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o understand the challenges Italy’s Soave region has faced over the past 50 years, 
just step back and look at the topography. The traditional home of Soave, the 
hills that produce the wines labeled Classico, is rugged and beautiful. Long ago, 
a chain of volcanoes pushed this part of the Veneto up from the flat Po river val-
ley. Covered almost completely by vineyards planted in the basaltic lava and 
limestone soils, the hills are crisscrossed by tiny roads just wide enough to fit trac-

tors and the occasional shrine to a saint. It’s a perfect place for Garganega, the primary  
grape in Soave. The soils are dry, forcing roots to dig deep into the rock. The climate 
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Stefano Inama is a bold voice 
among the true believers 
working to restore the Italian 
region’s reputation

by Mitch Frank

Stefano Inama (right) with son Matteo. The son of a vintner himself, Stefano took over his father’s winery in 1995 and has been an outspoken missionary for Soave. 
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is a mix of Alpine and Mediterranean, with warm days and cool 
nights, producing wine that can be simultaneously rich and fresh—
an easy-drinker that also brings some heft to the table.

Below the hills lies the pianura, the vast flat valley floor stretch-
ing south and east all the way to Venice and the sea. In the 1960s, 
when Soave became popular in America, farmers rushed to plant 
vineyards in these fertile alluvial soils, where a vine could yield 
four times as many grapes as it could in the hills. But the grape-
growers and wineries who exploited the boom ended up killing the 
golden goose. By the late ’80s, Soave had become a poster child 
for cheap, insipid white wine. 

But in recent years, a new generation has begun ressurecting 
Soave, proving why these wines were so valued in the first place. 
These winemakers grow their grapes on the hillsides and empha-
size quality over quantity. Some, such as Roberto Anselmi and Le-
onildo Pieropan, have been voices in 
the quality wilderness for many years. 
Others, like Inama, Prà and Gini, have 
gained notice in the past decade. What 
they all share is an unshakable faith. 
While much of the world thinks Soave 
means plonk, these winemakers know 
it can be great. And they’re looking to 
convert the nonbelievers.

Stefano Inama is one of Soave’s best 
missionaries. “The Romans knew this 
place was special,” he says. “These 
were the wines they wanted on their 
table. Somehow we forgot that these 
hills were a special place, and you 
couldn’t just replicate that on the flat 
plains below.”

Since Inama took over his father’s 
winery in the early ’90s, he has changed 
its focus from bulk wines to quality 
wines. In the vineyards, he is cultivat-
ing some of the best parcels in Soave Classico’s hills without pes-
ticides or herbicides. In the winery, he has reduced production and 
experimented with aging in stainless-steel tanks and oak barrels. 
The results are impressive. Many of his wines have earned out-
standing scores, and many are priced at less than $30.

But before Inama could spread the gospel of Soave to the world, 
he had to undergo his own conversion. He had to go from skeptic 
to true believer.

I
nama, 53, is a big man, with a strong personality to match. Stand-
ing a few inches over 6 feet, with broad shoulders, gray hair and 
light blue eyes, he will capture your attention when discussing a 
subject he’s passionate about, speaking animatedly until he’s made 
his point. He’s also friendly, laughing often, especially at the ab-

surdities of life—including his journey to becoming a winemaker.
His father, Giuseppe, was technical director for Anselmi for more 

than 35 years. Giuseppe spent what money he saved buying small 
vineyards in the best parts of Soave Classico. He cared for his vines 
each year and made the wine skillfully, but then sold it in bulk to 
large companies that mixed it with mediocre wine from lesser vine-
yards and sold it cheaply.

In the 1960s and ’70s, when Stefano was a boy, that was Soave. 
“Bulk wine,” he muses. “I had no interest in spending my life do-
ing that.” When he was old enough, he left to study biology at uni-
versity in Milan.

But the farther he traveled from Soave, the more wine began to 
appeal to him. While pursuing graduate studies in England, he be-
gan tasting more, but was struck by the poor perception of Italian 
wines. In 1989, Inama went home, taking a position as Italian dis-
tributor for Genencor, a biotechnology firm. He frequently visited 
their offices in Palo Alto, Calif., and started taking enology courses 
at the University of California, Davis, on the side. 

“When I got into wine I was a consumer,” he says. “I wanted to 
make wine I wanted to drink.” He began making wine at his fa-
ther’s winery, but more as a hobby than as work. In 1991, he and 
Giuseppe bottled their first wine together. By 1995, Stefano real-

ized this was his career; Giuseppe put 
him in charge. “It took me 10 years 
to figure out what I wanted to do 
with my life,” Stefano laughs.

But once he did, he was all in. “It’s 
not easy to make wine in Italy,” he 
points out. “For one thing it’s expen-
sive. How much does a liter of gas for 
a tractor cost here? So you have to pro-
duce something exquisite.”

As Inama says this, it’s a warm spring 
day in Soave, and the Garganega vines 
are already flowering. He’s walking in 
one of the Inama parcels near the top 
of Mount Foscarino, where he owns 62 
acres of vineyards. Another 12 acres are 
located in other parts of the Soave Clas-
sico hills. All of these parcels were ac-
quired by Giuseppe, who died in 2009.

The vines are planted in the tradi-
tional pergola style. Some quality pro-

ducers have switched to other training systems, like Guyot, a style 
developed in France that is now common in vineyards worldwide. 
But if Inama made this change, he’d have to replant, and many 
of his vines are more than 30 years old. He argues that pergola is 
not inherently bad. If well cared for, grapes on the vines receive 
more sunshine and also wind, which reduces the chances of mil-
dew. But workers do need to keep yields low.

