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I 
n my role as Director of one of the three organizations participating in this project, I 

have the great pleasure of introducing this excellent book, which collates the results 

of research bearing the title: “In the footsteps of migrants – the Italian grapes that 

conquered the world”.

It is a body of research strongly supported by the Department of Documentary, Linguistic-

Philological and Geographic Sciences, which I represent. Not only does the project deserve 

a commendation, it also involves many aspects of the scientific activities pertaining to our 

very academic structure. In the project, in fact, and in the articles contained in the book 

– an important period of contemporary history stands out, the age of the Italian migration 

straddling the 19th and 20th centuries, studied by some professors of our Department 

with remarkable results. A fundamental contribution has also been made by “Fondazione 

Migrantes”. 

There is a very important aspect of the research pertaining to geography too, especially 

an across-the-board geography which nowadays increasingly highlights the aspects of the 

production of foodstuffs and their impact on the socio-cultural structure of our countries. 

In this regard, I am honoured to mention the participation “Società Geografica Italiana 

Onlus”, an organization which is a substantial point of reference for every researcher in 

this field. I shall not neglect to mention the relevance that the framework of the project in 

Expo 2015 is going to provide, as such research is perfectly coherent with the goals of this 

extraordinary event.

As a scholar in Linguistics, however, I am pleased to underline that wine terminology is of 

great linguistic-cultural importance, the subject of various studies research projects and to 

which this work is the perfect companion – although not explicitly – and there will certainly 

be the time and place to develop this minor, although not completely irrelevant, aspect. 

Special thanks are due to the editors, first of all the project coordinator, our colleague 

Flavia Cristaldi, who has also taken care of the collaboration with “Società Geografica 

Italiana Onlus”. We are also very grateful to Dr. Delfina Licata and her fruitful interaction 

with the “Fondazione Migrantes”. I shall not make individual mention the authors of the 

contributions, which make the book so meaningful, worth reading just for its wealth of 

iconography – any choice among so many relevant articles would be unfair on my part. 

Heartfelt thanks to everybody who chose to take part in truly interdisciplinary research, 

delivering its first concrete result – this important book. Ad altiora, as ever!

Department of Documentary, Linguistic-Philological and Geographic Sciences

Sapienza University of Rome

Director Prof. Paolo Di Giovine
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T 
he careful, systematic study of the issue of mobility not only allows us to keep pace with 

the times, but also to actively monitor the changes of one of the most evolving social 

phenomena of our age. Political crises, economic downturns, cultural transformations: all 

of these have an impact on human mobility to a certain extent. And this is the precise reason 

why one of the duties of Fondazione Migrantes is to carry out ongoing research and document 

these phenomena. 

Today, Italy and Italians play a big role in migration. Not of course with the same numbers as 

the big diaspora of the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century, but certainly with 

numbers that are steadily increasing, as can be seen annually in the “Italians in the World” 

report – and, looking at the landscape of global migration flows, again – as in the past – 

Italians play a key role in proposing new features in the phenomena in Western countries. 

No longer and not only individual migration, but the departures of families and women who, 

no doubt with numbers slightly lower than those of men, move in any case in search of a 

satisfactory standard of life. 

The search for work is the main motivation, however a more complex set of desires usually 

motivates these decisions, dreams of personal and professional fulfilment, denied to most 

people nowadays, the desire to build one’s own life as a whole, as it should be, for raising a 

family, for work and the social context, not to mention the desire for marriage, becoming a 

parent, professional achievement etc. 

The book presented here comes from this renewed framework of Italian emigration and links 

the past and the present, showing fully how Italians have been fruitful in proposing ways of 

life far from their country of birth, but have always integrated well into the countries they 

migrated to. These models are based on ancestral values – originating anthropologically with 

the Italian immigrants such as family unity, deep-rooted faith, sacrifice, work, respect for the 

land and nature – that came with and during migration, becoming something more thanks to 

the metissage between the place of departure and the place of arrival. 

And so, the vine closely guarded in the suitcase at the start, the wine bottles carefully 

preserved on the many trips – as highlighted, for example, by the Patron Saint of migrants, 

Saint Frances Xavier Cabrini in her tales of travel – have become the flavour and colour of 

Italy across national borders, but also memory and testimony of family values and traditions 

passed down from father to son, intelligence put in place so that the land will respond to work 

in the best way. 

Where once there were rocks and barren land, Italians have created vineyards and grown 

healthy grapevines, bearing witness to how the tenacity of man and knowledge – mostly 

popular – of agriculture and working together for a common purpose are actually proactive 

and productive. The commitment has been transformed over time, also as regards the 

systematic study of tools and techniques for mechanization, so much so that now – and you 

can read it in the pages of this book – there is a little bit of Italy or better, Italian wine,  all 

over the world. 

In collaboration with other partners in this project – Società Geografica Italiana and the 

Sapienza University of Rome – we wanted to work together, each with our own skills and our 

own point of view, to achieve a multidisciplinary and multifaceted perspective, a story of Italy 

and Italians, a story of people and families, knowledge and tastes, labour and skill, landscapes 

and sceneries. The way all these elements have changed over time communicates to the 

reader the richness of life, and is above all a testament to how effectively human mobility 

is a vast and complex social phenomenon, and researchers, but also those responsible for 

public affairs, need to make more of an effort to read, interpret and update it, using a more 

collaborative approach to learn from it and to reflect together.

Fondazione Migrantes 

Director Mons. Gian Carlo Perego
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W 
hen we speak of wine, it goes without saying that we must mention Italy, a land 

where some of the world’s best wines are produced and where many regions are 

characterised by endless rolling hills covered by vineyards, crowned with castles and 

speckled with farmhouses. It is, however, also marked by a painful emigration which is deeply 

felt not only in the regions of population loss but also, as we can show in this book, those of 

new population, with the transfer to these regions of the ability to cultivate and to produce.

This is one of the reasons why Società Geografica Italiana, a cultural institution and 

environmentalist association, founded in 1867, was, at the start of the 1900s, one of the first 

organisations to research in great depth and dedicate itself to the study of Italian emigration 

abroad, the results of which formed the basis for the state-provided emigrant assistance 

service. Again today, taking up the opportunity provided by Expo 2015, we can retrace the 

same path and rediscover the reasons underlying scientific research and the spreading of 

geographical knowledge. This knowledge, as we know, aims to grasp and explain the reality 

of our planet, the reasons behind its transformation, the relationships between people and 

economies, which are increasingly connected, and their possible future.

Clearly it is not a question, as in the past, of once again proposing and organising 

voyages of exploration into worlds still unknown, but of meeting and making sense of the 

transformations these worlds have gone through, both under the pressure of demographic 

dynamics and with successive settlements of communities, to the relationships and the 

landscapes constructed there century after century, year by year, inch by inch. Thus we 

may discover that a culture or an area we thought was different from us or alien to us might 

instead be close, if not, in fact, related.

That is the lesson we can draw from this book, which was put together by authors who know 

the world they wish to recount and so have a full grasp of the grammar with which to interpret 

the culture, the smells and the prejudices, accompanying us on short trips which nevertheless 

are full of passion and creativity, so as to help us enter the landscapes of the senses of 

which we increasingly speak, not only hearing, smelling and seeing, but also tasting, which 

comes closer to the point, seeing that we are dealing with wine producing areas and their 

products. Even if the relationship between landscape and taste clearly is not a direct one, it is 

increasingly evident in contemporary culture, which is careful about the safety of food and its 

quality, and to the association that is coming into being, and which is correctly helped along 

by the winemaking industry, including food and its production context.

