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2011 – another fine vintage for Barolo? 
 
 
Walter's tasting notes from the 30-odd cask samples he has just tasted in the cellars of some 
flagship producers will be published next week. A giant assortment of tasting notes on Italian 
wines will be published tomorrow. 
 
After the phenomenally successful 2010 vintage in Barolo, which led to a complete sell-out 
judging from the empty cellars in the region, although there is still a little 2009 hanging around, 
all eyes are on the 2011. After 2003, 2007 and 2009 it is the fourth of what will be a total of five 
very hot vintages in a period of only 10 years. Within the region the vintage is not unanimously 
talked up and, depending whom you speak to and whose wine you taste, its potential ranges from 
merely good to excellent - a strong indication of the fact that site specifics, or terroir, played a 
decisive role in 2011. 
 
Equally diverse are the opinions on which previous vintage the 2011 most resembles, a telltale 
sign of how irregular the weather has been. Talk of climate change has become a permanent 
fixture in the Langhe hills. I initially thought 2011 may have some kinship with the equally hot 
2009, but the wines I have tasted so far were less marked by heat than many of the 2009s. 



 

 
 

 
Extreme heat is often translated into burning alcohol and jammy or stewed fruit (one reason I am 
always suspicious when people rave about the 'typical' aromas of dried fruit in young Barolo). 
 
Yet Federico Scarzello, who makes wine from the Sarmassa vineyard in the town of Barolo, 
thinks his 2009s have greater ageing capacity than his 2011s. '2011 is interesting, but I expect 
them to age pretty fast', he told me. '2011 was a passeggiata, a walk in the park.' That last 
comment was presumably inspired by 2012, when Barolo was plagued by hail. While 2011 was 
warm, with an exceptional heat spike during August, producers have clearly learned how to deal 
with hot weather and in general the 2011s seem fresher and notably less alcoholic than the 
2009s. 'It is impossible to put a brake on the sugar accumulation in a hot vintage', Scarzello 
explained, 'but you can delay fruit ripening when you don't prune the new shoots and leaves 
during summer too aggressively. They add much less to the photosynthesis and consequently 
sugar accumulation, so when you allow the vine to grow new shoots and don't do leaf plucking, 
the vine's energy will be geared towards these new shoots and less on grape ripening.' 
 
Scarzello also expressed some doubt as to whether Barolo's notoriously long ageing requirement 
of more than three years might be too long for the 2011s. He fears that quite a few wines may 
already be tired upon release next January. His concerns are shared by Fabio Alessandria, of G B 
Burlotto in the commune of Verduno. Alessandria also told me that his 2011s are a bit more 
generous and open, while he feels that the 2009s are less forward and ready. Only recently he 
finished the construction of an underground cellar solely dedicated to bottle ageing. 'I have 
increased the bottle ageing because of climate change and because there seems to be less and less 
acidity and ever riper fruit year after year. Why should I keep Barolo longer in oak if I lose the 
fruit? Before the reduction in cask ageing [from 24 months to 18 months from the 2010 vintage 
on], I kept the wines longer in stainless steel but I didn't really like it. Now as soon as the wine 
has reached a certain balance in tank, I bottle and age it further in bottle.' 
 
At Vajra, the estate situated on the border of Bricco delle Viole in the commune of Barolo, one 
of the highest vineyards in the region rising up to well over 450 m (1,476 ft), they are in an 
extremely good mood. Isidoro Vaira [sic], the youngest scion of the family and destined to 
become their agronomist, told me they had just acquired an additional piece in the Bricco delle 
Viole while further purchases are planned. This is no mean feat considering that prices in Barolo 
have shot up with dazzling speed. The average price of a hectare of vineyard is now well over a 
million euros. Italy may be going through one of the worst recessions ever, but the Barolo region 
seems virtually unaffected by it. 
 



