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Great red hopes
If you want character, colour and originality in your wine, Puglia’s shift 

from bulk to boutique makes it ideal. Tom Maresca is impressed

Puglia exceeds exPectations. Whatever you 
think you know about the region and its products 
– especially its wines – it has more, and other.

a narrow strip of land about 400km long, Puglia 
runs from just above the spur on the ankle down to 
the tip of the heel. it is a land of endless beaches, 
vast groves of ancient, gnarled olive trees, 
disneyesque villages of stone trulli, practically no 
surface water at all (though many underground 
rivers and the grottoes and caves they create), and 
– oh, yes! – vineyards in abundance. these stretch 
from castel del Monte in the centre down to 
salento in the far south, where they are sandwiched 
between the adriatic sea to the east and the ionian 
sea to the west, a situation that gives real meaning 
to the phrase ‘entre deux mers’.

those vineyards exceed expectations too. Most 
of the wine world first became conscious of Puglia 

when well-financed outsiders, such as antinori and 
Zonin, bought large tracts of vineyards and began 
cultivating mostly international varieties. Before 
that, Puglia had had a few world-class wines, such 
as cosimo taurino’s Patriglione, Vallone’s 
graticciaia, and some of leone de castris’ wines, 
but mostly it was known for bulk production, 
shipped to northern italy and France to fatten and 
darken light, weedy wines. 

Time to reconsider
it was eye-opening for me to attend two weeks of 
tastings in Puglia last June, at the Radici del sud 
judging and the Puglia Wine identity event. Radici 
del sud was a juried event for journalists and wine 
professionals, open to wines 
from all over southern italy  
as long as they were made  
from indigenous grapes.  
Puglia Wine identity was  

Puglia’s evocative 
whitewashed buildings 
were designed to deal with 
the searing heat. In the 
vineyard, alborello bush 
vines are the solution
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this climate, these growing conditions, and these 
varieties. That’s why it has endured so long here.’

The big three
Grown this way, Negroamaro yields a wine of 
oxymoronic character: a big gush of dark, almost 
sweet fruit in the front of the mouth, with a steady 
drying across the mid-palate, finishing with a 
pleasing and intriguing bitter sting. From the best 
producers, such wines age very well, mellowing 
somewhat and acquiring depth and further 
complexity – lots of mineral and earth tones, as the 
terroir begins to show through. These are 
substantial wines, built to accompany roast meats 
and strong cheeses.

Uva di Troia tells a different story. Where 
Negroamaro is the grape of Puglia’s south, Uva di 
Troia does best further north, around Castel del 
Monte, although growers throughout Puglia are 
trying it on fields they consider suitable. Because of 

its name, speculation abounds about the antiquity 
of the variety. The speculation is fed by the 
existence in Puglia of a small town called Troia, 
since that place claims its origin from Diomedes, 
one of the heroes of the Trojan war. In many 
respects, Greek history and prehistory figure more 
importantly than Roman in Puglia.

Whatever its origins, Uva di Troia differs 
completely in character from Negroamaro. Lighter-
bodied, it gives wine of medium rather than hefty 
weight, with lower alcohol (13–13.5% is usual). With 
its distinctive, somewhat cherry-like fruit, plus a 
touch of elegance, these wines seem geared to 
engage palates shaped by northern European wines. 
Growers and journalists alike, at both the Radici del 
Sud and the Puglia Wine Identity, agreed that Uva di 
Troia ought to have an easy path to consumer 
acceptance. It is enough like a number of other 
northern Italian wines to be comfortable, and 
sufficiently different, with that really engaging 
fruit, to be attractive.

And then there is Primitivo. Another grape of the 
south, where it is often the earliest harvested (thus 
its name: ‘the first one’), Primitivo seems to have 
arrived in Puglia more recently than either Uva di 
Troia or Negroamaro, coming by way of Croatia. As 
most wine lovers know by now, this region is also 
reputedly the origin of California’s Zinfandel, and 
the two varieties are related. But Puglian Primitivo 
is definitely not Californian Zinfandel. It can be big 
and lushly fruity in a way that initially suggests 
Zinfandel, but the best Primitivo offers more than 

fruit on the palate, and finishes dry and pleasantly 
raspberry, in a way that makes you want more.

Primitivo’s biggest problem lies in its abundant 
sugar, not all of which is always fermented into 
alcohol. 15% alcohol is common in Primitivo, and I 
frequently encountered 16% and even 17%, often 
with substantial amounts of residual sugar. One 
wine, presented as a dinner wine, contained 17% 
alcohol plus 2% more in residual sugar. Lovers of 
ruby Port might relish it, but for those of us with a 
limited tolerance for sweet wine, it and its kin were 
nearly undrinkable.

