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AUTHOR’S NOTE

I should make clear from the outset my use of the word Verona and its 
derivatives. As well as being a city with a population exceeding a quarter 
of a million, Verona is also a province of the north-eastern Italian region 
of the Veneto. The vast majority of references below are, however, to the 
city and not the province. The word has two main derivatives, the first of 
which, ‘Veronese’, comes in two forms – as a noun and as an adjective. On 
the few occasions it has been used as a noun, this has been as an alternative 
way of identifying the area composed of the two DOC territories of Soave 
and Valpolicella and refers, in other words, to the ‘viticultural’ Veronese 
where the vineyards are planted within easy reach of the city. The use of 
Veronese as an adjective is far more frequent, and means simply ‘of ’ or 
‘from’ Verona. The context should make entirely clear which is which. The 
second derivative is the word ‘Veronesi’: this is the plural form of Veronese 
and is used to identify the people of Verona. Hence it could be said that 
‘The Veronesi inhabit the Veronese and their mindset is typically Veronese!’
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INTRODUCTION

I would have no hesitation over my selection of desert island wines. 
Providing, of course, that I was allowed one white and one red for the 
duration of my stay, I would choose Verona’s best known wine couple: Soave 
and Valpolicella. To be more precise, that would most likely be an example 
from the ‘Classico’ or geographical heartland of each denomination, from 
a good recent vintage and from one of the many small to medium-sized 
growers who have in recent years taken overall standards of quality to an 
entirely new level. An unconventional choice, perhaps, for someone who 
has spent most of his working life in the wine trade and has been lucky 
enough to taste fine wines from all over the globe, but my selection has 
nothing to do with the bargain-basement wines that the two denominations 
were once associated with. Such wines – bought and sold on price alone – 
may unfortunately still be found but it is a schoolboy howler to assume that 
they continue to be truly representative. 

The iconic Piedmontese producer of Barolo and Barbaresco, Angelo 
Gaja, once expressed the view that the average consumer perceives a 
wine-producing area in the form of a pyramid. Taking Bordeaux as 
his example, Angelo argued that the ‘lesser’ wines bask in the reflected 
glory of those at the apex. In other words, the consumer has positive 
expectations of the humble AC Bordeaux wines at the base simply 
through their association with Chateau Margaux and the other first 
growths at the top. The problem for many Italian wines has long been 
that the consumer’s perception is reversed and the least interesting 
examples of the denomination are seen as prototypical. Expectations 
of quality for the wines higher up the scale are correspondingly low as 
a consequence.
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The Soave and Valpolicella I’m referring to are made by producers 
who, tapping into an intimate knowledge of their vineyards and local 
traditions, have all but closed that dog-eared page in history by following 
the production process from bud through to bottle and attempting to 
make the best possible wines from their own lovingly nurtured grapes. 
While the beauty of Soave and Valpolicella can be found to a large degree 
in their deceptive simplicity, their true value – as largely inexpensive 
wines – lies with their enviable versatility. They are the ne plus ultra of 
everyday wine. So my desert island choice is a highly pragmatic one. 
To worry the conceit a little further, my diet would no doubt be based 
on fish cooked over wood embers and accompanied hopefully by a few 
foraged vegetables or leaves. I really would be hard put to find a wine 
more ideally suited to such honest, nourishing and tasty food than Soave. 
There would be little or no meat but, if I was really fortunate, wild pig 
might occasionally be on the menu and maybe even some wildfowl every 
now and then: I’m in luck once more! Valpolicella is already one of my 
favourite wines to go with pork-based dishes and works superbly with 
feathered game too. Chilled down in a cool stream, it would also make 
an interesting and worthwhile alternative to go with fish. Furthermore 
as both wines are generally fresh, light and well balanced they could 
easily serve as an early evening aperitif when many other still wines are 
in reality not particularly refreshing. The reason my two choices would 
work so well is quite simply that they have been selected on the basis 
that they not only perform the fundamental role of accompanying food 
to perfection but are also an absolute pleasure to drink.

The key issue behind this point of view is of course one of balance, 
or the measure of how the component parts of a wine stand in relation 
to each other. On the whole, the most typical examples show a subtle, 
somewhat understated structure based on low to medium alcohol, 
highish acidity and light to medium body. This even combination 
of elements, lightly seasoned by that extra palate-cleansing twist of 
acidity, goes a long way towards explaining the versatility so vital to 
their success. Furthermore, flavour profiles are well proportioned and 
yet expansive enough to carry on delivering when other more ‘obvious’ 
wines have begun to tire the palate and lose interest and appeal. Tim 
Hanni MW, wine educator and professionally trained chef, is a guru 
of the food and wine experience and an astute observer of the effect 
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food and wine have on each other. He points out that ‘Primary taste 
interactions have the same effect on wines across the spectrum of 
styles, from delicate and sweet to dry and intense. The more intense 
the wine is in terms of primary attributes (sweet, acidic, bitter, tannic) 
the more the interactions will be exaggerated. This has given rise to 
the concept of “food wines” that typically are overall less intense and 
therefore are much less reactive with most dishes.’ When applied to 
Soave and Valpolicella, this does not necessarily make a virtue of what 
their detractors (who might simply be drinking the wrong examples) 
refer to as an inherent neutrality but recognizes the part that flavour 
and structure characteristics play in arriving at a judicious food and 
wine pairing. 

Because of their long association, the food and wine of a particular 
area seem to develop in tandem and this is certainly the case not just 
around Verona but also in Venice, not much more than an hour’s drive 
eastwards along the autostrada, where Soave and Valpolicella are the 
default wines to accompany much Venetian cooking. In both areas it is 
extraordinary to see this very versatility (the ability to pair with a wide 
range of foods) in action. Classic local dishes in the Veronese – whether 
based on fish, such as polenta e renga, where the polenta (a thick maize 
porridge frequently cut into slices which are then fried or grilled) is 
dressed with salted herring and the fragrant local extra virgin olive oil; 
meat, as with the aromatic local salami Sopressa, or vegetables, such as 
pasta e fasoi (a hearty soup based on borlotti beans which also contains 
slivers of pasta) – seem to sit equally well with either wine. Apply a 
similar formula to some of the mainstay dishes of Venice – polenta e 
baccala, where the polenta is served with a ragu based on salt cod; fegato 
alla veneziana (calf ’s liver with onions) or riso e bisi (rice and peas) – and 
you can only come to a similar conclusion. The two are, however, not 
always interchangeable: on the whole, Soave is a safer choice with most 
vegetable-based dishes and Valpolicella with meat, and yet the affinity 
they have with the wide array of dishes typical of the Veneto remains the 
most natural fit imaginable.

Just as there is so much more to the local cuisine than the selection 
of the few relatively simple and well-known dishes above, so there is 
a far greater range of wines than might first seem apparent made in 
the hills that border the beautiful city of Verona to the north and east. 
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While Soave and Valpolicella are the best known and most widely 
available of them, they are, along with several sub-categories of the two 
denominations, made in the customary manner from the fermentation 
of freshly harvested grapes. However, the vineyards also give rise to 
an entirely distinctive range of wines that represents, in the view of 
many pundits, the pinnacle of a very particular variation on the wine-
production process. 

