Episode 89 Cortese (Gavi) Northern Italy’s Citrusy White That Keeps It Crisp
Hi! I’m Marc, and this is Wine in Small Sips.
Last time, we dove into Sicily’s rustic soul with Nero d’Avola.
Today, we’re heading north—way north—to Piedmont. Not for Barolo or Barbaresco, but for something fresher. Brighter. Lighter.
Say hello to Cortese, the grape behind Gavi—a white wine that’s clean, zesty, and tailor-made for seafood, sunshine, and simplicity.
If you're into Sauvignon Blanc or Albariño but want something Italian, this one’s for you.

What Is Cortese?
Cortese is a native white grape of Piedmont, grown mostly in the province of Alessandria, near the Ligurian coast.
Its claim to fame? Gavi. The town (and DOCG) where this crisp white hits its peak.
The wine’s nickname: “Gavi” (short for Gavi di Gavi if it comes from the town proper).
Key Traits:
· Flavor: Citrus zest, green apple, white flowers
· Style: Dry, light to medium-bodied
· Acidity: High—bright and refreshing
· Texture: Crisp, sometimes with a hint of salinity
· Aromatics: Subtle, but clean and precise
Think of it as Italy’s answer to Chablis—minus the price tag.

Why You Should Care
· Lemon-lovers rejoice: Cortese is citrus-forward in the best way—no tropical fruit bomb here.
· Seafood soulmate: Its zingy acidity is perfect for oysters, shrimp, and light fish dishes.
· Aperitif-worthy: It’s light, dry, and refreshing—ideal for the first glass of the night.
· Great value: Gavi delivers clean, elegant wine often under $20.
· Different but familiar: If you love dry whites, Cortese will slide right into your rotation—but with its own Italian charm.

Where It Shines
Gavi DOCG (Piemonte)
· The top region—cool climate, calcareous soils.
· Best known for Gavi di Gavi (from vineyards around the town itself).
· Known for crisp, unoaked styles—though some producers are experimenting with texture and aging.
Outside Gavi:
· Cortese is grown elsewhere in Piedmont (Colli Tortonesi, Monferrato) but often lacks the same structure and refinement.
Terroir note: The proximity to the Ligurian Sea brings breezes that help preserve acidity and freshness.

Tasting Profile
Young Cortese/Gavi:
· Fruit: Lemon, lime, green apple, unripe pear
· Floral: Honeysuckle, chamomile, white blossoms
· Other notes: Almond skin, wet stone, sea spray
· Body: Light to medium
· Acidity: High
· Alcohol: Usually 12–13%
· Oak: Rare—most are steel-fermented to preserve freshness
Aged Gavi (yes, it can age!):
· Develops: Beeswax, hazelnut, more roundness and texture
· Still fresh: But with a deeper mouthfeel and savory notes
Serving tip: Chill it to about 8–10°C (46–50°F). Too cold and you'll lose the nuance.

Food Pairing Favorites
Cortese is made for food. It cuts through fat, highlights salt, and dances with acidity.
Classic Italian matches:
· Vitello tonnato (veal with tuna-caper sauce)
· Seafood pasta or risotto
· Fritto misto (Italian seafood tempura)
· Caprese salad with lemon vinaigrette
· White pizza with mozzarella and anchovies
Everyday winners:
· Grilled shrimp or calamari
· Chicken piccata
· Sushi, sashimi, or poke
· Roasted asparagus or artichokes
· Lemony hummus or tabbouleh
Underrated pairings:
· Goat cheese
· Fried chicken
· Indian vegetable curries (mild-medium heat)
Quick match mantra: If the dish has lemon, Cortese probably works.

Common Mistakes to Avoid
· Serving too cold: It dulls the delicate aromatics and texture.
· Expecting richness: This isn’t creamy or buttery—it's clean, crisp, and focused.
· Overthinking it: Gavi isn’t complicated. It’s the refreshing white that knows its role and plays it well.
· Skipping the good stuff: Cheap Cortese can be bland. Spend $15–25 and you'll see what it’s capable of.
· Pairing with red sauce: Tomato-heavy dishes will overpower it. Go white, green, or olive oil-based.

Wines to Try
Easy Entry:
· La Scolca “Gavi White Label” – Clean, crisp, crowd-pleaser
· Fontanafredda Gavi di Gavi – Classic and widely available
Next Step:
· Broglia Gavi di Gavi “La Meirana” – Consistent and expressive
· Villa Sparina Gavi – Floral and polished with a little extra texture
Splurge:
· La Scolca “Black Label” Gavi dei Gavi – Age-worthy and complex
· Cascina degli Ulivi “Montemarino” – Natural-leaning, textured, deeper style
Vintage tip: Gavi is best within 2–4 years of the vintage, though top bottles can surprise you with 5–7 years of life.

Wine Nerd Alert
· The name “Gavi” comes from the Piedmontese town—but only wines from that specific area can use the “di Gavi” label.
· Cortese’s history goes back to the 1600s, but it wasn’t until the 20th century that it gained DOCG status (1998).
· Soil spotlight: Gavi’s limestone-rich soils give the wine its signature mineral snap.
· Rare styles: A few producers make sparkling or barrel-aged Gavi—worth trying for contrast.

Try This: Lemon Challenge
Pair a glass of Cortese with a lemony dish—grilled chicken, shrimp scampi, or a lemon vinaigrette salad.
Notice how the acidity in the wine lifts the dish instead of fighting it. That’s the magic of high-acid whites.

On the Next Sip…
Next time, we’re heading to Hungary for something wild—Furmint. It’s the grape behind legendary Tokaji dessert wines, but also makes dry whites that are crisp, smoky, and seriously under the radar.
Until then, if you're craving a white that’s crisp, citrusy, and quietly elegant, grab a bottle of Gavi. It’s one of Italy’s best-kept secrets—and your new summer go-to.
Cheers!

