and gastronomy), the other
big powerhouse has to be Piemonte. This is
the countryside for the Nebbiolo, the grape
that goes into a smooth, balanced, often de-
scribed as “velvet-like” Barolo. The Barbera
and the Dolcetto (sweet) are fruity and deli-
cate and both their reputations as serious
wines are on the rise.

The Barbera in particular, regarded as a
grape for lightweight, fit-only-to-be-drunk-
wine is being experimented on. Producers are
now using French oak barrels for maturing the
wine to considerable success. Equally, there
are other experiments afoot to make blends
with French varietals to up the quality.

Onthe other hand, other grape varietals are
finally making that leap to international fame
and acclaim as well. There are some delicate,
drybut fruity whites in particular: Gavi, the ac-
claimed label, of course, uses the Arneis. I try
some expressions of the Erbaluce. And then
there is the Muscat, a grape that has become
internationally chic. The Moscato d’ Asti style
of wines are sweet, with low alcohol and frizzy.
And given the fact that Italian sparkling (other
than prosecco; the Lambrusco, made fromred
wine grapes, from Emilia Romagna is an exam-
ple of sparkling but dry wine that has caught
on) are now trending, it may not be abad idea
to have them in India too.

Francesco, our gracious host from the re-
spected Vietti family winery, asks me what I
want to drink. And having had a week of Ital-
ian wine, I blurt out “Champagne”! It is not
as much a sin as I expect it to be. France is
just on the other side of the mountains.
Champagne sells well in this part of the
country and Italian winemakers, some-
times, drink it with visitors from the other
side of the globe. ®



