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Azienda Agricola Urlari 

Overview Even in the world of wine, where little is commonplace, Azienda Agricola Urlari stands 
out for its unusual pedigree.  The story began in the 1980s when Roberto Cristoforetti, 
designer of dominant world ski champion Alberto Tomba’s winning ski boots, became 
enamored of wine while traveling with Tomba – known as much for his love of fine wine 
as his prowess on the slopes.  It continued into the new millennium, when, in 2002 at 
Chile’s Portillo Ski Resort Cristoforetti met Mary Kate Buckley, then Regional Vice 
President and General Manager for Nike’s Americas Region, who impressed him with her 
business experience and marketing savvy.  It culminated in 2008 in their joint 
partnership with winemaker Jean-Philip Fort of Bordeaux, a specialist in St. Emillion 
wines, including Chateau Angelus, bringing together the three world wine cultures 
Cristoforetti most esteems – Italian, French and American. 

Urlari Cristoforetti began searching for suitable land in 2003, and in 2004 purchased the 25-
acre Urlari plot in Riparbella, in Tuscany’s coastal Maremma region, four miles from the 
Tyrrhenian Sea and 12 miles north of Bolgheri, home to many great Super Tuscan wines, 
much appreciated by Cristoforetti.  He purchased the plot from a sheep farmer with 
large holdings, and to keep the evil eye at bay maintained the Urlari name, simply 
adding Azienda Agricola (agricultural company).  Urlari itself is an approximation of the 
Italian verb Urlare, to yell, or howl. Riparbellans say that this field was named around 
Christmas 1944 when Allied troops were hiding in the heavily forested area and enemy 
troops were so close they didn’t even dare use electric devices and so they developed 
bird calls, or yells, Urlari, to communicate their positions to each other. 

 The land has been cultivated since at least Etruscan times (700-200 BC) as attested to 
by unearthed artifacts including a coin dating to 200 BC, and, auspiciously, shards of a 
ceramic wine vessel, pointing to a previous, if ancient, history of wine making on the 
property.  Urlari includes about 300 25-year old olive trees and borders on Barone di 
Paoli’s historic Tenuta di Casaglia’s tiny 15th century chapel.  Several large estates have 
been planted to vine in Riparbella in the past few years, including by the Ferragamo 
family and Caiarossa.   

Wines Azienda Agricola Urlari produces three wines, Pervale, named for Cristoforetti’s beloved 
daughter Valentina, a blend of sangiovese, cabernet sauvignon and franc, merlot and 
alicante bouschet, first released in Italy in 2010 with the 2008 vintage, L’Urlo (the howl), 
100% merlot first released in Italy in 2011 with the 2009 vintage and Ritasso, (named 
for a nearby stream), 100% sangiovese, first released in Italy in 2015.  Urlari’s 
distribution has expanded and now includes Switzerland, Austria, France, and the USA.  

Vineyards Prior to purchasing, Cristoforetti hired a geologist, Dott. Gian Franco Ruffini of Cecina, to 
run tests including sampling various terrain at 20, 40, and 60 inches that showed the 
soils were a relatively consistent mix of clay, silt, and sand.  Drainage was rated 
excellent due to 20º slopes and 30% gravel.  They selected slopes at between 700 and 
800 feet above sea level, to which Ruffini assigned a score of 9.5 out of a possible 10 to 
describe the suitability for vineyards.   In 2006 tractors prepared the vineards while 
Cristoforetti hired agronomist Stefano Pinzauti of the University of Florence who, with an 
agent from the VCR France Nursery, selected the phylloxera resistant rootstock best 
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suited to the soil profile and varietals he wanted. He planted 10,500 sangiovese R5/775 
Paulsen cl.IS V1 vines on a  southeastern-facing slope, and imported from France: 
10,000 cabernet sauvignon 169/R110 cl.151, 9,500 cabernet franc 214/Gravesac cl. 264, 
10,000 merlot 181/Gravesac cl 244, and 5,000 alicante 804/R110 cl.7 planted on 
eastern facing slopes.  In 2007 he imported additional vines from France, 3,500 petit 
verdot 400 R110 c. 456 planted on a southwest facing slope and 1,500 merlot–cl 
181/Gravesac cl 244 planted facing east, bringing the vineyard total to 50,000 vines.  
The petit verdot and 50% of the merlot are guyot-trained; all the other vines are trained 
in the spurred cordon method and all are extremely densely planted with 3,300 plants 
per acre, with 5’ 3” between vines. 

