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Gold From Italy's Hills

Italian Whites Are More 
Than Just Pinot Grigio; 
An Eye-Opening Meal
July 6, 2007; Page W3
Let's get right to the point: We're surprised to say this ourselves, but you really should run out this weekend and buy a Verdicchio from Italy and then pick up some fish for dinner. And if you don't see Verdicchio, get a Gavi.

Now let's start at the beginning:

When was the last time you had an Italian white that wasn't Pinot Grigio? In our youth, we used to drink all sorts of whites from Italy, but it seems to us that they faded from consciousness over time as Pinot Grigio has ascended along with exciting white wines from all over the world, like New Zealand's Sauvignon Blanc and Austria's Grüner Veltliner.


VERDICCHIO AND GAVI INDEX
 

• In a broad blind tasting of Verdicchio and Gavi from Italy, these were our favorites.
Most wine lovers we know go through phases. One woman told us just the other day, "I came back from Germany and didn't drink anything but Riesling for six months." These days, with so many interesting wines on shelves, sometimes we become so enchanted with new discoveries that we forget old friends. So a couple of months ago we realized that it has been far too long since we paid serious attention to some Italian whites. We decided to choose three of our old friends and pay them a visit to see how they're doing. There are many Italian whites, of course, but we were really curious about three: Vernaccia di San Gimignano, from Tuscany; Verdicchio, from Le Marche; and Gavi, made from the Cortese grape in Piedmont. We bought a large sampling of each from more than a dozen stores in four states and conducted blind tastings, type against same type.

The Path to the Good Stuff

The Vernaccia quickly fell by the wayside. The wines were pleasant, but not consistently good enough that they could muscle their way past all of the other outstanding whites on the shelves. That doesn't mean there aren't some fine examples out there, but we weren't impressed enough by our sample to get excited about them. Too many seemed like heavy water; they were difficult to drink and their alcohol swamped what fruit they had. But then there were the Gavis. And then there were the Verdicchios.

They were certainly very different wines, and we'll get back to that, but it was interesting what they had in common. Tasting them, we think we could understand how they've been pushed to the background. Overall, consumers seem to have settled on two fundamental profiles for their white wines: big, oaky and a bit sweet (Chardonnay) or very clean, crisp and juicy (Sauvignon Blanc and Pinot Grigio). Gavi and Verdicchio don't fit those profiles, and actually taste, in general, more like the white wines of our youth. They are more restrained, happy to be supporting players at a meal instead of the star. They have notable earthiness, with an underpinning of minerals. They are dry and they taste like grapes, not like wood. They taste real, grounded, and not at all frivolous. All of this makes them perfect with food instead of wines to sip alone. Dottie said of them at some point, "These are like a big, warm, Grandma embrace as opposed to crisp and sharp. They're comfortable, like Grandma's lap." Put another way, at a moment when so many wines say, "Look at me!" these say, "Hey, let's eat!"

In fact, they say that so clearly that, in the middle of our tasting, Dottie said, "Can you imagine these with a grilled whole fish? I'm going to make one." The problem was that, while Dottie orders whole fish at restaurants and is expert at filleting them at the table, she had never grilled a whole fish. We went to the local fish store, found a gorgeous red snapper and got instructions from the owner: Put thin slices of lemon and some thyme inside the fish, season and then cook it in foil on the grill for about a half-hour. Dottie, happy to cheat the rabbits and chipmunks that have been bedeviling her herb garden, also put oregano, basil, parsley and sage into the fish. Because our daughter Media had commandeered the dining room table to paint -- she was in the middle of a gorgeous scene with her; her sister, Zöe; and us dancing -- the fish cooked a little longer than 30 minutes.

We're happy to report that the snapper turned out perfectly. Even the girls admitted that it was the best fish they'd ever had, although they were grossed out that the snapper looked back at them. The eye-opener for us, though, was what happened to the wine. We had the fish with a flight of Gavi. The entire Gavi tasting was a delight, with wines that were often as bright as sunshine, with a nice underlay of minerals and excellent balance. But the sweet meat of the fish made the wines even better. Their earthiness became lustiness. And the lemon of the fish and the acidity of the wine melded beautifully. The pairing was a total delight.

