Mauro Mascarello

produces some of Piedmont’s
most complex wines by
combining tradition with
thoughtfulness

N BAROLO SOIL

One of Mauro Mascarello’s great joy:
opening one of his family’s older Ba
and finding it has gained in the bottle:
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he world has come to the

Langhe. Modern architecture,

stylish tasting rooms and Jux-

ury hotels are sprouting from
hillsides where tradition long defined the
landscape. Though the Piedmont region’s
Nebbiolo-based reds have been prized
since the mid-1800s, some of its towns
lacked running water as late as the 1980s.
Now, wine lovers and deep-pocketed in-
vestors envision Barolo as the next Bur-
gundy, and prices for both bottles and
vineyards are rising steeply.

But tradition still has deep roots and
fierce champions here. Away from new
showpiece wineries, in the town of Mon-
chiero, population 500, you can find one
of its icons: Giuseppe Mascarello & Figlio,
a winery run by fourth-generation propri-
etor Mauro Mascarello.

Since 1967, Mascarello has nurtured
his wines in the dim cellar of an old stone
building, an icehouse built in the 18th
century, aging them for several years in
large oak casks, some of which date to his
father’s era. His goal is to produce wines
expressing the vineyards he and his fam-
ily work themselves, particularly the
15 acres of steep, limestone-flecked soil
named Monprivato. Mascarello makes the
only single-vineyard wine from that land.

Mascarello has paid a price for his de-
votion to tradition. As Barolo evolved
and winemakers experimented over the
past four decades, some customers turned
away from his wines, thirsting for newer,
more modern styles. But now sales have
come back, as wine lovers come to un-
derstand how Mascarello’s wines offer
what Barolo delivers best—power and

NOV. 15, 2015 = WINE SPECTATOR 123




ageability, paired with complexity and grace.

“The growth of interest in the past decade is astonishing,” says
Mannie Berk, whose Rare Wine Co. imports Mascarello for the
East Coast. “There’s a growing interest in Piedmontese wines, but
also more attention to traditional wines.”

Through it all, the wines’ character has never wavered, and qual-
ity has only improved. The Barolo Monprivato 2010 earned a clas-
sic 96 points on Wine Spectator’s 100-point scale, while the most
recent reserve from that vineyard, the Ca d’Morissio Riserva 2006
earned 97 points.

The world has arrived in the Langhe, but Mauro Mascarello has
persevered there for decades.

here is no obvious entrance to the icehouse, only a

random door on the side of the building. Just after

nine on a cool morning in spring, Mascarello opens

the door and beckons for visitors to come in. Ringed
by a beard and thinning hair, his face is welcoming—he has a
shy smile and thoughtful brown eyes. His hair is graying, but his
body is wiry, with the muscular shoulders of a man who works
the land.

Past a simple tasting room and an office, a gently sloping stone
ramp descends into the cellars. Waiting by a long row of the oak
casks known as botti are Mauro’s wife, Maria Teresa, who handles
administration, his daughter, Elena, the marketing department,
and his son, Giuseppe, a trained enologist (though job descrip-
tions are superfluous in a four-person family firm; everyone does
everything here).

Mauro and his son, Giuseppe, vinify and age their wines in a conve
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rted 18th-century stone icehouse purchased by Mauro’s grandfather in 1919 for its ideal climati

Mauro’s grandfather Morissio bought the building in 1919,
moving his winery from the nearby town of Castiglione Falletto.
His reasons were pragmatic. “The walls are more than a meter
thick,” says Mascarello. “Even without air conditioning, we have
a naturally stable temperature. The humidity is consistently 85
percent.”

Much of the winery looks as it did when Morissio and then his
son, Giuseppe (nicknamed “Gepin”), made the family wines. But
just because Mauro is traditional doesn't mean he’s frozen in time.

Around the comer from the botti and several old concrete vats
sits a row of modern, stainless steel tanks that Mascarello uses to
ferment most of his Nebbiolos. He likes the control they give him
over temperatures and skin contact.

Mauro worked alongside Gepin for 15 years. But when he took
over, in 1967, Barolo’s business model was about to change dra-
matically, and he knew the winery needed to adapt. He also wanted
to experiment. “My father bought grapes and produced four times
the Barolo we produce today,” he says. They made just two Neb-
biolos—a Barolo and a Barolo Riserva. “A lot of it was sold in
demijohns—>54 liters—mostly to private customers.”

The Italian government created the official Denominazione di
Origine Controllata (DOC) for Barolo in 1966, alongside new pro-
Juction rules. Barolo could no longer be sold in demijohns to pri-
vate customers. It had to be bottled, and it had to be sold to mer-
chants or restaurants.

Mascarello believed the solution was to make less wine, but of
better quality. “I wanted to make wines from my own vineyards,”
he says, recalling his disappointment with the quality he was
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getting from purchased grapes. “I
stopped buying grapes. But I also
decided to buy more vineyards.”

Today he makes 5,000 cases in
a typical vintage, including a
Freisa, a Dolcetto and several ex-
cellent Barberas, in addition to
the Nebbiolos.

Gepin accepted most of his
son’s changes, but he disagreed
strongly with an idea Mauro
hatched in 1970—to make a sin-
gle-vineyard wine from Mon-
privato. It would be one of the
first single-vineyard wines in the
region. “My father believed
Barolo wine should represent the
area, not a single vineyard,” says
Mauro. It took a decade for Gepin
to acquiesce, relenting only after
he'd tasted how well the 1970
Monprivato had evolved.

