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ALTO PIEMONTE (Upper Piedmont) 
might be one of Italy’s lesser-known 
northern wine regions, but it’s also one of 
the most fascinating. The area has certainly 
faced its share of adversity: The major-
ity of its vineyards were desolated in the 
1800s by phylloxera as well as downy and 
powdery mildew, and after World War II, 
the remaining Alto Piemonte vineyards 
were abandoned when more workers left 
the countryside in favor of higher-paying 
jobs in the city. 

This period of transition set back both 
the vineyards and the preservation of na-
tive varieties, with roughly 40,000 hectares 
of plantings ultimately reduced to as low 
as 600 due to a lack of labor resources. 
Within the past two decades, however, 
Alto Piemonte has undergone a profound 
transformation that has revived the re-
gion’s dedication to its native grapes. 

The main variety in all of Alto Piemon-
te’s appellations is Spanna, a biotype of 
Nebbiolo which, in combination with 
specific conditions, contributes to light, 
austere, perfumed, and earthy wines that 
can age for decades. Unlike those crafted 
with Nebbiolo in the Langhe region, 
expressions produced with Spanna in Alto 
Piemonte are most often blended with 
other indigenous grapes, including Vespo-
lina, Croatina, and Uva Rara. 

Referred to as the offspring of Nebbiolo 
with less tannins, the low-yielding Vespolina 
is, in my opinion, perhaps the most promis-

ing of these varieties. In recent years, wine-
makers have attempted producing monova-
rietal wines with some remarkable results, 
delivering expressions rich in tannins, acidity, 
and cherry aromas with notes of balsamic, 
herbs, red flowers, and black pepper. 

The most dominant influences on Alto 
Piemonte’s terroir are the region’s proxim-
ity to the Alps and the lasting geological ef-
fects caused by the eruption of an ancient 
supervolcano in Valsesia millions of years 
ago. (The geological composition of the 
area is so unique that UNESCO designat-
ed the Sesia Val Grande geopark in north-
western Piemonte as one of its Global 
Geoparks in 2015.) The soil content is 
mainly rose porphyry covered by gravel, 
which produces highly acidic, full-bodied, 
and sapid wines. The most famous appel-
lations are arguably the Gattinara DOCG, 
Ghemme DOCG, Boca DOC, Bramaterra 
DOC, and Lessona DOC, but you can also 
find true gems among the broader Coste 
della Sesia and Colline Novaresi DOCs. 

As this region has continued to revitalize 
its vineyards and elevate its winemaking 
standards, several of its producers have 
drawn even more focus to Alto Piemonte. 
Check out Travaglini, Cantina Castaldi, An-
toniolo (established in 1948, it was the first 
winery to bottle cru wines in Gattinara), 

and Mazzoni, whose roots trace back to 
the 1300s in the province of Ghemme.

One of my favorite places in the area is 
off the beaten path in Cureggio: Owned 
and operated by Gianluca and Raffa-
ella Zanetta, the La Capuccina winery 
is housed in a 16th-century monastery 
that’s been transformed into a cascina 
(farmhouse). Their farm-to-table restaurant 
serves La Capuccina’s authentic wines 
alongside elegant interpretations of the 
local cuisine. I suggest trying the Novarina 
Vespolina, a wine with vibrant acidity from 
the Colline Novaresi DOC; grown on 
alluvial sandy soils, it undergoes spontane-
ous fermentation and ages in stainless-steel 
tanks before emerging with a delightful 
nose of red cherries, black pepper, and 
cardamom. The Faren Spannas, meanwhile, 
features notes of violets with firm tannins 
and an intriguing balsamic finish, and the 
complex Opera 32 expression offers hints 
of licorice and riper berry flavors. 

Follow wine journalist and educator Laura 
Donadoni on Instagram @theitalianwinegirl.

The Upper Resurgence
A REAWAKENING OF ALTO PIEMONTE BRINGS US 
ATTAINABLE NEBBIOLO  by Laura Donadoni
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A sub-Alpine vineyard in the Upper Piemonte region, which once had 
40,000 hectares planted under vine. 
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