Claude Levi-Strauss said that “man is an animal that feeds on meat, vegetables and the 

imaginary”. This is an important statement as regards wine, whose consumption is linked in 

many cases to “imaginary” components that derive from sensations, emotions and different 

suggestions over time and in space, as are too the wine growing areas described in these 

pages. These areas in their different ways represent places where action takes place, starting 

from the social constructions that began to take shape from the first impulse (that of our 

migrants), producing different histories of organisation and reorganisation of areas and 

production. To sum up all of this: for all these reasons, the book puts across the idea of a slow 

journey, saying that the work begun here cannot now be stopped, and that further knowledge 

can follow in the footsteps of this reasoning, as long as it does not place too much faith in 

normalised knowledge and in rules fixed once and for all to the straight line drawn between 

two points, because in this latter case there would be neither the Iliad nor the Odyssey. 

Knowledge of these worlds and their wines is in this sense a litmus test, because, as Flaubert 

correctly recalled, the consciousness of our world reflects an imprecise, methodical, prudent 

and human science.    

 Società Geografica Italiana 

President Prof. Sergio Conti 
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IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF MIGRANTS The Italian grapes that conquered the world 9

Tracing the origins of Italian vines cultivated all over the world means going back in 

time and looking at the stories of those individual migrants or entire groups who, 

since the end of the 19th century, have left Italy and attempted to recreate their lives 

elsewhere, escaping from countryside devastated by floods or drought, or from places 

overwhelmed by taxes and political disorder, leaving behind such widespread misery 

that forced them to tighten their belts so hard they almost couldn’t breathe. Most of 

the time, the struggle for survival pushed them to leave for unknown destinations, 

towards places they believed to have streets paved with gold. The reality was, however, 

quite different from their dreams, as after days or weeks of exhausting travel by land 

or sea, they found themselves in the middle of impenetrable and inextricable forests, 

surrounded by ice or stuck in the desert burned by the sun. In those circumstances, 

they had to roll up their sleeves and start all over again. Often, their first move was to 

start deforesting, using the few rudimentary tools they had at the time in order to turn 

over the land. They then had to remove rocks and plough the fields in order to prepare 

them for cultivation, but despite all these difficulties, a lot of effort and energy was 

spent on planting vines. Lined rows or squared pergolas were installed to produce the 

vines that used to grow in the homeland they had left behind, allowing them to find 

their strength in a glass of wine. Although their lunch was often a piece of bread and 

an onion, wine frequently accompanied their daily meal, almost every Sunday lunch 

and was always available during holidays. The reason behind this is that wine did not 

represent just something to drink, a mere taste, a simple physical sensation. On the 

INTRODUCTION
Flavia Cristaldi

1.

Toronto, 1978. 

Harvest in the garden.

Source:

Vincenzo Pietropaolo Archive.
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contrary, each sip turned into an emotion that allowed them to transcend material 

reality and dream away: beyond their earthly challenges to reconnect the myth, the 

archetype and the Spirit.

Vine cultivation and wine production often went hand in hand with people’s lives and 

were particularly related to the history of certain populations, as wine was considered 

a gift from the gods. It was Osiris’ gift for Egyptians, Dionysius’ for Greeks, Fufluns’ in 

the case of Etruscans and Bacchus’ for Romans. It represented the tool that allowed 

people to join the divinity, through which they could reach transcendence, but it was 

clearly a temporal symbol as well, capable of showing the size and the strength of an 

empire. This latter was precisely the role held by vines during the Roman Empire, as 

it became the symbol of authority expressed formally by the Vitis, the sceptre used 

by the centurions. Vines reached their maximum symbolic and political expression, 

however, when the Empire annexed new territories. At that time, centurions and new 

citizens were required to plant and cultivate vines, aware that these crops needed at 

least three years before yielding any fruit. Cultivating vines therefore meant that Rome 

intended to stay and keep control of those areas and, at the same time, that the new 

citizens were definitely part of the Empire. 

From the Empire through to the Italian Republic, geographies of boundaries and 

populations changed and at the same time, local vines spread beyond the Alps, 

together with varieties, consumption and lifestyles that have become traditional and 

part of the memory of the Italian population and of migrants’ descendants currently 

living abroad as well.

Wine consumption on Italian tables, expressed for example by a higher per capita 

consumption by Italians in comparison to other nationalities, continues to be a habit, 

or more specifically a tradition, behaviour that can be found in those compatriots 

resident abroad and among Italian migrant communities descending from them. As 

a matter of fact, especially in non-European countries, a positive correlation between 

the number of Italians living in the country and the consumption of wine can be 

observed, proving that a glass of wine is usually found on Italian tables, no matter 

whether these are on Italian soil or abroad. Leaving Italy, indeed, does not mean 

forgetting old habits and traditions. On the contrary, the physical separation from 

2.
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the native country encourages migrants to hold even tighter onto old traditions, in a 

constant search for new identities. Consequently, being able to cultivate vines brought 

today from Italy or transported by migrants in the bottom of old trunks or jute bags is 

a symbolic tie that gives greater intensity and emotion to a tradition that has its roots 

in family and collective memory.

Unfortunately, it is not always possible to turn all land into a vineyard, as in some 

cases local climate and soil conditions can make it hard, if not impossible, to cultivate 

vines. The spread of varieties traditionally grown in Italy has therefore been affected 

not only by the areas of destination, but also by the geographical features of those 

areas. Extremely cold or warm temperatures, the absence of humidity and rain, 

the lack of irrigation water and altitude, for instance, can prevent vine cultivation, 

challenging human creativity. The best area to cultivate vines is commonly considered 

to be between 30 e 50 degrees latitude North and between 30 and 40 latitude South, 

where in fact the major global yields can be found, however the desire to cultivate their 

ancestors’ vines has sometimes forced men to challenge nature by finding alternative 

solutions. It is estimated that 99% of the world’s wine regions are located between 

the 30th and 50th parallel (contribution from Mario Fregoni), but literature and regional 

analysis on field research and interviews have demonstrated that both climate change 

and the introduction of new technologies can have unexpected potential. This is the 

reason why in India, in the states of Maharashtra and Karnataka, Italian farmers can 

cultivate vines between the 10th and 20th parallels, or in Brazil in the São Francisco 

Submedio Valley between the 9th and 10th parallels, or even in the Cape Verde 

Islands between the 14th and 18th parallels.

The stories collected in this book show the struggle of Italian immigrants with the 

environment, the emotions of the descendants of those who migrated in the late 

nineteenth century that are still very much alive, or the enthusiasm of recent migrants, 

their challenges and victories, departures and returns, dreams and disappointments. 

Obviously, it is impossible to find out who first planted a vineyard in the eighteenth 

century, or who has cultivated a variety of grapes brought from their native country in 

their new garden. The stories on these pages, therefore, are like a wine tasting, small 

sips from several bottles taken on a summer evening under the stars or on a winter 
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evening in front of the fireplace. Only tiny sips, short sensations, in the hope that they 

will turn into emotions and feelings, and will be able to draw the reader into the stories 

of Italian immigrants and the history of the vines that have crossed borders with them.

The meetings, conversations and interviews which took place between the authors 

of this volume and Italians living abroad have made it possible to bring these pages 

to life, enriching them with such human depth that in the end, it was also possible 

to add value to bibliographic research and statistics. The authors are geographers, 

sociologists, historians, wine experts, agronomists, architects, demographers and 

journalists, and each of them has tried to read the history of Italian emigration and vines 

using their own individual sensitivity and expertise in order to offer the reader stimuli 

that are always different. It will therefore be possible to discover original adventures, 

anecdotes and traditions that meant that even in “unlikely” geographical areas, it was 

possible to cultivate vines brought from Italy. For example, while in Italy grape varieties 

can only grow up to 1,200 metres on Etna, readers will find out that in Brazilian inland 

areas, Italians migrants were able to cultivate beyond such an altitude, and in the 

Andes above 2,000 metres. Moreover, it is also possible to learn about the strategies 

used to import Italian vines even where it should not have been possible, such as in 

Tunisia. At the end of the nineteenth century, migrants managed to cross the one 

hundred and forty kilometres of Mediterranean sea separating Sicily from Tunisia, 

which at the time represented an insurmountable distance for illegal immigration, 

using sailing or rowing boats. In that period, however, it was not migration that was 

prohibited, but vines, as the French administration allowed the arrival of Italians but 

not of anything that could compete with their crops. The inhabitants of the small 

island of Pantelleria nevertheless managed to introduce the Muscat grape, known as 

zibibbo, by means of a sneaky but ingenious trick: they built a cage with vine-shoots, 

filled it with chicken and gave it to an old illiterate countrywoman who had to cross the 

sea, thus misleading the customs authorities.

