
Wines of
the Year
Sensational sparkling
& reds to remember
l 64 expert picks
l From £10 to £100s
l Iconic to offbeat

CHRISTMAS
CLASSICS RATED
Champagne
Tawny Port

PLUS
• Château Petrus
• Chablis new releases
• Serving sweet & fortified wines



D e c a n t e r  •  J a n u a r y  2 0 2 1  |  2 3

Wines of the Year

Tthere hasn’t been much to 
celebrate in the past 12 months. 
But in challenging times, great 
wines can always lift the spirits – 

and our fourth Wines of the Year tasting 
certainly does that.

We asked Decanter World Wine Awards 
Regional Chairs, key contributors and staff to 
nominate the wines they have most enjoyed 
over the past 12 months, under the categories 
of Classic (a premium, textbook wine style), 
Offbeat (unusual grape, winemaking method, 
region or unearthed gem) and Value (a wine 
that impresses at £25 or under).

They put forward 107 nominations, and here 
we reveal the 64 sparkling and red wines, of 
which almost a quarter scored 95 points or more. 

Unique tasting
‘This is all about experts – who really 
understand the varieties and wine styles of 
their regions – choosing wines they love, and 
that makes it an unique tasting,’ explained 
Beth Willard. ‘We’ve had an incredibly broad 
range across two days of tasting: some classics, 
some unusual varieties, and some varieties 
from regions where you wouldn’t expect to 
find them. And in general, all of these Wines of 
the Year, at all price points, have broad appeal.’

Andy Howard MW enjoyed the sparkling 
flight. ‘The Champagnes, as you’d expect, were 
excellent, and the English wine with the extra 
ageing was an outstanding example.’ But it 
was the Tasmanian sparkling (overleaf) that 
stole the judges’ hearts with its maturity, 
complexity and ‘sheer deliciousness – I’d very 
happily drink that any day’, said Howard.

However, it was the red wines which really 
piqued their excitement. ‘It was fascinating to 
see what our fellow experts had chosen,’ said 
Ronan Sayburn MS. ‘Though it was often quite 

difficult to judge – like when you taste your 
first ever Moschomavro (see p40), which 
clearly someone thinks is great, and probably 
is, but you’re not trying it in context with a 
bunch of other Moschomavros!’

The classic wines were benchmark
examples. Sayburn singled out the Pinot Noirs,
including a ‘delicious, characterful’ Sancerre
and ‘a fantastic IGP Pinot from the Loire – it
will be interesting to know the price of that’.

Willard was impressed by the Cabernets.
‘I really enjoyed the different expressions from
around the world, but the classic regions shone
through: Western Australia’s Margaret River and
Rutherford in Napa. I was also really excited by
the Canadian Merlot blend – an outstanding
red with great elegance and intensity.’

For Howard it was all about Syrah, and
especially the St-Joseph: ‘This stood out for me
– I always think it’s not as great as Côte-Rôtie
or Hermitage, but this example was fantastic.’

But the wine of the tasting was an Amarone.
‘It was an outstanding example of the genre,’ said
Howard. ‘Its age, depth, complexity of flavour and
alcohol – everything was beautifully balanced.’

The judges were keen to point out to readers
that prices (and the categories in which the
wines were entered) were not revealed, so
their scores were based purely on quality. ‘For
example,’ said Howard, ‘there was an IGP Puy
de Dôme red and a Vin de France Grenache
that I suspect are not particularly expensive,
but were just really delicious wines to drink.

‘Across the board, whether you are at the
exotic end of Amarones, SuperTuscans, Napa
Cabernets and Champagnes or down at that
IGP level, this tasting showed the diversity of
great wines out there.’

NEXT MONTH Decanter’s 43 top white, rosé,
sweet and fortified Wines of the Year

WINES OF THE YEAR 2020: 
SPARKLINGS AND REDS
We asked our experts from around the world, and the Decanter team, to nominate the classic, 
offbeat and value wines that impressed them most in 2020. Our trio of judges blind-tasted 
and ranked them, and here we reveal the first half of the results, as Tina Gellie reports

Beth Willard
is buying manager for
Direct Wines and was
Joint Chair for North,
Central & Eastern
Europe at DWWA 2020

Thank you to the following people who contributed their recommendations: Sarah Ahmed, Jane Anson, Richard Baudains, Laura Bianco, Jim Budd, 
James Button, Bob Campbell MW, Jeannie Cho Lee MW, Alistair Cooper MW, Charles Curtis MW, Michael Denton, Sarah Jane Evans MW, Simon Field 
MW, Aldo Fiordelli, Tina Gellie, Rosemary George MW, Rebecca Gibb MW, Caroline Gilby MW, Charlotte Hale, Michael Hill Smith MW, Georgie Hindle, 
Stephen Hobley, Huon Hooke, Anne Krebiehl MW, James Lawther MW, Matthew Luczy, Nico Manessis, Caro Maurer MW, Fiona McDonald, Michaela 
Morris, Rupert Owen, Anthony Rose, Ronan Sayburn MS, Greg Sherwood MW, Cesar Soler, Sonja van Praag, Matt Walls, Amy Wislocki, Sylvia Wu

Andy Howard MW
is a Decanter 
contributing editor and 
was formerly a wine 
buyer in the UK retail 
sector for 30 years

