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UMBR I A
In the
medieval
hill town of
Montefalco,
generosity
is as robust
as the wine
By TK
Photographs by
TK
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I

should have known better. I was standing
amid vine rows heavy with fruit on a September evening a few weeks before the sagrantino
harvest at Arnaldo Caprai winery in Umbria.
I had arrived after a flight to Rome and a
two-hour drive northwest to the hilltop town
of Montefalco. Now I was looking forward
to dinner. So when Marco Caprai, the winery’s rugged-faced owner, suggested that we “go into town for a
drink first,” I was disappointed. Inside the winery’s kitchen, Salvatore Denaro, Caprai’s chef, was cooking for us, tucking just-stuffed
pork sausages into a bed of simmering sagrantino grapes, and moving a mountain of diced pancetta to a stockpot for ragù. I wanted
to watch him work. What sort of lousy timing was this for a side
trip to a cocktail bar?
Twenty minutes later, when I found myself at Macelleria-Norcineria Tagliavento in neighboring Bevagna, I felt silly. In butcher
Rosita Cariana’s shop, beneath hundreds of dangling prosciuttos—
tails on—we stood at a counter and devoured salumi: tender roast
porchetta, heady with herbs; salty-sweet spala from the pig’s shoul-

der; buttery guanciale; prosciutto, smooth as silk; a soft, garlicky
sausage, salsiccia; and lean, chewy lonza, dry-cured tenderloin. To
go with it? Caprai’s white wine, Grecante, made from grechetto, an
Umbrian varietal. Brisk and vivacious with a peach-blossom fragrance, it cut through the fat and met the pork’s sweetness straight
on. Bingo. I should never have doubted the gastronomic impulses
of an Umbrian.
In the undulating Apennine foothills of il cuore verde d’Italia—
“the green heart of Italy”—Umbria was a sleepy agricultural corner
of the stern Papal States for 500 years until the country’s unification.
The culture remains more retiring than that of showy Tuscany to its
west. But Umbria is nevertheless full of riches. “We’ve always been a
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poor region,” said Chiara Lungarotti,
of the Giorgio Lungarotti Winery,
one of the most prominent winemakers here. “But we share what we have.”
Of that on offer, perhaps nothing is
more potent than Montefalco’s sagrantino wine.
Inky and intense, sagrantino is a
tiny grape with a colossal personality.
Its thick skin is loaded with the polyphenols that yield the world’s most
tannic red wine, and one of its most
flavorful. Acidity, color, sugar, alcohol, and loads of fruit—sagrantino has
them all, along with a mouth-drying
bite like that of strong black tea. It is
unique enough to have no known relations among Italy’s other vines, and
with possible mentions stretching as
far back as Pliny the Elder, it may have
a pedigree as deep as its character. In
the San FrancescoCK church of this
medieval town, a 1451 fresco shows
Saint Francis with what’s said to be a
jug of the stuff.
This wine, with which Francis and
his descendants administered sacraments, and which lay people drank
at Easter with roast pigeon and lamb,
was sweet. Sagrantino passito, as the
sweet version is called, is made by airdrying harvested grapes to concentrate
their sugars. But those sugars are balanced by copious tannins, which is
why the wine can be sipped alongside
roast meats as well as sweets like Montefalco’s crumbly corn flake–coated
biscotti.
In the 1970s, Marco Caprai’s father,
Arnaldo, was among the winemakers
who created sagrantino’s dry expression. Through relentless research into
trellising, pruning, cellaring, and
the grape’s many hybridCK varieties (which he collected from local gardens),
the younger Caprai managed to make
the dry wine sing. Today, dry sagrantino,
like sagrantino passito, is protected under
DOCG (Denominazione di Origine Controllata e Garantita) status. It’s a serious wine,
its shoulders broadened by an obligatory 30
months of aging, 18 of those in oak. But

