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FEDERICO GRAZIANI:
COUPS DE FOUDRE

How did the child of an accountant and a shopkeeper become a champion

sommelier and a star Etna winemaker? Ma

butcher walked into a bs This should be the
start of a joke, What would the punchline be?
J/ “And the barman said, \\|:\ the hatchet face?”
[ A\ joke, however, it is not. (Nol even an
unfunny one,) It is a milestone on [EII'_iIII]i'I:l'I\
of
Mledged producer on the slopes of Mount Etna, We'll cateh up

derico Graziani—Irom leenage sommelier, to [ully

with the butcher later-being a teenage sommelier is enough
Lo st vith.

Graziani wasn't born into wine; he grew up in Ravenna,
where his mother had a shop and his father was an accountant.
\i 4 }n-iivl'idl-d Lo go 1V |m]e'| .-:i'l1|||||.

and for the sommelier

course his parents had to give their consent for him to drink

aleohal, '”u'_\ gave il. he 5. “but Ilu'l\ weren'| ||:|wr_\._ Tln'I\
wanted him to he a pilot, and when he started working in a
rant, I|lc'_\ |mi|1[|-c| out that he would be \\1J|'|\|]II'_' when
rvbody else was on holiday. “This was correct. When [ was
in London, I worked four days and had three days off, In Milan,
I did 14 shifts a week, and there were no breaks in between,
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ret Rand finds out

Thiswas at the end of the 1ggos, and itwas like that. started at
gam, worked until ipm. had one hour off, and then worked
until 1 or 2zam. It was hard. | understood what iy ||HI'{‘II|.~&
meant, but 1 really loved hospitality, talking to people, and
wine, | never left wine from the age of 15. At 19, 1 became
a professional sommelier and worked in one- and two-star
rests nts, then | moved to London in 1997."

He spoke no English when he arvived, but he stayed Iluu
and a halfl vears, working in three different Italian re

and learning a lot about other wines. In 1998, aged 23, he won
Best lalian Sommelier in the lalian Associalion of Sommeliers
contest. The ﬁ:”cmiug_\l-;n; Graziani ed 1o Milan, and
doors were apen to him. At Craceo, he had the opportunity to

ereale the best wine list in Milan, and it sounds like sommelier

heaven: 2,200 labels, i

Juding 12 vintages of Petrus. That was
followed by nine vears at Il Luogo di Aimo e Nadia, where the

Above: Federico Graziani, Opposite: The three red and one white
the Fedegraziani range, all with specially commissioned art on the labels,

labels were in the hundreds rather than in the thousands, “Two
thousand two hundred is too many,” he acknowledges now.
After that, he spent four vears studying viticulture and
winemaking at the University of Milan, where Attilio Scienza
was professor of viticulture and confirmed in Graziani his

“I didn't agree with the winemaking

ascination for vineya g

Il SO MU |] |1 Wasve I'\ lec |I”|l I| W |||l lrl]l s onr |||l Nness
like in the 1g8os.”

ni’s sommelier experience

and extraction. | dowin

Because this is what Gr:

taught him—that wine should be drinkable. *T was always
Ecm“llg for lll'illL.‘LIiiI“:\. IHoved wines vou could drink without
thinking too much, with hidden or not-hidden complexity.” He
also saVs, “I had the luck to taste the best wines in the world.

‘t mean | do great wine [now], but I know what great
1I|I\ﬂ“|I‘UI]]I|III]L\[I1;‘ Ma

It doe:

wine is. ] like wine that doesn’t

for \unpln it's one of th atest in Itz ll\ I could sta
two hours, tasting and talking about it. But I could not drink a
bottle,” Ofanother famous wine, he says, “[ neve
bottle of that. There was always halfl a bottle left.”

Later, if we can |J|'i:'"_\ jlltlli} ahead a few years, Graziani
went ko a Margaux tasting in London—he was studving for the
MW at this }lllilll. The from the
previous 2o years, One was zoos, and another was 1985, "The
cellar master started saying, Today we start the harvest 14 days
later than in 1905, And | thrm.:_(h]. the :;:Jnl‘ri-alu-rﬁ-l'l. but Tw
o |JJ'11:E1I1'1-\\iIII' like: the 1985, with low aleohol, but e wer.”

AW an cmply

g was of ten wine

Feeling and transmitting Etna’s energy

But back to the story. In 2008, Graziani had a book to finish,
\\|'|il'|| was I.'IIl': [I(l 5”'\‘) |"(i1i. '\\i[II‘IIIEILI“' illl(l E“Jllllfll'l'
of the I Vigneri consortium on Etna and elsewhere, lent him
i [i”ll‘\ ilil'.\ :Il'll Il(lll.‘-l'{l[l F.“‘il I.I wa |'I|l]|l|l‘llr\\i‘l'L.‘- S0 ||l‘|'||l||l|

In 1998, aged 23, he won Best Italian
S("“H"'li(‘l'. .'\llll 1[]]“5 iﬁ \\'Ilfll (;’l'ﬂ'f.iil]]i.ﬂ
sommelier experience has taught
him—that wine should be drinkable.
“I'was always looking for drinkability;
Iloved wines you could drink without
thinking too much, with hidden or
not-hidden complexity. I like wine
that doesn't stop you from drinking”

work in peace. At the end of that time, Graziani and Foti found
lll('fllhl‘l\l‘.‘;. as one ”]i;L'lII. iil Il“‘ I,.'I.l' i]l I.
And inwalked a butcher.

