
Variations
on & Theme
of Santorini

by Tara Q. Thomas
"When I was young, all of Santorini was
a vineyard-the vinEb. reached nearly
all the way to the top of the caldera,"
says Paris Sigalas. We're sitting in the
tasting room of Sigalas's winery in
Baxedes drinking his Assyrtiko-Athiri,
a bright, f loral, unusually tame take on
Santorini's signature white. The blend,
he finds, "makes the sort of wine you
can dr ink al l  day long."

That would be an extreme sport with
most Santorini...

{ A vieu/ of the town of Oia, looking south
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Santorini is technically a desert, and the vines live
almost solely on what they can pull from the air.

Built  on assyrt iko, these are whites that
winemakers here prefer to drink l ike a red,
often pair ing thcir Santoriniwith lamb. I t  is
a fabulous combination, the wine's lemony
acidity cutt ing easi ly into a gamey hunk of
rneat, especial ly i f  i t 's sauced in a creamy
egg-and-lemon avgolrmoro. Crcat Sanrorini
wines are elegant but brawny-more akrn to
Chassagne-Montrachet than to l igbt, easy
Vinho Verdes.

But, i t  turns out, that 's just one side of
santoiini. tn itre lari ]/b -i;aiti,'wnrmiJicu,s

have had to work quickly to save the island's
vineyards, which were being grubbed up to
make way for tourist developments at the
rate of five percent a year. Along the way,
they establ ished assyrr iko as i ts signature.
Now that the vineyards are commercially vi-
able, they are taking a closer look at their
vines, examining how they might best realize
the island's potential.  I t 's that question that
brings me to the island during a chi l ly week
in May.

"ln general, soil is not the big difference
from place to place on Santorini," Sigalas says
as we walk through a vineyard of rthir i  near
the winery. The remains of a volcano rhar
blew apart nearly 3,600 years ago, this long,
crescent'shaped island is paved in ash, save
for a bare spot at the highest point; in places,
the layer reaches 40 feet deep. It makes thc
landscape look more Iike the pockmarkcd,
barren surface of the moon than a Mediter-
ranean island.

'As far as soi lgocs,where assyrt iko can go,
so can athiri. But athiri needs more wind the
grapc\ i l r(  vcry.cnsit ive to bolryt i . ."  From
hcre lhc o(c.rn irn r far a* ay. and i t" proximiry
is palpable in rn intensely saline hun.ridity.
"This is what the vines drink," Sigalas says,
gesturing toward the sky. Santorini is techni-
cllly a desert, and thc vines live almost solely
on wh:rt rhey cln pull {rom the air.

To counter the humidity and catch more
breezes, Sigllas trellised this vineyard, rather
than trainins thc vincs in rh( tradit ionalt
kouloura, the bask(t \hrpe rhrt Fceps rhe
vines safc fronr the island's harsh winds and
shades the grapes from the burning sun. Trel'
l i r ing isn'r possiblc everywhere on the is-
land chances are that higher up, the wind
would rip the vines to pieccs. Here, however,
thc winds arc gentler, bulfercd by a slope that
riscs 1,000 feet to the cdge ofthe caldera.

The climate hls a particular effect on
Sigalas's assyrtiko, too, bringing morc ripeness
to the grapes. While the most prominent style
of Santorini these days is crisp, clean, sharp
and angular, Sigi as's wines stand out for a
broad creaminess that brings to mind Bur'
gundy-a comparison that pleases him, as it
wlr Burgundy thrt got him intcrcsted in wine.
back when hc was studying math in Paris.

His new winc, Cavalciros, grows at a less
protecred sirc a viney:rrd hc purchased in
2009 ncar Imerovigl i ,  a town south of here
and signif icantly higher up, along the curve
ofthe crescenton the way to Fira, the capital.
\i/hile it shares the full tcxturc common to his

wines, rather than roundness of fruit, itt all
about mineraliry-a surprise given the warm,
carly 2010 vintage. ' ln 2010, the acidity at
Cavaleiros was actually higher than in 2009,"
Sigalas says. "Maybe this area will provide
wines with good aging capacity and delicacy,"

Heading south to Pyrgos, rwo-rhirds ofrhe
way down the crescent, the view from the
edge of the volcano is spectacular, with the
caldera to the right and the blue sea edging
the other side ofthe island. Vineyards spread'in 

every Iiibiiic;h tr'rgl,druvu'n theLo.rn
the center of grape growing on Sanrorini.
Haridimos Hatzidakis has a cellarsomewhere
up beyond Pyrgos, between here and the
monastery ofProfitis Ilias that crowns the is-
land at 1,856 feet, its highest point.