despite that solid resting period, its tannins
are often so clenched up that it can take several more years in the bottle to relax.
As a fan of leaner, lighter wines, I had
come to Montefalco to see if I could love
this beast. It was a task I may have found
much harder had the winemakers not fed me
so much and so well—as Umbrians do with
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folks they want to ingratiate. What I
discovered is that sagrantino, lumbering as it can be, plays nice with food,
as well as with other varietals.
After dinner at the Caprai winery,
we set off for our third meal of the
night, at the excellent Hotel Villa Roncalli, where chef Maria Luisa Scolastra
threw rosemary, fennel, and juniper
berries into a pan of searing pork loin
and served it with Caprai’s Collepiano.
The sagrantino was at first as tight as a
fine Italian suit; but then its spice and
leather snuck up on me, and its earthy
richness, boosted by ample acidity, lingered in my mouth. A muscular wine,
it was made for dark forest flavors; had
there been boar on hand, it could have
easily replaced the pork.
“Cinghiale—wild boar—is typical
with sagrantino. It’s very dark meat,”
Iacopo Pambuffetti, young and wildhaired, told me the following evening
when he and his cousin Liù hosted
me for dinner at his family’s winery.
Called Scacciadiavoli, “cast out the
devil,” after the work of a local exorcist, the winery is set on an 1884 estate
that the cousins’ grandfather bought
from a prince who sold it to become
a Catholic ascetic (“This is very normal in Italy,” said Iacopo.) From the
kitchen came other dark meat dishes:
fresh, chewy tagliatelle draped in a
goose ragù; veal medallions smothered in wild mushrooms and a black
truffle sauce. The cook was a winery
worker named Ricki Simonetta. In a
region where, as Iacopo told it, “People
trade peppers and spices to make sausages in fall, and in
spring, groups go out
to find wild plants,”
Simonetta is the
consummate MontefalconCK: “She has three truffle dogs and
three daughters; she thinks more about her
pig, cow, and rabbit than she does about her
kids,” said Iacopo, not quite joking.
ith the dishes, Liù opened a few bottles that
showed how sagrantino, though shrouded
in tannins and dark fruit, could still reveal
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Placeholder Text: The Swedish
island of Oland, off the mainland’s southeastern coast, is a
popular vacation spot. In the village of Vickleby, stay at the Bo
Pension (46/0485-36001; bopensionat.se), which has a good
traditional restaurant. The festivities, which feature a majstång
(maypole), and refreshments,
start on the town green at 2 p.m.

different faces. Picked in mid-October, after most others have
been harvested, sagrantino grapes endure Umbria’s fickle autumn
weather, so the vintages vary in intriguing ways. Though I would
have expected the older wine to be more mellow, Liù’s 2007 sagrantino was actually softer and richer than the angular, close-mouthed
2006. Still, with their brooding spice and dark berry and balsamic
flavors, both seemed fit for a winery with the devil in its name.
It’s the devil in the details, of course, that makes things interesting. The area’s blended red, montefalco rosso, is made primarily with
Italy’s ubiquitous sangiovese grape, but the wine gains its Umbrian
gravitas from a dose of sagrantino. At Terre de la Custodia winery, I
sampled one of these blends over dinner with the strapping, blonde
Giampaolo Farchioni, scion of a family that settled here from Austria
in the 15th century. To a table set against windows offering sweeping views of the estate, Massimo Infarinati, Farchioni’s chef, sent
out plate after delicious plate. There was a sweet pecorino flan with
a bright, chunky tomato sauce. We ate it with the Farchionis’ flowery
grechetto, called Plentis. Then came tagliatelle dressed in a veal ragù
aromatic with a long-simmered soffrito, veal and chicken stocks, and
the winery’s montefalco rosso. I tangled that delectable pasta onto my
fork, and tasted it between sips of the wine with which it was made.
The rosso’s currant like sangiovese flavor gave in to the sagrantino’s
mocha-accented finish. It cleansed my palate with tart fruit and then
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11⁄2 tbsp. minced sage
3 cloves garlic, minced
Kosher salt and freshly
ground black pepper, to
taste
For the pork:
3 tbsp. lard or olive oil
2 oz. guanciale or pancetta,
minced
1 1-lb. pork tenderloin
Kosher salt and freshly
ground black pepper, to
taste
1 tbsp. juniper berries
4 sprigs rosemary
3 sprigs thyme
2 bay leaves
2 cloves garlic, minced
2 sprigs wild flowering fennel (optional)
1 cup fruity white wine, such
as grechetto (see page TK)
1 cup chicken stock

