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The Marche region has long been in the shadow of Tuscany and Umbria, its more illustrious neighbours to the west of the Appennine Mountains, but this formerly sleepy region seems to have a new lease on life. Growing prices and demand for Tuscan and Umbrian wines generated initial interest in the Marche, for all three regions share a temperate climate, primarily calcareous soils, and hillside vineyards. The potential for quality wines was apparent, but what has also attracted investment to the Marche is the fact that it is the proud home of several indigenous vine varieties. With the international market showing new enthusiasm for distinctive, characterful wines from local grapes, producers in the Marche are working hard to improve their wines and attract new buyers. Two local grapes in particular have long been known to produce quality wine, and are commercially significant:  Verdicchio and Montepulciano. To get a broad perspective on the current state of the wines – and possibly a glimpse at their future – I visited a co-operative (cantine sociali), several large producers, and two small private estates.

The producers’ locations range across the central and southern provinces of the Marche, and the grapes they grow vary according to location (i.e. DOC) as well as whim.  Despite these differences, however, many of them are pursuing similar agendas to improve quality.  Specifically, all of the large producers are concentrating on decreasing yields and increasing density of plantings (from 1000 vines/ha to a density of 3000-4000 vines/ha), as well as implementing more modern training methods conducive to mechanisation. Sophisticated equipment in the winery and use of laboratory analysis are also now commonplace; in addition, all of the producers I visited are now assisted with consulting or professional oenologists.  On the marketing front, a common theme is a portfolio of wines carefully developed, differentiated and targeted for specific markets – again, often with external advice.

The producers I visited in Verdicchio country are all big players, and it was interesting to contrast their style and approach. The Verdicchio grape – unique to the Marche – is the source of the best known and most commercially valuable wine in the region, and is found in two DOCs primarily in Ancona province: Verdicchio di Castelli di Jesi and Verdicchio di Matelica. The wines from Matelica are reputed to be more characterful, due to higher altitudes and more extreme climate (being further inland), but the zone itself is quite small, and production is estimated to be one-tenth that of Verdicchio di Castelli di Jesi.  The Castelli di Jesi DOC in theory recognises Spumante, Passito and Riserva wines; in practice, it is predominantly dry, and the Classico zone accounts for 75% of production.

Traditionally Verdicchio was fermented on the skins, which yielded a full, rustic wine.  Then, in the relatively recent past, overenthusiastic use of modern winemaking techniques – cold fermentation and stainless steel, no skin contact – yielded wines that were clear and crisp, but also more anonymous. Today many winemakers are using a combination of techniques – particularly, later harvesting, use of sophisticated anaerobic equipment, and cold maceration prior to fermentation – to optimise flavour and body in the wine without sacrificing aroma and freshness. The differences between the three producers seem to be more with regards to winemaking philosophy, the evidence of which comes through in their top bottles.

A good example of a modern approach is Umani Ronchi, a large private estate with 110 ha in the Verdicchio Classico area. Their top wines indicate their international influence and aspiration:  “Le Busche,” a blend of 50% Verdicchio and 50% Chardonnay fermented in French barriques, and “Plenio” Verdicchio di Castelli di Jesi Classico Riserva, 100% Verdicchio hand selected from a single vineyard, partially fermented in French barrique and aged for a minimum of 24 months, at least six of which are in bottle.

In contrast is Monteschiavo La Vite, another large private estate with 115 ha in the heart of the DOC.  The approach of their winemaker Pierluigi is to maintain the authentic character of the wine – although he is not averse to using modern techniques to do so. For their premium Verdicchio Riserva “Giuncare,” the wine is late harvested, and then aged with a small proportion in large oak casks and the remainder in stainless steel. Their other premium offering is a Verdicchio Superiore “Nativo”; although many believe skin contact contributes bitterness to the wine, Pierluigi allows it for 7-8 hours and leaves the wine unfiltered.  

Moncaro Terre Cortesi, the largest producer in the region, is the pragmatist between the two approaches. A co-operative with 1200 members and 1700 vineyards, their annual production of 7 million bottles allows them to create an extensive portfolio of wines in an array of styles. Somewhat unusually for a co-op, they are reputed be progressive and quality conscious:  their state-of-the-art laboratory enables them to assist growers with setting picking dates and helps sort the grapes upon arrival at the winery.  Their top three bottles are made in very different ways. “Le Vele” Verdicchio Classico is a collaboration with a Chilean winemaker – and somewhat predictably is made completely anaerobically with a cold fermentation, and aged in steel tanks. In a very different style is “Ca’ Ruptae” Verdicchio Classico Superiore: the wine is a blend from three vineyards, allowed some skin contact during maceration, and maturation is sur lie, with some bottle ageing.  The third wine, “Vigna Novali” Verdicchio Classico Riserva is again allowed skin contact, with a portion of the must fermented in barrique and some in steel tank.