Most European wine-producing countries, and in particular those 
that flank the Mediterranean, have a strong tradition of concentrating 
grape juice in order to make a fuller, richer and often sweet or semi-
sweet wine by the simple expedient of reducing the water content in 
the liquid through various ‘natural’ means. This is especially true of the 
Italians who, from the Alpine regions of the north down to the tiny 
island of Pantelleria lying between Sicily and the coast of North Africa, 
produce different examples of the style in pretty much every one of the 
country’s twenty regions. The scale on which the operation is carried 
out reaches a whole new level in these hills where, every year in the last 
couple of decades, around 50 per cent of the red grape harvest in the 
Valpolicella has been set aside for the process of appassimento or grape 
drying; while there is a parallel tradition in the Soave area, this happens 
on a much-reduced scale. The tradition in Verona of using partially 
shrivelled grapes to produce a full and intense style of wine stretches 
back over more than two millennia, though it is perhaps surprisingly 
more popular now than it has ever been. The original model was the 
sweet red or white wine which came over the course of many centuries 
to be known as Recioto. However, it is the modern dry version of the 
red, Amarone, that seems to have captured the imagination of the wine-
drinking public. Still widely considered as an unwelcome aberration 
until beyond the end of the Second World War, Amarone’s reputation 
has risen to such giddy heights that it is now spoken of in the same 
breath as Barolo and Brunello di Montalcino, and is hailed as the third 
member of Italy’s triumvirate of great red wines. The lesser known 
white version (Recioto di Soave) continues to be produced as a richly-
flavoured and sometimes magical dessert wine. A parallel can be drawn 
with the original sweet Recioto della Valpolicella, to give the red wine 
its full title. Made in much smaller quantities than Amarone, Recioto 
was customarily produced from the grapes that formed only the ripest 
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extremities of the bunch: the ‘wings’ or tips. The name is thought to be 
a corruption of the Italian word orecchie or ears.

The recent success story of Amarone has furthermore breathed new 
life into another local custom whereby the sugar-rich lees remaining 
after the first racking of the new Amarone or Recioto are given a second 
lease of life. Young Valpolicella is added in the spring following the 
vintage to start off a secondary fermentation designed to bring extra 
body, richness and alcohol to the new wine. If the production of dry red 
wines from the appassimento process is in itself an uncommon practice, 
the ripasso technique, as this secondary fermentation is known, is a 
strictly Veronese speciality.

The term ‘Veronese wines’ is frequently applied on a broader scale 
than the variations on Soave and Valpolicella outlined above. It is 
important here to distinguish between the province of Verona, which 
is vast, and Verona itself. As the provincial capital, the city of Verona 
represents the seat of local government for ninety-six different comuni 
or municipalities. These are bordered by the provinces of Trento to the 
north, Vicenza and Padua to the east, Rovigo to the south and Mantua 
and Brescia to the west. The city and its immediate surroundings lie 
right at the heart of the provincia. The scope of this study will exclude 
the wines from the north and west of the city: these include Bardolino 
and its rosé version Chiaretto, and Bianco di Custoza and Lugana 
which are more closely associated with Lake Garda these days. Indeed 
Lugana is primarily produced within the neighbouring region of 
Lombardy, while the others can be described as the wines of the right 
bank of the Adige. Similarly the ‘catch-all’ denomination of Verona 
IGP (Indicazione Geografica Protetta) will only be referred to where 
producers of the Soave and Valpolicella areas have chosen to use the 
category to cover interesting or unusual wines which do not correspond 
to the composition of varieties or other requirements stipulated by the 
local Denominazione di Origine Controllata (DOC) and Denominazione 
di Origine Controllata e Garantita (DOCG) rules, though which are still 
produced in those areas. 

The subject can therefore be defined as the wines produced within 
the two delimited, contiguous and partly overlapping vineyard areas 
of Soave and Valpolicella. The vineyards are situated on the southern 
slopes of Monti Lessini, or Lessinia as it is also known. This area can be 
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seen as almost an island in itself and is a particularly distinctive territory. 
Lessinia is a karst area formed of a plateau sloping gently to the south 
with a network of parallel valleys, aligned for the most part from north 
to south, that stretch down towards the course of the river Adige. Vines 
have been planted along the slopes of these valleys for more than two 
thousand years. These are the wines of the left or northern bank of the 
Adige as it veers to the south and east below the lake and onwards to 
its mouth on the Adriatic Sea at Rosalino Mare. There is also a surprise 
in store. Along the eastern reaches of Soave, a much lesser-known 
denomination, producing as yet tiny quantities of sparkling wine made 
from a rare local white grape, lies waiting to be discovered. When made 
by the metodo classico, Lessini Durello is capable of hitting heights of 
exceptional quality and adds a further element to the already diverse and 
plentiful history of wine production in the hills. Add Lessini Durello 
into the equation and all the bases for the wine lover can be covered 
from aperitif to dessert or cheese and even postprandial ‘meditation’ 
wine. For this author at least, these are the true wines of Verona.
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1
HISTORY

FROM PREHISTORIC BEGINNINGS 
TO THE DECLINE OF ROME
Many visitors begin their tour of Verona with a short stroll across the Piazza 
Bra past the pavement bars, cafés and restaurants that line the north-western 
edge of the vast square. On the opposite side, across the public gardens, lies 
the town hall, the Palazzo Barbieri; behind is the imposing Palazzo Gran 
Guardia, finally finished in 1843 almost two and a half centuries after 
construction was originally approved. Directly ahead lies the Arena, built in 
the first century AD and lying just outside the city walls at the time. At the 
northern tip of the arena, the popular choice is to head up Via Mazzini, with 
its marble pavements and designer shops. (Until the nineteenth century the 
streets would turn to mud after heavy rains and were lined with warehouses 
and barracks reflecting the city’s long history as an important military 
garrison.) Mazzini connects Piazza Bra with the important Roman square 
of Piazza Erbe, much the smaller and more beautiful of the two meeting 
points. The adjacent Piazza dei Signori, dating back to medieval times, is 
another essential stop on the itinerary but beyond, heading northwards 
through the narrow overhanging streets and away from the main tourist 
honeypots towards the Ponte Pietra, it is even easier to imagine that you 
are wandering back in time. Charles G. Bode, the author of Wines of Italy, 
which was one of the very first books in the English language on the subject 
when published in 1956, clearly felt the same way: ‘I find the town still 
essentially Roman in character, much more so than any other town in Italy 
– Rome included … I could easily imagine the people of Verona walking 
about in togas …’
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One of the great authorities on the cultural history of Verona was 
Lamberto Paronetto, and for wine lovers he remains the most important 
chronicler of Veronese wine. Born in 1915 in Quarto d’Altino just north 
of Venice, Paronetto was a widely respected technical director for major 
Italian wineries in both Tuscany and the Veneto. He worked for Bolla 
throughout the 1950s and remained in the area for much of the rest of 
his life. He was also a prolific author, writing and editing many books 
on wine. Three in particular stand out: Viti e Vini di Verona, Verona 
Antica Terra di Vini Pregiati and (with Antonio Calo and Giampiero 
Rorato) Veneto, the first volume of the Storia Regionale della Vite e 
del Vino Italiano (‘History of the Vine and Wine in Italy’). All three 
have been invaluable sources of reference for the current study. Sandro 
Boscaini, President of the Veronese house of Masi, said of Paronetto, 
‘He taught me that there is more to a wine than its nose and its palate: 
it is the living memory of the culture and place which produced it.’