In recent years, Inama has been adopting organic practices, al-
lowing cover crops to grow and eliminating pesticides and her-
bicides. But he hasn’t pursued certification. “I don’t need another 
sticker on my bottle,” he says. “I don’t want consumers to buy my 
wine because it’s organic. I want them to buy it because it’s good.” 
He does, however, believe he can taste the difference. “Our vines 
were on drugs. For a few years, they were in withdrawal, but now 
they are in balance.”

The health of these parcels made it easy to make the transition 
from bulk wine to quality bottled wine. “The most difficult thing 
to convert was the mindset of the workers,” Inama says. In the 
vineyard, that meant emphasizing low yields. In the winery, it 
was about instructing that only the best grapes can go into the 
tanks. Pr
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Giuseppe Inama spent decades acquiring prime vineyards, but sold his 
wines to companies making cheap Soave when that was in demand.
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area. While wine has been made there for centuries, in recent 
decades chicken farming has been the primary industry. When 
Inama visited, he was struck by the soils—limestone covered in 
blood-red clay.

The area was also very warm for northern Italy, and locals were 
cultivating Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot and a grape they claimed 
was Cabernet Franc—except it wasn’t. It was Carmenère. While 
the origins are disputed, it seems that locals brought the varieties 
back from Bordeaux in the late 1800s after working the harvest 
there. At that time, Carmenère was a leading variety in Bordeaux. 
“When I saw this soil, I thought, ‘This place is a gold mine and 
these guys don’t have a clue,’ ” Inama recalls. “I decided that I would 
spend the rest of my life trying to restore this place.”

In 1998, he began buying parcels. Today he owns three proper-
ties. One, a 14-acre parcel next to a small country church, has 
produced such promising Carmenère fruit that Inama is making a  
single-vineyard wine from it, called Oratorio di San Lorenzo. 
While the vines are still young, the Veneto Oratorio di San Lo-
renzo 2009 scored 90 points ($65), while the 2004 reached 93 
points on release. (The earlier wine was bottled as Veneto IGT 
because Carmenère was not recognized as an allowed grape vari-
ety in the region until the 2009 vintage.)

The day has grown warmer, but Inama is enjoying the sun as he 
walks through the rows at San Lorenzo. He routinely says his out-
look is shaped by his education as a scientist, one who now finds 
himself spending much of his time in the vineyards. “Wine is a 
child,” he says. “You have to stay with it. You can give it to a nanny, 
but it’s not the same.” He also travels a lot, trying to rebuild Soave’s 
image and introduce people to Colli Berici. He’s helped by his son 
Matteo, who works at the winery on the sales side.

The man who spent his childhood planning to get away from 
Veneto wine is now a dogged champion of it. “I love it,” Inama 
declares. “I gave up technology for this. It’s a lifetime, but it’s a 
fantastic way to spend your life.” Spoken like a true believer. 

Located on a dirt road on the 
pianura, behind an automotive 
supply store, the Inama winery is 
a small office building with two 
large warehouses attached. Inside 
one are a few rows of tall, stain-
less steel tanks; in the other, stor-
age for barrels and bottles. Here, 
Inama and cellar master Michele 
Wassler produce wines with dis-
tinct personalities.

Quality Soave can be made in 
a variety of styles. One factor is 
the blend. Appellation rules 
mandate that the wine comprise 
at least 70 percent Garganega, 
which is rich and has a distinc-
tive nutty flavor. Traditionally, 
Trebbiano di Soave made up the 
rest of the blend, adding floral 
aromas. In the ’60s, bland Treb-
biano di Toscano became popu-
lar with bulk producers. More 
recently, Chardonnay and Pinot Grigio were tried. Giuseppe Inama 
experimented with Sauvignon Blanc.

But Stefano prefers 100 percent Garganega, sacrificing aromas 
for richness and complexity. After the grapes are crushed, he allows 
the juice to soak on Garganega’s thick skins for up to eight hours, 
resulting in more color and complex flavors in the wine. The basic 
Vin Soave is fermented and aged in steel, while Vigneti Foscarino, 
a selection from the best parcels on Foscarino, and Vigneto du Lot, 
a single-vineyard wine, are fermented and aged in barriques.

The resulting wines are powerful, with smoky almond flavors 
and rich notes of pear, peach and apricot. Tasted in 2012, Inama’s 
Soave Classico Vigneto du Lot 2009 ($24) and Vigneti di Fosca-
rino 2010 ($24) each scored an outstanding 90 points on Wine 
Spectator’s 100-point scale. 

I
nama has always known that producing outstanding wine in a 
region known for mediocrity meant he couldn’t sit back and 
hope the wine sold itself. When he started working in the win-
ery in the early ’90s, Soave was held in such low esteem that he 
decided he needed to make a splash with a different wine.
Giuseppe had planted Sauvignon Blanc for blending, but his son 

decided the grapes were good enough to stand on their own. Ste-
fano began producing two 100-percent Sauvignon Blancs, one fer-
mented in stainless steel, the other barrel-fermented. The wines 
gained the attention he desired. Current versions continue to suc-
ceed: the barrique-made 2010 Veneto Vulcaia Fumé rated 90 points. 

Inama’s next marketing move was a bigger gamble. He went 
looking for a place to grow red grapes—it would be easier to inter-
est importers and distributors in Inama whites if there were also 
reds in the portfolio. The logical choice was Soave’s western neigh-
bor, Valpolicella. But land was expensive there.

Instead, he ended up 10 miles east of Soave, in the Colli Berici, 
a series of hills just south of Vicenza, after a friend working as a 
consulting enologist recommended that Inama check out the 

Inama retains traditional pergola trellising for his Garganega. The old vines produce great fruit as long as yields are kept low.