1 Make the potatoes: Heat oil in
a 12” skillet over medium-high.
Cook potatoes until golden,
10–12 minutes. Stir in green
beans, sage, garlic, salt, and pepper and reduce heat to medium;
cook, covered, until potatoes and
green beans are tender, 6–8 minutes. Transfer to a bowl; keep
warm.
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Biscotti al Cereali

(Umbrian Snowflake Cookies)
makes 28 cookies

The sticky dough for these chocolate chip cookies (pictured
above) from Scacciadiavoli winery, helps the cornflakes adhere.
2 1⁄ 2
1
1
⁄4
11⁄4
10

cups flour
tsp. baking powder
tsp. kosher salt
cups sugar
tbsp. unsalted butter,
softened
3 eggs
6 cups cornflakes cereal (2
cups lightly crushed, 4
cups whole)
3
⁄4 cup semisweet chocolate
chips
Confectioners’ sugar, for
garnish

Heat oven to 350°. Whisk flour,
baking powder, and salt in a
bowl. In another bowl and using
an electric hand mixer, cream

sugar and butter until fluffy.
Add eggs, one a time, beating
well after each addition. Add
dry ingredients; mix until dough
forms. Fold in crushed cornflakes and the chocolate chips.
Divide dough into 28 balls; roll
in whole cornflakes. Space 1”
apart on parchment paper–lined
baking sheets. Bake until golden
and crisp, 20–22 minutes. Let
cookies cool; dust with confectioners’ sugar.

2 Make the pork: Wipe skillet clean and melt lard over
medium-high. Cook guanciale
until crisp, 2–3 minutes. Using a
slotted spoon, transfer guanciale
to a plate; set aside. Season pork
with salt and pepper; cook, turning as needed, until browned and
crisp all over, 8–10 minutes. Add
juniper berries, rosemary, thyme,
bay leaves, garlic and, if using,
the fennel; cook until fragrant,
1–2 minutes. Add wine; cook,
stirring and scraping up browned
bits from bottom of skillet, until
evaporated, 12–15 minutes.
Add stock; boil. Reduce heat to
medium; cook, slightly covered,
until an instant-read thermometer inserted into thickest part
of pork reads 145°. Transfer pork
to a cutting board and let rest 5
minutes; slice 1⁄2” thick crosswise
and divide between plates. Simmer sauce until reduced by half,

Filetto di Maiale con
Bacche di Ginepro
(Pork with Juniper Berries)
serves 4

Juniper berries and fresh herbs
add earthiness to this panseared pork dish (pictured on
page TK) from TK winery.
For the potatoes:
1
⁄3 cup olive oil
1 lb. russet potatoes, peeled
and cut into 1” pieces
10 oz. green beans, trimmed
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10–12 minutes. Discard herbs;
stir in reserved guanciale, salt
and pepper. Spoon sauce over
pork; serve with potatoes.

Rigatoni all’Amatriciana
(Rigatoni with Pancetta Tomato
Sauce)
serv es 6 –8

This version of the classic Lazio
region pasta (pictured on page
TK) comes from the Arnaldo
Caprai winery.
2 tbsp. olive oil
1 12-oz. piece pancetta, cut
into 1⁄4” pieces
1 tsp. crushed red chile
flakes
1 large yellow onion, minced
Kosher salt, to taste
1 cup fruity white wine, such
as grechetto (see page TK)
1 28-oz. can plus 1 (16-oz.)
can whole peeled tomatoes, crushed by hand
1 lb. rigatoni
1
⁄4 cup grated Pecorino
Romano, plus more for
garnish