According to Paronetto, fossils found near Bolca provide evidence 
that plants since shown to be the antecedents of today’s Vitis vinifera 
were present in the area some 50 million years ago in the Paleogene 
period. He confirms the conclusions of local palaeontologist Abramo 
Massolongo who was working during the middle of the nineteenth 
century. Massolongo hailed from the village of Tregnago in the Val 
d’Illasi, part of today’s so-called ‘extended zone’ of Valpolicella, and 
his exhaustive description – reproduced in Verona Antica Terra di Vini 
Pregiati by Paronetto – of the fossilized leaf and stalk shows a painstaking 
attention to detail. The fossil in question was discovered in the Alpone 
valley, one of the main production areas of today’s Soave Classico.

The area has been populated since the Stone Age. In the early 1960s, 
the father and son team of Giovanni and Alberto Solinas, both keen 
palaeontologists themselves, discovered the Grotta di Fumane (a.k.a. 
Riparo Solinas), a cave system in the Vajo di Roncomerlo above the 
town of Fumane which was found to contain extensive evidence of the 
presence of Neanderthals. The remains of prehistoric villages have also 
been found in the Vajo dei Falconi (Falcon valley), in the Archi area 
of Castelrotto and near the classic stone village of Molina, also in the 
Fumane valley. However, it is not until the Bronze Age that a connection 
between man and vine first becomes evident when traces of the fruit as 
part of the human diet can be ratified. A high-concentration grouping of 
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grape seeds (in excess of one thousand), identified as Vitis vinifera silvestris 
and found close to Lake Garda, is believed to have been left by the pile- 
or stilt-dwelling peoples who inhabited the area at the time. There is no 
conclusive evidence to assume, though, that the grapes were consumed 
in the form of a beverage, fermented or otherwise. Confirmation that 
grapes were being processed into wine comes much later, in the centuries 
leading up to the birth of Christ, with the discovery in Rivoli Veronese 
and Valeggio of vessels dating back to the eighth and sixth century BC 
that were used for the storing or serving of wine. 

Before the arrival of the Romans, the area was populated largely by the 
Reti or Rhaeti peoples. Dedicated hill dwellers, they inhabited the lower 
slopes of the Lessini mountains. They are known to have had, at the very 
least, trading contact with the Etruscans; some hold that their origins 
are Alpine while others argue that in fact the Rhaeti may have been 
the Etruscans’ direct descendants. The Etruscans themselves had broken 
with the Greek method of training vines in the form of small bushes or 
‘alberelli’ (little trees) and brought in a new approach of training vines 
high on support systems – poles, trellising or even onto the branches 
of other fruit trees. Thus other crops could be grown on the ground 
below the vine canopy – a method of farming that became known as 
‘promiscuous cultivation’ and was to continue in the area at least until 
the first half of the twentieth century. Their system of high-training, 
introduced first into central Italy, was to leave an indelible imprint on 
the face of Italian viticulture – modified versions are still widely used 
throughout the peninsula and rely on a pergola as the support frame. 
Most of the vineyards of Valpolicella and Soave today are a classic 
example of the legacy. The Rhaeti were followed by the Arusnati, also 
dedicated farmers, who gave their name to the pagus arusnatium which 
corresponds roughly to the heartland of today’s Valpolicella area (the 
Classico district). Fragments of stone tools and other artefacts from the 
time of the Arusnati are on show in the small museum located to the 
side of the church of San Giorgio di Valpolicella, a sleepy hillside village 
in the commune of Sant’Ambrogio di Valpolicella in the western part of 
the area. It seems highly likely that the Vino Retico for which the area 
was soon to become famous was named after the Reti.

Similarly, the origins of the city of Verona are thought to date back 
to the times of the Reti and Euganei and possibly even the Etruscans. 
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While the etymology of the name is uncertain, the city seems to 
have been founded on the hilltop site, a location typical of Etruscan 
settlements, where the present-day Castel San Pietro sits overlooking a 
loop in the Adige. It is almost impossible to overestimate the significance 
of Verona’s geographical position as a vital intersection of trade and 
military routes: to the north, Central Europe; to the east, Venice and 
onwards to Byzantium; to the south, the heart of Etruscan civilization 
(lying just north of Rome in the area we know as Tuscany), and to 
the west via Genoa towards Gaul. This access to potentially important 
markets has played a fundamental role in the development of the local 
wine trade.

Indeed it is in Roman times that Veronese wine begins to establish 
a clear identity for itself. Whereas Vino Retico may feasibly have 
originated from almost anywhere among the sub-Alpine hills of north-
eastern Italy, it becomes clear that the Romans held the local wines 
of Verona in great esteem. References to their growing fame abound. 
Amongst the first to write on the subject was Marcus Porcius Cato 
(known as Cato the Elder) who used the term Vino Retico to refer to 
a wine of great prestige; Emperor Augustus was also known to be an 
admirer. Columella, who wrote extensively about agriculture during the 
first century AD, reports that the great Roman poet Virgil considered 
Vino Retico second only to Falerno (from present day Campania) in 
status. Columella’s contemporary Pliny noted that Augustus’s successor 
Tiberius was served semi-dried grapes from the vineyards around 
Verona at table. The author of Naturalis Historia also recorded that the 
Retic varieties had found their ideal home in the temperate climate of 
the area. Similarly, Martial attributes the origin of Vino Retico to the 
land of his fellow poet Catullus, a native of Verona. There can be little 
if any doubt that the origins of the Recioto-style wines of Soave and 
Valpolicella made from semi-dried fruit are the direct descendants of 
this ancient tradition. 

The area’s vineyards were mainly confined to the lower hillside areas 
of the pagus arusnatium and under Roman rule extended into the 
territory now covered by the neighbouring communes of Mezzane di 
Sotto1, Illasi, Colognola ai Colli, Soave and Monteforte d’Alpone. They 

1 Mezzane di Sotto is the name of both a village and the commune which surrounds it, lying 
within the valley of Mezzane.
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are thought to have been surrounded by woods, meadows and pasture 
land and below, along the flood plain of the Adige itself, areas of marshy 
land left behind from the original course of the river. The average size 
of a fruit-growing estate was probably no more than around 5 or 6 
hectares owing to the high levels of manual labour required to tend the 
crop; any larger estates may possibly have been manned either by slaves 
or prisoners of war. Fruit growing had become quite a sophisticated 
affair, with the use of organic (dung) or mineral (ash-based) fertilizers 
and green manure common. Wine was often stored in clay amphoras 
which also allowed for the possibility of transport. The local wine was 
apparently sent as far afield as Illyria (modern day Albania), possibly 
via the Adige, which was navigable to the south of the city, and north 
towards settlements along the Danube via what were originally pack-
animal tracks, gradually converted for use by wheeled traffic. 