 

 
 

 
Isidoro confirmed that 2011 was a hot year: 'in difficult years you see the potential of the 
individual vineyards. In hot years like 2011 Bricco Viole has an advantage because of its 
altitude.' Isidoro mentioned that flowering was early and dry and fruit set pretty regular. But 
because of a rather warm winter, a harmful caterpillar, called nottue here, quickly multiplied. It 
feeds on the young vine buds, and the caterpillars have to be removed individually from each 
vine by hand at night when they come out. Apparently they are not a recent phenomenon but one 
that rears its ugly head especially after mild winters such as that of 2004/05. At Vajra they 
sacrificed quite a bit of sleep to remove the caterpillars but, even so, yields were considerably 
reduced. 
 
At Vajra they bottled the 2011 in last August, except for the wines from the Luigi Baudana estate 
in Serralunga, which they acquired in 2009. Isidoro told me they bottled the wines so early 
because they seemed closed and needed more bottle age before being put on to the market 
around May next year. 
 
The commune of Serralunga fared well in the hot 2009 vintage, so my expectations are high for 
the 2011s grown there. 'In Serralunga heat can be very beneficial', Sergio Germano of the Ettore 
Germano estate (pictured pouring 2011s) told me. This commune's vineyards are some of the 
highest of the Barolo region. 'I think the 2011 vintage was a little hot, resulting in wines with lots 
of concentration. The 2009 is less ripe and still a little hard, while 2011 seems already 
approachable.' According to Germano, heat is never a huge problem in Serralunga, but he does 
adapt his viticultural practices according to the weather. 'My father never liked leaf plucking [the 
practice whereby leaves around the bunches are removed but which led to sunburned fruit in the 
hot 2003 vintage] and our advantage is that the Prapò and Cerretta vineyards face south west and 
never get the morning sun'. It is one of the site specifics that made all the difference in 2011. 
Germano also greatly delays the moment of green harvest or bunch thinning. 'When you do it too 
early the vine tries to compensate for the loss. The bunches that are left on the vine grow huge 
and you end up with the same yield that you had before. When I notice that the year is going to 
be hot, I initially leave more fruit on the vine, which helps to delay fruit ripening. This is 
becoming more and more important with climate change, which we notice here.' 
 
My impression that 2009 was as hot and possibly hotter than 2011 was rebutted by Claudio 
Fenocchio of Giacomo Fenocchio, who told me that in Monforte d'Alba, the commune where his 
estate lies, 2009 was slightly cooler, evidenced by a harvest that started on 2 October whereas 
the 2011 harvest started more than a week earlier. '2011 is characterised by a very early 
flowering and continuous heat during the summer.' Fenocchio explained that in spite of the heat, 



 

 
 

 
the growing cycle never stopped because of excessive water stress as it did in 2009. According to 
him, 2011 is similar to 2007, another notoriously hot vintage and he therefore chose to harvest 
earlier than usual in 2011: 'I began picking earlier than some of the other estates, to avoid super-
ripe grapes and excessive alcohol. As soon as we had reached 14% potential alcohol in the 
grapes we started. I just know we have sufficient polyphenolic ripeness without doing any 
further analysis when the stalks have turned red and are no longer green.' 
 
Fenocchio is known for his passion of very long maceration, the time the wine remains in contact 
with the skins. Once scorned by those who were called modernists, who claimed that the 
procedure would leech out too much tannin, Fenocchio fearlessly macerates his Barolos for up to 
90 days, because, as he rightly points out, it results in more complex wines with a finer tannic 
structure. Unusually for him, he will bottle the 2011s in December, a full five months earlier than 
normal. But although he thinks that 2011 will be a vintage that is already quite approachable, this 
early bottling is not inspired by the idea that the wines will lose fruit if they stay in cask longer. 
He is bottling early simply because all of his 2010s are sold out. Lucky him. 
 
Someone who wouldn't dream of bottling his 2011s right now is Alfio Cavalloto from the 
eponymous estate in Castiglione Falletto. The estate's policy is never to let journalists taste from 
cask, which presented me with a dilemma, as I had come especially to taste a preview of the 
2011 vintage. But generous Alfio led me into the cellar where my increasing enthusiasm for 
what I was tasting stimulated a steady flow of samples drawn from numerous casks right up to 
the 2014 vintage. His 2011s will be bottled only in March next year because Alfio thinks they 
are more potent and more tannic than the 2009s. 
 
