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Among other things, Italy’s mass producers were forced to upgrade 
their quality when the good, inexpensive Spanish sparkling wines 
called cava started flooding the international marketplace. But it 
is the top-of-the-line, bottle-fermented Italian sparklers—made 
with techniques developed in France’s Champagne region, and of
ten labeled “metodo classico” or “metodo tradizionale”—that have 
been attracting all the attention lately, and rightly so. Italian 
spumante makers may boast neither the track record nor the sheer 
number of top producers that Champagne can 
claim— but Italy’s best spumanti rival any 
sparkling wines in the world.

E a r l i e r  t h i s  y e  a r  , I visited three of the 
country’s top producers. Two of these are located 
in the DOC region of Franciacorta, in Lombardy, 
northeast of Milan. Both are built on new mon
ey and on old, decidedly French, traditions.

Ca’ del Bosco (“house in the woods”), near the 
town of Erbusco, was founded in 1969, on the 
site of what was originally supposed to be a re
tirement retreat for proprietor Maurizio Zanel- 
la’s father. The elder Zanella thought he might 
grow vegetables and maybe make a little wine there. But the frac
tious, motorcycle-besotted Maurizio had a larger vision. On a vis
it to the Domaine de la Romanee-Conti in Burgundy, he had fall-

B i l l  M a R S A n  O, an award-winning travel writer based in New 
York, visits the wine regions o f Italy two or three times a year.
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en for wine like a lodgepole pine—and eventually, back in Erbus
co, with his wealthy father writing checks ($35 million worth at a 
guess), he bulldozed both house and hill to build himself a show- 
place winery from scratch.

It’s hard to imagine that there was ever a hilltop villa here. Ca’ 
del Bosco resembles nothing so much as an executive conference 
center—vast, modern, full of exposed beams and leather furniture. 
In its forecourt is a marble-inlaid helipad. Underground is a great 

domed hall, wheel-spoked with tunnels full of 
winemaking equipment and racks of aging wine.

-•? On one side there is a laboratory staffed by
trentino' white-coated technicians.

Zanella remains happily untrammeled by Ital
ian winemaking traditions. “As the first wine
maker in my family,” he says, “I haven’t had to 
copy my father and grandfather. This is not Tus
cany or Piedmont, and so I am free to make the 
wines I wish to make.” He started off by plant
ing “foreign” grapes like chardonnay, pinot noir, 
and pinot meunier (widely grown in the Cham
pagne region). Then he hired former Moët & 
Chandon cellarmaster André Dubois to make 

sparkling wines, and a young American graduate of the UC Davis 
enology department named Brian Larky to make still reds and whites, 
and to set up a U.S. distribution system. If making high-quality 
wines means spending money, Zanella has spent freely. His attitude 
towards quality, Larky says, “is rabid”.

, del Bosco’s still wines have won praise in Italy, 
al following abroad; and the estate’s sparkling 
sidered to be Italy’s best, period. Even though 
tently bought by the Alto Adige-based wine 
).A. (whose Santa Margherita pinot grigio is 
[popular Italian white wines), Zanella remains 
Ictively developing his line. This year, he in- 
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