The two faces of Primitivo
Naturally, different producers showed different 
versions of Primitivo, with the sharpest distinction 
appearing between the brash, in-your-face school, 
and those makers striving for restraint and elegance, 
of which, I’m happy to report, there were a good 
number at our events. It’s an oversimplification, but 
not a complete distortion, to say that those two 
trends were embodied in two zones: Primitivo di 
Manduria generally favoured the lush-to-
overwhelming tendency, while Primitivo from Gioia 
del Colle preferred full dryness, elegance and 
restraint. The Primitivo from Salento, a broader 
zone than either of the two just mentioned, 
presented a mixed picture, but more often favoured 
the lush Manduria style. The Gioia del Colle wines 
were my favourites: they will gracefully accompany 
many sorts of food and not drown them in either 
alcohol or sugar.

‘Finally, Puglia 
presented a 
new contender 
among its red 
grapes, 
Susumaniello, 
fondly called 
Susie by some 
of the growers’

Above right: the imposing 
Castel del Monte citadel 
sits in the heart of Puglia, a 
region undergoing a rebirth 
thanks to winemakers such 
as Antonio Massimiliano 
Apollonio, pictured top 
left. Indigenous wines such 
as his were judged at the 
Radici del Sud by an 
international panel, 
pictured above, including 
Tom Maresca, third from 
the left, and the event 
organiser, Nicola 
Campanile, far left
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primarily an event for international journalists and 
devoted, as its name says, to the wines of Puglia. 

Between them, these two events revealed that, in 
Puglia, bulk wines are diminishing in importance 
and that international varieties form the thinnest 
veneer on its wine production. Most of the region’s 
wines come from native grapes, cultivated on small 
or mid-sized family estates – wineries such as 
Apollonio, Fatalone, L’Astore, Pietraventosa and 
Tarantini – though even the aforementioned 
outsiders are now focusing more and more on 
native Pugliese varieties. 

Most of these varieties are unknown to wine 
lovers beyond Italian borders, and many scarcely 
known even beyond Puglia itself. Most consumers 
will have heard of a few, though they may associate 
the names with other zones – Aglianico and 
Aleatico, for example. Also Montepulciano, 
Negroamaro, and of course, Primitivo. But how 
about Uva di Troia, Susumaniello, Bombino Nero, 
Malvasia Nera, Pampanuto and even Ottavianello? 
All these are cultivated in serious quantities in 
Puglia’s numerous wine zones, and are increasingly 
yielding first-class wines, whether they are vinified 
as single varietals or as blends – in the latter case, 
almost always with each other, and only rarely with 
international varieties. 

Huge potential
That adds up to a whole alternative universe of 
wine well worth exploring. Puglia is Italy’s third 
largest wine-producing region, after the Veneto and 
Emilia-Romagna. Add in Sicily, and these four 
account for 60% of Italian wine production – a lot of 
wines to explore, as my two weeks in sun-baked 
Puglia demonstrated.

Luigi Rubino, winemaker and president of the 
consortium that sponsored Puglia Wine Identity, 
says ‘52% of Puglian wine production is now DOC 
wine. First and foremost, Puglia is a land of great 
reds – one could even say that it is the region with 
the greatest potential for red wines in Italy.’ 

The main source of that potential lies with three 
big red varieties – Primitivo, Uva di Troia and 
Negroamaro. The latter is an ancient variety, widely 
supposed to have been introduced about 2,500 
years ago by the Greek colonists of what was then a 
wild hinterland of Magna Graecia. Negroamaro has 
adapted well to the heat and aridity of this sunburned 
land. While more modern vine management 
systems have been introduced, a large majority of 
serious Pugliese growers stick to the ancient 
alborello system, the ‘little tree’ of free-standing 
vines, planted at the centre of a vine circle with a 
radius of about a metre between each vine. Pruned 
relatively short, they are hand-tended at each stage, 
from winter pruning to autumn harvest.

In most parts of the wine world, the alborello is 
scorned, perhaps not least because of the cost 
involved. But it suits Puglia’s climate: the vines 
make shade for the grapes during the hot days, and, 
because they are pruned low, the grapes also 
benefit from the earth’s stored heat at night, when 
temperatures can drop very dramatically. 

Transplanted Tuscan Edoardo Falvo, owner of Li 
Veli, says, ‘Alborello is a system perfectly adapted to 
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Finally, Puglia presented a new contender among 
its red grapes, Susumaniello, fondly called Susie by 
some of the growers and a number of journalists. 
Luigi Rubino, a great advocate of the variety (his 
Oltremé is a fine example of the breed), describes it 
as ‘Less grapey than Gamay, but more complex.’ 
Noted oenologist Riccardo Cotarella says, 
‘Susumaniello is rich in tannins and colour. It 
makes perhaps the most structured wine from 
Puglia, and is capable of long ageing.’

