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First | must tell You a secrgt; | hate Grappa.
To be honest; it’s not really that much of a secret
as | can often be overheard likening the spirit to
paint stripper whenever 'm asked my opinion

of it. So'you can'imagine my delight when on 4
recent trip to Italy, | noticed that.a visit to a Grappa
factory was on'the itinerary.

The compahy in question was Poli, a
traditional Grappa-maker located inthe small,
picturesque town of Bassano del Grappa in the
heart of the Vicenza province it north-east Italy.
Bassano del Grappa, sitting at the foot of Monte
Grappa, is renowned for its production of the spirit
—in fact, it's often regarded as the Grappa capital
of Italy — so | decided that if | ever had to try the
spirit again inimy lifetime, thisavould be the only
place to do it. Not wanting to sharé the fact that |
hated the product of his lifetime’s work with him, |
set off to meet Jacopo Poli, one of the company’s
owners, determined to enter thie factory with an
open mind, even if my stomach was betraying my
resolution by churning at the mere mention of the
word Grappa.

FROM HAT SPECIALIST TO

GRAPPA-MAKER EXTRAORDINAIRE

Poli was founded by Jacopo's great-grandfather
GioBatta, a producer of straw'hats by trade, but a

Poli’s classic Grappa.

5 . Poli

Sally FitzGerald is forced to face her fears of the fiery
Italian spirit when she is invited to visit a Grappa-
making factory in the north-east of Italy.

| man with a great passian for Grappa. At the time,

' and so the inhabitants supped the fiery spiritas a
\-way of keeping warm. As an added bonus, Grappa

|, finished product as a means of payment for the
i raw materials,

' successful as possible, finally convincing his father

Grappa was usually produced in and around small
mountain towns where the climate was very cold

was cheap to produce and in plentiful supply as it
is created from the leftover pomace (grape skins
and seeds) of the wing-making process.

One day, GioBatta decided to take his love of
Grappa one step further than merely consuming
the drink, so moved away from his straw hat
Business, and instead went on a one-man mission
to produce Grappa. He first created a small metal
still, which could be used to distil the Grappa, then

., attached it to a horse-drawn cart and worked his for “Ef_""ﬂ' the Grappa.
¢ Wayaround different farms. He would ask for their ¢ ff! o 5 o
leftover pomace, then create bottles of Grappa on =L &

the spot, giving the farmers a percentage of the

GioBatta continued to work in this way, until
he was approached by a friend who had some
spare unused train parts, which could be put
together to create an engine to replace the horse
and cart. This:made transportation a little easier
at least. GioBatta's son Giovanni also became
involved in the business and wanted to make it as

Jacopo explains all about
the raw ingredients.
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to register Polias an official company in 1898. A
few years later, a. new tax law was introduced to
[taly, which meant that Poli had to have a fixed site
for the Grappa still, so it bought a small property
in Bassano del Grappa and have remained in the
same factory to this day:

Throughout the decades, the company has
been passed down through four generations of
the Poli family, and during the two World Wars,
while the male members of the family were forced
to leave the business and their homes to join the
fighting, the female contingent took responsibility
for keeping Poli's Grappa heritage alive.

REFINING THE PROCESS

While Pali continues to use the still that GioBatta
originally created (it's just one of many now), the
Grappa-making process has had to change slightly
over the years. Italians no longer need the spirit
as a form of warmth or nourishment — now it is
consumed purely for enjoyment, to savour the
flavour and aroma.

Jacopo explained that there isn't really one
defining characteristic of Grappa anymore, rather
each variety has its own identity. The flavour of
the Grappa depends upon the type of pomace
used, so the skins of Moscato grapes, for example,
will produce a different taste to that of the Pinot
grape. But most importantly, whichever variety you
chaose, in essence it is all about the quality of the
ingredients, Jacapo stressed. “If it was born good,
it remains good. If it was born bad, then it remains
bad too.” | started to think that maybe the ones
|'had tried before had actually been born rotten.

As Jacopo led us around the factory | was
surprised to find that | was actually quite entranced

- by the Grappa-making process. At Poli, the artisan

method of production is still in use, so my first =%

i
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 alcohol fumes, . o
| the white-washed W
. roomactually -\ :
. smelt alittle like

