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While Professor Scienza is trying to convince Sicilian producers to discover the 
wealth of their indigenous grape varieties (see Sicily - back to its roots) and use them 
to spearhead the production of wine that will be truly unique for Sicily, there are quite 
a few regions on the island that, with hardly any outside investment, have been 
producing high-quality wines that burst with personality and style. The only reason 
why these regions are not yet in the spotlight is either because their reputation is 
tarnished, Marsala for example, or because their production so tiny and their 
resurrection so recent, that their bottled produce is yet to hit the market. Mamertino is 
an example of the latter.    

One of Sicily's many jewels, such as the Etna, is its neighbour, the DOC Faro. This 
wine region is perched on the top of the Monte Peloritani ridge on Sicily's extreme 
east, its vineyards literally overlooking the Strait of Messina with the island of 
Stromboli on the horizon in the picture below. The climate here is cooler than you 
might imagine. Messina is the baroque and chaotic port city at the foot of this 
mountain range, and Faro is its very own wine region. How lucky it is! 

Faro has more than a few traits in common with the Etna. It cultivates the same red 
wine varieties, Nerello Mascalese and Nerello Cappuccio, joined by the local Nocera. 
Although not planted to any great extent, in the past Nocera has crossed the sea and 
is allowed throughout Calabria, although I have yet to taste a Calabrian wine in which 
it features. Some sources even suggest that it has travelled as far as Beaujolais. Its 
USP is richness in colour and extract while retaining its acidity. The downside (which 
really is its upside) is that it is low yielding.  
 
The Faro DOC is one of Italy's oldest, granted to the region as far back as 1978, 
although at that time it was practically extinct and survived for many years virtually 
only on paper. But vines have been part and parcel of this part of the island, and go 
back at least to the times of the first Greek settlements. It was the Greeks who 
founded the town of Faro Superiore and called it Pharii, or lighthouse. Until the 19th 
century Faro's wines were widely renowned and shipped as far as France until 
decline set in because of phylloxera and the impossibility of mechanising its 
vineyards.  
 
According to the regulations, Faro DOC must be made of Nerello Mascalese (min 
45%, max 60%), Nerello Cappuccio (min 15%, max 30%) and Noscera (min 5%, max 
10%). It also allows the ubiquitious Nero d'Avola, which does nothing to the blend, 
and which wise producers dismiss as an ingredient altogether. Alessio Planeta, who 
is busy doing his share to revive the aforementioned historic DOC Mamertino, is 
raving about Noscera's quality in Mamertino, but unfortunately the Mamertino DOC 
does not let it shine, demanding instead a minimum of 60% Nero d'Avola in the 
blend. Here Nocera must either be subsumed by Nero d'Avola in the DOC blend, or 
must be bottled under the anonymous IGT name.  
 
The first time I went to Faro was in 1996 to visit the extraordinary Palari estate and 
was completely taken by the terraces of bushvines in a wild setting by the sea. 
Already then many of these vineyards had been abandoned, as their steep terraces 



300-500 m above the Straits of Messina don't permit any mechanisation. But the 
potential was clear to me the moment I had laid my eyes on this corner of the wine 
world.  
 
The true locomotive and DOC saviour is Salvatore Geraci, on whose Palari estate I 
will be reporting soon, but I discovered in San Francisco, of all places, that there was 
another producer brave or mad enough depending on the view, to produce wines 
labelled Faro, Giovanni Scarfone's tiny Bonavita estate, which I noticed in the 
portfolio of San Francisco importer Oliver McCrum. It immediately triggered my 
desire to make the pilgrimage to Faro once more.  
 
The Bonavita estate, named after the 'contrada', or commune, where the two patches 
of Scarfone's vineyards are situated, is, even with the help of a GPS, is impossible to 
find. One doesn't bother to venture further than the church square of the small town 
of Faro Superiore, where I met Scarfone. I followed him by car up a labyrinth of small 
alleys to his house. There I had to leave my car and we drove up a donkey trail in 
Scarfone's Jeep. The car climbed further and further into the hills until we stopped at 
a completely wild spot with two manicured patches of vines, some trellised and some 
free-standing bushvines, their branches waving in the warm breeze coming off the 
sea in complete and utter silence except for the birds. Surrounded by oak and olive 
trees his vines, different from the Etna, are planted on clay and tuff, which consists of 
consolidated volcanic ash and which bleaches the soil. We strolled through the 
vineyard while his dad tended the adjacent vegetable garden and fed the chickens.  
 
Bonavita's small holdings have been in the Scarfone family for more than 100 years, 
first supplying domestic needs, until Giovanni, after studying agriculture in Bologna, 
decided it was time to go home. He converted the vineyards into organics but he told 
me that his father and his grandfather never used any chemicals anyway. The yields 
he gets from the vines are so little, some 29 hl/ha in total, it made me wonder aloud if 
this volume is economically viable at all, which Scarfone answers with a boyish 
smirk.  
 
Scarfone vinifies the wine in the cellar underneath his house. The whitewashed 
space is just large enough to hold a couple of small stainless-steel tanks, and he 
ages the wine in small used oak barrels, which have found a home half a level lower 
than the stainless-steel tanks and are accessible only by climbing through a small 
hole. A true garagiste, if ever there was one.  
 
The vinification of the wines is extremely simple and hands off. The grapes are 
carried from their steep recluse to the cellar, destemmed and crushed and let into the 
small stainless-steel tanks. The alcoholic fermentation is triggered by indigenous 
yeast, which comes in the form of a pied de cuve, which Scarfone adds to the tank as 
soon as this has started to ferment. At no stage during the vinification are sulfites 
added. The wine remains a total of 15 days on the skin, and also undergoes 
malolactic fermentation in stainless steel. Afterwards part of the wine is racked off to 
used oak barrels while the other part remains for a long time on the fine lees in one 
of the stainless-steel tanks. After a year, the two components are blended and the 
bottled wine is aged for an additional six months before release.  
 
Bonavita 2011 cask sample  
This part of the wine that is to become Faro DOC is still in stainless steel while after 



fermentation the other part was racked off in used oak barrels. Only at the final stage 
of the élevage will this be blended with the barrel-aged wine. It seems a very wise 
decision in a vintage that won't go down in history as a great one. But the grapes 
obtained by Scarfone are of such high quality and the winemaking so judicious that 
already this component shows great potential.  
Pale, youthful and beautiful ruby. Sweet, exotic nose of hay, red berry fruit and 
garden herbs. Fragrant, lively and dry finish, which lingers on. Very refined. (WS)  
 
Bonavita 2010 Faro 17.5 Drink 2013-20  
Cask sample. The sample was taken from a small stainless-steel tank into which all 
barrels were racked to create the final assemblage. The wine will be bottled this 
June.  
A shade deeper ruby than the 2011, although the last wine is far from having finished 
its elevage. Similar exotic, crushed red fruit nose with only the merest hint of oak. 
Vibrant acidity and great tannic grip but retains its elegance. This deserves some 
bottle age, but already seems complete. (WS)  
 
Bonavita 2009 Faro 17 Drink 2013-19  
Quite deep, concentrated ruby with the beginning of orange on the rim. Unfiltered, it 
seems. Compact, sweet balsamic nose with a hint of oatmeal. Elegant, dark cushed 
fruit and cherry palate with quite grippy tannin and soft, completely integrated acidity, 
which peaks up on the finish. Ends long. Still unsettled, and could do with a tad more 
bottle age. Hedonistic and stylish. (WS) 13.5% 	  