 In the days when Puglia specialised in bulk 
wines, Susumaniello steadily lost vineyard space for 
the simple reason that it is not a prolific bearer. 
Now that the Puglian emphasis has shifted from 
quantity to quality, that same trait is making 
Susumaniello attractive. It has good acidity and 
relatively soft tannins, very pleasing and distinctive 
fruit – in the cherry range again, like Uva di Troia, 
but different in taste – and moderate sugar, so it 
makes a wine of around 13–13.5% alcohol. 
Altogether, it is a wine of great potential appeal, so 
more producers are investing money and land in it. 
Most of the journalists shared the producers’ 
enthusiasm: this seems a variety to watch.

But that could be said of all four red grapes, and 
probably several others as well. For example, 
Bombino Nero is used almost exclusively to make 
rosato, but it seems to have possibilities beyond 
that. Malvasia Nera is almost always blended, and 
usually as the junior partner of the mix, but it too 
has promise beyond this limited role. 

Puglia’s native varieties all seem to reward 
attention, and they appear, like their sun-kissed 
homeland, to be poised to continue to exceed all  
expectations. d

Maresca’s great red buys from Puglia
Candido, Cappello di Prete 2009 
18/20pts (93/100pts)
POA Swig

100% Negroamaro, with scents of 
smoke, earth and mushrooms. Soft, 
dark fruits on the palate; a Puglian 
classic. Drink 2013–2022 Alcohol 13.5%

Fatalone, Primitivo Riserva, Gioia del 
Colle 2005 18 (93)
POA Les Caves de Pyrène, Swig

Still tastes young and fresh. Producer 
predicts 20 more years of life; very 
fine. Drink 2013–2025 Alc 15% 

Pietraventosa, Ossimoro, Murgia 
2008 18 (93)
POA Berry Bros & Rudd

75% Gioia del Colle Primitivo with 25% 
Aglianico, this is rich, balanced and 
complex. Drink 2013–2022 Alc 13.5% 

Soloperto, CentoFuochi 2010 18 (93)
N/A UK www.soloperto.it

Manduria Primitivo from 50-year-old 
vines. Lovely , elegant wine. 
Drink 2013–2020 Alc 15% 

Tenute Rubino, Miraglio, 
Salento Rosso 2009 18 (93)
POA Astrum

100% Negroamaro from 
dynamic producers. 
Beautifully delineated from 
nose to finish. Drink 
2013–2022 Alc 14%

Vallone, Vereto, Salice Salentino 
Riserva 2007 18 (93)
£15 Boutinot 
100% Negroamaro, with big blackberry 
fruit, tobacco and leather. Structured 
for long age. Drink 2014-2025 Alc 13%

Castello Monaci, Liante, Salice 
Salentino 2011 17.5 (91)
N/A UK www.castellomonaci.it

Delicious blackberry fruit with tobacco 
hints and bitter chocolate; beautiful 
finish. Drink 2013–2020 Alc 13.5%

L’Astore, Alberelli 2007  
17.5 (91)
POA  Berry Bros & Rudd

From 65-year-old head-trained 
Negroamaro vines with blackberry and 
coffee nose. Soft, chocolatey fruit on 
the palate and a long tobacco finish. 
Lovely complexity. Drink 2013–2025 
Alc 14.5% 

Li Veli, Pezzo Morgana, Salice 
Salentino Riserva 2009 17.5 (91)
N/A UK www.liveli.it

100% Negroamara with characteristic 
bittersweet blackberry. Excellent 
balance; walnuts, berries.  Tobacco 
on nose and finish. Drink 2013–2020 
Alc 14% 

Apollonio, Elfo Rosso 
Susumaniello 2011 17 (90)
POA Alliance

Plummy fruit; this is soft, 
with enlivening acidity and a 
long finish. Drink 2013–2018 
Alc 13% 

Fatalone, Primitivo, Gioia 
del Colle 2008 17 (90)
£12.99 Solent Cellar, Swig

Great fruit, long bitter almond finish.  
A lovely wine. 15%, but you wouldn’t 
guess it. Drink 2013–2018 Alc 15% 

Morella, Old Vines Primitivo 2009  
17 (90)
POA Berry Bros & Rudd

From 80-year-old alborello vines in the 
hands of Australian Lisa Gilbee: veins 
of elegance amid huge fruit. Drink 
2013–2020 Alc 15% 

Tarentini, Petrigama Nero di Troia 
2009 17 (90)
N/A UK www.aziendatarantini.it

Medium-bodied with scents and tastes 
of earth, fruits and minerals, Lively and 
persistent. Drink 2013–2020 Alc 13% 

For full details of UK stockists, see p80US-based author and Italian wine specialist Tom 
Maresca is a frequent contributor to Decanter

Above: the deep colour and parched soils of the vineyards 
around Manduria produce lush, full-flavoured Primitivos
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