
A week ago, I was walking with a friend through the quaint town of Cedarburg, 
thirty minutes due north of downtown Milwaukee. If you’ve never visited Cedarburg, the 
best way to describe it is that it is the quintessential “Hallmark Channel Movie Town” 
with many shops strictly devoted to selling single--but varied items—such as different 
spices, different pastries, different caramel 
apples, different cookie cutters, or different 
flavors of popcorn. And of course, just as in all 
Hallmark movies, there are plenty of antique 
stores and small interesting restaurants in 
Cedarburg. And perhaps, just like in those 
Hallmark movies, you might see a young, 
attractive woman who has just arrived in her 
home town on a much-needed break from her 
Big-City corporate job, and maybe you will 
even witness her bumping into her old high 
school boyfriend who now owns one of those 
single-item stores … and he’s still single 
himself!  But I digress.

On that afternoon, the single-item establishment that we happened to walk into 
was The Olive Sprig, which sells different kinds of olive oil and balsamic vinegar, and 
you can taste samples to your palate’s content. We were tasting away when I suddenly 
came across something labelled “Saba.” The storekeeper told me it was made from 
grapes, which immediately caught my attention. Saba tastes a bit like balsamic vinegar, 
but is not nearly as acidic and is not, in fact, a vinegar at all. Saba is not cheap; I bought 
a 375 ml bottle for $17.50 and took it home. Compared to balsamic vinegar, saba is best 
described as a sweet grape syrup. It can be used as a sauce for meat, vegetable, and 
starchy foods, as well as a sweetener in desserts and as an addition to cookies. You 
can also just drizzle saba over cheese, ice cream, or fruits, such as apples, pears or 
strawberries.
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After I placed my store-bought saba in my kitchen pantry I didn’t give it much 
thought until three days later when I returned from the latest WVA grape crush at Greg 
Paczkowski’s house with my 400 pounds of Merlot must. Over the past month I had 

been so busy harvesting, crushing, and fermenting 
my pears, apples, and grapes in my backyard, as 
well as fermenting WVA-acquired Zinfandel grapes 
and Viognier juice, that I hadn’t put much thought 
into what would be the subject for the November 
issue of The Vintner’s Press. November 1st was now 
only ten days away. I must come up with an article 
topic, all while fermenting 400 pounds of Merlot 
must. Must. Hmmm… Must? Is saba made from 
must? Let’s Google that. 

The History of Saba

In ancient Greece, grape must that was condensed by boiling was 
called siraion (σίραιον) and was used as a sweetener in food 
preparation or as a syrup over pancakes. The Romans continued 
the Greek tradition, making both a milder concentrated liquid 
called defrutum or a stronger concentrate called sapa. Today, Italy 
is best known for keeping the siraion/sapa tradition alive in many 
of its regions. For example, in Sicily, this sweet liquid is known as 
vin cotto, in the Emilia Romagna region it is labelled mosto d’uva 
cotto, and in Sardinia it is referred to as saba, and that is the name 
that is often used outside Italy. Saba is made by slowly cooking 
down just-crushed grapes, which is referred to as must by 
winemakers. After hours, or sometimes even days, of this cooking-
down process, the resulting syrupy-like liquid is then aged in an 
oak barrel for a year or sometimes more. Saba is made using the same 
cooking-down process as that used to make balsamic vinegar, but, as 
previously noted, saba is not vinegar. An additional historical note: balsamic vinegar 
was first invented in the 11th century, so it’s a relative newcomer on the food scene 
compared to saba. Here is a Youtube video about a festival in Italy devoted to the 
making of saba (or mosto cotto). You’ll notice that they add apples to their recipe: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ce-uRTif-GI

Saba on sourdough bread with yogurt

Homemade saba

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ce-uRTif-GI


Saba Recipe

Back to my 400 pounds of Merlot must. I had just pitched the yeast into my 
Merlot must when I began researching online how saba was made. Suddenly it dawned 
on me that I should steal some of the Merlot must that “Steve the Winemaker” was 
working on and give a bit of it to “Steve the Sabamaker” so that he could flesh out his 
November VP article. So here goes.