The Via Claudia Augusta linked the Po Valley with the Alps of south-
ern Germany, and the even older Via Postumia connected Genoa to the 
west and the important military frontier town of Acquileia to the east. 
Soave, some 20 kilometres to the east of Verona as the crow flies, was a 
strategically important town along the Via Postumia. Originally a mar-
ket town where people from the local hillside settlements would trade 
meat and dairy produce for grain, its history is more sparsely document-
ed than that of Valpolicella, although tombs dating back to Roman 
times have been discovered in the Castelleto area and at Carniga which 
lies just north of the town close to the famous Calvarino vineyard. The 
well-known castle, which dates back in its current form to the time of 
the Scaligeri family, is thought to occupy the site of an earlier fort, quite 
possibly a colombara or watchtower of Roman origin when the settle-
ment would no doubt have been a military outpost of the larger town. 

The wine of these times, certainly the prized Vino Retico, was in 
all likelihood similar to either mulsum – sweetened with honey and 
flavoured with pine resin and herbs – or passum, a so-called ‘raisin 
wine’, one made from dried grapes, a practice known to have originated 
in ancient Carthage. While flowers may also have been macerated in 
the wine to boost fragrance, other flavourings – perhaps rather less 
appetizing to the modern palate –  included pepper, dates, mastic, pitch 
and even seawater! The addition of seawater is neither as bizarre nor 
distasteful as might first appear: a small amount of added saline solution 
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makes a wine taste fuller-flavoured and seemingly more mature. Salt 
is an important flavour enhancer and releases certain taste molecules 
which bring out intensity of flavour. Furthermore salt both suppresses 
bitterness and increases the perception of sweetness. In a similar way, 
highly seasoned food can have a correspondingly positive effect on the 
accompanying wine. Of course the addition of sodium chloride to 
wine is not allowed today, though the Romans were happy enough to 
embrace the practice.

The importance and prosperity of Verona during Roman times can 
still be seen today through the various surviving monuments of Roman 
rule; among the most notable are the famous amphitheatre, parts of the 
Piazza Erbe and the Ponte Pietra, the stone bridge which spans the Adige 
river at the northern tip of the centro storico (historic town centre). Wine 
culture enjoyed unprecedented popularity thanks to the city’s position 
as a distribution centre, and numerous wine-related artefacts of pottery 
and sculpture from this time are preserved in Verona’s Archaeological 
Museum. By the time that the Roman Empire was in its final stages, 
the wines of Verona were already well known for being produced by 
the appassimento process with grapes being dried on racks or stuole of 
fibre matting; they were commonly referred to then as acinatico wines 
(or ‘acinaticum’ in Latin, meaning derived from grapes). By the fourth 
century, Zenone had become the eighth bishop of the city. He was later 
sanctified and became Verona’s patron saint; indeed the city’s famous 
Basilica is named after him. Zenone is celebrated for the many sermons 
he delivered, one of which was addressed to the local viticoltori (grape 
growers), providing further evidence of the burgeoning importance 
of wine in the area. In his sermon, the ‘smiling bishop’ outlines as an 
allegory for ‘treading the right path’, the various operations carried out 
in the vineyard over the course of the growing season in order to realize 
a successful crop at harvest time.

THE MIDDLE AGES TO THE 
RENAISSANCE
As Roman rule declined, the Ostrogoths occupied and ruled over 
Verona, though Theodoric the Great chose to make Ravenna the capital 
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of his kingdom. His ‘magister ufficiorum’, the learned Flavius Aurelius 
Cassiodorus Senator, dedicated most of his life to preserving various 
elements of Greek and Roman culture as well as keeping the peace 
between the Romans and the Barbarian masters he served. Cassiodorus 
was a great champion of the wines of Verona and in particular Acinatico. 
As Scipione Maffei reports in his famous eighteenth-century work 
Verona Illustrata, Cassiodorus describes in fine detail how the wine is 
produced from fruit gathered in the autumn and which is then hung 
upside down to dry until December before fermentation can begin. He 
marvels at the wine’s freshness and smoothness, referring to the red as 
‘crimson nectar’ which is both ‘drinkable and suave’ while the white is 
‘pure as if it had been born of lilies’. The practice Cassiodorus refers to 
of suspending grapes upside down to dry until the winter months was 
widely in use until superseded by wooden racks stored horizontally for 
reasons of space. It was no doubt a well-thought-out system: turning the 
grapes upside down opens up the bunch to permit the passage of air, 
allowing it to circulate around the fruit and affording some protection 
against the onset of rot. 

Theodoric’s rule began the period of Gothic domination over 
Italy. He was followed by Alboin whose kingdom was to last until 
Charlemagne drove the Lombards from the area in the mid 770s. It is 
conjectured that during this period the Barbarians introduced their love 
of eating horsemeat to the Veronese, a culinary tradition that lives on 
in specialities like pastissada de caval, one of the city’s most famous and 
popular dishes. It is, however, probable that the simple modification 
of stewing the horsemeat in the local red wine was of later Christian 
inspiration. 

Contemporary documents show that the area we know now as 
Valpolicella was called Pruviniense or Pruviniano; the name served to 
describe an administrative area which excluded the valley of Negrar, 
then commonly referred to as ‘Veriago’ or ‘Veriaco’. Other local names, 
familiar today, begin to appear, such as the mention in 810 of vineyards 
in Monteclo (Montecchio), in 832 of Valle Paltenate, the present-day 
Valpantena, and Castorupto (Castelrotto) in 955. Following the break 
up of the Frankish empire, Verona was ruled over by various ‘Kings of 
Italy’ including Carolingians, Carinthians and the rest over the next 
couple of centuries, a period of great instability (often described as 
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‘feudal anarchy’) until the arrival of Holy Roman Emperor Otto I of 
Germany in the latter half of the tenth century. During these early and 
high middle ages, the clergy – as elsewhere throughout Europe – was 
mainly responsible for keeping the culture of wine alive thanks to its use 
for sacramental purposes in celebration of the Eucharist. Monks tended 
vineyards often reclaimed from the lower-lying land closer to the river, 
which had remained as marshland through the cool and wet climate that 
characterized the latter half of the first millennium. Ninety different 
vineyard locations in the hills of Soave and Valpolicella were recorded 
over the tenth and eleventh centuries according to Gloria Maroso and 
Gian Maria Varanini’s 1984 study of vines in the Veronese during the 
medieval period. It was not, however, until the twelfth century that 
the name Val Polisella appears in official documents and the area’s 
boundaries were broadly defined. There are many theories as to how 
the name was coined but none have been shown to be conclusive, and 
certainly not the familiar story that it is somehow a version of ‘valley of 
the many cellars’. Soave, on the other hand, has followed a much clearer 
path to the current form of its name. Where the papal bull issued by 
Eugenio III in 1145 refers to Suavium (or the land of the Soavi), the 
name clearly relates to the Svevi people present in the area around King 
Alboin’s time. Svevi was written as Soavi in medieval Italian.