In the case of Tunisia, Italian vines were able to cross the borders as “illegal 

immigrants”, while in the case of the Holy Land, on the other hand, Italian vines 

symbolized the effort to facilitate dialogue between hostile lands. Here, between 

Jerusalem and Bethlehem, just inside the Green Line, an Italian community composed 

Polar regions Temperate zones Torrid zones

4.

Map of the climate 

zones of the world.

of Salesian Fathers has been cultivating vines and producing wines since 1896 

(see the contribution from Silvia Omenetto). As a matter of fact, since ancient time, 

missionaries have been involved in spreading vines and, in particular, Italians have 

often represented a bridge in disseminating several varieties traditionally grown in 

Italy. The first missionaries worked ad gentes, that is to say they spread the gospel 

among non-Christian communities and it was only later on, when emigration became 

a mass phenomenon, that they started to support Catholic immigrant communities 

settled in foreign countries. It is, indeed, well-known that it was the missionaries who 

were the first to plant vineyards in several areas of the New World as Christian religion 

practices the symbolical ritual of wine, the blood of Christ, which penetrates into the 

collective unconscious and represents the tool through which it can succeed in a 

new universal conquest in its name. Wine is metaphorically considered an instrument 

of salvation, therefore vine cultivation and wine production became the heritage of 

monks and missionaries who, instead of having to import wine, preferred to produce 

it locally. Over the years, monasteries and missions were protected areas where vines 

were cultivated, saving them from the destruction of wars that plagued the rest of the 

country, and the abandonment of the countryside caused by urbanization.

The vines followed the missionaries and were spread for religious purposes, especially 

in Spanish and British colonies, while in Dutch colonies in Southern Africa, they mainly 

represented the solution to healthcare needs (for an initial overview of the origins of 

viticulture and the role played by Italian emigration, see the contribution from Attilio 

Scienza). Indeed, crews on vessels had to face long journeys when crossing the 

trade routes between their mother country and the East Indian colonies, causing the 

decimation of crewmembers due to scurvy, a disease resulting from poor food variety 

and the absence of vitamins during navigation. The elimination of scurvy, or at least 

its containment, led to the creation and development of an agricultural area in Cape 

Town, South Africa, where the first vines were introduced. Subsequently, despite the 

presence of well-known vineyards, the Italian immigrants wanted to introduce their 

vines as well, giving life to vineyards that still characterize South African landscapes 

with Italian essences (contribution from Antonietta Pagano).

Africa has never been a particularly attractive destination for Italians, despite its 

5.
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geographical proximity to the Peninsula. The “hostile” climate forms a background 

to wars or political disorder which, while not facilitating mass migration like countries 

across the Atlantic, did not prevent the presence of Italian immigrants and vines along 

the Mediterranean coast (see the contribution from Nadia Fusco and Sandra Leonardi 

on Libya and that by Sandra Leonardi concerning Morocco, Tunisia and Algeria).

The main destinations of mass Italian emigration were, indeed, the Americas, both 

North and South, where the extensive “free” lands available facilitated the creation of 

vineyards on a large scale. Thousands of emigrants sailed from European ports with 

their vine grafts lovingly hidden deep inside their trunks, sometimes putting them in 

potatoes in order to preserve humidity during the long journey and, therefore, ensure 

that the shoots would finally see the light in those lands beyond the Ocean.

Thousands of emigrants who left Italy often were pushed by the request for foreign 

workers made by those governments who wanted to colonize the virgin lands, 

such as Brazil (contribution from Flavia Cristaldi), Argentina (contribution from Alicia 

Bernasconi) or Mexico (Antonietta Pagano). South American authorities who had 

just abolished slavery were in need of new hands and the Europeans were most in 

demand: farmers and their families were invited, free boat tickets were promised and 

support was provided in the early periods of colonization. To ensure that migrants 

would become a stable community within the country, local authorities decided to 

offer land redemption after a few years of work, stimulating the imagination and, 

above all, pride of those Italian farmers that used to work the farm of somebody else. 

Therefore, as soon as they knew about these opportunities in South America, they 

left everything behind and went away. It was a mass migration: men, women, old 

people and children. All of them left those Italians lands where vines were repeatedly 

destroyed by phylloxera, an insect that causes severe damage to the roots resulting 

in a quick death of the plants, hoping to be able to restart the cultivation elsewhere, 

unaware of the difficulties they would face in growing Vitis vinifera overseas (in several 

cases it had to be grafted on to Vitis labrusca trunks).

The migrants had to face several struggles, such as the difficulties of the journey, 

the adaption to the new communities, the climatic conditions different from Italian 

ones, the inability to communicate with the natives, the isolation caused by living 

in such widespread and boundless lands. The only solution was blood ties: family 

had become the point of reference. Families were, therefore, the measurement unit 

used to understand the rural and agrarian organization achieved in the new lands. 

Families and their traditions were, indeed, the only ones to feed the wine system that 

was going to be created in these countries. In Uruguay (contribution from Maurizio 

Tomasi), as well as in Chile (contribution from Carlotta Venturi), the family dimension 

of the first Italian migrants has strongly influenced the grape planting system and 

cultivation processes. Completely different, on the other hand, is the story concerning 

6.

Vine leaf suffering 
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the birth of Italian viticulture in Peru, since, in this case, the protagonists were not the 

families, but only male migrants (contribution from Gino Amoretti). The presence of 

guano in the three islands of Chincha, located just off the southern Peruvian coast, 

attracted numerous seamen, including several Italians, who wanted to sell this highly 

requested fertilizer in Europe. However these men quickly preferred to turn their eyes 

elsewhere and, after marrying local women, they began to cultivate vines and produce 

wine, in this way shaping new territories.

Millions of Italians also migrated to the United States of America and Canada, but 

partly because of the harsh Canadian temperature, and also as a result of the 

urbanization process, wine production in North America has been characterized by 

a totally different story from Latin America (contribution by Fabio Pollice, Valentina 

Albanese, Giulia Urso and Federica Epifani).

Italian interventions in the cold setting of Canada were largely confined to specific 

actions related to individuals and families. In the case of Toronto, for example, Italian 

creativity left significant, original traces in the urban landscape, to the point that for a 

long time, it was possible to observe improbable pergolas constructed using old pipes 

in the internal courtyards of the houses. The photo at the beginning, for example, tells 

the story of the unusual way that Italian immigrants reused gas pipes that had been 

decommissioned and replaced as a result of renovation works. Instead of throwing 

away the old pipes, many families used them to build pergolas which were then used 

to support Italian vines, and for many years, these brought a little cheer to the cold, 

grey Canadian days.

The role Italian migrants played in the development of European viticulture was also 

different as it is very hard to trace “Italianized” landscapes and wine production here. 

A difficulty that does not derive from a general absence of Italian emigration towards 

the neighbouring European destinations (given that there were millions of Italian 

migrants in France, Germany and Belgium), but rather from the existing organization 

of the countryside, characterized by an already well-established system of settlement 

and exploitation of the rural areas. In the European scenario, an important role was, 

indeed, played by national policies that used to consider migrants only as temporary 

workers, meaning that in already densely-populated and structured areas, there would 

not be so much room for additional Italian farmers as stable residents. As a result, 

beyond the Alps, Italian vines moved with migrants, but ended up being cultivated 

in home gardens or communal parks rather than on a large scale (contribution from 

Edith Pichler concerning Berlin).