I started with ½ gallon of strained Merlot 
must, with most of the pulp and seeds removed. 
Wine grapes contain as much as 25% natural 
sugars, which is much higher than the sugar 
content of most store-bought table grapes, so this 
juice is very sweet. Traditional saba recipes 
include some ash left from burning the woody 
parts of grape vines, so I snipped some grape 
vines from my backyard Marquette vines and 
burned them down to ash and then added about a 
tablespoon to the cooking must, which was now 
on the stove in a pot. I let the temperature rise 
until the must was steaming hot, but not boiling, 
because boiling the must will give it a caramelized 
“off” taste. I maintained this temperature throughout the cook-down process. During this 

time, the tannins in the skins, seeds, and vine ash were 
being released into the simmering juice. Once the juice 
had condensed to half its original volume (meaning to 
one quart) I removed the pot from the burner and then 
strained and squeezed the must through a small-holed 
colander (you can also use cheesecloth) to obtain as 
much liquid as possible. I then returned this strained 
liquid back to the pot and continued the cook down, 
again stirring occasionally. Because traditionally made 
saba is often aged in oak barrels, during the second 
cook-down phase I added a 1” x 3” medium-toasted 
French oak stave to the simmering concoction to impart 
just a wee bit of oak flavoring. Once the must had 
reached the consistency of olive oil or maple syrup—
this can take from 2 to four hours, depending on the 
sugar content of the grapes—I removed the pot from the 
heat and allowed the liquid to cool before bottling.
I should note that you can also make saba from white 
grapes. Here is another Italian Youtube video on making 

saba (or mosto cotto) from white grape juice: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wk-eq6JWCc8

Cooking down the must prior to straining out 
the pulp, seeds, and vine ash with a colander. 

After straining, I added a small chunk 
of medium-toasted French oak stave.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wk-eq6JWCc8


Comparing My Homemade Saba to Commercial Saba

My saba was a bit thicker than the saba I had purchased from The Olive Sprig in 
Cedarburg. I started with ½ gallon of Merlot must and ended up with just a bit less than 
two cups, or 430 ml, of saba, which is a four-fold reduction in volume. Compared to the 
commercial saba, my saba was as sweet but not quite as acidic, but both are very tasty. 
My first treat was pouring my saba over vanilla ice cream; delicious! Its best to store 
saba in a cool, dark pantry or refrigerate; it will keep for at least a year.

So, was it worth it, making saba from scratch? Well, from the time I began 
making the saba until I finished (not including the bottling), four hours had passed. I’m 

estimating that the amount of Merlot grapes that I used to 
obtain the ½ gallon of must cost me about $9.00. If my 
homemade saba has a comparable value to the commercial 
saba, making my own 430 ml of saba perhaps saved me 
about $11.00 (here’s my calculation: $17.50 x (430 ml/375 
ml) - $9.00 for the Merlot grapes). Of course, another way to 
calculate this endeavor is my cost in time. During that four-
hour period where I saved $11.00 by making my own saba 
versus simply buying the product at the store, I was 
“working” for $2.75 per hour ($11.00/4 hours), which is 
$4.50 below Wisconsin’s minimum hourly wage of $7.25. 
Despite these slave wages, I now have an article for this 
November’s issue, so now I can get back to nursing along 
my now-fermenting Merlot! 

A Postscript:   Hmmm … You know how we home winemakers think, right? I’m 
just wondering, after my Merlot must finishes fermentation, would it be possible to make 
“Second-Saba” from the freshly pressed Merlot pomace after squeezing out the young 
wine? Just add some water, sugar, and tartaric acid to the cake-like pomace and then 
follow the recipe above and slowly cook down the reconstituted must. Who knows? It 
might turn out very tasty. Who’s going to be the first to say, “Why not?”  

Read more about saba at: https://www.thenibble.com/zine/archives/saba.asp

The finished product!

https://www.thenibble.com/zine/archives/saba.asp

