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Nuanced
Nero d’Avola

by Stephanie Johnson

Nero d'Avola has always struck me as Italy’s version of malbec: bold and fruity,
but a bit monolithic. Yet during a recent dinner in Palermo, | tasted a nero
d'Avola that kept me coming back to the glass. Feudo Montoni’s Nero d'Avola
Lagnusa was fresh and floral, with high-toned red fruit flavors and snappy acid-
ity that reminded me more of a young cru Beaujolais than of my jammy nero

d'Avola stereotype.

Lagnusa's flaver profile began 1o make sense a few
days later, as | stood shivering in gusty winds at
nearly 2,000 feet above sea level, looking out over
Feudo Montoni's vineyards in west-central Sicily.
Fabio Sired refers to his estate as an “island within an
island,” a splash of green vines amid a sea of golden
grain fields where summer temperatures ¢an drop
as much as 40 degrees in the evenings. Lagnusa is
Sireci’s “entry-level™ nero d’Avola, a moniker that
feels utterly inadequate given the wine's complexity
and sheer ddliciousness. Viucara is his top-tier nero
d'Avols, culled from vines 80 1o 100 years old that
deliver a decp, nuanced wine with a similarly cool
core of acidity.

Heading about 80 miles west from Feudo Mon-
tani to a coastal plain near Menfi, | found another
intriguing expression of nero d'Avola at Cantine Bar-
bera. Marilena Barbera's organically farmed nero
d'Avola vines grow a few hundred feet from Sicily's
southwestern coast, where gentle sea breezes and
imestone-kaden soils yicld 4 softer, saline-inflected
wine. Barbera ferments the destemmed grapes for
just one week and ages the juice in stainless steel for

six months, giving full expression to the wine's warm,
herbal strawberry flavors. Ir's a multidimensional
wine that speaks strongly of a place.

Sicily is a continent, or so its inhabitants claim of
its diverse growing regions, and nero d'Avola turns
out 1o be highly adept at expressing the island's ter-
roir differences. It accounts for about 16 percent of
all plantings, by far the most of any red varicty, and
appears in nearly every part of the island except the
northeast, where nerello mascalese prevails on Mt,
Etna's volcanic sopes. For years the variety func-
tioned as a workhorse grape, appearing in blends
or bolstering northern Europe’s more anemic reds.
Duca di Salaparuta was the finst producer to bot-
tle and market a varietal nero d'Avola, in the cardy
1980x, and others soon followed, as vignerons like
Fabio Sireci and his father, Elio, at Feudo Montoni
were recognizing the variety's potential to produce
serious wines.

Vito Catania, proprietor of the Gulfi winery in Sic-
ily'’s southeastern zone of Vittoria, has been a cham:
pion of the variety since the mid-1990s. After build-
ing a successful chemical company, Catania returned
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Sicily is a continent,
or so its inhabitants
claim of its diverse
growing regions, and
nero d'Avola turns
out to be highly
adept at expressing
the island’s terroir
differences.

to his family’s agricultural estate and began working
with viticulturist Salvo Foti, a vocal proponent of Sic-
ily's native varieties and traditional vineyard prac-
tices, Ata time when international virieties were in
fashion, Catania and Foti focused on nero d’Avola
They found some of the choicest plots around
Pachino, a township in Sicily's far southeastern cor-
ner. Catania bought plots of old, albarello- trained
nero d'Avola vines in plots with ditferent elevations
and soil types, and he vinifies the fruit from each plot
separately to produce four nero d'Avola wines: Nero-
baronj, Neromaccari, Nerobufaleffj and Nerosanloré.
Each wine shows nuances of its particular terroir and
microclimate, yet they share 4 dense and savory char-
acter, and feel more earthbound than Feudo Monto-
ni’s ethereal wines from the heights of Sicily's cooler
interior.