Forte’s story explains how their Isabella grapevine left Casalattico and returned there 

after decades. In the early 30s, Mr. Forte brought his brother a graft of the Isabella 

grape that he cultivated in his garden in Casalattico, a small town in the province 

of Frosinone. His brother lived in the suburbs of Paris, in Villejuif, a neighbourhood 

populated by many Italians, in a small house with a garden. Years later, the plant started 

to produce a lot of Isabella grapes (a variety that was not present locally), producing 

even up to 50 kg of grapes. In 1975, his son Italo took a graft from this plant in Paris 

and brought it to his brother who had moved to Bexhill-on-Sea, in Southern England. 

He wrapped it in damp newspaper and put it in a box in his suitcase. They were able 

to cultivate the plant and produce wine even beyond the English Channel. After a 

decade, Italo decided to end his emigration period and returned home in Casalattico, 

but he brought the plant of the Isabella grape as well. He took a graft from the English 

plant and carried it back to Casalattico in 1985, where unfortunately, after a while, it 

died. In the history of this single grapevine it is possible to read the story of an entire 

family that, like many others, assigned to a vine the ties with their homeland that go 
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beyond the geography of departures and returns, of journeys and new residences.

The abilities and skills of Italian farmers and agronomists have always been well-

known and recognized. Several Italian agronomists took and still take their skills 

abroad, supporting the local wine sector, and, in some cases, the establishment of 

oenological schools that came to be famous, as happened in Brazil or in New Zealand 

(contribution from Francis Ferruccio Bertagnolli). Indeed, Italian peasants were 

frequently required for their skills and expertise, just like the case of Argentina with 

the Avellaneda Law or in Bosnia at the time of the Austro-Hungarian protectorate. In 

some other cases, farmers were directly chosen by the Italian governments in order to 

colonize foreign lands, turning them into “showcases” of Italian grandeur in cultivating 

vines, as in the Eastern Dodecanese, Greece (contribution from Antonio Cortese).

Viticulture and winemaking have always been part of Italian history, both from a 

geographical point of view (as produced on Italian soil) and, in a broader sense, from a 

cultural point of view (since they are tied to Italians wherever they live). The geographies 

of Italy are historically characterized by landscapes where vines represent the main 

subject: from Piedmont to Friuli, from the Valle d’Aosta to Sicily, from North to South 

across every region. The vines, protected in the valleys, climbing over the hills, aligned 

or widespread in the flat lands, clinging to the slopes of volcanoes or of trees as if they 

were brides, huddled at the bottom of holes to defend themselves from the winds, 

characterize Italian landscapes in a such exceptional and unique way that some of 

them, such as Langhe-Roero and Monferrato, were even recognized by UNESCO as 

World Heritage Sites in 2014.

These wine landscapes, where the organization of the rows represents the visual 

expression of a distinctive agrarian structure, left together with emigrants, not 

physically of course, but staying in the hearts, eyes and memory of millions of men 

and women who crossed over the Alpine passes or sailed across the sea, ending 

up by influencing the creation of new landscapes in their countries of destination 

(contribution from Paola Leonardi and Maria Cristina Vecchi).

The emotional ties that people establish with the places, as explained by the 

geographer Yi-Fu Tuan, allow them to recreate those territorial elements that identify 

something that people already know in a new space. Bringing a vine, therefore, means 

carrying a piece of their places, not only a portion of land or an agricultural technique. 

In other words, it represents maintaining that sense of home, the feeling of security 

and belonging. The landscape that is created, or re-built, is an element of individual 

and collective welfare, representing cultural heritage able to give rise to new roots, 

new memberships. Drinking wine, as a result of the new domesticated country and 

landscape, becomes a metaphorical act that connects them to the earth, to the root 

of the plant but, figuratively, to the origin of existence as well. Having a sip of wine that 

reminds you of a grape variety cultivated in the homeland means reconnecting with a 
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collective and unconscious memory that for many migrants embodies more than just 

an economic value. Obviously, on the international market, there are plenty of Italian 

entrepreneurs who cultivate vines of Italian origin, mainly for economic reasons rather 

than emotional ones, however, from these emigration stories emerges such a deep 

bond with Italy that it is easy to affirm that the majority of the interviewed viticulturists 

do not “exploit” the image of Italy economically, but instead can be considered 

Italian ambassadors in a foreign land, witnessing and spreading Italian traditions. 

Those traditions that today are developed and preserved through interventions on 

the ground, such as the creation of food and wine tours along the streets of Italian 

emigration (as in the South of Brazil, in particular in the state of Rio Grande do Sul), 

the realization of monuments dedicated to Italian emigrants immortalizing the figure of 

men and women with grapes or wine, or the organization of parties and ceremonies 

where the costumes clearly refer to several Italian regions and their languages are 

actually a mixture of an old dialect preserved over the years. Many traditions have 

been handed down from generation to generation, while others have been affected 

by new influences, therefore adapting to different contexts. This means that the Italian 

immigrants’ wine system expresses only in part national culture (contribution from 

Roberto Cipresso), and accordingly, current production of wine certainly cannot be 

defined as “made in Italy”. The active role of Italians in the development of a widespread 

and generalized wine culture that, even indirectly, supports an international market 

where Italy represents one of the top exporters, should, however, be recognized in 

such processes. The work carried out over the centuries by Italian migrants must 

be acknowledged as enlightened in several of the stories described in these pages, 

because the respect for tradition was capable of overcoming local communities’ 

common belief that drinking wine meant being alcoholics and was therefore despised 

(contribution from Marco Bertagni and Saverio Minutolo concerning Australia). The 

meaning of drinking a glass of wine has profoundly changed over the years, since it 

no longer means belonging to an “alcoholic” population. On the contrary, it is now a 

vehicle for sharing an Italian style and culture deeply desired worldwide. Such a feeling 

encourages new behaviour and consumption, even in regions historically not involved 

in the production of wine, such as China (contribution from Giovanna Di Vincenzo) or 

India, where the diffusion of viticulture tied to the Italian oenological world indicates the 

desire to incorporate Italian and Mediterranean style into Indian culture (contribution 

from Daniela Marcheggiani).

The “tastings” provided in the pages of this book intend to stimulate curiosity in readers, 

encouraging them to look beyond the Italian soil, but instead of finding “enemies” that 

can steal part of the wine market, they can recognize how the global interest for Italy 

and its population, for one of the most desired and followed ways of life, has also 

been aroused thanks to the silent actions of those Italians in their land of emigration. 

The presence of regional varieties of vines that may otherwise have disappeared in 

“unlikely” areas in fact derives from the small and silent repeated actions of Italian 

migrants, which today make it possible to develop local biodiversity, going hand in 

hand with actions promoting cultural diversity. Biodiversity and cultural diversity are, 

as a matter of fact, strongly interconnected, given that they are capable of producing 

those environmental and territorial transformations expressed in landscapes. 

The landscapes evoked in these pages describe men and women, vines and wines, 

traditional techniques and innovations that speak about the Italian element outside 

Italy, of those Italians who, often being the major ethnic group, have managed to leave 

an infinite number of tracks and visible and invisible signs.
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di Flavia Cristaldi

The large botanical family of Vitaceae already existed in the Cretaceous geological 

period (one hundred and forty million years ago), but only in the Quaternary and, 

more precisely, in the Pleistocene (two million years ago) and later in the Holocene 

(3000 BC) did the separation of the Vitis silvestris begin, giving rise between the 

Black Sea and the Caspian Sea to a spontaneous genetic evolution that evolved into 

the Vitis vinifera sativa, mother of the varieties that we grow and that is in fact called 

“European”, which is in reality of Southeast Asian origin. The Vitis vinifera is the only 

Eurasian species to have been saved from the glaciation and from the Great Flood 

according to the Book of Genesis but, with the separation of the continents on Earth, 

dozens of American and Asian species were later found.

