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THE WINES OF SASSICAIA

THE HISTORY

‘Legendary’ and ‘Iconic’ are two of the most overused words in the wine lexicon, but there are some estates that are more than deserving of such
praise. Tenuta San Guido, the home of Sassicaia, is one such estate and genuinely one of the ‘Grand Marques’ of the wine world.
The Sassicaia story is tied to that of the family that now own the estate and in particular the man that first planted Cabernet Sauvignon in Bolgheri:
Marchese Mario Incisa della Rocchetta. The Incisa family can trace their lineage back to Medieval times, but it was Mario’s great-grandfather
Leopoldo Incisa that brought oenological matters to the family’s attention during the 1840s. After retiring from his position in the Austro-Hungarian
government Leopoldo moved back to the family estate, dedicating himself to studying viticulture and writing a number of books on the subject
of international and indigenous vine varieties. 100 years later, Mario Incisa was inspired by Leopoldo’s work and decided to plant Cabernet
Sauvignon vines at Tenuta San Guido thanks to similarities between the terroir of the Graves (in Bordeaux) and that of Bolgheri. The Marchese
had taken ownership of the estate in 1930, following his marriage to Clarice della Gheradesca.
Although the first few vintages were not enthusiastically received by the friends and family that drank them, Mario decided to cellar a few cases
of each vintage. Upon revisiting them a few years later, he discovered that they had improved significantly with age and so in 1965 he decided to
expand the vineyards with more Cabernet Sauvignon and a proportion of another Bordeaux variety - Cabernet Franc. To this day the vineyards of
Tenuta San Guido remain a combination of Sauvignon (85%) and Franc (15%). Before long there were more innovations on the horizon - Mario
decided to dispense with the large oak casks that were (and still are in many places) a symbol of traditional winemaking, in favour of small French
barriques. This caused as much of a stir as the introduction of Cabernet, but within a couple of generations they had become standard issue for
quality conscious producers across Tuscany.
In 1968 the first commercial vintage was released to resounding critical acclaim and a new star was born. Although the term ‘Super-Tuscan’
was coined following the release of Tignanello in the late 70s, Sassicaia was the inspiration and the whole movement could not have happened
without the innovation of the Incisa family and original winemaker Giacomo Tachis. Giacomo Tachis was employed as winemaker by Mario’s
cousin Lodovico Antinori (who went on to establish Tignanello, Solaia, Ornellaia and Guado Al Tasso among others) and was drafted in to Tenuta
San Guido in order to blend the inaugural vintage.
In 1983 Mario Incisa della Rocchetta passed away, leaving his son Nicolo in charge of the estate that he had so effectively established. Nicolo
has been every bit as dedicated to the success of Sassicaia as his father and under his stewardship the wines of Tenuta San Guido have gone
on to become world famous. Giacomo Tachis retired in 1992 and today the winemaker is Nicolo’s stepson Sebastiano Rosa. Having studied
winemaking in the USA before working at Chateau Lafite and Argiano, Sebastiano is an immensely skilled winemaker in his own right and has
continued to improve Sassicaia - recent vintages have shown remarkable consistency at the highest level, with the 2006 approaching the quality
of the fabled 1985.
Pictures: Top left - Sassicaia’s famous label with star insignia
Bottom left - Sebastiano Rosa (left) and Nicolo Incisa della Rocchetta (right)
Right - The family home at Tenuta San Guido
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When Sassicaia was first released as a commercial venture in 1968 it had to be labelled as ‘Vino da Tavola’ due to the fact that it was made from
Cabernet Sauvignon. This would have disqualified the wine from any of the legal denominations, as would the decision to begin fermenting and
ageing the wine in small French oak barriques. In actual fact there were no regulations to violate - Sassicaia was a wine in the vinous wilderness.
Not only were the grapes and barrels used for Sassicaia causing a stir, the very fact that a wine of such quality was being produced in Bolgheri
was revolutionary. Chianti and Brunello di Montalcino had already established their reputations as fine wine regions, but the marshland down by
the Tuscan coast had never been considered as an auspicious location for growing vines. Despite the consistent success of Sassicaia and the
establishment of other world class estates in Bolgheri (Ornellaia and Le Macchiole to name just two), it wasn’t until 1994 that the Italian authorities
gave the go ahead for an official Bolgheri D.O.C. This was a proud moment for the Incisa della Rocchetta family and the D.O.C regulations were
effectively written by the team at Tenuta San Guido - after all, it was Sassicaia that had shown what the Bolgheri terroir was capable of.
Today there are 45 wine producers in the Bolgheri zone, 33 of which have joined together to form the ‘Consorzio per la Tutela dei Vini Bolgheri
DOC’. This organisation was founded to bring together growers, wine producers and bottlers in order to protect the reputation of the 960 hectares
of land within the boundaries of Bolgheri. They work alongside the universities to further research and analysis of the territory and with the
legislators to make sure the D.O.C zone is properly managed. The result is a thriving wine community headed, of course, by Tenuta San Guido,
who were granted their own sub-section of the D.O.C, called simply ‘Bolgheri Sassicaia’.
Geologically the hills of Bolgheri are rich in minerals and form an amphitheatre that is ideally positioned to take advantage of the climatically
moderating influence of the sea. The terroir is a rich mix of stony, alluvial solid that are ideal for Cabernet and clay rich sandy soil that is great
for platings of Merlot. The soil composition varies greatly throughout the region but one constant is the chain of hills that runs from Bibbona to
Castagneto, creating a protective barrier that shelters the region from the cold northerly winds during the winter.
Sassicaia is located in the north of the Bolgheri zone, in its own sub-section of the D.O.C zone. The estate is huge, incorporating a wildlife reserve
and renowned stud farm for rearing thoroughbred horses (a practice that predates the wine at San Guido). In total there are 75 hectares of vines
planted, split between six different parcels. Castiglioncello, Doccino and Quercione are planted near woodland and vary in altitude from 200300m above sea level. Slightly lower down and located at the heart of the estate are San Martino and Mandrioli, while Sassicaia and Aianova
are at 80m above the sea.
As the name Sassicaia implies (‘place of stones’) and the picture (above right) shows, much of the soils on the estate are stony, giving excellent
drainage and providing ideal conditions for growing Cabernet.
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LE DIFESE & GUIDALBERTO