In the first half of the thirteenth century the noble della Scala 
(or Scaligeri) family gradually assumed total control over the city. 
Following his election as podesta (chief magistrate), Mastino della Scala 
converted the so-called signoria (self-governing city state) into family 
ownership and his descendants were effectively to rule Verona until the 
end of the fourteenth century. This was a difficult time for Verona with 
outbreaks of the plague in 1348, 1362 and 1371, a serious earthquake 
in 1367 and widespread flooding in 1386. Nonetheless, the Scaligeri 
legacy of beautiful palaces (such as the Castelvecchio) and monuments 
(like the Lamberti Tower), aqueducts and bridges, many of which were 
constructed under such conditions, continues to this day. In 1353, 
nearly half a century after his father, the poet Dante Alighieri, had first 
spent part of his political exile from Florence in Verona, Pietro Alighieri 
bought a villa with surrounding vineyards. The villa remains in the hands 
of his direct descendants, the Serego Alighieri family. The city expanded 
rapidly, far beyond the original confines of the loop in the Adige it 
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had occupied since pre-Roman times, to include new territory on both 
banks of the river. As the population grew, so did the thirst for wine 
and we see recorded progress in the management of the wine industry: 
harvesting times were being set by individual communes and the price of 
wine became fixed along with laws controlling the movement of grapes 
and wine throughout the city. Meanwhile the Garganica grape (today’s 
Garganega) was first documented by the Bolognese writer Pietro de’ 
Crescenzi in his manuscript ‘Ruralia commoda’, the first modern text 
on agriculture to appear in print, though a century and a half after 
it was written. However, despite their fame as patrons of the arts, the 
end of the Scaligeri family’s domination was irreversibly tainted with 
fratricide and corruption and the city became a part of the Republic of 
Venice in 1405. The city was to remain under Venetian rule (apart from 
a brief occupation by Maximilian I – son of Frederick the Third, ‘The 
Peaceful’ Holy Roman Emperor – at the beginning of the 1500s) for 
several centuries. 

The Renaissance years under La Serenissima were a time of great 
prosperity thanks to the nobility and the rise of a new middle class of 
wealthy merchants. Fifteenth-century records show Veronese wines 
being sold at 120 lire per carro (cartload) or 300 denari per litre, a high 
price reflecting no doubt its correspondingly high quality, and being 
sent as far as Rome. Licensing laws in the city’s plentiful osterie even 
extended to the washing of drinking vessels to ensure that any water was 
being used for the correct purposes! A similar concern over ‘authenticity’ 
prevented innkeepers from stocking more than one red or white wine on 
the premises. Many of the countryside villas also date back to this time 
(Villa Sarego, Villa Santa Sofia and Villa Giona are all sixteenth-century 
constructions). Grape growing became an increasingly widespread 
activity throughout these landed estates as owners sought to exploit 
the area surrounding their villas. Farming was founded on either the 
Veronese version of the mezzadria system, whereby landowners – the 
church or noble local families – would agree a contract with the contadini 
(agricultural workers) on the basis of sharecropping or, alternatively, 
simple rental systems. Under the former, an agreement usually lasting 
between three and five years and known as the ‘lavorencia’, the workers 
were often granted foraging rights for their animals and, as with the fruit 
and vegetables harvested, payment was made in kind. 
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Verona was to become a political football for a brief period at the end 
of the fifteenth century after the House of Habsburg under Maximilian I 
acquired the city. The city was soon restored to Venice, however, and the 
Venetians lost no time in strengthening its fortifications. Verona became 
a major military stronghold (indeed the republic’s most important 
garrison) and remained a city of considerable military significance until 
Italian unification over three centuries later. In the meantime Giovanni 
Francesco Tinto, in ‘La Nobilita Di Verona’ which was published 
in 1590, reminds us that there is at least one lineage that remained 
unbroken: ‘the vini Rhetici which are born in Valpolicella occupy third 
place amongst noble wines’. Even though they may have dropped down 
the pecking order since Roman times, they are nonetheless ‘strong, 
generous and excellent’, he maintains.

The growing value of wine during these times is illustrated by the 
burgeoning presence of ‘Saltari’ or vineyard guardians in the hills of 
Valpolicella and Soave, though the practice dates back much earlier 
(probably to the beginning of the thirteenth century). Their principal 
role was to protect the ripening fruit of the summer months from 
pilferage. Such was the importance of their duties that the Saltari would 
even have their meals brought out to them in the vineyards so that their 
vigilance was not compromised. However, even they were powerless to 
intervene in the summer of 1626 when a plague of locusts decimated the 
local grape crop. The following year saw the publication of Alessandro 
Peccana’s book on what he refers to as ‘natural philosophy’: On the 
Problems of Cold Drinks. The timing of the book is in itself of particular 
interest on two counts: firstly, it predates Verona’s worst ever natural 
disaster (see below) by just a couple of years, and secondly it reflects 
a shift in focus in the use of wine at the time. Literary and historical 
manuscripts from previous centuries compile a continuing trend away 
from the symbolic importance of wine – in a religious context – towards 
more practical considerations, and in particular its use for medicinal 
purposes as well as a beverage. Peccana’s book deals with the subject of 
mixing wine with water (and even snow!) and proposes various formulas 
(proportions of wine to water), listing the various benefits which accrue 
from them. The arrival of the book pretty much coincides with the 
end of the Renaissance period and the flourishing of the ‘scientific 
revolution’ which most historians agree began with Copernicus in the 
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mid to late sixteenth century. This time bears witness to the waning 
power of the clergy as secular thought and philosophy became more 
entrenched in the lives and thoughts of ordinary people.

Peccana’s book also refers to many of the grape varieties planted at 
the time; indeed, certain admixtures are applied to particular varieties 
either singly or in combination. Some of them are no longer familiar. 
Hence we find referenced Malvatico (also written as Malvasia), Luiatico 
(also written as Leatico), Lacrima, Trebiano (also written as Tribbiano), 
Vernaccia, Marzemino, Marcirolla, Cagaroza, Tramarino, Cremonese, 
Tripergo, Garganego and Corvino. These last two (as Garganega and 
Corvina) were to become the mainstay grapes of today’s Soave and 
Valpolicella over the course of the next four hundred years. The book 
remains one of the earliest and most comprehensive records of the area’s 
grape varieties to be found until the appearance of Guglielmo Marani’s 
1755 work, the wonderfully titled Practical Observations on Keeping 
Horses and Planting Vines, when varieties such as Rossetta, Cagnetta 
and Tirodola are added to the list. 

The final years of the Renaissance carried a deadly sting in their tail 
and a natural event of catastrophic proportions was to follow when the 
bubonic plague ravaged northern and central Italy. During the worst 
outbreak, which lasted between 1629 and 1633, some 33,000 people 
(over 60 per cent of the population) died in Verona. The only remaining 
survivors in the village of Mazzano in the valley of Negrar were seven 
women. The population of the area would not return to pre-plague 
levels until the end of the eighteenth century. The brutal irony of the 
timing of Peccana’s book becomes apparent where he advises his readers 
that the consumption of cool wine (along with bread, milk, eggs and 
oil) has the additional benefit of being a useful means of helping to fight 
off the plague.