The butcher wanted adviee

.\.‘C(il}ih('i.‘ll'(} v i".'lgi‘.

on what to do about a small

vineyard that he was consid

as a coup rf:’_lfr'aur.l'} e,
in bad order. Theyid never used chemicals, They called that
piece of land 1 aPise ina [the swimming pool], because they used
to fill it with water just before picking, 'm a bit fatalistic; if
something is going to happen.. [t wasn't expensive— between
thil.inl() :|l|l| {'I_}c:.ri()il |J!'|' Il('l'l'll

|r.2 acres]. I didn’t have a wife then

guprooting, When they went to

I'he vines were ancient, and not

and it was hall a hectare

o it was probably easie
I‘ll‘i‘l”'l‘llll.\;ll“_" Il“‘\i”l‘.\.fll'(l. T f.i-']”; |I-']l| :lI_'i‘J j..'llll'l] ill [(i'\l'
with Etna. It gives energy. 1 feel an energy. Over the past

|

. But T have an olive tree that

1 ha

c'||.'mg1-|i. and it's now ||I‘,1I

twao vears, the lop of E

1's a bit seary.

higher than it was
is 800 vears old... so there has heen no eruption onmy vineyard
for Boo vears.”
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feature face toface Federico Graziani

remained a hobby for the moment. He was

still working in restaurants until he took a job with Feudi di
San Gregorio, five days a week, as a sort of ambassador. He
bought the vinevard in August 2008, and the buteher worked
on it for a nonth, so his first vintage was 2009—"a very
3 1y St'plt'ulhi-l'. But Salvo said, Wi
vear.” And zo10 was very good.”

wther

He made 1ooo bottles that yvear “After a rullli]‘- of vears of

no piscina,” he si
il e

s, “Tgottozo0 bottles by taking care.” When
e to buying more vinevards, Feudi di San Gregorio

inwhich
1t continued until 2020, when Feudi got

helped him: "It lent me money. We had a partnershi
it

it had 20 perc

anew direct
“Itwas my di

||I‘i |( " |‘Il ll ['] h,( ll.“l,l]l'\ on ]l“ ocore illl.‘\llll 55,
ributor, too. Itlent me money, it worked with me,
it was myv only client.” But distribution was not really its

,al
. And so, we pa

The vineyard had been a Saturday-and-Sunday oceupation
until now. But at the end of 2020, inst ing Feudi his

I the costs to me were too high,

Ilij_‘hl‘l' than us

IlI [Pf S
new vintage, Graziani had to buy back the old one from them:
“Not an easy moment,” he says.

“People saw me as a sommelier with a hobby, which I was
not, but this was probably the perception,” he

savs. ‘I had a

salary, so it wa

ier.” Peoples attitude 1o him changed, he
ind his wines, had he staved as he was, would not be

S0y

where they are now.

Special sites of height and wines of space

e rh.‘lhj'u'rﬂ-]|m\\..‘|]|m|Ihl-lml‘th.'unlnurl[l\\vhll'l'll
sides of the mountain. Where you are on Etna matters hugely:
“For white wines, Iin- castern side is sup |m-:1-d to be best, but

|'5nknl| away, it doesn’t sound like much, but the
anges completely. There sin [goomm] of rain
O On in [1300mm] on the other. A vineyard on the
other side wouldn't have the same attention; and the roads are
\\il]lﬁ"g. h-:i S0 .‘\IU\\ [1§] ‘_{l‘l [Il('l"'. "lllfl .H]” 1[0].-' |1'i'||g|li[(' llll'

climate cl an he:

le, am :

climate. It’s too different.”
The rll'.'i[\ill['l\ill‘ll,1|11‘|Ill|l'}|l'1"_ . J|.| silsalt 1.|a.|rfl (Goom)

Aro, |III!E I1 ;..I\I’“ a \\'IIII

on the north side of Etna, in P
d Profumo di Vul

o, Into that ¢ nmed more
than 40 white grape vines, among the r
Mascalese and Nerello Cappuccio, plus Alic
Why Profumo di Vuleano? Because when Graziani had finished
the book (the one he was writing when Foti lent him the house,

o

15, which are Nerello

nte and Franeisi.

which was when the butcher walked into the bar), he gave a
copy to a client in the res

rant where he was working, At
another table was food critic Andy Havler—"one of the few

ar restaurants in the world.” He

who had eaten in all the three-s
asked 1o see the book and |mp!|r~1n-d 1o open il at the page
whi there was an interview with | r [u( seppe
Benanti: the piece was
said, “If I made awine, I'd call it that.” “And this |1.|Er|u ned,”