THE "EUROPEAN" GRAPE  (Vitis vinifera )
The European grape Vitis silvestris descends from the Caucasus and spread to the 

entire Middle East and Europe, essentially due to spontaneous genetic events, such 

as intersections and bud mutations, but also due to the selective intervention of 

man. The Neolithic (6000 BC) saw nomads shift from transhumance to a sedentary 

lifestyle; they began to found cities, became farmers and pick the best wild grape 

plants in the forests, grown from seeds dispersed by birds and other animals.

These are the origins of the first varieties, which were later followed by another 

several thousand, to the extent that over 20,000 varieties are now cultivated in 

Europe. After their decimation by American pests and the economic choices of 

Mario Fregoni

ITALIAN GRAPE VARIETIES 
CONQUER THE WORLD 
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modern viticulture, which is anything but sustainable and based on biodiversity, we 

now have a remaining 10,000 varieties. The same species were also present in the 

two centuries of the great migration, a phenomenon through which these varieties 

were exported from Europe to other continents.

Still today, the grapes grown in the world belong to Vitis vinifera in about 99% of cases, 

with the remaining 1% divided between hybrids and American and Asian species. 

The European grapevine is the queen of wine and table grapes and raisins in terms 

of unsurpassed quality. Unfortunately Vitis vinifera has a low genetic resistance to 

pests (root and foliage), to environmental stress etc., and this has affected its spread, 

which has been regulated primarily by the weather (cold, drought, high temperatures 

etc.). Considering that recent climate change is transferring the grapes to areas 

that were relatively cooler (to the north or south, respectively, in the corresponding 

hemispheres, or at higher altitudes in the mountains), we can thus summarize the 

current spread of the geography of European vines and viticulture (bearing in mind 

that the distribution areas may vary slightly).

In the Northern Hemisphere, viticulture extends from 30 to 50° latitude and up to 

1200 m (Morgex in Valle d’Aosta, Etna in Sicily). This latitudinal band goes from the 

Pacific coast at San Francisco and Los Angeles to the Pacific coast at Tokyo, across 

North America and also the Atlantic, North Africa, Western Europe and Eastern 

Europe almost to Russian Siberia and the Middle East, to the whole Mediterranean 

basin, India, China and Japan.

In terms of climate, these latitudes delimit climates with winter temperatures of -40°C 

and below, and with maximum summer temperatures even higher than 40°. Annual 

average isotherms range from 10 to 20°C.

 In the southern hemisphere, viticulture is exercised from 30 to 40 degrees latitude 

south, a band which ranges from the Pacific coast at Santiago de Chile, through 

Argentina, Brazil, includes South Africa, and arrives in Melbourne and Tasmania 

(Australia). New Zealand, immersed in Oceania, is an exception in the Southern 

Hemisphere, because European grapes are grown up to 45° latitude South. The 

annual isotherms of the Southern Hemisphere are the same as in the Northern 

hemisphere, ie 10-20°C.

In the equatorial subtropical zone which ranges from 0 to 30° latitude, in both the 

2.

Ungrafted bushes 

in Karakemer 

(Kazakhstan). 

The branches become 

creepers. This cultivation 

is widespread in 

many countries of the 

former USSR. 

Source:

Fregoni, 2013.

North and South grapes become an evergreen plant (like certain American species), 

always maintaining a part of young leaves, because cold weather does not exist and 

the European vine fails to take the necessary rest during the period of bud formation, 

as in the temperate climates in the two climatic zones cited above.

More exactly, dormancy is short or insufficient from 30 to 10° latitude, both North 

and South, while dormancy is zero from 10 to 0° latitude in both hemispheres 

around the equator. With appropriate farming techniques, however, it is possible 

to get two/three harvests a year, especially for table grapes. It should be noted 

that the quality of wines can be low and not every European variety adapts well to 

tropical and subtropical climates, where they have a very short lifetime (about ten 

years, compared with more than thirty at our latitudes, and more than a hundred of 

ungrafted vines, in certain antiphylloxeric areas of Eastern Europe and South Asia, 

where the grapes are renewed by cutting the head, which  is bred at ground level).

THE MOST WIDESPREAD VARIETIES OF VITIS  IN THE WORLD 
Every country, especially in Europe, has its own ampelographic database of varieties, 

but in recent decades biodiversity has diminished and the vineyards are planted with 

a reduced number of varieties, especially in the New World, where they grow very few 

international varieties (Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, Syrah, Chardonnay, Sauvignon, 

Riesling and a few others) originating from the “proles occidentalis”, while the “proles 

orientalis” and “proles pontica” varieties, also from the Vitis vinifera species that 

Noah planted on Mount Ararat, once prevailed. According to a statistic of more 

than a decade ago (unfortunately the only one that exists), the most widely grown 

varieties of vinifera number just fifty, of which we report here the first ten (see Fregoni, 

2013 for the others): Thompson seedless (table grapes), Grenache, Airen, Merlot, 

Tempranillo, Carignan, Cabernet sauvignon, Dattier de Beyrouth (table grapes), Pais, 

Muscat à petit grain. France and Spain have exported more than Italy. The leading 

Italian varieties in the world rankings are Sangiovese and Ugni Blanc (Trebbiano).

The cultivated surface of Vitis vinifera in the world reached almost 10 million hectares 

in the past, but today that figure has dropped to 7.5 million.  Southern Europe is 

the area that has lost the most acres, to the benefit of New World countries, where, 

however, mainly international varieties are planted.

However, the largest vine-growing countries in the world are (in descending order of 

surface area): Spain, France, Italy, China, Turkey, USA, Portugal, Argentina, Romania, 

Chile and so on. 

Considering that Italian emigrants have also propagated our national grape varieties, 

we can provide a list of the main Italian grapes in decreasing order of surface area 
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(Fregoni, 2013): Sangiovese, Trebbiano, Catarratto, Montepulciano, Merlot, Barbera, 

Nero d’Avola, Negroamaro, Chardonnay, Trebbiano Romagnolo, Prosecco (Glera), 

Cabernet sauvignon, Muscat, Garganega, Primitivo, Aglianico, Pinot Gris, Malvasia 

di Candia.

In total in the world there are 1055 genera of Vitaceae, distributed in the Americas, 

Africa, Asia, Australia, but the potentially useful species are those of the genus Vitis, 

which number only one hundred and eight, actually just thirty-four in America and 

twenty-nine in Asia. Some American species are of great interest because they 

saved the wine heritage of European Vitis vinifera, which now grows essentially on an 

American rootstock. About 150 years ago an insect called phylloxera reached Europe 

and destroyed the roots of European vines. It was a true disaster. A French scientific 

mission in America discovered that in America vines were not dying because they 

had roots of hardy American species. Initially there were high imports of American 

species to Europe, but then French, Italian, German etc. geneticists produced hybrid 

rootstocks with America’s most appropriate species for the different purposes of 

viticulture. The American species most used in the hybridization are the Vitis riparia, 

the Vitis cinerea and Vitis rupestris, plus some with other genetic traits which are 

particularly interesting with regard to resistance to parasites, soil conditions etc. 

Out of curiosity, we wish to recall that some American varieties were imported and 

consumed as table grapes and vinified in Europe too, such as the “strawberry grape” 

or Isabella grape, the Clinton etc. Some disease-resistant Euro-American hybrids 

were obtained, but unfortunately of poor quality, because the American grapes are 

rich in anthocyanins diglucoside, have a bitter taste and the so-called foxy aroma, or 

simply foxiness. Even attempts to establish Vinifera OGMs, transferring Americans or 

Asian genes, have so far been unsuccessful.