The proliferation of “styles” of Verdicchio to some extent reflects the sense of opportunity and excitement in Castello di Jesi.  Many believe that Verdicchio has huge export potential, and are hopeful that it can ride the coattails of the Pinot Grigio phenomena.  The fact that the grape variety is in the name of the DOC could be an advantage given the buying behaviour of today’s consumer; the conundrum is that complex DOC rules and the various styles of Verdicchio available may confuse potential buyers.  In the place of the amphora, the next challenge will be to create a recognisable identify or “brand” for Verdicchio.  For this reason, it seems that the immediate future of Verdicchio is in the hands of large producers.

In interesting contrast is the other significant local grape in the Marche, Montepulciano.  

The fact that this grape is recognised today is in large part due to the big producers in Verdicchio.  More akin to Southern Italy in this regard, the trade scene in the Marche has traditionally been dominated by large estates and co-ops – a situation not usually associated with high quality. But these large producers have been good custodians and champions of Montepulciano, and helped restrain the seemingly inevitable invasion of international grape varieties.  

All of the producers I visited currently grow Montepulciano, which is found in two DOCs in the region.  The first is Rosso Conero, which has a superior reputation and is centred around the mountain of the same name in Ancona province.  The second DOC is Rosso Piceno, which encompasses an extensive area of hills throughout the centre and south of the Marche.  The quality of the wines from each of the producers was impeccable, reflecting care in the vineyard and winery.  Stylistically, the Rosso Conero wines were similar, with winemakers generally using 100% Montepulciano, prolonged maceration of the skins and barrique maturation. The wines were initially seen as a good value alternative to Tuscan wines, but no longer; there is demand for Rosso Conero in its own right, and the wine merits investment and care in its production.

More interesting is Rosso Piceno DOC, long considered to be of lesser quality than Rosso Conero as by law it allows a maximum of 70% Montepulciano (with Sangiovese contributing from 30-50%, and other red grapes up to 15%).  Rosso Piceno is a wide spread DOC, but the Superiore version may only come from the province of Ascoli Piceno; in practice, approximately half of the annual production is Superiore. This is an area where small producers may be quite influential, if they can create wines of individuality that raise the overall perception of quality to help fuel a larger demand. 

Saladini Pilastri is a small producer located very near the border with Abruzzo. A family concern, their historic farm has produced wine for the past 300 years. Unlike many in the region, they focussed on the vineyard as well as the winery, and planted new vines in the 1970s, which are now contributing their fruit to the estate’s top wines.  With a new consultant winemaker in 2001, they now are able to produce a more international style of Rosso Piceno alongside the traditional. Interestingly they make two Rosso Piceno Superiore with the same blend (70:30 Montepulciano to Sangiovese), both from 40 year old vines, but the first is given a traditional ageing in tonneau, while the second, “Vigna Monteprandone,” is aged in barrique.  Another offering is their IGT “Pregio del Conte,” a 50:50 blend of Aglianico and Montepulciano.  

The second small producer we visited is Boccadigabbia, who have a mere 10 ha near the coast with a unique microclimate.  In addition to their modern style Rosso Piceno (a 50:50 blend of  Montepulciano and Sangiovese, aged for 10-12 months in French barrique) are “Saltapicchio” IGT 100% Sangiovese, and well-regarded Chardonnay, Pinot Noir, Merlot and Cabernet Sauvignon.  Contrary to most other situations, this is not an invasion of internation varieties, but a restoration, as these varieties were planted in this estate by Napoleon’s superintendent.  Regardless, these are wines with a high profile, – and Boccadigabbia seems to have a hopeful eye on becoming the next Bolgheri.

All of these wines proved that the grapes are capable of achieving the highest quality, given the right care and attention. And although belated, producers are making up for lost time with a vengeance. If the wines can get attention, they will stand on their own merit; the challenge now is carving out a space and creating an impression in a crowded marketplace.  

