Episode 28 – Nebbiolo: Italy’s Tannic Titan
Hi! I’m Marc, and this is Wine in Small Sips.
Last time, we explored Gewürztraminer—a white wine that’s floral, spicy, and anything but shy. 
Today, we’re shifting gears into serious red wine territory with a grape that inspires lifelong devotion, demands patience, and rewards you like few others can: Nebbiolo.
This is the grape behind Barolo and Barbaresco, two of Italy’s most revered reds. 
In Piedmont, Nebbiolo isn’t just another grape variety—it’s practically a cultural icon. 
Locals call Barolo the “King of Wines,” and it’s woven into the rhythms of life, especially during Alba’s truffle season when the earthy, aromatic white truffle seems to find its soulmate in Nebbiolo.
But don’t think Nebbiolo is only about dusty cellars and bottles that cost a fortune. At its heart, it’s a grape with personality—sometimes powerful and austere, but also surprisingly approachable and expressive, especially in its simpler forms. 
By the end of this episode, you’ll know what Nebbiolo tastes like, why it’s so revered, and how you can enjoy it without waiting twenty years.
So, what exactly is Nebbiolo? It’s a red grape grown almost exclusively in northern Italy, particularly Piedmont. In the glass, it’s a paradox: pale and garnet-colored, sometimes even leaning toward brick-orange when it’s still young, but don’t let that delicate appearance fool you. 
What it lacks in depth of color, it more than makes up for in structure. Nebbiolo is famously high in acidity, stacked with tannins, and full of texture.
The flavors are equally intriguing. You’ll often find bright red cherry and dried rose petals sitting side by side with earthy notes of leather, truffle, or even tar. That’s classic Nebbiolo: it greets you with roses and fruit, then clamps down with a tannic handshake you won’t soon forget.
Why should you care? Because Nebbiolo is one of the most honest grapes out there. It’s incredibly transparent, meaning it reflects its soil, its climate, and the choices of its winemaker more clearly than almost any other red. For anyone who loves wines that evolve in the glass, wines that can tell you a story over the course of a single evening—or even across decades—Nebbiolo delivers in spades. And yes, while Barolo and Barbaresco can be pricey, there are plenty of excellent Nebbiolos out there under $25, particularly from regions like Langhe and Roero.
Let’s talk about the different expressions. Barolo is the boldest of them all, famous for its power and longevity. Think cherry and rose layered with tar and leather, backed by firm tannins that practically demand a long decant—or a decade in your cellar. If you want a great example, Vietti’s “Castiglione” Barolo shows exactly what all the fuss is about. 
Barbaresco, on the other hand, is often described as Barolo’s more graceful sibling. It’s lighter, more floral, with tannins that feel a little more polished. Produttori del Barbaresco is a classic name that offers amazing quality at a fair price.
If you’re not ready to spend forty or fifty dollars, start with a Langhe Nebbiolo. These wines are softer, fruitier, and more approachable, offering a true glimpse of Nebbiolo’s character without the Barolo price tag. G.D. Vajra makes a wonderful one, usually around twenty dollars. 
If you venture north into Alto Piemonte—places like Gattinara or Ghemme—you’ll find Nebbiolos with a cooler, more mineral edge. They’re structured but often more aromatic and lifted, making them a great choice for Burgundy fans who want an Italian twist. Nervi-Conterno’s Gattinara is an excellent example.
Now, I should mention this just for fun: even Trader Joe’s has gotten in on the Nebbiolo game with a budget Barolo around twelve dollars. It’s not going to rival the kings of Piedmont, but it’s a reminder that Nebbiolo isn’t as unreachable as it sometimes seems.
So what do you eat with Nebbiolo? Rich, savory, earthy dishes are its best friends. Picture truffle risotto, braised beef or oxtail, slow-cooked lamb shank, or mushroom-based dishes. Aged cheeses like Parmigiano-Reggiano or Pecorino also work beautifully. 
Here’s the golden rule: Nebbiolo needs food. It’s not a casual “sip on the couch” wine. Pair it with a hearty meal, give it some time in a decanter, and it will reward your patience.
Now, there are some myths about Nebbiolo worth clearing up. First, don’t be fooled by its pale color—it’s not too light to be serious. Those tannins pack a punch. Second, you don’t have to spend a fortune. 
There are plenty of great bottles in the $20 to $30 range. And third, not every Nebbiolo requires decades of aging. Many producers today make styles that are delicious in their youth, so you don’t need to stash everything away for your grandchildren.
Here’s a quick memory trick: think “roses and tar, power and grace.” That’s Nebbiolo in a nutshell.
And for the wine nerds among us—“Nebbia” means fog in Italian, a nod to either the morning mists that settle over Barolo’s vineyards or the cloudy bloom that appears on ripe grapes. Barolo requires at least three years of aging before release, with a year and a half in oak, while Barbaresco needs two years, including nine months in oak. Like Pinot Noir, Nebbiolo is extremely sensitive to where it’s grown, showing dramatic differences from one vineyard to the next.
If you want to taste Nebbiolo side by side, here’s a fun experiment: pick up a Langhe Nebbiolo and a Barolo or Barbaresco. Decant both, serve them with food, and notice how the Langhe offers freshness and approachability while the Barolo or Barbaresco shows complexity, depth, and a long evolution over the evening.
Next time, we’ll move from Nebbiolo—the tannic titan—to Grenache, the friendly powerhouse. Juicy, bold, and always up for a good time.
Until then, if you’re ready for a red wine with depth, grip, and a whole lot of history, give Nebbiolo a try. Just don’t let the pale color fool you. Cheers!