With the exception of Vitis amurensis, which grows wild in the Amur basin (between 

China and Russia), the grapes of which are harvested and vinified, as continues 

to be the case for Vitis silvestris in European forests, (and producing the same 

unmarketable quality), the other twenty-eight Asian species are only of interest as a 

source of genes for resistance to certain diseases, but especially for their resistance 

to adverse and extreme weather conditions. Vitis amurensis resists in temperatures 

as low as -40°C, compared to the normal range of -18° to -30° of Vinifera or of 

certain varieties or hybrids. Other Asian species are, on the contrary, cold-sensitive 

and resistant to desert conditions, to which they have adapted, making them able to 

withstand temperatures in excess of 50° centigrade.

Finally, there are some Asian species that have adapted to tropical climates. Asia, however, 

uses European varieties to make good wine, cultivated in India, China and Japan.
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Trebbiano Toscano
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Sangiovese
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TREBBIANO TOSCANO Was taken to France by Catherine de Medici, and there renamed Ugni blanc, the name 

with which it is known throughout the world. All researchers, including the French, know that the DNA is the same, 

and that it comes from Tuscany; for centuries it has been part of the blend of Chianti, together with Sangiovese,  

Canaiolo med,  Malvasia Toscana. The Trebbiano’s fame is linked to the great wine distillates of Cognac and Ar-

magnac and others in many countries of the world, due to its great resistance to oxidation and thus to long aging, 

with the formation of late wood aromas and the survival of a good acidity.

MOSCATO The grape is of ancient Middle Eastern origin, grown in Italy since Roman times as Apianae, because 

the sweetness of its berries and aroma attracted bees. In Gallia it was spread by the Narbonne Roman Legion. 

Despite the Roman contribution, its greatest presence in Italy and abroad is in the Piedmont Region (Asti) where it 

is used to make sparkling sweet and aromatic wine (rich in linalool and other floral terpenes), processed with the 

Martinotti method of Asti, which the French have called Charmat. Presence in the world: in total the world area is 

estimated at about 130,000 ha, mostly in Piedmont in Asti DOCG, in France 6500 ha, the former Yugoslavia has 

6000 ha, Bulgaria has 5000 ha, Spain 2300, Turkey 2000, Brazil has 1800 (where it is called Italian), Romania 

1200, Portugal has 1000, South Africa has 600, California has 550, Australia 400, Hungary 300, Argentina has 

10.  It is also grown, although there are no statistics, in Switzerland, Slovakia, Ukraine, Armenia, Georgia, Russia, 

Moldova, Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, Slovenia, Croatia, Ecuador, 

Bolivia and New Zealand.

SANGIOVESE Represents Tuscan wine, with Chianti, Brunello, Morellino and Montepulciano wine. In the world 

it is grown on about 100,000 hectares, of which approximately 60,000 are in Italy, while Argentina has 3000, 

1700 ha in Romania, 1700 ha in France (Corsica) where it was renamed Nielluccio, in California 1000 ha, as 

well as in Brazil, Australia etc.

RIESLING ITALICO Perhaps native of Eastern Europe, called false Riesling by the Germans, who recognize only 

Riesling, known in Italy as “renano”, it is found largely in the Oltrepò Pavese area and in other Eastern countries 

for its cold tolerance and good acidity.

Presence in the world: the total area could range from 35,000 to 65,000 hectares, of which 16,000 in Romania, 

5000 in Austria, 4000 in Bulgaria, 2600 in Italy, 1500 in Brazil, 10 in Canada, California, Germany, Slovenia, 

Hungary, Croatia, the former Yugoslavia, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Russia, Argentina, South Africa, Ukraine, 

Armenia, Moldova, Uzbekistan, Kosovo, Serbia, Montenegro.

MAIN VARIETIES ABROAD BY CULTIVATED OR ESTIMATED SURFACE 
AREA, IN DECREASING ORDER
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Barbera
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BARBERA Anyone who works with grapes and wine knows this variety was taken to many countries by 

Piedmont natives, especially in the Americas.

Diffusion in the world: covers 55,000 ha in total, although the surface area might be lower (28,000 according 

to Fregoni, 2013) and largely in northern Italy. Abroad it is found in: California 4600, Argentina 1000, Brazil 

250, South Africa 20, Uruguay, Australia, Greece, Israel, Romania, Slovenia, Dalmatia, Australia, Peru. In 

north-eastern Italy and Eastern Europe the so-called Fregoni 108 Barbera X Creatina cross has also spread.

CATARRATTO The most popular Sicilian grape, also used for the production of Marsala, spreads over more 

than 60,000 hectares in the world, of which the majority in Sicily and in Latin America.

BONARDA In the world it is grown on about 40,000 hectares. We know, however, of several Bonarda 

varieties, in Piedmont, Oltrepò Pavese, Piacentino etc. Abroad it is present in Argentina (12,000 ha), Brazil, 

Uruguay and other South American countries, California and Eastern Europe.

MONTEPULCIANO Large red grape coming from Abruzzo (not to be confused with the aforementioned wine 

based on Sangiovese), it is believed to be cultivated on 30,000 ha in Italy and in the Americas.

DOLCETTO Thanks to Piedmont migrants it has been grown in Latin America (Argentina and Brazil), but 

also in France etc. It occupies 12,000 ha in the world, 10,000 of which in Piedmont and in a few other 

northern regions.

TRAMINER  AROMATICO The Germans, the French, the Swiss, the Luxembourgers and Eastern Europeans 

call it Gewürztraminer, but its name derives from Termeno = Tramin which is in South Tyrol. In the world it 

occupies 8000 ha, of which 2700 in Alsace (France), 1500 in Germany, 1000 in Italy, 700 in Austria, 700 

in California, 600 in southern Italy, 400 in Romania, 350 in South Africa, 250 in the Czech Republic, 150 in 

Croatia, 150 in Brazil, 150 in New Zealand, 100 in Oregon, 100 in Washington State, 30 in Argentina, 30 

in Canada, 10 in Luxembourg and to a lesser extent in Spain, Hungary, Ukraine and so on.

PROSECCO (GLERA) It has had a tremendous international success in recent years, although this is due to 

the Prosecco di Conegliano and Valdobbiadene (DOCG). We produce 200 million bottles of sparkling wine, 

largely Martinotti, which is very popular with young people and  exported to many countries, where it is 

imitated, as in Croatia with Prosek and in other European countries. It is also cultivated in Sweden.

FRIULANO Called Tocai for many years in Italy, it has actually the DNA of Sauvignonasse, but is not cultivated 

in France, because they prefer Sauvignon. It has no relation to Hungarian Tokay, processed mainly with 

Furmint and Arzevelu. In Friuli it was argued that it had been exported to Tokay by a descendant of the noble 

Formentini family. This grape was certainly exported to Argentina (over 1000 ha), Chile, Russia, and several 

Eastern European countries.

VERMENTINO Thanks to migrants from Sardinia, Liguria and Tuscany this great vine has been exported 

throughout the world as it occupies over 7000 hectares, of which 4000 in Italy, 2600 in France, followed 

by Portugal, Australia and so on.

NEBBIOLO Cultivated throughout northern Italy from Piedmont to Valtellina, producing great wines (Barolo, 

Babaresco, Gattinara etc.), it occupies over 6000 ha in the world, including about 5200 in Italy, the rest in 

Argentina (200 ha), Mexico (150 ha), California (100 ha), Switzerland, Australia and recently in Sweden at 

56° latitude North.