But his winery is not easy to find: Off to
the left and set back from the road, there's es-
sential ly a cave covered with chicken wire
that! been thatched with grape stems. The
light may catch the gleam ofsome steel tanks
or the basket press, offto the side. Hatzidakis
is one of the islandt top talents; he came to
make lr ine lbr Bourari  at i ts new Santorini
outpost in the late 1980s and stayed on to
start his own brand in 1997

As I get out ofthe car, a wicked, wet wind
hits me. This is Santorini's extreme side, the
wind whistling through the power lines and
threatening to rip several loose tarps to
shreds. Hatzidakis appears and quickly ush-
ers mc into the cave, moving his large frame
with practiced ease through the tight spaces.



dI

at
),"

Ie
le
le

rd
I ,

li.
rc
le
t5-

He heads straight to an old square tanl< lnd
taps it, pouring out a winc as fiagrant as
peach preserves. "lt's aidani," he says. A local
variety, iCs t'?ically blendcd with assyrtiko in
very small amounts for dry wines (m:rybc five
percent), or rcserved for sun-dried swect
wines; this is the 6rst time I've tasted it pure.
"The problem with aidani is the acidity," he
says. "lt docsn't have enough, so it necds to
be blended with assyrtiko."

He pul ls a bott le from a small  fr idgc, an
assyrt iko with about 30 pcrcent aidirni.
Here, assyrtiko's acidity picks up thc peacll
prcserves f lavor and carr ies i t ,  providing the
structure he thinks aidani lacks. I t 's nor I
complex wine-nor docs he prcsent rt  as
one, having handed label design over to his
kids, who drcw st ick f igurcs and suns with
crayons. But i t  is dist inct ly Santorini,  thc
acidity that runs through i t  as bracing rs the
cutt ing wind outside.

For contrast, he pours ar assyrtiko from
Milos. a vineyard below l lyrgos n ir  h old vinc.
and a south-5oulhwest expo\ure. " l l 's \unnier
and a little warmer than most spots," hc cx-
plains, "and I harvest it last." Milos is I hugc
wine, filled with a ripeness that approNches
pineapple, underlincd with serious, stony
minerality. Although the polar opposite oftlre
fun little assyrtiko aidani blend, it is also dis-
tinctly Santorini. Tasting them side-by'side
places the Assyrtiko-Aidani as an aperitif, ir
wine to sip with fried artichokes whilc Milos is
aeratingin a carafc, readying for a leg ofllmb.
The wind hasn't died down whcn we emcrgc,

and I head down the slopc to Episkopi. Thc
area\ fan,ous church, a clay't i lcd Byzantrne
monumcnt th: l l 's survived sincc the 11th ccn-
tury, loorns ovcr the landscxpc dotted with
vincs. l3y the t inrc I  reach Cilnrva Roussos,
the galc has fadcd to a still brceze, and thc
sun lcels almost wrrm-

It's quiet whcn I irrrive, slvc fbr the chirp'
ing of small ,  colortul birds in crges adolning
thc  r v r r l l r  o f  r hc  .  ou r t r  a rd .  I t \  r  t r ad i t i on  i n
thir l reit ." \ iv\ Agi lpe R('u\: 'o\.  emcrgir lg
from rhe winery. "The men usedgo hunt
b i r d5 .  r r r pp ing  r l r u rn  i n  cagc \ .  \ ou  wd  i us r
kccp them for their bcauty."

Founded in 1836, Roussos is one of thc
oldcsr working rvirrcr ies on drc island. t t  st i l l
uscs cemcnt pdl i l i r is for stomping grapes-
onc lbr reds and l  deeper onc with thickcr
w:r l ls fbr whites. Like a bodcgr in Jerez, thc
bui ldirrg i '  or ientcd to leep lrerh l i r  l lowing
through the spircc.

Leaving the drmp chill of the winery, wc
heird to the courtyl ld, rvhere Roussos pours
me  a  t r s t c  o f t h ,  Nyk t c r i .  l oosc l y  mean ing
"of the night." A tradit ional style, i t  uscd to
denotc a sort of rcscrve, highl ighting wrnes
madc fiom gr:rpcs plesscd the samc day thcy
werc picked, an cf lbrt that rcquirgd picking
befbrc dawn and crushingrvcl l  into the night.

A 2002 i is l  dccp, r ich gold ten trmcs
darl<er' than any Srrntorini I 'vc sccn-and i t
hits l4 percent. lcohol. "We bcgin picking for
the Nyktcri threc rvccks later th:rn rve would
lbr ' l  regular winc," Roussos explains, "then
crush the fruit  and leave i t  on i ts stems and

skins for two days." Halfofit goes into barrels
to ferment, and they regularly stir the lees.