 Two permanent workers manually care for the vineyards year-round, pruning, removing 
shoots and leaves as well as many clusters to ensure uniform ripening and optimum 
maturity and aiming, depending on the varietal, for 2.2–2.6 pounds per plant. 

Winemaker Cristoforetti spoke with a variety of winemakers and in July 2008 met with Jean-Philippe 
Fort, a member of the Michel Rolland consulting team in Bordeaux, where they spent 
hours sampling the world’s top wines and found that they were both attracted to the 
same style: powerful and intense, extremely complex but also perfectly balanced.  Still, 
Cristoforetti had to convince Fort to consult for a winery outside France, something Fort 
had never done.  What persuaded him, he says, were the essential elements of superior 
quality (terroir, vines, philosophy and vinification) that the winery already possessed, 
along with the knowledge that the winemaking venture was still in concept phase, a 
blank sheet of paper that invited him to experiment with different approaches and 
influence the wines from the start.   

 In 2008 they brought in their first harvest and transported their grapes to Guado al Melo 
in nearby Castagneto Carducci for vinification of PerVale 2008.  By their second vintage, 
2009, Urlari’s cantina was fully operational.  

Climate  The climate at Urlari is classically Mediterranean: sunny year round with mild winters, 
dry summers and modest rain.  Only occasionally do temperatures fall below 32ºF and 
in summer Urlari’s elevation allows for temperature variances of up to 26ºF between day 
and night while winds off the Tyrrhenian cool vineyards during the day so that maximum 
temperatures don’t go above 86ºF with minimums between 50º - 59ºF.  

Vinification Clusters are transported to the winery in 30 pound plastic crates designed to prevent 
crushing when stacked.  At the winery they are deposited onto a conveyor belt to avoid 
breaking grapes’ skins.  Leaves and stems are removed, the fruit then moves along 
another conveyor belt to a crusher that gently breaks the skins to release juice as 
grapes drop to fill conical-shaped temperature-controlled stainless steel tanks below. 
Juice is pumped over the crush every six hours using peristaltic pumps.  After two 
weeks, the grapes are gently pressed and the wines are aged between 12 and 18 
months in French oak barrels of various toastings imported from Nadalie, a cooperage in 
Ludon in the Medoc in Bordeaux.  The wine is bottled and aged an additional twelve to 
15 months in bottle prior to release from the winery. 

Labels Urlari’s labels were inspired by an ancient Etruscan coin Cristoforetti found at the site as 
he planted as well as Etruscan art in general.  Etruscans believed the moon reflected the 
cycles of nature, its light influencing all growing things and that, like the moon, what is 
empty will in time again become full.  Urlari’s labels therefore explore the influence of 
the sun and the stars’ light on nature, and feature images of animals that still howl 
nearby, their elongated forms demonstrating the spiritual power with which the 
Etruscans endowed them, a wild boar on Pervale and a wolf on L’Urlo.  Ritasso’s angel 
represents the figure on the Etrucan coin found while preparing the field. The five stars 
on the label represent the five varietals that are blended in Pervale.  The cross-shaped 
form of the labels references the crosses on the front doors of the tiny 15th century 
chapel of the neighboring Tenuta di Casaglia property.  

 

Images Images of the wines, winery and team are available at www.urlari.com. 