WINE, TABLE AND ROOTSTOCK VARIETIES SPREAD BY MIGRANTS FROM ITALY  
Italy is the country of the world with the highest number of grape varieties: there are 

maybe 3-4000 different grapes. Many locals indigenous varieties are not yet listed in 

the National Grape Registry, therefore varieties exported by migrants, nurseries and 

technicians working abroad are limited but nevertheless are affected and influenced by 

the regional origin of migrants.

There are some varieties grown in small areas, including: Nerello Mascalese (Libya), 

Inzolia (Libya), Bombino (Libya), Muscat Teracina (Tunisia), Refosco (Slovenia, 

Croatia, California, Argentina), Raboso (Latin America), Lambrusco (Argentina, USA, 

Australia, etc.), Mammolo (Australia), Aglianico (USA), Aleatico (Australia, USA), 

Cortese (Australia, USA), Fiano (USA, Australia), Grignolino (Pope Francis’ wine: 

Argentina, Mexico, USA), Primitivo (USA, Australia), Teroldego (USA, Australia), 

Ansonica (Australia), Brachetto (Australia), Cesanese (Australia), Fortana (Australia), 

Greco (Australia), Lacrima (Australia), Maceratino (Australia), Pignoletto (Australia), 

Rossese (Australia), Verdicchio (Australia), Vernaccia (Australia), Malvasi (Spain, 

Portugal, Slovenia, Croatia, Argentina, Brazil, Australia).

Italy was traditionally the number one producer of table grapes, although recently 

China, Turkey, India and Iran have surpassed it. Many migrants from Puglia, Sicily etc., 

have taken table grapes around the world. Among the most cultivated varieties in the 

international field, the grape Italia should be mentioned, as a credit to our country, 

resulting from the Bicane X Muscat of Hamburg cross, done by Alberto Pirovano in 

1911 at the family nurseries in Bergamo. This variety is appreciated for its aroma of 

moscato, and the thickness of its bunches and fruits, which unfortunately have  seeds.

Among the results of which Italy must be proud, we should mention some rootstocks 

of Sicilian origin, used worldwide to plant new vineyards. These are American hybrids 

obtained by Ruggeri (Berlandieri X Rupestris 140 Ru and 225 Ru) and Paulsen 

(Berlandieri X Rupestris P. 1103, P. 779 and P. 775). Despite his name, the latter famous 

genetic breeder is Sicilian. The aforementioned rootstocks are widely used for their 

resistance to active limestone and to iron chlorosis and drought and soil compaction.
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Immigration has always been considered fundamental to the circulation of people, 

ideas and myths. Just as the myth of wine was brought to the west by Greek 

colonists, the civilization of European wine was introduced to the American continent 

by European emigrants. People change, as do the methods of creating vineyards 

and cellars, the types of wine produced and consumption habits; but the spirit with 

which those emigrants entrusted the sacred status of this drink to the new lands 

where they settled remains the same. Through wine, they remembered the places 

they had sadly left behind, the happy times spent with family and friends; through 

wine they nourished the hope that they could return home someday, and perpetuated 

through religious celebrations the unforgettable moments that featured in the social 

life of their community. Now these emotions are unconsciously transmitted to new 

consumers through the organoleptic quality of the wines produced by those original 

vines, which have sunk deep roots into the land which was improved and made 

fertile by the toil of so many Italians.

THE THREE COLONIZATIONS  
The first attempts to introduce European vines to America, above all by the Spanish 

and the Portuguese, were idiosyncratic due to the characteristics of the places 

involved. The first vineyards were planted just a few years after the first landings in 

the Antilles using vines from the colonizers’ home countries. They had to overcome 

the numerous difficulties encountered due to climatic conditions very different to 
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OF VINE-GROWING IN THE AMERICAS 

AND AUSTRALIA
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those in Europe, not to mention the customs duties levied by the mother country. 

The introduction of vines to North America, that is Canada and the United States, 

occurred somewhat later around the end of the 1700s and the mid-1800s. This 

delay was largely due to the existence of native vines that were better adapted to the 

climatic conditions of these regions and which had already been partially domesticated 

by natives, all this allowing for wine production sufficient for the Europeans’ needs. 

With the arrival of European vines, many natural hybrids arose from spontaneous 

crosses with wild vines (Delaware, Catawba, Norton, Elvira etc.) which, along with 

the artificial hybrids that arrived from Europe at the end of the 1800s, created to 

resist cryptogenic diseases, took over from the domesticated wild varieties. 

At first European viticulture in the Americas remained an elite activity for a long 

time, as it was aimed at producing altar wine and wine to supply the military. It 

was therefore concentrated around the first settlements on small plots of land, often 

widely dispersed, generally using few vines to produce just one type of wine.

The viticulture which developed three centuries later due to the efforts of immigrants 

was also aimed at satisfying a primary need, namely that of families, and was not 

intended for public commerce; it was based on just a few vines which had been 

imported from the immigrants’ place of origin. 

The vine-oenology which developed in the Trento and Veneto communities in 

America, above all in South America (Brazil and Argentina) suffered from extreme 

backwardness in their oenological techniques and the low quality of the native vines, 

which often consisted of first-generation Hybrid Direct Producers (Ibridi Produttori 

Diretti – IPD) which had survived “American diseases” and were grown at the limits 

of vine cultivation at altitudes too high for European vines. Descriptions from the first 

half of the 1800s show the degree of evolution of the methods of winemaking and 

stabilization of wines in Piedmont and abroad, above all in France. Phylloxera and the 

establishment of schools of oenology at S. Michele, Conegliano and Alba starting in 

the 1870s were crucial for technical improvements and for knowledge about vines 

from abroad. This progress in knowledge contributed to the creation of the first 

collective cellars and the renewal of interest in Italian wines in markets beyond the 

Alps and in Hungary, where the replanting of phylloxera-affected vineyards was slow.

Apparently there was no relation established or connection made between the 

conquistadores and the mid-1800s immigrants.

Paradoxically, the rapid improvement in quality in North American viticulture on 

the eve of Prohibition was not the result of the technical or agricultural innovation 

that was in full swing in the United States at the time, the first so-called “green 
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revolution”; it was in fact due to the renewal of European viticulture required by the 

post-phylloxera reconstruction. The discovery of Pasteur’s work and knowledge of 

the mechanisms of alcohol fermentation became part of the curriculum of the newly 

created University of California, which saw Anglo-Saxon pragmatism effectively 

transmitted to winemakers, but above all attracted a new generation of immigrants 

to California. They generally arrived from Germany and France, but to a lesser extent 

from Italy too, enticed by the high price of local grapes. While Italians concentrated 

mainly on red wines, immigrants from the continental areas of Europe specialized in 

white wines, sparkling, dry or sweet as the case may be, which were best fitted to 

their experience and their market tastes. The first Californian “champagne” dates 

from this period. The anthropological changes in food consumption, due to the 

transition from an agricultural economy to a commercial and industrial one, led to a 

previously unknown trend for wine consumption. The development of transport and 

communications accelerated the processes and made them universal; wine was no 

longer merely the result of agricultural activity, but became a formally commercial 

product.  After the First World War, which brought together peoples on both sides 

of the Atlantic, many European eating habits  and trends made headway among 

the Americans and contributed to making wine drinking, in that period mainly 

Champagne, a pleasurable American custom during ceremonies and celebrations.  

Immediately after the Second World War a new wave of Italian immigration had an 

impact on vine-growing in the United States; in California and Oregon many families 

engaged in  profitable activity in the oenological sector with the clear aim of producing 

quality wine.

These three phenomena, although separated by long periods of time and seemingly 

unrelated, were in fact a common process of development which was renewed in the 

1970s and can still be seen in the many facets of American viticulture.