- bubble

i

=3 sight was that of an imposing row of large
wooden casks complete with shining copper lids.
While | watched steam billowing out the sides
of the lids, toamy left | noticed two'men lifting a %
huge mass of what looked like dark compost from
the wodiden casing of the farthest still. | soofi
discovered that this wasn't actually compost, it
was in fact the pomace. Ae ;
The method for creating Grappa is fairly
simple; pomace is put into the €auldron, heated up
to a temperattre of around 78:C, then the alcohol
is distilled by applying steam to the still for around *
3 hours./The evaporated alcohol is-then filtered
out through large tubes and condensed to obtain:
Grappa, After the 3 hours of heating, the used
pomace is removed from the vats and replaced by
a new batch; perhaps of a different grape variety
to produce a different flavoured Grappa.
The resulting liquid from this process is then
either stored in large silver vats for around 1 year
to prodice young Grappa, or transferred to wooden
casks for around 13 years to create a more rich,
mature flavour, in a similar way to the wine or
whisky-making process. Whilé the Grappa is in
the vats or barrels, spring water is also added to
the mixto reduce the alcohol.level to the legal ;= -
requirement of around 40-45 per.cent, rather than
the original pure level, which€an be up to a mor
intoxicating 70 per cent.
But as | mentioned beforg, modern tastes
have changed the way Italiang:consume Grappa,
and so as Jacopo led us through to the second
room in the factory, he introdUced us to the idea
of Poli's flavoured Grappa. As the door slid open;’
| got my second surprise of the'day. Instead of -
emanating strong fumes of bumt alcohol, the
white-washed room smelt of bBubble gum. Sweet,
fragrant,-and very comforting. Jacopo reached up
to head-height, carefully lifted the lid of a heavy
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" FIND OUT MORE
If you are ever in the Vicenza province of Italy
and find yourself gravitating towards Bassano
. del Grappa, then pay a short visit to the Poli

L museum, which is located at Ponte Vecchio
' 36061. Alternatively you can find out more about
~the Grappa-making process, as well as Poli

* and its products at www.poligrappa.com
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.steel coptainer andinvited us to stand on tip toes
:and breath inside. Lmance “The next contaifier
smelt af hanay, another raspberry, strawberry,
and on itwent. Some were morg unusual than
others ~ there was evenavariety called Taiadea,
which contaified-half Grappa, half quinine, Jacopo
revealed thatin this room; as the Grappa matures
inthe vatsresh ingredients stich as acacia honey
and liquorice sticks.are addetito the hamd in
order to infuse the:alcohol with a different flavour.
Altogether, Poli has"1 2 different flavolrs of Grappa
“on offer- couldn’t believe that something which
had previeusly répulsed me so much could smell 5o
. Goog. My day was Starting f0 look g, .~

The pomace must be | fo
just the right temperature.
* THE TRUTH IS IN THE TASTING e
¢ -Aswe left the flavouring room and walked past the
. bottling room, 4 little sigh emerged from my hps °
- = koW whatwas coming next. [t was time for
‘-ithe tasting. At the bottoni.of a shiort set of: mndmg
- “Stene steps we armived at th&enxraaca toa kmg
grcjaed. corrldnr litonly. by a seties’of eerie mange
glawes coming from behind regularlv spaced COpDEr -
lantems: [t was Tike something froni:The Shiniag.
Heavy wogden daors interrupted the monotony of

sectiofn thrée-quarters of the way up cmedom |
could see stacks of large wooden barre!s this
- was thehgme df the aged Grappa. »
. Atthe snd-of the corridor was our fmq}
’-" destination™—a small cifcular room with barrels
¢ dotted afound artda different coloured, Grapps
» bottle perehedion top-of each.
3 “Wha woultl ke to try our original Grappa7
' Jacopa offered first.
Al Thankfu!ly myfellow traveller Shaun stepped
% forward. He hadanever tried Grappa befofe,-and -
ties;mte my numereus warings, was intrigued. |
wmched ashe gulped rather than sipped me-cfear

' that thiswas a fluke, | moved on to the plum
. liguid. The aroma of cocoa filled my nose as | lifted

.
the mrﬁdm and as | peered through asn%all barfed.
J\ liquetirs, a range which Poli is developing and | ean
. see why. Just one sip had the ability to completely
* redefine my impressien of the spirit.
I
|
\
I

liquid from the glass and felt a small smile formas
his face began to contort. | didn’t need & camera
. = | will remember that look ©f horror for the rest of
mylife. "My throat, | think I've bumt it,” he yelped
‘ as is face went a bright shade of crimson. They
| waere right about the warming effects.

Turning down a sip of the same spirit, Jacopo
promised he would find me'a Grappa | would love.
- was dubious, but couldn't resist the challenge. He

presented me with a small shot of honey Grappa.
My third surprise of the day — it wasn't that bad.

- _The smooth, sweet nature of the honey took the
edge off the pure alcohol bum and left a delicious
aftertaste. It was still stfong and warming, but that
initial-breathtaking hit was softened, Convinced

¢ Grappa. which had a more fruity flavour and aroma,

i and slightly less syrupy texture.

: “Now this you will really love”, Jacopo enticed

[ as he passed me.a glass of thick velvety brown

{-the glass up to drink, and then my mouth was

| tonsumed by the taste of intensely bitter chocolate

| and just the merest hint of alcohol, | sipped it
again, and agai Delicious, but perhaps a little
100 easy to drink_This was one of the new Grappa

- "= I eft Poli that day.indebted to Jacopo and his
‘ "I_galn-fnr not only edueating me on a wonderful
!Italian tradition, but for.showing me exactly

why the popular spiriti§ so cherished in taly
—Sonething | completalyfailed to comprehend
hafore. Now don't get me wrong, you won't find
me.oidering'a measure of Grappa as a digestiva in
I my local ftalian restaurant-apytime soon, but offer
| me a sip of honey-flavoured ar chocolate liqueur
[+Grappa‘and | might just sufprise you, T
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