Making Distinctions

To be sure, the tastes of the Gavi and the Verdicchio were different. The Gavis were generally livelier, brighter and more aromatic, and some could even be enjoyed on their own as a sipping wine. The overall quality of Verdicchio was a marvelous surprise to us. Wine after wine was not only tasty, but intense, complex and interesting. The wines had good fruit, smells and tastes of minerals and then something extra -- a little bit of nuttiness, especially on the finish, and a tiny bit of bitterness that made us take note of each sip. They were full but not heavy, with a touch of white pepper and some peach. We compared a couple of our favorites to Chablis -- high praise indeed from us -- not because the tastes were the same, but because they shared the same intensity, focus, purity and sense of place.

Near the end of our tasting of the two wines, Dottie put our conclusion very simply: "These deserve to make their way back onto the American table." How about tonight?

--Melanie Grayce West contributed to this column.



The Dow Jones Verdicchio and Gavi Index

In a broad blind tasting of Verdicchio and Gavi from Italy, these were our favorites. Buy the youngest you see; our tasting indicated that you should certainly avoid anything older than 2004. Gavi can be a good sipping wine and goes well with appetizers and lighter summertime dishes, while Verdicchio often is fuller, with more bite, and needs somewhat heavier food. We generally found that these were better cooler because the tastes were more focused, but note how much stronger the attractive mineral tastes get as the wine warms. All of the Verdicchios below are from the Castelli di Jesi zone.

	VINEYARD/VINTAGE 
	PRICE 
	RATING 
	TASTERS' COMMENTS 

	Fattoria Laila 2004 
	$15.99* 
	Very Good/Delicious 
	Best of tasting. Spiced peaches, seashell minerality and some weight -- a wine of character, with dry austerity, especially on the finish. Memorable. 

	Moncaro 'Verde Ca'Ruptae' (Classico Superiore) 2005 
	$13.99 
	Very Good 
	Best value. Focused, with pinpoint tastes of melons and peaches at the front and a long, lemon-lime finish and then an eye-opening hint of roasted almonds and a hint of attractive bitterness. 

	Bucci (Classico Superiore) 2005 
	$18.99 
	Very Good 
	Dry, crisp and filled with lemony fruit, with some peaches and a dash of white pepper. Great with food. 

	Conte Giovanni Baldeschi Balleani "Donna Ginevra" 
(Classico) 2005 
	$17.99 
	Good/Very Good 
	Pure tastes that seem crisp and cold even as the wine warms. 

	Sartarelli "Balciana" (Classico Superiore) 2004 
	$40.00* 
	Good/Very Good 
	Rich, with all sorts of ripe tastes of lemon tart and some roasted nuts. So interesting, with such good weight, that we imagined it with tandoori chicken. 

	La Giustiniana 'Lugarara' (Rovereto di Gavi) 2005 
	$16.99 
	Very Good/ Delicious 
	Best of tasting. A grown-up Gavi, with peaches, lychee, some spice and minerality, but all in a restrained, sophisticated package. "There's something fetching about a wine that's a little bit shy," Dottie said, and this was fetching indeed. 

	Marchesi di Barolo 'Le Lune' 2005 
	$14.99* 
	Very Good/ Delicious 
	Best value. Peaches, oranges, flowers and minerals on the nose. Quite dry, with marvelous acidity and so much fruit it seems voluptuous. Beautifully balanced. Proud wine. 

	Palladino 2005 
(Gavi di Gavi) 
	$16.00* 
	Good/Very Good 
	Refreshing and clean, with lots of lime and a cleansing, mouth-watering finish. 

	Principessa Gavia 2005 
	$13.99 
	Good/Very Good 
	Vibrant and alive, with good lemon, but also some earthiness and weight. Some melon and kiwi. Delightful. 

	Tre Donne 'Donna Bianca' (Gavi di Gavi) 2004 
	$21.00 
	Good/Very Good 
	Balanced and easy, with lovely, bright fruit. Not showy, just pleasant and very, very easy to drink. 

	Valditerra Laura 2005 
	$17.99 
	Good/Very Good 
	White peaches and plump white grapes. Tastes like sunshine, with an underpinning of minerals. Complex, lively and interesting. 

	Villa Sparina (Gavi di Gavi) 2005 
	$21.99 
	Good/Very Good 
	A bit overly earthy at first, but as it warms it opens up, shows fruit and becomes rich and interesting. Best with heavier foods. 


NOTE: Wines are rated on a scale that ranges: Yech, OK, Good, Very Good, Delicious, and Delicious! These are the prices we paid at wine stores in Colorado, Connecticut, New Jersey and New York. *We paid $12.99 for Fattoria Laila, $45 for Sartarelli, $10.49 for Marchesi di Barolo and $19 for Palladino, but these prices appear to be more representative. Prices vary widely.

You can contact us at wine@wsj.com.
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