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If you’ve ever visited Verona in the Veneto 
region of Italy, there’s a good chance 
that, like me, you were enchanted. Who 

could resist climbing up the stairs at Casa di 
Giulietta, a 14th-century house, to lean over 
the balcony where Juliet was (allegedly) 
wooed by her fair Romeo? Or pass up an im-
promptu opportunity to see singer Luciano 
Ligabue (the “Bono of Italy,” according to my 
Italian friend) perform live at the Arena di 
Verona, a Roman amphitheatre built in 
AD 30? And who wouldn’t jump at 
the chance to savour a luscious 
Amarone wine at an enoteca 
(wine bar) that’s tucked into a 
secret courtyard? 

Ah, the Amarone. My 
first taste of the raisin-y wine 
is an enduring memory and 
one I would have missed 
out on if I hadn’t been dining 
with an Italian. Guidebooks and 
word-of-mouth recommenda-
tions can help you hit the hotspots 
and hidden haunts when you’re exploring a 
region, but knowing what wine to sample? 
That’s tricky.  

There’s an Italian saying that goes some-
thing like this: If it grows together, it goes 
together. It’s sound advice and underpins 
why regional food-and-wine pairings make 
sense. I often simply order the vina della casa 
but that’s not always a safe bet at tourist-area 
restaurants, many of which have earned a 
bad rap for serving bad wine. A little knowl-
edge or guidance from an expert can go a 
long way. And you don’t even need to travel 
to Veneto to get it. 

Case in point: At Vancouver’s Cibo 

Trattoria, Robert Stelmachuk, GM and Wine 
Director, is hosting “In Vino Veneto,” a five-
course wine dinner (conceived by chef Faizal 
Kassam) that’s centred on this region in 
Northern Italy. “How many of you have been 
to Veneto?” he asks the guests attending the 
event. A smattering of hands go up. That’s 
when Stelmachuk admits his envy: he’s never 
been to Veneto.

But as a sommelier, Stelmachuk 
knows the rules—and how 

to break them. For instance, he explains that 
Prosecco (see Prosecco Primer below) is typi-
cally the pre-dinner drink you’d have when 
dining in Veneto, but he’s making a break 
with tradition by serving red wine instead. 

If you visit the Lake Garda resort town of 
Bardolino, just 30 km northwest of Verona, 
you’re in the region where Stelmachuk’s first 
pick—chilled Monte del Fra Bardolino—is 
produced. It’s a blend of Corvina and 
Rondinella grapes, plus some Sangiovese for 
good measure. “When you chill it, it takes the 

harshness out 
of it a bit,” says 
Stelmachuk. “It 
dumbs down the 
alcohol and the 
tannins, brightens 
the fruit quite a 
bit and makes it 
more palatable 
with a wider 
spectrum of 
food.” Tonight, it’s 
paired perfectly 

with our amuse bouche of paper-thin ox 
tongue, accompanied by raw fava beans, 
pecorino cheese and mint.

Next up is Garganega. The name doesn’t 
exactly roll off the tongue, and this grape, 
which is the predominant variety that goes 
into Soave wine, doesn’t seem to get much 
respect, either. The Ca’Rugate “Monte Alto” 
Soave Classico 2009, chosen to accompany 
our next course (tortellini in brodo), is grown 
in the volcanic soil that surrounds the Soave 
region where this white wine has been pro-
duced since Roman times. 

“Soave often gets a bad reputation for 
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Navigating the wines of Italy, starting with a sip of Veneto

Janet Gyenes is a magazine writer and editor who likes to dally in spirits, especially when 
discovering something like corenwyn jenever (a gin-like Dutch spirit)—straight or in cocktails 

like the “bramble.” Have a boozy idea or question? Send it to feedback@inprintpublications.com 
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PROSECCO PRIMER 
5 things you didn’t know

1  Prosecco is not 
just a blanket term that 
describes Italy’s answer 
to Champagne as many 
people wrongfully assume. 

2  Prosecco is specific to 
Veneto and named for the 
grape—also called Glera—
which has a number of 
subtypes. 

3  True: it’s sparkling (or 
spumante), but it’s just one 
type of effervescent wine 
that’s produced in Italy.

4  The Veronese winery, 
Alba, makes a Soave 
Spumante.

5  Unlike Champagne, 
Prosecco is not made 
in the Charmat method, 
not the classic méthode 
champenoise. 
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Sommelier Robert  
Stelmachuk’s  
5 sips of Veneto 

