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GAJA: BARBARESCO THE DOMAINE

Many of the world’s foremost wine regions have been blessed with ambassadors that have driven forward the reputation of their region
as much as that of their own wines. The Pontac family of Haut-Brion launched London’s penchant for top-class claret; Baron Le Roy
of Chateau Fortia fought for the protection of the Chateauneuf-du-Pape name, creating the Appellation system in the process; Daumas
Gassac proved that the Languedoc was capable of producing great wine and Vin de Pays wasn’t shorthand (well, longhand actually)
for plonk. Gaja is one of those names. It is the name that flung Barbaresco into the limelight after years in Barolo’s shadow. It is the
name that pioneered single vineyard bottlings to demonstrate the individuality of the region’s best terroir. It is also a name that was
emblazoned across all their labels in far bigger font than Barbaresco and a name that has outgrown its Piedmontese roots to become
synonymous with wines of the highest quality from estates across Italy.
The Gaja story begins in Spain (hence the ‘J’ in their name), but during the 1600s they emigrated to north west Italy and settled
in the Piedmont region, although it wasn’t until 1859 that Giovanni Gaja established the a winery in Barbaresco and the family’s path
was decided. Despite fathering 8 children, Giovanni was only prepared to let one of them (Angelo) take over the family business
thanks to the excessive drinking and gambling of the other seven, but this was a decision that proved to be fortuitous as Angelo was
a conscientious and quality minded winemaker that received numerous prizes for the quality of his wines.
Not all of this success was due solely to Angelo’s talent as a winemaker. He had married a strong-willed and confident woman named
Clotilde Rey and it was her that pushed her husband to purchase vineyard land in only the very best sites of Barbaresco, a commitment
to quality that continues at Gaja to this day. Angelo and Clotilde had a son named Giovanni, who was raised in the winery and duly
took over winemaking duties from his father. It was Giovanni who really established Gaja as a leader in Barbaresco (he served as the
mayor for 25 years) and was considered to be a man of great stature, putting the name of the region on the label and vintage dating
the bottlings while taking the quality of the wines to new heights. He was renowned as a great taster and expert on the local terroir, so
following the second world war he added to the family’s landholdings by purchasing vines in Sorì Tilden (named after Clotilde), Sorì
San Lorenzo, Costa Russi and Darmagi.
In 1961, Giovanni’s son Angelo (named after his grandfather, now a family tradition with Angelo’s son named Giovanni) joined the
domaine to learn his trade alongside estate manager Gino Cavallo and latterly Guido Rivella, who remains at the estate to this day.
Angelo was (and is) a big personality, brimming with confidence in himself and his wines. In the last 50 years he has travelled the
globe and taken the Gaja name from being a local leader to an international superstar in the wine world, commanding big prices and
receiving critical acclaim from commentators and collectors all over the world.
Angelo has been a pioneer in the vineyard, the winery and in the way he markets his wines. He was the first to dramatically reduce
yields (back in the 60s) and made numerous changes to the viticultural regime in a bid to improve the quality of his fruit. He demanded
the highest standards from his coopers, choosing his wood tree by tree and having it aged for three years before it was turned in
small barriques (not foudres, as was the tradition). In 1967 Angelo began bottling the finest parcels of his 100ha estate as single
vineyard cuvées, and in 1978 he was the first in the region to plant international varietals when he turned the Darmagi vineyard over
to Cabernet Sauvignon. His Grandfather wasn’t impressed and used to grumble “darmagi” when he walked past the vines - “What a
pity” in Piedmontese and the inspiration behind the name of the wine.
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Barbaresco
Despite being the domaine that established the reputation of Barbaresco as one of the world’s great wine regions, Angelo Gaja was
also famous for removing the name from his top (single vineyard) wines so that he could introduce 5% of Barbera into the blend. This
was a nod to traditional practice in the region, but Angelo’s decision was roundly criticised by his peers who felt that it was something
of a betrayal. As ever, Angelo was convinced that his decision was correct and he did the same with his Barolo wine ‘Sperss’, effectively
declassifying his four best wines to the lowly category of ‘Langhe Nebbiolo’. Despite being cast as a traitor in some quarters, Gaja still
produces the finest of all Barbarescos, which is a blend of fruit from 14 parcels in the central part of the DOCG. This Barbaresco is the
most important wine in a stable that includes a Barolo, the 5 single vineyard Langhe wines and three white wines.
The region is smaller than its more illustrious neighbour Barolo, with just under 700ha of vines in total. It wasn’t until the late 19th
century that the style of Barbaresco that we know today began to emerge, when the oenologist at the Barbaresco co-operative (now
known as Produttori del Barbaresco) began to ferment the wines to dryness rather than the previous style of sweet red wine. The
region’s soils are predominantly calcareous marl and they yield wines that are typically lighter than the nebbiolos of Barolo, where there
is a higher clay content in the soil. The wines must be aged for two years (one in oak) in order to qualify for the DOCG. Production of
the Gaja Barbaresco starts with a three week fermentation in stainless steel before being matured in wood for two years - 12 months
in barrique and 12 months Slovenian oak foudre.