The Pachino wines are also completely distinct
from Guifi's Rossojbleo and Nermjbleo: Those wines
are produced from grapes grown at their Vittoria
estate in the foothills of Monti Ihled, and exhibit kvely
red-fruit Havors with floral accents that have more in
common with nero d'Avola wines from other excel-

lent Vittoria producers like COS and Occhipinti

We recently conducted a tasting panel with 20
nero d'Avola wines grouped by area of production,
and the ditferences in flavor profiles from one region
to another were striking. So why had 1 (and others;
1 can’t be the only one) developed this ane-dimen-
sional view of nero d’Avola? A quick glance through
the list of recommended wines that follows provides
a clue. Most of the wines are labeled simply “Sicilia
DOC™ or “Terre Sicliane IGT” island-wide appella-
tions that encompass dozens of grape varieties and
thousands of vineyard acres. In other words, they
could have been grown and produced almost any-
where in Sicily. Pinpointing the origin would require
some knowledge of the producer, or a bit of research.

Some producers use these generic appellations
because more specific anes don't yet exist; others
may fear that using more specific place names like
Menfi or Contea di Sclafani might confuse consum-
ers. Linking nero d’Avola with Sicily on wine labels
is a good start, but more precse appellations could
clevate the variety’s image as a dexterous translator
of terroir. @

— Tasting Notes by _Slephame Johnson, WES talian wine critic
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Cantine Barbera 2016 Menfi
Lu Cori Nero d'Avola

Soents of brusty herts and refreshing
Sainity evoke SOY's wnoswept south-
&m coast near Mertl, where Marliena
Barbera's organcally farmed nero
(Awola vines grow 2 few hundred feet
from the ses. She cold-macerates the
Fapes for o fow Gays before fermenting
with ambsent yaasts. A small portion of
the wing ages in ook casks, the rest in
stainesseel tanks for 3 faw months,
peeserving fvely Ravors of strawberry
and cranberry adged iIn notes of orangs
peet and Sragon, it provides pleasure
well heyord the dottie"s mocdest price
g, (FOpants, S15; T, Ewant Wines. AY)
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Guifi 2013 Sicilia Nerojbleo COS 2016 Terre Siciliane Feudo Montoni 2013

The Catania famly narvesss me nere— Nero di Lupo Nero d’Avola Sicilia Vrucara Nero d'Avola
d"Mola grapes for Neropieo from sev-  Srappyaootydnvesthiswine'sfiovars,  Feudo Mortonl's Wucara plot ranges
oral vineyards nedr their estate in the the red cherry and plum ful laced with U 10 1640 feet adove S29 lowel, wher
Vitora mne, Here In the foothills of  notes of aned herbs and black tea AL the Dreezes and day-night temperatum

Montl iolet, Gulfi's vines grow in ighter
S and at higher plenarions imore than
1,300fet) thanther Paching vineyars,
i the wines reflect those dflerences
n thew moss Miad aromas and buoy-
art Savors. The 2013 Nerobleo offers
fiavors of fresh phum and cherry camied
on iy ziptne ol acidity, remaining vibront
through @ long and harmonious fin-
. (04 pors, S25 Selecter! Estates of
Furape, Mamaronech, NY)
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Just 11 percent alcohol, it feets ithe and
Ivesly, with gentle frut-skin tanning ang
lowvely vioiet scents that enhance the
wire's @racoful character, (S1 ponts,
S30r Domane Select Wine Estates, NY)

shifts preserve a cool core of acicity in
the wine. Propnetor Fatio Sirect for
ments the fruit from the pre-phylloeya
VINES In coment vats with the stems,
followed by sx months in wead barres
#od Lp to 20 months in cemert Lanks,
The wine's kean frame feshes ot wih
e, the Navors of cark bemies inflected
with cool graen herbs and tingy speces.
Notes of Aperol ardd orang? poel emergn,
Bing compiexty and eneegy Lo the fin-
150, {58 pants. $42: Wson Danel, St
Helana, (A)
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Feudo Montoni 2015
Sicilia Lagnusa Nero d’Avola
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