1. Monte del Fra Bardolino
2. Ca’Rugate “Monte Alto”  
     Soave Classico 2009
3. Brigaldara Valpolicella 
4. Ilary Cordin Amarone
5. Masi Recioto di Amarone

Sommelier 
Robert 
Stelmachuk
of Cibo 
Trattoria.
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being simplistic, but this wine proves that 
the Garganega grape can reach higher levels 
of complexity,” Stelmachuk says. Why? Most 
Soave wines aren’t aged in oak barrels—but 
this one is, giving it structure, not flavour. 
He describes it as “textural and round, with 
lemon verbena, almond skin and apricot.” 
Who says white wine can’t follow red?

Now it’s time for wine from Valpolicella, 
which is matched with a jet-black octopus 
risotto. In fact, the next three wines we’re 
going to drink come from this region north 
of Verona, whose name translates—lyri-
cally and literally—to “valley of many cellars.” 
Valpolicella’s red wines are primarily blends of 
three grape varieties: Corvina, Rondinella and 
Molinara. Their popularity is enduring, but 
not all bottles are created equally. There’s a 
hierarchy here, in price and value. Lower “tier” 
wines are great for everyday drinking. (If you 
see the word “Classico” on the label, there’s 
no need to wait for a special occasion to pop 
the cork.)

Of course, Stelmachuk wouldn’t choose 
an ordinary Valpolicella for our meal: he’s 
selected one from Brigaldara, a winery that 
sits on a slope at the mouth of the Marano 

Valley. “Valpolicella shines when you have a 
serious producer like this one who knows 
how to show off the wonderful Corvina and 
Rondinella grapes,” he says. “[It has] notes of 
baked plum fruits wrapped in saddle leather 
and spiced tobacco, finished off with baker’s 
chocolate.” What makes it so unusual is that 
unlike most reds, it’s not aged in oak barrels. 
“So what you get is a pure expression of this 
varietal and it lets it play incredibly well with 
the food.”

Finally, the wine I’ve been waiting for 
all evening—Amarone—and there are two 
varieties to taste. The Ilary Cordin Amarone 
is served with a savoury course, an earthy 
plate of grilled quail and red wine lentils. It 
has those classic flavours I remember sip-
ping that evening in Verona: dry, prune-y, 
chocolatey… To truly appreciate this top-tier 
wine’s full-bodied punch of flavour, you 
need to understand how this blend of noble 
grapes (Corvina, Rondinella and Molinara), 
is made. The grapes are laid out on straw to 
air dry, sometimes for several months.  This 
pre-Roman process is called appassimento. 
When the grapes start to shrivel up, sugar 
is concentrated and the alcohol content is 

elevated, resulting in a dry, full-bodied wine 
that’s ideal for aging and commands a heftier 
price tag too. It’s name means “big bitter” 
after all, from the Italian word for that acerbic 
quality: amaro. It’s as delicious as I recall, and 
perhaps even more so, since I’ve had time to 
appreciate its complexity.

In contrast, the Masi Recioto di Amarone 
we savour next is a dessert wine that comple-
ments our final course, a decadent walnut 
and caramel tart. 

“In this style, fermentation is arrested and 
the residual sugar left over lends a little sweet-
ness. Then it’s put in barrels where it takes on 
more acidity,” says Stelmachuk. 

“Recioto is the unsung hero of the Veneto 
region,” he adds. It’s “sweet and refined with 
hints of prunes, stewed pecan and cherry. 
Dark chocolate and raisins round out the 
finish.”

It’s a satisfying conclusion to an enchant-
ing evening, that’s transported me from 
Vancouver back to Verona. And although I 
may never get to lean over Juliet’s balcony or 
hear Luciano sing in the arena, Cibo Trattoria 
has become my new not-so-secret enoteca, 
where I can sip a luscious Amarone. 
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