As is now common practice for quality focused wineries across the world, Tenuta San Guido produce a second and third wine - ‘Guidalberto’
and ‘Le Difese’ respectively.
‘Guidalberto’ is named after the man that built the famous tree-lined road from Bolgheri town to San Guido, Guidalberto Della Gherardesca. He
was an ancestor of Marchese Mario’s wife and an early pioneer of vine growing in the Bolgheri region and his road building was referred to by
the renowned poet Giosuè Carducci. The wine is a blend of Cabernet Sauvignon (45%), Merlot (45%) and Sangiovese (10%). The Cabernet is
fruit that would be destined for Sassicaia (and vinified accordingly), but falls short at the final barrel selection before bottling. The remainder of the
blend is Merlot and Sangiovese fruit that is grown on the separate Guidalberto vineyards that are outside of the designated Bolgheri Sassicaia
D.O.C zone. Guidalberto is aged for 12 months in a mix of French and American barrels, with annual production at around 150,000 bottles.
‘Le Difese’ is the newest addition to the portfolio and is bottled under the I.G.T classification. It is a blend of Cabernet Sauvignon (70%) and
Sangiovese (30%), aged for 12 months in a mix of French and American oak barrels. Annual production is about 120,000 bottles.
			
Available

Retail price

Tasting special
bottle price

1: 2007 Le Difese							
13% ABV
					

2 (more available)

£19.95

£17.96

2: 2007 Guidalberto						
14% ABV					

2 (more available)

£37.95

£34.16

3: 2003 Guidalberto						
13.5% ABV					

n/a		

n/a

n/a

SASSICAIA: THE 2000s
THE WINES OF SASSICAIA
Sassicaia, meaning ‘place of stones’, is the flagship wine of Tenuta San Guido and reflects the varietal split of the vineyards - 85% Cabernet
Sauvignon and 15% Cabernet Franc. Following a maceration and fermentation period of 15 days the wine is transferred into French oak
barriques for 24 months, 33% of which are new.
The noughties were an excellent decade for Tuscan wines, with only 2002 being uniformly problematic for Bolgheri’s winemakers. Even then, the
Sassicaia ‘02 was something of a triumph in the face of difficult conditions. The estate came in for criticism from some quarters in the early part
of the decade, although the Wine Spectator remained effusive in its praise.
Tonight we will taste three wines, from the classic 2001, the (very) warm 2003 and the much lauded 2006 - a vintage that is being spoken
about in the same breath as the legendary 1985.

			
Available

Retail price

Tasting special
bottle price

4: 2006 Sassicaia							
13.5% ABV
					

2		

£160

£144

5: 2003 Sassicaia							
14% ABV					

30		

£135

£121.50

6: 2001 Sassicaia							
13.5% ABV					

3		

£195

£175.50
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SASSICAIA: THE 1990s

The 1990s were really a decade of two halves for Bolgheri and Sassicaia. Following a great vintage in ‘90, the ‘91, ‘92 and ‘94 (the first vintage
of the new D.O.C) were all difficult years. 1993 was slightly better, but it wasn’t until ‘95 that things really picked up before a succession of
excellent years continued right through until the next decade.
Tonight we will taste from the austere 1993 vintage, the underrated 1996 and the excellent 1999, a vintage that brought the millennium to a
resounding close.

			
Available

Retail price

Tasting special
bottle price

7: 1999 Sassicaia							
13% ABV
					

2		

£205

£184.50

8: 1996 Sassicaia							
12.5% ABV					

2		

£195

£175.50

9: 1993 Sassicaia							
12% ABV					

1		

£160

£144

SASSICAIA: THE 1967
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It is a little difficult to say too much about the 1967 as there is almost no information in the public domaine. What we do know for sure is that
it was an excellent year in Tuscany and that it was the final vintage produced for consumption on the estate, before the inaugural commercial
release the following year. According to Giacomo Tachis, the wine released in 1968 was a blend of the best barrels from ‘65, ‘66, ‘67 and ‘68
with a total production of 6000 bottles, so on that basis the 1967 was bottled from the remaining barrels.
We purchased the bottle from an auction and having had it authenticated by Sebastiano, we are hoping that he can enlighten us with more details
about the wine.

			
Available
10: 1967 Sassicaia						
n/a ABV
					

n/a		

Retail price
n/a

Tasting special
bottle price
n/a