The big difference between 2009 and 2011 is that the heat was much more evenly distributed 
throughout the growing cycle in 2011, even if it was always much hotter than average. In 2009, 
on the other hand, extreme heat spikes created acute water stress, which forced the vines to shut 
down and stop the ripening process. In 2011 the heat, and sugars, built up steadily. Alfio also 
told me that alcohol levels didn't go through the roof in 2011, and are well below 15%. How did 
he manage that? Again, site specifics come into play: 'It depends on the vineyards and we didn't 
use any manure, because that would have increased the level of potassium in the soil, which 
would have promoted an even quicker ripening and a bigger sugar accumulation, increasing the 
total alcohol. That can be an advantage in cool years, but not in years such as 2011 that are early 
or hot. Plus, from 1997 on we have learned how to deal with hot vintages and we stopped doing 
leaf plucking altogether. We have a temperature average from 1997 on that is way higher than 
the norm'. 



 

 
 

 
 
Michele Chiarlo, the very sprightly éminence grise of La Morra who presides over an enviably 
extensive 9 ha of one of the commune's best vineyards, Cerequio, told me that he considers 2011 
a classic vintage. 'My son and I think that 2011 is more complete than 2010, especially with 
regards to the tannins, piu grintosi, more gutsy. I compare it to 1990. I remember presenting the 
1990s during a tasting in Germany and the journalists present thought it was already so open and 
approachable.' 1990 remains a vintage of opulence but with more longevity than anticipated by 
many. 'Maybe you see the heat more in 2009', Chiarlo told me. '2011 was quite hot as well, but it 
was also anticipated because it started early in March and with flowering 20 days earlier than 
usual. This advance was kept up to the end.' Why does he think 2011 may be less stewed than 
2009 if it was very hot? 'There was continuation and no heat spikes like in 2009 that burnt the 
fruit. The heat didn't come unexpectedly and hence there was more uniformity.' His beautifully 
balanced 2011 Cerequio seems to prove Chiarlo's point eloquently. 
 
Another one whose 2011s defy the stereotype of a hot and alcoholic vintage is Valter Fissore, 
who, together with his wife, runs the Elvio Cogno estate in Novello. Although a robust, bullish 
yet jovial man himself, his wines are typified by an elegance which seems to betray a love for 
Burgundy. 'I prefer 2011 to 2009 because the tannins are finer and fresher. Perhaps it is 
comparable to 1989', Fissore told me. 'It was a little hot, but Ravera [one of the estate's 
vineyards] almost always gives better results in hot years.' Here the vines are planted at a cool 
380 m (1,247 ft). For five years he has been practising an organic approach in the vineyards, 
resulting in less compacted soil which absorbed the little rain that fell in 2011 immediately, 
before the rain had the chance to run off the steep slope. Although Fissore's 2011s seem more 
hedonistic and a little more opulent than the 2010s, they are characterised by tangy succulent 
fruit and elegant palate weight, the signature Elvio Cogno style, which Fissore managed to 
maintain convincingly in this vintage. 
 
It is practically impossible to generalise about the 2011 based on the wines I tasted in situ, and 
also because I cherry-picked the producers I wanted to visit while wilfully leaving out the mid-
performers, which may distort the general impression a little. But I will more than make up for it 
in spring 2015 when the wines are launched in the UK. I admit that I truly like the 2011s as the 
vintage seems much fresher than I had anticipated, while having the added advantage of being 
approachable in their youth. They will probably prove suitable for mid-term cellaring only, 
which will give us something to drink while we wait for the 2008s and 2010s to come round. 
One thing seems already clear, though: the quality of the 2011 vintage will be determined by site 



 

 
 

 
and terroir. While almost everyone managed to make good wine in 2010, the 2011 will separate 
the grain from the chaff. 