Graziani. He had been thinking of names like Black Uur*!'n

i |Jn:u|lu

VS

this was clearly an improvement, “Hayler showed my wine to
Uk restaurateur] Gordon Ran
overseas client, All my frie

ay. and he became my first

dsh

VETY é_"h[ill |m:iilJ'uI|:~' in top
restaurants, Its like a repayment for 2o years of no Christmas,
no New Years Eve, IF I'd been working in a trattoria, [ would

never have met Andy.”

the Eina Rosso (N
lI \l'n‘ll[' ".ill]l]“l'l'ill] l'fl.‘il)l)l‘f'l'

One of the other two red:

Mascalese a

precise,

and vertical. searches

for, and picks

wal verticality is something Gra
rhy 1o get. “Tlike to produce wir
and weight of musele kills the wine.” Many wines of the early
20008 remind him “of broth, nfglut:mm!n-: l|l|'_\ feel cooked,

that

e well,

overripe. And it depends on when you pick your grapes. I

they're overripe, it will be like m
fruit, not vellow fruit, in white wing

rmalade. 1§ you want white

oumusl pick carlier”

(As an illustration of his tastes: Two we --l. before we mel,

ani IHIlII_‘lll himself a case of La Con
1o a friend to taste a bottle and found it
maore !h?lll I]Fllr. I |]<'Hi Fl"il.\'-‘“iral i II" [‘Ii(l“

2015, "1 went

ssible to drink

The third red, Rosso di Mezzo, he deserib
orv. All his reds have a

pr it's cool, |JF{‘l'jSl'. ;_{I'ip[l_\.

[eeling of spaciousness
ike walking into a cave ona hot day.
Mareneve is the only white wine, |1|:|||I1-|i al extreme

not opulence, not remotely—but a
|".|'.||.‘.'hl'll

e how the vines
||l

Carricante, Riesling, Gewurztraminer, Chenin Blane, and

altitude (nearly 4.000ft [L.200m]) in Milo, to

wonld cope. He rents this |1|nl from Foti, » varieties are
Grecanico, [ts a 1'1J|1I|||='\ wine .‘llriri-, some fatness, |-In-m\ of
" i

Above: Federico Graziani (center), Salve Foti (right), and Maurizio Pagano.
Opposite: One of the ideally situated vineyards looking up to the volcano,

alled “Profumo di Vuleano.” Hayler

acidity—with a good admixture of philosophy, based on the
ideas of Foti, that wine is a living organism and reflects our
society. "1 understood what Salvo was doing, his vision of
i ving ater
praject, it’s not ju
imvolves low interve
orga wethods, though he's not so sure aboul bi
“I have been very fascinated by it, and 1 read Nicolas Jolys

. !hllill(lll
about making wine. 1 liked it It also

ion in the vin

tory, |'i‘H1tlI'iIIIJ_[ walls and hous

rds and conversion to

Iynamics.

s, and T work as cleanly as

hook. 1 agree with some points
possible, but if 1 have to use a systemic product to save the
vintage [as he had to in 2o13). then T will.” Apart from that, he
uses nothin,

except copper and sulfur. “I feel the mountain is

alive. 1 fe wl Thear it Its nota normal place

tial idea in Milo was to ereate an Etna Bianco

: the Gewurztraminer wasn't G s choice, “but
complexily, so actually I'm quite glad to have it. It’s

fate :|gﬂ.li|!: I found this vin rd, and 1 do 1y best 1o \iuiF_\

it according to my palate.” He also picks the Gewurziraminer
a week before the rest of that vineyard, for “rose- and white-

aromas

ot papava and tropical fruit”

The succession of new plots—some planted, some not
vet—can be bewildering, but all are small, and all are high up.
wext to the Mareneve

s lnn cold for local

There's a new pieee of land, for examp
I I

plot |Jul even cooler, with frost in Jur
s0 he thinks he’ll try H

fence .‘\]n-plu-nl_\ Il'llt|J|L' up ther Ihl'
alls “ex-vinevard” in \1ru|1n'|elgu.
sa00fl (gzom), which he'll plant fiest instead, with Carricante,

“to be a bit more il1|i|‘1>!'|’1r|l‘|l[._ Mareneve is going well, so he's

(2 acres) of what h

happy. “but it’s not an easy vinevard, not at all.”
Oh, and there’s one more thing, he met a girl called

illery near Veni

Anna Maschio, whose family ow
hio. The

Bonaventura M. et twice intl

had published ar \\»c|1.'||u-|';ihnul\\ilu- I lll-r]::nu-ngnml

paper. She had bought some copies of the second «

whereupon he decided to also take a copy of the first edition
around to her. Then, later, by complete chance, she came to

his restaurant for dinner. They marvied a year later.,
A woman walked into a restaurant... ®
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