THE ORIGINS OF VITICULTURE IN THE NEW WORLD
The wines obtained from the first American vineyards were destined, apart from the 

Church, for military garrisons and colonists, as the quality of the wine imported by 

ship was very unsatisfactory and transport costs were astronomical. In order to meet 

growing demand, from 1519 the Casa de Contrataciòn of Seville began to receive 

orders to send a certain number of vines with every ship leaving for the Indies, 

fixing payment at the old duty (almojarifago).  There were three entry points for the 

introduction and distribution of vines in America, two Spanish (Mexico and Peru) and 

later a Portuguese one in Brazil.

Vine-growing spread north from Mexico into Texas and Baja California in the Loreto 

Mission in 1679, and from there to California, firstly with the Jesuits and later the 

Franciscans. 

There were 15 missions in the south of California in 1760 and at least 5 of them 

produced wine. Nevertheless, vine-growing did not reach the areas to the north of San 

Francisco, now the heart of Californian viticulture, until 1820. The largest vineyards 

were around the San Gabriel Mission, near what is now Los Angeles, and produced 

130,000 litres of wine per year and a great quantity of brandy too. Vine-growing 

expanded rapidly after 1830 with the secularization of the missions by the Mexican 

government.

Vines arrived in Chile, a region with a Mediterranean climate, in 1554 with the Spanish 

from Peru. In the 17th century Chile became the largest wine producer on the American 

continent, to such a degree that it could export wine to Europe when American 

diseases arrived which had, in fact, not affected Chilean vines.
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The origin of vine-growing in Argentina is a story in itself. It 

is attributed to the expedition of Don Diego de Rojas who 

landed in Peru in 1542, crossed the Andes and settled in an 

area later called La Rioja. The first vines were grown from the 

seeds of dried grapes used as a food, such as the varieties 

called Creole, from criolle, which has a lexical meaning 

deriving from the origin of the seed. The Pais variety in Chile 

and the Mission variety in California have similar origins. 

Environmental conditions were so good and demand for 

wine so high in Peru that in 1560, just twenty years after 

planting the first vines, about 40,000 hectares of land were 

covered by vines!

But the most important introduction was to Argentina in 1556 

from Chile by Father Juan de Cidron who imported “cotton 

seed, vines and other trees” into the southern regions of Mendoza and Salta. However, 

Argentine viticulture grew more slowly afterwards due to restrictions imposed by the 

Spanish government. 

Vines were imported into Uruguay very late, in 1726, along with nut and olive trees 

by twenty-five old families from the Canary Islands. However, commercial production 

began only in 1874 with two varieties introduced from France called Tannat and Folle 

Noir, better known by their Spanish names of Harriague and Vidiella, the names of 

two colonists, one Basque, the other Catalan. Towards the end of the 1800s, with the 

infection by American diseases, Isabella (or Brasilera) and some IPDs were introduced 

from Brazil.

The first cultivation of vines happened very early on in Brazil and was the work of 

the Portuguese on the expedition led by Martin Alonso de Sousa, with material from 

Madeira and the Azores. The Spanish too, arriving from Buenos Aires a few years 

later, began to cultivate vines with the foundation of the city of Guaira. The Jesuits 

then spread cultivation to many parts of the country.  After the original cultivation of 

the Vitis vinifera varieties (locally called variedades finas) by religious orders, there was 

that of the hybrid lambruscas some centuries later, above all the Isabella variety in the 

north east and the Rio Grande do Sul. This was due to the work of Italian immigrants 

between 1830 and 1840, above all those from Veneto, who imported varieties they 

cultivated in their country of origin after the arrival of the American diseases. 

In the Caribbean regions (Venezuela, Colombia, Honduras and Guatemala) vines were 

also introduced by the first colonists in the 16th century; however, vine-growing here 

was mainly carried out for domestic use,  due to the environmental limitations of the 

tropical climate which did not offer the plant physiological rest, and therefore allowed 

two or three harvests a year, usually of table grapes. Early winemaking techniques in 

all these Latin American countries copied those of Ancient Rome. The grapes were 

pressed in stone containers with a capacity of 12,000-14,000 kg of grapes and the 

must was fermented in terracotta jars (tinajas) measuring 250-400 litres each. The 

jars were partially buried to control the temperature and reduce the risk of breakage 

during fermentation. The wine produced was described as light red in colour, but we 

can cast doubts as to its quality if we are to believe Pedro Cieza de Leon (a chronicler 

and explorer): “There are a great number of beautiful vineyards in these valleys where 

a great quantity of grapes is gathered. No wine has been made from them and so I 

cannot describe the quality, but seeing that the land is irrigated, it is probably weak.”

In Canada the cultivation of European varieties began later due to the presence of native 

vines which could produce grapes for winemaking; the latter were the starting point 
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later on for natural hybrids which can still be found in the wild. In 1860 the European 

vines grown on the Niagara peninsula and in southwest Ontario were hit by a very cold 

winter and outbreaks of diseases and it was only in 1930 that European vines were 

widely planted, but in British Colombia.

VENETIAN PEASANTS IN THE LAND OF COFFEE: PROMISED LAND OR LAND OF PROMISES?
Brazil was the main destination of transatlantic emigration, although other destinations 

in Argentina and Uruguay were selected too.  Accounts from that period offers an 

illuminating example of the living conditions which drove thousands of people to 

emigrate to Brazil between 1886 and 1895 from the Montello area, where they lived 

in 6,000 hectares of woodland called “bisnunte” (that is: twice nothing, without any 

value at all) or simply “communists” as they occupied common land. They ended up 

in the fazendas of São Paulo cultivating coffee, the highest yielding crop at the time, 

replacing the black slaves who had just been liberated in accordance with the idea of 

Pedro II, Emperor of Brazil, who wanted to “make the country whiter”.

The first acts in the colonization of Brazil were deforestation, the timber trade and 

then the production of coffee and sugar on the cleared land, these being the real 

factors that attracted immigrants. It was only with the 1867 “Law of the Colonies” 

that plots of land ranging from 15 to 60 hectares were offered to European families 

for cultivation along with seeds, tools and housing. This led to the construction of the 

first populated centres with names that recalled the cities that the immigrants had left 

behind: Nova Trento, Nova Tyrol, Santa Caterina, Colonia Regina and so on. About 

24,000 people emigrated to America between 1870 and 1888 (Grosselli, 1988). 

Argentina too was the object of major colonization projects due to the favourable 

disposition of the national authorities and the good climatic conditions and fertile 

soil. The 1876 “Avellenada Law”, which was similar to the one in Brazil, assigned 

plots of land to immigrants, who were nicknamed tanos, a diminutive of italianos and 

Neapolitan.  Agricultural activity,  mainly on the pampas, was focused on cereal crops 

and cattle breeding. Most of the new farmers came from Piedmont, Veneto and 

Lombardy, while Calabrians and Sicilians preferred commercial and craft activities 

in the cities.  

The natural tendency of the first colonists was to reproduce the type of cultivation 

they had practised back home. This was not always possible; for example the fruit 

trees had problems with the climate and soil characteristics, but all the same no 

one gave up on planting vines. The first vines planted came in large part from the 

mountainous and lowland areas of Veneto, and were called Isabella or Americana. 

Later these varieties were substituted by others which were often disease-resistant 

hybrids of French origin. 

True Brazilian viticulture is that located in the Rio Grande do Sul and was the outcome 

of the work of a mix of emigrants from Lombardy, Veneto, Trentino and Friuli who 

arrived after 1875.

The viticulture that was established in the new colonies suffered from the continuation 

of traditions from immigrants’ native lands, as regards the choice of cultivation 

techniques; this meant it was backwards and unchanged by post-phylloxera 

reconstruction, and therefore produced low-quality wine. This atavism was a 

constant negative factor for many decades, and was only partly overcome from the 

early 1960s by new generations of vine growers who had trained at universities in 

America, France and Italy.

In the southern hemisphere, such as in Brazil, the harvest was in February and the 

grapes gathered were left to dry on wooden floors in the shade.  The grapes were 