In the cellars, Mauro also began
more than a decade of experiments with fermentation. Nebbiolo
is a difficult grape, low in color, high in tannins. Traditionally pro-
ducers left the wine on the skins for months to extract as much
structure as they could. Gepin macerated his wines for 60 days.

“] tried many different times—>50 days, 40 days, 30, 20,” says
Mauro. “I found 21 to 28 days, depending on the wine, was best.
You can extract the right components—color, structure, aromas—
without running into problems like volatile acidity.” He also tried
varying how often he employed punchdowns and pumpovers. To-
day he uses a combination of both, two to three times a day, and
keeps the cap submerged.

He ferments without added yeast, macerates, then drains the
wine off the skins and into a lower tank in each vat for malolactic
fermentation, after which he moves the wine to the botti.

Mascarello points up at a huge botté, with a capacity of more
than 10,000 liters (about 13,000 bottles). In 1949, Gepin and his
cooper traveled to what is now Croatia to have the trees cut down
for it. “My father was stationed there during World War II and
found that the wood was very good,” Mauro explains. “The wood
dried for 14 years before they built the botté. Many great vintages
made by my father were aged in this. Today we just use it for as-

The limestone soils of the 15-acre Monprivato vineyard are planted to two different clones of Nebbiolo, which the Mascarellos harvest
and bottle together or individually, depending on the growing conditions of the vintage.

faced that problem—hence he can still today use botti that Ge-
pin bought decades ago, in sizes ranging from 1,000 to 6,000 li-
ters. The casks allow more gradual oxygen contact and don’t im-
part oak tannins.

For Mascarello, a great Barolo is one that can be appreciated
young and that will grow in complexity as it ages. In his wines, he
seeks to achieve this twofold character, eschewing both the heavily
extracted Barolos of previous generations, which took a decade to
open up, and the newer, barrique-aged wines, which he believes may
not stand the test of time, having been exposed to more oxygen.

frer a morning in the icehouse, it feels good to be in

sunlight, walking down a lane toward the Monprivato

vineyard. One of this hillside’s assets is its exposi-

tion—facing southwest, it enjoys full sunlight through
much of the afternoon.

The Mascarellos have been vineyard workers for centuries. In
the mid-1800s, several members of the family worked for Giulia
Falletti, famed proprietor of Marchese di Barolo. Mauro’s great-
grandfather (also named Giuseppe) left there to work as overseer
on the Monforte d’Alba estate of a wealthy lawyer from Turin. The

sembling blends, because a wine
would need 10 years to develop
inside it. The world wants its
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Mauro’s daughter, Elena, officially oversees marketing, and his wife, Maria Teresa, handles administration, but in truth, each family member wears many hats in the business.

the company name, but none of the land; he bought a parcel of
Monprivato, moving the winery there.

For more than 80 years, he, then Giuseppe and Mauro, slowly
added to their holdings, including additional pieces of Monprivato,
and while the Mascarellos produce single-vineyard Barolos from
the Santo Stefano di Perno and Villero vineyards, the designated
wine from Monprivato is what they are best known for today.

Walking with Mauro through rows of tall and vigorous Nebbiolo
vines, Elena explains, “[My father] was able to buy [parcels in]
Monprivato because he was always willing to pay far more than
others. People said he was crazy to pay so much. But the land al-
ways went up in value.”

Mascarello stops and picks up a handful of dirt from the ground.
Small flakes of white stone slip through his fingers. This is Mon-
privato’s trademark, a crumbly mix of clay and limestone that
drains well and warms quickly in the sun, producing wines that
tend toward elegance and vibrance. Just a few hillsides to the
south lies Villero; with a higher percentage of clay, its wines tend
to be more powerful.

Thanks to recent rains, the ground between the rows is green
with cereal grasses and bean plants, which help revitalize the soil
and prevent erosion on the steep hill. Mascarello has not used her-
bicides since 1970, but he will use a fungicide if mildew arises. “We
don’t employ complicated systems like organic and biodynamics,”
he says. “We try to protect the soil. When we can avoid chemicals,
we prefer it. But if you are organic or biodynamic, in some years you
need to spray too much copper sulfate. It's not good for the soil.”

At harvesttime, the family and workers make several passes
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through the vineyard, picking two clones of Nebbiolo. Lampia
comes in generous bunches. The other, Michet, yields smaller, more
compact bunches. Recent research has shown that Michét is a vi-
rused form of Lampia, from vines infected with fan leaf virus. The
small, tight bunches, with a larger ratio of skins to juice, produce
concentrated, intensely structured wine.

When Mascarello made his first bottling of Monprivato, he didn't
use the entire vineyard—just the Michet fruit. After 1970, how-
ever, all of Monprivato went into the cuvée. But in 1993, he de-
cided to recreate the experiment, making a special riserva with just
Monprivato’s Michét grapes. He named it Ca d’'Morissio, for the
grandfather who had first bought Monprivato land and who had
always used Michét cuttings when he replanted. Since then, Mas-
carello has made it in the best vintages.

“Michet gives smaller bunches and lower yields. But its real qual-
ity is in its acclimation with the soil,” explains Mascarello. “Once,
I planted some Michét cuttings from Monprivato both here and
in Villero. The wines ended up completely different. In Villero,

. the same clones produced a less complex wine, a lighter, less con-

centrated wine. Why? Monprivato is limestone and Villero has
more clay and sand. These vines have adapted to Monprivato.
Nebbiolo is so soil specific.”

Mascarello smiles and shakes his head as he says it, marveling at
the mystery of what he does. Much like the Michet vines planted
at Monprivato, he has grown in this land and been shaped by it.
The next decade may bring new money, new ideas and new people
to the Langhe. But in this terroir, the soil will shape anyone who
works to understand it. [
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