It 's almost overwhelming in irs power,
with roastcd almond and mocha flavors
pushcd on a wave of alcohol, and Roussos
laughs, sceing my reaction. "Old timers will
come and complain to my dad, "Where's the
w incJ  To  t hcm.  t he  ncw  s t y l es  o fSan to r i n i
have no flavor; they want strong wines," she
says, pouring a 2001. This one is even darker,
with a rich, peachy scent. "The older they get,
the morc they smell like Vinsanto;you would-
n't know it wasn't sweet unless you tasted it."
In fact, it's surprisingly savory the rich burnt
orange and nutty notes riding over dense,
chalky mineraliry Roussos suggests it's the
sort ofwine that needs food an octopus st i-
fizdo, perhlps, or, ofcourse, roast lamb.

The next morning, I wake to a crash the
wind has blown the patio table over- The
wind follows me as I drive along the edge of
the caldcra, heading ro the sbuthern end of
rhe cresccnl. where Bourari  has a winery in
Megaloclrori. lt was Boutari that helped in-
spire Sanrorini's winc renaissancc, after chief
cnologist Yannis Voy:rtzis and a team of re-
searchers canvassed thc island in the 1980s,
launching rhe winery in 1989.

Voyatzis meers me in the bright and mod-
crn tasting room, his bright pink sweater and
purple-frlmed glasses contradicting his repu-
lation as a quiet, unassuming guy. Having
heard I'm a cheese geck, he's gathercd some
20-odd cltccses from Santorini and nearby is-
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&. lerrds. l lonq r l i t l r  i rr t  ertcnsivc ir frav ofs'rnes,
al l  vrr i :r l ion\ on Sint()f ini .  \Ve srart \ \ ' i ih thc
stf i l i l t i r t  Srnlorini.  a cf isp. cle:1n $,hite thrt 's
l r L (n r r | c  :  r (  E r r I . !  l . ' r  r l l ,  i . l : l . l r l  .  \ \ i nc . .
cnl l ing with thc I(r l l l is l i  l lescrvc. the l i rst ol '
rhc nov rvave oah-egcd Stntorinis arrd st i l l
thc bcnchmarh.

In betrvecn, he s pour-ccl Sel l :rcl ir ,  a singlc-
vine\irrd lr ' inc l ionl i t  15 acrc plot south of
hcle. tos urd Al i lot ir- i ,  planted in l9()0- While
not pri Ine ass)' f t iko trrr iror\ ' ,  \ i )yi l tzis tcl ls
mc i t 's r |hat thcr coLrld buy at the t inrc. A
blcnd of. l0 perccnt essvrt i l io u, i th e(luit l  pirts
i t idi tni and athir i .  rhe l incs frrrnr Sel ladia are
cornphtel\ ,  r l i f i ! rerrt  l iom rhc others-al-
nr()st hur()nr. wi lh i l  succLrlent, swect pinelp'
plc r ichncss lnd a l lorr l  pcrfunre.

l 'hc ol l lef is lhc Nvl(rcl i . ' l i rcl :rv, Nvhtcrr rs
ir PI)O thrl t  rcqrr ires oitk i lging, hur thi] t  l i rrv
l lasn r in ef lecl in I996, Ihc vint l lqe lhNl s
gfabbe(l oul- l t tcnt ion. I  hc grepcs conrc t iom
l )1 r ' gos . t s  l e l l  l s  I h i r as i i r ,  I  t i n l  i s l and  i n  l hc
eel( lcrr \ \ho\c gri lpcs ir .e lhc l i rst to conte
irt  in pelt .  \  or,etzis s: lvs. bcci lusc they hi lve
jLrst onc piekcl thelc. rrnd i t  tal ics f t im arr hi lc.
I t  s  r r r bus t l v  f i pe .  b t i t  t h ! ' i t c i d i t \ . eu t \  i l r  e l e
qlnl l ine thfr)ugh i ts r lccp. chl lkr l luvorr.
l ieepins i t  l i the anci l icsh. thc r l ine s agc per--
ccp l i b l c  o l l 1v  i n  i l  h iD l  o l  c r r r ' l n re l .

' Ihc chccscs Vovatzis :rsscnrblccl rvele
rneiutt 1o l)c irn extfacurricul l l r  l lct ivi lv. ln-
,  '  r  \  .  r '  t  .  r  .  r  .  ,  ,  '  r  L  r  .  i  '  I  :  .  r  r  .  I  l r .  r t  r r  i r  l r  t ' , L r r  . l r r ' i r r e t
t ) 1 ,  r  " l  \ :  r . r ,  r ' r r r .  . r t  l r . r r r d .  r L t ,  r ' .  r r i n q '

trrnccl out Io bc f. lseini l t ing: Sclhdi ls l ich
lfui l  is iusl the tLine i i l  a l iesl-r,  er-camy an-
l ho t i f o :  t hc  egcd  N \ l i t r l i  l i n t l s  i t s  n ra t ch  i n
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Songbirds outside Canava Roussos



"In Pyrgos, you have the abitude, and it's
colder. But the dffirence is not only aspect;
it's also sociology. The Pyrgians are a real
society o.f good vinegrowers; that's their
thing, and you can see it in a vine."
-Yiannis Paraskevopoulos, Gai 'a

the Arseniko, an oil-cured round from Naros
that tastes like a sausage. Rather than any one
style coming out on top, each has a placc at
the table.