THE EIGHTEENTH AND 
NINETEENTH CENTURIES
During the Age of Enlightenment we see Verona and its wines at, ironically, 
their lowest ebb. The beginning of the eighteenth century witnessed the 
War of the Spanish Succession which was often played out close to Verona 
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at the foot of the Adige valley. The turbulence of the times is mirrored 
in the agricultural crisis which affected the whole of the Republic of 
Venice and was clearly evident in Verona. Even the usually indefatigably 
positive Paronetto records that contemporary local viticulture was geared 
up to produce quantity and the quality of the wines showed little to be 
recommended. This pattern was to be repeated until the latter half of the 
next century: a sorry mix of military skirmishing and wines of questionable 
quality.

We have a fairly clear picture of what the ‘wines of the times’ would 
have tasted like thanks to a famous abbot/academic turned poet and a 
native of the Valpolicella area. Bartolomeo Lorenzi’s poem ‘Delle colti-
vazione dei monti’ was published in 1778 and deals with hillside agri-
culture including the cultivation of the vine. The work is split into four 
canti or songs, one for each season, and details the various tasks carried 
out in each. The plant should be nourished over the winter, replant-
ing is undertaken in the spring, while summer is devoted to pruning. 
Preparation for the vintage occurs in the autumn including the clean-
ing of barrels and other tasks. Lorenzi recommends mixing a Corbin 
with some Lambrusco to bring a little more finesse and colour to the 
brew. Fermentation should take place on the skins for around eight days 
and the wine be racked once in April before it is ready. The abbot also 
advises concentrating (cooking) the must. Around the same time, the 
letters of the well-known Veronese priest and man of letters Benedetto 
del Bene, who also had a keen interest in agricultural matters, show that 
the traditional practice of drying grapes was still alive and well in the 
area. He describes how the harvested fruit is laid out on arele (this local 
word for a cane or bamboo screen is still in use) under the eaves and left 
open to the passage of air. The drying period, however, would only last 
for a matter of weeks. Unlike Lorenzi, Del Bene also experimented with 
prolonged fermentation (up to six months) with apparently gratifying 
results: he describes the wine as having bright and lively colour and a 
pleasing flavour, showing both maturity and lightness on the palate.

By the end of the century, Napoleon Bonaparte had occupied Verona 
but in 1797 under the Treaty of Campo Formio, it was handed over 
to Austria. More than fifty troublesome years passed before Verona 
was finally united with the rest of Italy in 1866. During these years 
of instability, uncertainty and Austrian oppression, wine production 
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was to play an increasingly important part in the local economy. Land 
previously used as pasture, for growing mulberry bushes or grain, was 
turned over to vineyard: the silk industry was in slow but inexorable 
decline and world markets were saturated with cereal crops. Farmers 
had, however, little or no incentive to upgrade the quality of their wines 
and, in any case, grapes were just one of the many different crops to 
be harvested. While promiscuous or mixed cultivation was still widely 
practised, the choice of grapes in itself was huge. Between 1818 and 
1823, the botanist Ciro Pollini recorded fifty-five red and twenty-
five white varieties found in the province of Verona alone. Many have 
disappeared off the radar since though others, such as Bigolina and 
Pomella, are in the process of being rediscovered. 

Inevitably winemaking leaned more towards the Lorenzi school of 
thought than the more ambitious approach of Benedetto del Bene. 
Grapes were harvested early in order to avoid the more difficult 
climatic conditions of the autumn and processed quickly; the wines 
were cloudy, acidic and short-lived and the producers’ only aim was an 
empty cellar. By now, a clear structure of the wine trade in Verona had 
evolved. Growers or their landlords would sell to merchants who would 
then sell on the wines for consumption above all in local osterie (inns). 
Verona is still famous for its plentiful osterie: they have represented the 
traditional local outlet for the wines of the area since Roman times. 
These negozianti would continue to dictate the structure of the wine 
trade until the cooperative cellars established in the twentieth century 
gradually began to make their presence redundant. Sadly there was 
little call for anything other than simple and straightforward product. 
Local writers like Giuseppe Beretta, an agronomist and member of 
the Veronese Academy, identified ‘a quality crisis’, though the famous 
botanist Antonio Manganotti went one step further, declaring many of 
the wines to be simply ‘undrinkable’. There was also a quantity crisis as 
production fell into substantial decline owing to the arrival of oidium in 
the middle of the century: output practically halved during the 1850s. 
Following unification, and with a new-found self-confidence, laws 
were passed to set up agrarian committees with the idea of reviving the 
flagging fortunes of Italian agriculture. 

The wine trade in Verona clearly needed a major shot in the arm 
and found an unlikely hero in the first president of the Comizio 
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Agrario, which was founded in San Pietro in Cariano (a village in 
today’s Valpolicella Classico area). Gaetano Pellegrini was a geologist 
and paleontologist as well as an agronomist but for some pundits he is, 
despite his brief three-year tenure, a key figure in the story of Veronese 
oenology. Pellegrini showed an unshakeable belief in the potential of 
the Veronese hills to produce great wine. The basis of his argument 
was the unique growing conditions that the area had been blessed with 
thanks to its geological origins and his ambition to usher the wines 
away from the limitations of the local market and on to a much broader 
stage. Free at last from the yoke of Austrian rule, farmers were offered a 
glimpse of a brighter future. Pellegrini’s new methodology was based on 
scientific principles rather than tradition and inherited knowledge. This 
began with a selection of the most suitable varieties, favouring Corvina 
over other popular grapes like Gropella in the case of red wines, and 
targeting the finer soils of hillside vineyards. Similarly the cultivation 
of other fruits, wheat and mulberry trees (although in constant decline, 
silkworm farming was still a common way of life well into the twentieth 
century) were more appropriate for lower-lying land. He encouraged the 
movement away from ‘promiscuous cultivation’ and the introduction 
of lower training methods off shortened trunks. A selection of mature 
fruit from lower-yielding vineyards at harvest time would bring better 
results. In the cellar, closed vat fermentation pointed the way towards 
a more stable product along with more careful management of the 
fermentation process, including a better understanding of the use of 
sulphur. Such ideas may appear straightforward now, and indeed many 
of them were of course already in circulation, but Pellegrini brought 
them together into a cogent plan of action. He was in the right place at 
almost the right time and, though his ideas did not come to immediate 
fruition, the foundations for a new wine culture based on quality had 
been laid. 