Heat 2 tbsp. oil in a 6-qt. saucepan over medium; cook pancetta
until browned and crisp, 10–12
minutes. Add chile flakes, onion,
and salt; cook until onion is
golden, 10–12 minutes. Add
wine; cook, stirring and scraping
up browned bits from pan, until
reduced by three-quarters, 12–15
minutes. Add tomatoes; boil.
Reduce heat to medium; cook
until sauce is thickened, about 45
minutes. Meanwhile, cook pasta
in salted boiling water until al
dente, about 14 minutes. Drain
pasta and stir into sauce with
pecorino; cook 2 minutes more.
Garnish with pecorino.

Rucola con Pecorino,
Pinoli e Pere
(Arugula with Pecorino,
Pine Nuts, and Pear)
serv es 4

Raisins add a subtle sweetness
to this simple salad (pictured on
page TK) from the Il Verziere
winery.
3 tbsp. raisins

1 cup boiling water
1 tbsp. fresh lemon juice
2 ripe pears, peeled, cored,
and thinly sliced
5 oz. baby arugula
Kosher salt and freshly
ground black pepper, to
taste
4 oz. Pecorino Romano
3 tbsp. pine nuts, lightly
toasted
1
⁄4 cup balsamic vinegar
1
⁄2 cup olive oil

pass through potato ricer into
a bowl. Stir in flour, salt, and
eggs until dough forms. Transfer dough to a work surface;
knead until smooth, 1–2 minutes. Divide dough into 6 balls.
Working with 1 ball at a time,
and using hands, roll dough
into a 20” rope, about 3⁄4” thick.
Cut crosswise into 1” pieces and
transfer to a baking sheet; toss
with some flour to prevent sticking. Chill until ready to use.

Combine raisins and water in
a bowl; let sit 20 minutes and
drain. Toss lemon juice with
pears in a bowl. Arrange arugula
on a serving platter; season with
salt and pepper. Top with pears
and shave pecorino over the top;
sprinkle with the raisins and pine
nuts. Whisk balsamic, salt, and
pepper in a bowl. While whisking, slowly drizzle in oil until
emulsified; drizzle over salad.

2 Heat oil and butter in a 12”
skillet over medium. Cook
guanciale until fat renders, 4–6
minutes. Add onion; cook until
golden, 8–10 minutes. Add wine;
cook until evaporated, 20–22
minutes. Add cream, salt, and
pepper; boil. Let sauce cool
slightly, then transfer to a blender
and purée until smooth; return
to skillet and keep warm.

TK Name

(Gnocchi in Sagrantino Cream
Sauce)
serv es 6 –8

A reduction of Sagrantino wine,
along with guanciale and aromatics, flavors the sauce for this
creamy dish (pictured on page
TK) from Antonelli winery.
1 lb. russet potatoes
1 1⁄4 cups flour, plus more
2 tsp. kosher salt, plus more
to taste
2 eggs, lightly beaten
1 tbsp. olive oil
1 tbsp. unsalted butter
2 oz. guanciale (see page
TK) or pancetta, minced
1 small yellow onion, thinly
sliced
1 1⁄2 cups dry red wine, such as
Sagrantino di Montefalco
1 1⁄4 cups heavy cream
Freshly ground black pepper, to taste
1
⁄3 cup grated parmesan, plus
more for garnish

1 Boil potatoes in a 6-qt. saucepan of salted water. Reduce heat
to medium-low; cook until potatoes are tender, 25–30 minutes.
Drain potatoes, then peel and

medium-high. Cook garlic until
golden, 2–3 minutes. Add tomatoes, salt, and pepper; cook until
broken down and slightly thickened, 10–12 minutes. Add basil;
cook 5 minutes and keep warm.
2 Heat oven to 300°. Grease
six 6-oz. ramekins with butter
and place in a 9”x 13” baking dish. Whisk eggs in a bowl
until frothy. Whisk in cream,
pecorino, and pepper until
smooth; pour into prepared
ramekins. Pour boiling water
into baking dish to come halfway up the sides of ramekins;
bake until golden brown and
slightly puffed, about 1 hour 20
minutes. Divide reserved sauce
between 6 shallow bowls; invert
1 flan into center of each bowl.

