Tuscany on a roll

by Conrad Louw CWM

| know that one day | will be able approach Italy’s winelands as Dr. Andy Roediger does - he
manages to work his way into wineries that other (read ‘normal’) people can only dream of.
However, nothing stops one in the meantime of going full throttle in Tuscany when accompanied
by a bunch of crazy people who have been nurturing a friendship for decades. Therefore, that is
what happened in September this year. Six of us started our two-week trip with a couple of days in
Rome and then hit the winding roads of the Tuscan hills in a BIG Fiat minibus capably driven by
Jenny. Rather chauvinistic | know, but hey, somebody had to do it. Our mission: to taste the
wonderful fresh food that Toscana has to offer, drink their marvellous wines, and of course, to

have some unadulterated fun.

Our group was split in the middle concerning wine - some enjoy their wine...with ice, and that is
fine. Others enjoyed and experimented with the brilliant Italian wines on offer of which every sip
was savoured. Therefore, we could have easily bought VdT as well as superb DOCG wines. |, being
an avid wine enthusiast, bought several IGTs Super Tuscans with a rather heavy price tag attached.
After all, | was in Tuscany and what would Tuscany be without a Super Tuscan or three? There
were several Chianti Classico’s up for tasting, alongside various producers of Vino Nobile de
Montepulciano and a couple of producers of Brunello de Montalcino. | did not always stick to
“regional”, especially when | stumbled upon gems like Masi Valpolicella Amerone (#wineheaven);

however, the wonderful wine shops usually only stock regional wines.

Brunello

What | love about Tuscany is that the locals will never admit to having had too much to drink, but
rather that they have not had enough to eat. Therefore, eating and drinking is the sure way to the
hedonistic pleasures Tuscany has to offer. | did a cooking course in Tuscany about ten years ago
and covered, among others, places such Montepulciano and Montalcino. Those cooking skills
came in handy when we cooked at the “Villa Il Giardo” that we rented for 8 days. We were in a

tiny village about thirty minutes’ drive from Greve. We ate ‘al fresco’ as often as we could and for



the rest, tried local and regional restaurants. Our dinners, which obviously had to highlight the
wines, typically included a selection of Parma ham, prosciutto, other cured meats and a selection
of cheeses that we bought at a Sunday market in a small village with an unknown name. The
heavenly bruschetta was made with market-bought fresh tomatoes; the pesto from garden-picked
basil, pine nuts and Parmigiano Reggiano, blended with the olive oil, which was made by owner of

our villa. This heavenly delight became an almost nightly feature.

Market place Meat platter

Modern architecture

One of the highlights of the trip was a visit to Castillo de Verrazzano Winery (note the double ‘Z’). If
you have been there, you would have to agree that this place is truly remarkable. If you haven't,
start planning! If wine is not your thing, then features such as the beautiful gardens, the historic
castello, and the cellar filled with tiny barrels of balsamic vinegar that they sell for €50 per 100 ml
should tickle your fancy.



Castello di Verrazzanno Balsamic ageing in small barrels

If that doesn’t do it for then the rich history dating back to the 1500’s when Verrazzano left, Italy
to explore the New Worlds should. Subsequently, the Verrazano (with one ‘z’) Bridge in New York
was named after him. Their flagship wine is the “Chianto Classico Gran Selezione” which is a 100%
Sangiovese and tastes as good as it gets. They also make a Vin Santo of which we were lucky
enough to see the Trebbiano and Malvasia hanging in their special air-ventilated room to dry.
Being Tuscany, they have a problem with wild boars and aptly one is able to purchase “Wild Boar

Salami” in the local charcuterie in Greve.
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Tasting at Verrazzano Vin Santo in the making

Contrasting this bucolic and stunning historic castle is the iconic Marchesi ANTINORI, which one
would describe as ultra-modern and super expensive. The cellars and tasting room are an
architect’s dream and it is evident that the architect responsible for these buildings was given free
rein to design something truly spectacular. | opted to taste the “Rossi Toscani Red Flight” - four
wines consisting of the Tignanello IGT 2013 (Sangiovese, Cabernet Sauvignon, and Cabernet Franc
blend); Tignanello IGT 2014; GUADO AL TASSO, Bolgheri DOC 2014 and SOLEIA, Toscana IGT 2014.

For the unbelievable price of €35, | was afforded the privilege to taste four spectacular wines.



Fortunately, | left with more than the memory of these wines as | was presented a tiny booklet

and complimentary pencil, and must confess that all of this was done with incredible panache.

Tasting at Antinori

Antinori line-up

Our visit to San Gimignano took us to the amazing and highly recommended restaurant Locanda di
Sant’ Agostino, which is renowned for its delicious wild boar dish. Being eager travellers keen to
soak up Tuscan offerings, we opted to try it. The regional wine to enjoy in this little town is
Vernaccia di San Gimignano, traditionally referred to as the wine that kisses, licks, bites, and stings.
However, | do not think that our producer’s wine (name withheld for obvious reasons) was very
good at romance. What did tickle the love hormones instead was the saffron and roasted pine
nuts gelato from the world-renowned ice cream maker at Gelateria Dondoli. An utter taste

sensation!
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Gelato is a must

For me, the leading highlight of Tuscany was our visit to CASTELO DI VOLPAIA. It is situated just
north of the town Radda in Chianti. This tiny medieval village, built around the winery, is still a
family-owned property run personally by Giovannella Stianti, her husband Carlo Maria Mascheroni
and their children, Nicold and Federica. Once rated by the Wall Street Journal as the best
alternative tourist destination in Italy it is easy to see why. Over and above this, there are hardly
any tourists. In a feature of the winery by Wine Spectator, this producer came highly
recommended. A tasting will set you back €5 for five wines of your choice (please take note
Antinori), and somehow, | managed to taste ten wines and brought a few back, which | intend to

nurture with much love and care.

Tasting room in Volpaia

For lunch, an upmarket restaurant is on offer and based on reviews, it is fit for a king.

Nevertheless, we chose to sit outside at Bar-Ucci owned by Paula Barucci. At first, we were a little



unsure of Paula - she has an imposing character and apparent strength on par with Obelix. Being a
rowdy tourist, | dreaded a “klap” from her, but once she had come to realise | would behave
myself in her fine establishment, she revealed herself to be as hilarious as a comedian. The food
was excellent and we finished off with biscotti and Vin Santo, which was certainly the best part of

our Bar-Ucci experience. A visit to Italy would be incomplete without a visit to this little gem.

DI
SORRENTO

-

Biscotti & Vin Santo Lemoncello at the end of each meal

In conclusion, if you cannot travel like the “wine heavyweights” in Tuscany make sure you eat

good food and buy great wine; after all, that is what life in Tuscany is all about.



