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In Teroldegos, the Thrill of the Obscure

Stefano Scatà
Elisabetta Foradori has worked to restore the genetic diversity of the teroldego grape on her family’s estate in the Italian

province of Trentino.
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PEOPLE often complain to me that wine confuses them. They don’t want to memorize the
myriad names and places. They want it to be effortless and easy. Just last week, at a trade-
sponsored conference on Italian wines in New York City, a noted American importer assailed
the complicated nature of Italian wine-labelling laws, which he said were irrelevant to
American consumers and should be simplified.

I understand the feeling. Most people don’t want to spend an inordinate amount of time
thinking about what they eat or drink. That’s why franchise restaurants were invented. And
mass-market pinot grigio.



And wine bureaucracies, which are often more concerned with increasing the sales of big
commercial brands than with promoting the little-known appellations and grapes, visionary
producers and distinctive styles that give many wine cultures their depth, mystique, grace and
beauty.

No doubt, for example, many people will not want to burden themselves with learning about
an obscure red grape like teroldego. It’s not easy to pronounce (tehr-AWL-deh-go) and hardly
mellifluous. Only a handful of producers outside north-eastern Italy have it in their repertory,
and very few examples make it to American shores.

But bottles like the 2007 Teroldego Rotaliano from Elisabetta Foradori are worth the effort to
seek out. The wine is dark garnet, almost purple but not inky, with the aroma of dark fruit
layered with smoke and earth. On the palate it is fresh and lively, with just the right amount of
cleansing bitterness to leave the mouth refreshed. Unusually, when you swallow, the lingering
effect is of texture rather than flavor. You feel the pleasant reminder of its light tannic grip.

Esoteric, wonderful wines and grapes like teroldego can be found all over Italy, and indeed,
around many historically wine-producing regions. For drinkers, they add richness and context
at the meager price of modest exertion. Sure, we could live simply on pinot grigio and
sangiovese, and never risk the tinge of fear and confusion that comes from trying something
new and different. But then we’d miss out on frappato and aglianico, fumin and romorantin,
mencía and trousseau, and countless other individualized pleasures.

Not to treasure a wine like teroldego is like asking why anyone cares about culatello or
guanciale when we already have boiled ham and bacon. Most people won’t care, and that’s fine.
But for people who’ve savored the creamy, smooth, delicately porky flavor of a rosy swatch of
culatello, the great ham of Emilia-Romagna, it’s a silly question. Of course we need teroldego!

That we still have teroldego to enjoy at all is due to the labors of a few dedicated growers and
winemakers, especially Elisabetta Foradori herself. She was barely more than a teenager in
1985 when she took over her family’s estate. Her father had died young, and the wine culture of
the prime teroldego zone, Campo Rotaliano, a wide plain in Trentino, had become largely
industrial. The dominant clone of teroldego in the area, as Ms. Foradori tells it, had been
selected to emphasize quantity over quality, resulting in anemic, uninteresting wines.

She took on the job of studying the history of the grape. Over the last 25 years she has worked
relentlessly to restore its genetic diversity so that the wines would be deeper, purer and more
complex.

“A whole variety had to be rebuilt, viticultural practices had to be brought back to quality
levels, the soil had to be enriched with life, the plants brought to an equilibrium,” she



recounted in an e-mail. “I myself have changed with the variety, and I find myself to be a
different person, watching and listening to the land and to nature in a different way.”

At $22 or so a bottle, Foradori’s Teroldego Rotaliano, the official appellation for the teroldego
wines of the region, is a very good value, and is delicious immediately. Ms. Foradori makes
another teroldego, Granato, around $50. It’s denser and richer, and when it’s young it shows
the polished effect of the small oak barrels in which it is aged. Give it 10 years or so, though,
and the oak falls away to reveal a spicy complexity. Personally, I prefer the freshness of the less
expensive bottle over the more refined Granato.

While the Foradori teroldego is by far the most widely available, others are also making their
distinctive versions. Fedrizzi Cipriano’s 2009 Teroldego Rotaliano is rounder and plusher than
the Foradori. From outside the official zone, Endrizzi makes a charming, fruity, pleasant
teroldego, sold in one-liter bottles for about $17. I’m still looking for a Teroldego Rotaliano
from Roberto Zeni.

Strangely, some of the best teroldegos I’ve had are not even from Trentino. Nearby in Alto
Adige, Nusserhof makes minute amounts of what this Tyrolean producer playfully labels
“Tyroldego.” It’s delicious, too, but very different from the Foradori, more savory with licorice
and herbal flavors adding complexity. In Veneto to the east, Marion, an excellent producer of
Valpolicella and Amarone, makes a funky, rich, complex teroldego, but this, too, is extremely
difficult to find.

Elsewhere, you occasionally stumble upon patches of teroldego in the most unexpected places.
Jim Clendenen of Au Bon Climat grows some in Santa Barbara County, Calif., though I’ve
never had the opportunity to try it. Red Tail Ridge in the Finger Lakes even makes a little
sparkling teroldego, though I’ve never seen it.

Still, don’t expect a sudden deluge of teroldego. It is destined most likely to remain arcane, not
because it’s secret or impenetrable. It just requires a little initiative and patience.
A version of this article appeared in print on February 9, 2011, on page D4 of the New York edition.