TK Name

(Veal with Mushroom Truffle
Sauce)

3 Bring a large pot of salted
water to a boil, and working in
batches, cook gnocchi until tender, 4–5 minutes. Using a slotted
spoon, transfer gnocchi to skillet with sauce. Stir in parmesan,
salt, and pepper. Garnish with
more parmesan.

serv es 6

Shaved truffle and a touch of
butter and stirred enrich the
sauce for this pan-fried veal (pictured on page TK) from the
Scacciadiavoli winery.
⁄3 cup olive oil
2 lb. veal cutlets, pounded
1
⁄6” thick
Kosher salt and freshly
ground black pepper, to
taste
12 white button mushrooms,
thinly sliced
11⁄2 tbsp. minced rosemary
1
⁄2 tsp. crushed red chile
flakes
6 cloves garlic, thinly sliced
3 tbsp. flour
11⁄4 cup chicken stock
1 small fresh or canned black
truffle (see page TK)
2 tbsp. unsalted butter,
cubed and chilled
1

TK Name

(Pecorino Flans with Tomato
Sauce)
serv es 6

At the Terre de Lacustodia winery, fluffy pecorino-laden flans
are served with a simple tomato
sauce (pictured on page TK).
⁄4 cup olive oil
6 cloves garlic, minced
1 28-oz. can whole peeled
tomatoes, crushed by hand
Kosher salt and freshly
ground black pepper, to
taste
8 large basil leaves, roughly
chopped
Unsalted butter, for
greasing
6 eggs
21⁄4 cups heavy cream
13⁄4 cups grated Pecorino
Romano
1

Heat half the oil in a 12” skillet over medium-high. Season
veal with salt and pepper; working in batches, cook, flipping
once, until browned, 6–8 minutes and transfer to a plate. Add
remaining oil to skillet; cook
mushrooms until browned, 5–7
minutes. Add rosemary, chile

1 Heat oil in a 12” skillet over
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flakes, garlic, salt, and pepper;
cook 2–3 minutes. Sprinkle in
flour; cook 2 minutes. Add stock;
boil. Return veal to skillet; cook
until sauce is slightly thickened,
2–3 minutes. Shave half the truffle into skillet and remove from
heat; stir in butter. Transfer to a
serving platter. Shave remaining
truffle over the top.

TK Name

(Tagliatelle with Goose Ragù)
serv es 6 –8

Minced rosemary and sage
lighten up this hearty ragù (pictured on page TK) from the
Scacciadiavoli winery.
1
⁄3 cup olive oil
10 oz. boneless, skinless
goose breast (see page
TK), minced
6 oz. goose liver (see page
TK), minced
2 tbsp. minced rosemary
11⁄2 tbsp. minced sage
1 tsp. crushed red chile
flakes
2 stalks celery, minced
1 carrot, minced
1 small yellow onion, minced
1 cup fruity white wine, such
as  grechetto (see page
TK)
1 28-oz. can whole peeled
tomatoes, crushed by
hand
 Kosher salt and freshly
ground black pepper, to
taste
1 lb. tagliatelle
Grated parmesan, for
garnish

Heat 1 tbsp. oil in a 12” skillet over medium-high. Cook
minced goose until browned,
5–7 minutes; transfer to a bowl.
Cook liver until browned, 4–6
minutes; transfer to bowl with
minced goose. Add remaining oil to skillet; cook rosemary,
sage, chile flakes, celery, carrot,
and onion until golden, 8–10
minutes. Add wine; cook until
evaporated, 5–7 minutes. Add
tomatoes, salt, and pepper; cook
until sauce is thickened, 20–22
minutes. Stir in reserved goose
and liver. Meanwhile, cook pasta