Finally the first oenological society was established in 1872 under the 
then mayor of Verona Giulio Camuzzoni, though it lasted no longer 
than ten years. Four years later – and shortly before the first outbreak of 
peronospera in the area in 1880 – wine production in the Veneto took 
a giant step forward with the founding of the School of Viticulture and 
Oenology at Conegliano. This institution remains at the forefront of 
oenological and viticutural science in Italy: at the time as a centre for 
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the diffusion of knowledge it was revolutionary, prompting not only 
a better understanding of the theories and practices of modern wine 
production but also the arrival of essential agricultural and oenological 
machinery, such as presses, pumps and early filtration systems. In 1881, 
Stefano de’ Stefani attempted the first classification of Veronese wines 
including three categories which have major relevance here: Vini della 
Valpolicella, Vini della Valpantena e del distretto di Verona and Vini dei 
colli di Mezzane, Illasi, Soave e Monteforte. 

A further major setback occurred in September the following year 
when Verona’s worst-ever flood devastated the city. Following prolonged 
heavy rains, combined with melting snow from the Alps, the Adige burst 
its banks. Verona was once more compromised by its position at the 
bottom of the valley and there were horrendous consequences. Many of 
the mills and landings which occupied the edge of the river were swept 
away. The Ponte Pietra was under threat and the Ponte Nuovo destroyed. 
New banks were constructed subsequently which changed the face of 
the riverside area of the city forever. But, as ever, the Veronesi bounced 
back and in 1888 the Agricultural Academy made the encouraging 
announcement that the wines from Cantina dei Signori Fratelli Bertani 
of Valpantena were being appreciated as far away as Switzerland, Holland 
and even England. Local wines were also beginning to find favour in the 
important market of Milan (approximately 150 kilometres to the west). 
Not everyone was quite so enamoured, and there were complaints that 
the ‘new’ style of Veronese reds was too ‘softly sweet’ (there is no simple 
translation of the Italian word ‘abboccato’). It is tempting to speculate 
that the red wines must have tasted similar to some of the lower alcohol 
(less than 10% abv) lightly sparkling reds produced in the Oltrepo 
Pavese today where wines from denominations like Sangue di Giuda 
and Buttafuoco fit that description perfectly. 

In fact local wines were still classified by style under the broader 
designation of their simple origin; for example, Verona Agricola (the 
contemporary specialist farming newspaper) published a wholesale price 
guide for local wines in March 1898. Listed are ‘Vini Da Valpolicella’ 
comprising vini comuni da pasto (simple everyday wine), Buono 
(good quality), Buono quasi fino (good, almost ‘refined’), Rechiotto 
fino (‘refined’ Rechiotto) and ‘Recchiotto’. Similarly under (Vini) 
Da Soave, the categories are Bianchi torbolino (cloudy whites, quite 
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possibly partially fermented grape must – a Venetian favourite), Bianchi 
bollito (literally ‘boiled’ whites) and Bianchi filtrato (filtered whites). 
By this time, the grape varieties behind Soave were firmly established as 
Garganega and Trebbiano, a fact corroborated by the famous engineer 
and agronomist G. B. Perez in his important reference work La Provincia 
di Verona ed i suoi vini, which was published in 1900.

Producers had enough reason to believe though that a corner had been 
turned: the first cooperative in Soave was founded in 1898, followed a 
year later by the first in Valpolicella at Sant’Ambrogio with a second in 
Fumane soon after. Transport systems were also improving and by the 
end of the century a new railway finally linked the Valpolicella valleys 
with the city of Verona. On a new tide of optimism, the years around 
the turn of the century saw the structure of the wine trade consolidated 
with the foundation of many of the (originally) merchant houses famous 
today: Bolla, Masi, Montresor and Sartori for example. Contemporary 
records also show the presence of families of vineyard owners who are still 
very much active: in Valpolicella Classico, Serego, Fumanelli, Rizzardi, 
Speri and Quintarelli; in Soave, Pieropan, Visco, Pra and Bogoni, while 
in the ‘extended zone’ of Valpolicella lying between them, names like 
Dal Forno and Mosconi can be seen.

THE TWENTIETH CENTURY
Sadly, though, another natural disaster threatened to derail this progress 
entirely. Phylloxera was first discovered in the Veneto at Treviso in 1900 
and by 1909 had spread to the vineyards of Verona. It was not until the 
Second World War was coming to an end over thirty years later that the 
work of grafting the vines on to resistant American rootstocks would 
eventually be completed. At the same time, thanks also to work undertaken 
by the Stazione Sperimentale di Viticultura e di Enologia at Conegliano, 
the research arm of the wine school, planting systems would be rationalized 
– promiscuous cultivation was finally to fall out of favour as a result – and 
the choice of grape variety, for the Veronese, came down on the side of 
those local varieties identified as capable of delivering the right quality to 
their burgeoning markets. The pergola system was also confirmed as the 
preferred training method alongside the affirmation of those varieties that 
continue to dominate today’s vineyards. 
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Following the First World War some form of regulation of the 
wine industry, and in particular the sector producing ‘quality wines 
with a recognized history’, had become an important enough issue 
to be debated at ministerial level. Growers’ consortia were formed to 
sustain the impetus – Soave in 1924 and Valpolicella the following 
year. By 1930, Arturo Marescalchi, who had founded the Associazione 
Enotecnica Italiani (Association of Italian Winemakers) at Conegliano 
in the 1890s, had conceived of the idea of ‘Vini Tipici’ or typical 
wines and this would form the basis of the first attempts to classify 
Italian wine production at a national level. In 1931 studies carried out 
at Conegliano came to fruition when the area now known as Soave 
Classico became one of the first in the country to be mapped out in 
terms of the territory where ‘Vino Tipico Soave’ could be produced 
(alongside wines like Orvieto, Barbaresco, etc.). But once more plans 
had to be put on hold while Europe ushered in the madness of another 
world war. From the 1940s onwards, wine production in the Veronese 
was to become more streamlined: more and more small growers joined 
the cooperative movement as laws governing the mezzadria system were 
tightened up (it was finally abolished as recently as 1982). Smaller-scale 
grower/bottlers were still few and far between and the option of selling 
off grapes to merchant houses remained the preferred and traditional 
option for other smallholders. 

There is a clear record of how a typical Veronese wine was being 
made at this time in Charles G. Bode’s 1956 book: ‘Concrete cisterns 
have been introduced in recent years; they are of course much easier 
to empty and to clean. But for maturing and ageing the wine needs 
oak around it. Therefore the producers have arrived at a compromise 
between old custom and technical progress. They use the cisterns only 
for the young wine in its first stages of fermentation. During that time 
it is transferred from one cistern to the other at intervals so that the 
deposit which comes to rest at the bottom is gradually left behind. The 
process is repeated until the wine becomes step by step crystal clear and 
ready to be transferred into oak.’ Clearly the formula could be applied 
to either red or white wine.

A new rush of vineyard plantings in the 1950s and 1960s aimed to 
capitalize on a growing Italian trend of seeking new markets further 
afield, a move that had begun towards the end of the previous century, 
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though it had suffered many interruptions. What started out as a trickle 
had become a deluge, so much so that Paronetto (Veneto) claims that 
in the absence of any legal status for the term, a quantity double that 
which the vineyards were capable of producing was being exported 
as ‘typical Veronese wine’. In 1968 a greater semblance of order was 
brought to bear on the problem with the introduction of the DOC 
(denominazione di origine controllata) system to the area. This mapped 
out the geographical boundaries and the regulations which governed 
production, belatedly affording the burgeoning industry some right of 
legal protection against fraudulent practice. By that time the vineyards 
of Soave and Valpolicella had far outgrown their historical heartlands, 
or so-called ‘Classico’ areas, to include much of the territory lying in 
between the two.

