
 

EROBERPARKER.COM 1 

29 Gennaio 2016 

http://www.erobertparker.com/members/winedata/articles/article1215.asp 

 
Italy: A Vertical of Donnafugata's Passito di Pantelleria 
Ben Ryé (1989 - 2013)  
di Monica Larner 

 
Reprinted with permission – according with terms of use stated in Commercial Subscription Agreements. 
 
For more info see: https://www.erobertparker.com/info/subagree_commercial.asp 

 

 
Along with its dessert wines, Pantelleria is known for its caper production. Island foods incorporate lots of oregano and 
capers. A few of the specialties include fried rice balls, insalata pantesca (with potato, tomato, capers, green olives, 
onions and oregano), bell peppers stuffed with capers, cheese and bread and little pizzas with more olives and capers. 

I confess to be supremely smitten by Sicily. Among the one thousand and one reasons to 
fall in love with this central Mediterranean paradise is Donnafugata's Ben Ryé dessert 
wine. Made with Zibibbo (or Moscato di Alessandria) grapes on the 83-square kilometer 
island of Pantelleria, Ben Ryé is Sicily's answer to Sauternes. But unlike the celebrated 
French botrytized dessert wine, Passito di Pantelleria is explosive in its intensity and un-
hinged in its sweet abundance. The parallels run similar to a subdued and elegant crème 
brûlée against an over the top cassata Siciliana with candied fruit, almond marzipan and 
creamy ricotta. Ben Ryé is delivered with technicolor brilliance and psychedelic potency. 
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The elephant-shaped l'Arco dell'Elefante rock formation is one of the island's main natural attractions. 

In truth, Ben Ryé does not aspire to be Sauternes. Its identity is deeply linked to the vol-
canic island of Pantelleria not far from the Sicilian town of Trapani in the southwestern part 
of the island, and its winemaking methodologies reflect some of the Marsala philosophy. 
The Rallo family that owns Donnafugata comes from a Marsala heritage. The growing 
conditions here are extreme and the wine is the result of rugged hardship and adverse 
conditions. It reflects the uniqueness of its territory and proves to be a product that can be 
repeated nowhere else. 

                       

Strong winds that lift off the sea are a big challenge to island 
viticulture. As a result, alberello vines (head trained bush 

vines) are trained at ground level and are protected by wind 
breaks. 

Due to strong winds, even 
the olive trees are hunched 

over near ground level. 

Grapes are harvested from 11 single vineyards across the tiny island. They include 
Khamma, Mulini, Mueggen, Serraglia, Gibbiuna, Barone, Martingana, Bukkuram, Favarot-
ta, Punta, Karace, Begeber and Monastero. These vineyard sites range in altitude from 20 
to 400 meters above sea level. Soil profiles are all volcanic and highly rich in minerals with 
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sand and crushed lava stone. The vineyard sites include steep, terraced slopes that ex-
tend to the sea. Almost all of the grapes are planted as head-pruned vines calledalberello 
pantesco in local dialect. This low bush helps to protect the fruit from the high winds that 
lift off the sea. These vines are so unique, they have been included on the UNESCO 
World Heritage List for agricultural practices and cultural heritage. Owner Antonio Rallo 
says, "Vineyards close to the sea deliver power and vineyard sites in the higher altitudes 
deliver finesse." With 11 sites to choose from, Donnafugata is awarded enormous flexibil-
ity in terms of harvest times, ripeness and blending components. 

 
Antonio Rallo of Donnafugata explains the different clones of Zibibbo (the grape used to make Passito di Pantelleria) in 

his experimental vineyards. 

Once fruit is harvested, a part of the grapes are put aside for appassimento (or air-drying) 
in covered greenhouses. These open structures protect the clusters from extreme weath-
er, but also allow enough wind to guarantee the delicate drying process. In the cellar, the 
dried grapes are fermented and added to fresh must. Usually the combination is 100 liters 
of fresh must against 70 kilograms of dried grapes. This is an important detail because 
Donnafugata can select the level of fresh fruit against dried fruit according to the vintage 
conditions. This combined process also means that the wine offers a unique level of 
freshness and acidity to counter the sweetness and the creamy consistency that distin-
guishes it. The resulting blend between fresh and dried fruit is aged in stainless steel for 
approximately seven months, with an additional 12 months in bottle. The house style has 
seen important tweaks, especially with regards to residual sugar that has risen from 118 
grams per liter in the first 1989 vintage to 200 grams per liter in 2012. Despite the increase 
in sweetness, the wine has seen a similar rise in acidity that serves to keep the balance 
intact. 
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The stunning beauty of Pantelleria's dry wall terracing earned UNESCO World Heritage status for the alberello vines of 

Pantelleria in 2013. 

This represents the most complete vertical of Ben Ryé ever performed. However, a few 
vintages are missing. The wine was not produced in 1991 because heavy rains destroyed 
the fruit during the drying process. Relatively new to the passito game, the Rallo family 
had not finished building the plastic covering used to protect the fruit dur-
ing appassimento that year. I was not able to taste 1993 and 1994 because no bottles re-
main in their cellar. 

 

 

Readers should also enjoy the video I shot on Pantelleria that you can see here: 
https://www.erobertparker.com/members/winedata/articles/article1215.asp  
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