Later that afternoon, Gai'a winemaler Yian-
nis Paraskevopoulos meets me at Selaae, a
restaurant that owncr Giorgos Hatziyian-
nakis has made a showcase for the island's
best produce.

Paraskevopoulos has already decanted his
wines, something he does as a rule these days.
"\fith all the sulfur in the soil, these are reduc-
tive wines-we could never use screwcaps on
Santorini," he says. Paraskevopoulos lives tn
Athens, reaching enology al Athens Universiry,
and spends much of his rime ar his winery in
Nemea. an hour and a half sourh of rhc city.
But his knowledge of Santorini's vineyards :rnd
soils runs deep, having researched thernexten-
sively in the 1980s as part ofthe Boutari team
before he launchcd his onn label in 1994.

He pours the 2010 Thalassitis, a 100 per-
cent assyrtiko vinilied in stainless stecl. It
tastes like rhe air outside, cooland salty, and i
cuts like a knife through a slice of lazfi, pig fat
cured with thyme and throumbi, awld savory.

For Thalassitis, Paraskevopoulos looks ro
Pyrgos. an area he considers the premicr
place to buygrapes. "You have the altitudc, of
course, and it is colder," he says. "The grapes
mature about two weeks later than in the
lower areas, so they are more fragrant. But it's
not only aspect; it's also sociology. The Pyr'
gians are a real society ofgood vinegrowers-
that's their thing, and you can see it in a vine ."

After the earthquake of 1956, many peo'

ple fled the island, he expllins, taking with
them the knorvlcdge ofhow to care for thcse
peculiar vines. The Pyrgians, howcver, con-
tinued to farn, vincs wine having always
been their main focus-rather than the torna-
toes, barley, cotton and fava that once aug-
mented the island's economy. "For instance,
not only will they often manually weed-for
the srruggle for water can be brutal-but
they'll also creatc small channels for the even-
tuality ofrain. And as harvest approaches and
the direct heat of the sun becomes danger-
ous, they'll collecr dead lcaves and use them
to shade the clustcrs."

Plrgos is alro thc sourcc of his larest proj S

ect, the Gai'a 2010 \Yild Ferment Assyrtiko-
He finds spontaneous fermentations to be a
challenge on Santorini,  sincc there seems to
be an unusually high number ofyeasts and
bacteria working in unison rather than one
domini lnl \ train. Likc rhe vincs ofSantorini,
Paraskevopoulos theorizes, the yeasts have
had to evolve to be able to withstand this
strange, high-sulf'ur environmcnr. Still, he ad'
mits, "l don't rcllly know. I frcak out cvery
vintage; I  lose l i f teen to nineteen perccnt of
the production cvery year. But mult iple
strains give multiple effects, I think, likc the
differcnce betwccn usingjust onekind ofbar-
rel or many diflclcnt ones."

The Wild Fermcnr tasrcs r icher, the min
eral iry more tcxrured-chrr lk and purnicc.
ash and stone bound togcther in a broad,
lcesy flavor. Oak adds smoke and swcct ele-
ments thnt are distract ing when the wrne rs
tasted alone, but rhen comcs the ubiqurtous
dish offava, a puric ofa Iocal pulse that Iooks

and tastes a bit like yellow split peas, only
earthier. This fava is particularly silky, with a
subtle smokiness-a play on an old festival
dish. "They would cook the fava in big pots
over fires made from vine cuttings," Ilatzi-
yiannakis tel ls me, "and i t  would take on a
smoky flavor."

\?hile we sip the Wild Ferment and scoop
fava from a shared platc, it strikes me that
these staples of Santorini have a lot in com-
mon: Both have survived because they are
tenacious they hold the island's fragile soils
in place. what separates fava beans and as-
syrtiko vines ffom weeds are the possibilities
thcy presenr, from simple ro complex varia-
tions on a theme ofSantorini. And, ofcourse,
thar they can be delicious. I

Fava is made from a
local pulse grcwn on
Santorini, latlryrus
cremers, relaied to
sweet peas. Chefs off-
island often substitute
yellow lentils,