Demand threatened to outstrip supply when, in the 1970s, Soave 
overtook Chianti to become the biggest selling Italian wine in the 
US and by the end of the decade approximately 10 million bottles a 
year were being imported. Interest in Valpolicella was also blossoming 
thanks at least in part to American author Ernest Hemingway, whose 
novel Across the River and into the Trees was published in 1950. The 
book, set in Venice, recounts the last days of Colonel Cantwell, a 
wounded war veteran with a seemingly insatiable thirst for Valpolicella. 
His passion was clearly matched by that of the writer who, according 
to the newspaper Gazzettino Sera on 24 March 1954, ‘… announced 
he will stay in Venice to recover from the injuries incurred in the well-
known African accidents, with a powerful cure based on scampi and 
Valpolicella’. However, claims that he would regularly drink up to 8 
litres a day seem far-fetched even for someone of Hemingway’s legendary 
propensity for the consumption of alcohol! Meanwhile, during his first 
‘voyage of discovery’ in August 1968 and in search of Hemingway’s 
Valpolicella, Mario Soldati reported (in Vino al Vino, published in 
1970) that he could not find a close match; of the dozen he tried the 
‘least distant’ was the wine made by Quintarelli.

While another American, the chef, restaurateur and oenophile Robert 
Carrier, was convinced that Soave could never be a great wine – though 
he was happy to admit it was a very good one – in an episode of ‘Food, 
Wine and Friends’ made by HTV in the early 1980s, he writes more 
tellingly about Veronese wine in the 1981 book which accompanied the 
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series. Referring to Valpolicella he suggests that the wine is ‘a rich, ruby 
red with a soft, delicious bouquet’. He goes on to point out that ‘… 
today the artisan approach to winemaking in this region has changed. 
Now it’s big business with huge modern vats and completely scientific 
installations that shows just how important winemaking has become 
in Italy today’. It is ironic that the wine he was filmed tasting in the 
grounds of Hintlesham Hall was Soave Classico Bolla, the leading brand 
in the US at the time. This ‘very good wine’ was the epitome of the big-
business approach he outlined. His written description in fact charts the 
course away from the specific wine that typified ‘recipes handed down 
from father to son’ – as he portrayed the artisan approach – towards the 
generic version in vogue in his homeland.

Closer to home a different story was unfolding. Domestic consump-
tion of wine dropped by around 25 per cent over the latter half of the 
1970s and new markets were desperately required to take up the slack. 
However, to say that Italian and Veronese wine in particular had an 
image problem in many European markets at that time is a huge un-
derstatement. Nicolas Belfrage, in his ground-breaking Life Beyond 
Lambrusco, published in 1985, exposed the flip side of the supply and 
demand issue. Talking of Valpolicella he argued: ‘… the world buys 
quantities of them but only because they are cheap. These potentially 
zingy, zippy, cherry-reds with an almond twist at the back are deprived 
of their personality by overproduction in the vineyards, rendered life-
less by pasteurization and – most mysteriously of all – sold when they 
are past their prime.’ And everyone must take their share of the blame: 
‘As long as the supermarket customers buy them cheap, so long will the 
Veronese industrialists make them cheap and sell what they want to sell 
when they want to sell it.’ He continues ‘but it’s not Valpolicella, not as 
it ought to be, and can be’.

Recent years have seen the Veronese rethink their proposition, setting 
their sights on producing quality wines which reflect the nature of their 
singular terrain. It is a move that recalls Gaetano Pellegrini’s aspirations 
and one which Belfrage was still so passionately concerned about over 
a century later. The perception of what makes a fine wine lies in its 
detail: generally speaking, the more precise the information the label 
gives about precisely where the wine comes from, the higher the wine 
lover’s expectations will be. The process of mapping out the vineyards 
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of a denomination is known in Italian as zonazione viticola and involves 
a study of growing conditions in order to identify a wine’s defining 
style, usually undertaken through the combined efforts of consortia and 
educational institutions. The amount of work required to undertake a 
zonazione viticola study is of course prodigious (and frequently beset by 
the many obstacles of political manoeuvring, etc.), but the findings can 
eventually become embedded in production disciplines.

The concept is already quite advanced in the Soave Classico district 
where the consorzio has mapped out the principal historic vineyards that 
make up the production area and clarified how growing conditions have 
come to influence the defining characteristics of the wines. Examples of, 
for instance, Soave Classico Foscarino, one of the most prestigious sites, 
are now available commercially. Of course the name of the producer 
still remains paramount: Soave Classico Calvarino from Pieropan owes 
its renown as much to the excellent reputation that Nino Pieropan 
has built up over the course of several decades as to the name of the 
vineyard, but an important start has been made. The process has not 
progressed quite so far in the Valpolicella area though most of the work 
has been done, and for now even more depends on the producer’s 
reputation: Masi’s Amarone della Valpolicella Classico Mazzano made 
from vineyards in that village is a good example among the plethora of 
lesser-known names.

Despite the desire to put their house in order, the growers’ lack of 
ability to work together holds back vital progress, such as the fact that 
bottling both Soave and Valpolicella is still permitted outside of the 
production area. Such an anomaly tends to keep prices artificially low 
and both authenticity and quality are inevitably compromised. Many of 
the larger wineries, such as the main cooperatives, have in recent years 
introduced a premium selection of wines sourced from grapes in some 
of the most prestigious vineyard sites – for example, both Cantina di 
Soave and Cantina di Negrar (in Valpolicella Classico) have appropriate 
ranges. Growers’ wines are at present very much in the ascendancy 
following the successful pioneering work of smaller-scale grower/bottlers 
like Gini in Soave and Romano Dal Forno in Valpolicella. Historically 
important wineries like Pieropan and Quintarelli have assumed almost 
legendary status, given a track record in producing fine wine over a 
number of decades, and a profusion of smallholders have taken the 



HISTORY   27

plunge and begun making and bottling at least some of their own wine 
instead of selling their grapes off in the hope of emulating their heroes’ 
achievements. 

In the cellars, improvements have developed exponentially. There is 
no denying the giant leap forward in the overall standards of excellence 
throughout the area, from the hand-crafted approach of the smaller 
operations through to the technical expertise of the medium- to larger-
scale wineries and the proficiency of the cooperatives. For the consumer 
the best news is that premium Veronese wines are still incomprehensibly 
undervalued. Excellent examples of Soave and Valpolicella still cost far 
less than they are worth and are not difficult to find, while at the higher 
end of the scale great bottles of Amarone are far more widely available 
than ever before. The Veronesi are undoubtedly a most resilient and 
resourceful people, as evidenced by the trials and tribulations their wine 
industry has faced and overcome over the last two thousand years. What 
remains to be proven is their ability to manage success.
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