Ronan Sayburn MS
is head of wine at 67 Pall 
Mall private members’ 
club and CEO of the 
Court of Master 
Sommeliers Europe

➢



Wines of the Year

2 6  |  J a n u a r y  2 0 2 1  •  D e c a n t e r C  Classic O  Offbeat V  Value

8 Gosset, 12 Ans de Cave a Minima
Brut, Champagne, France NV
93 C AH 94 RS 93 BW 93
£95 Champagne Direct, Hedonism, Master of Malt, The Finest Bubble,

The Whisky Exchange

Deep and nutty autolytic nose with fresh acacia flowers, brioche
and burnt toast. Fine mousse, soft and beautifully integrated on
the palate. A hint of autumn leaf and extended maturation on
lees. Drink 2021-2025 Alc 12% Charlotte Hale

9 Billecart-Salmon, Cuvée Nicolas
François, Champagne, France 2006
92 C AH 95 RS 91 BW 91

£100.50-£125 Berry Bros & Rudd, Champagne Direct, Goedhuis & Co,

Hedonism, The Vinorium, Wanderlust Wine

Mature toasted brioche and macadamia nuts on the nose, white
chocolate and toast. Great acidity supports the complex, smoky
characters and balances the butter. Drink 2021-2026 Alc 12.5%
Charlotte Hale

10 Bollinger, PNVZ 15, Champagne,
France NV 92 C  AH 94 RS 88 BW 94
£73.29-£85 Berry Bros & Rudd, Cambridge Wine Merchants, 

Drinks Direct, Jeroboams, Laithwaite’s, Master of Malt, Nickolls & Perks,  

NY Wines, The Drink Shop, The Finest Bubble

Intriguing rustic aromas of truffle and mushroom add to a very 
appealing Champagne. Lovely acidity, bright and fresh with 
plenty of structure. Floral notes to finish. Drink 2021-2030  
Alc 12% Simon Field MW

11  Ettore Germano, Rosanna Rosé 
Extra Brut, Piedmont, Italy NV
92 O  AH 93 RS 90 BW 92

£27.75 Field & Fawcett, Philglas & Swiggot, Sociovino

Sweet strawberry, forest fruit nose accompanied by an appealing 
sour fruit note. Refined and appetising with high acidity giving 
freshness. Drink 2021-2024 Alc 12.5% Anthony Rose

12  Ruggeri, Vecchie Viti, Valdobbiadene 
Prosecco Superiore, Veneto, Italy 2019
92 C  AH 92 RS 92 BW 91

£30 Enotria&Coe

Fresh, appealing, lifted and very enjoyable already, this shows a 
fine balance between sweetness, acidity and purity of fruit. Pear 
skin texture and flavour. Very crisp, with crunchy acidity to finish. 
Drink 2021-2025 Alc 12% Richard Baudains
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BILLECART-SALMON, CUVEE 
NICOLAS FRANCOIS 1959
Champagne, France

THE FACTS 
Bottles produced  N/A
Composition 60% Pinot Noir,  
40% Chardonnay
Yield 36hl/ha
Alcohol 12.5%
Release price N/A
Price today N/A 

by Stephen Brook

A legend because…
This was the wine that triumphed in a blind 
tasting of 150 vintage Champagnes organised 
in 1999 by an expert team led by Richard 
Juhlin from Sweden. It won first place as 
‘Champagne of the Millennium’, and second 
place was, remarkably, taken by the 1961 
vintage. François Roland-Billecart was 
reluctant to submit any of the house’s cuvées,
but his brother Antoine went behind his back
and entered both the triumphant wines. 

This cuvée is dominated by Pinot Noir, but
in more recent years a scarcer wine has taken
its place alongside it – Le Clos St-Hilaire, 
produced solely from 1ha of Pinot Noir grapes
planted in the former park of the mansion at
Mareuil-sur-Aÿ. Vinified in casks, it is aged on
the yeasts for 14 years before being bottled
with low dosage. Rare and costly, it shows that
the Billecart family doesn’t rest on its laurels.

Looking back
The family history dates back at least to the
17th century, but it was the marriage in 1818
of Nicolas François Billecart to Elisabeth 
Salmon that marks the creation of the house
in its present form. It is run today by seventh-
generation Mathieu Roland-Billecart, who
succeeded François in 2018. Jean-Jacques 
Frey became a minority shareholder in 
2004, bringing his Champagne vineyards 
to the estate. In 1959, this cuvée, which 
had been produced since 1955, was not 
marketed under the family label, but in 
1964 it was named Cuvée NF Billecart.

The vintage
1959 was a superb year in Champagne. 
From May onwards the summer was 
hot and there was little rain. Flowering 
took place in ideal conditions. The 
growing season delivered substantial 
volumes as well as exceptional quality. 
These were wines of weight and power 
that in many cases have aged 
exceptionally well.

The terroir
Although the house now owns a good 
range of its own vineyards, in the 1950s 
it relied on contracts with a body of 
excellent growers with good sites and the 

same commitment to quality as the Billecart 
family. Only grapes from Mareuil-sur-Aÿ and 
grand cru sites are selected for this cuvée.

The wine
Each parcel is vinified separately. The Roland-
Billecart family uses a distinctive technique 
when it comes to fermenting the wine, derived 
from experience centuries ago as brewers. The 
must is settled and clarified twice, chilled to a 
temperature of about 5°C. The gross lees are 
then removed before the temperature is slowly 
raised to allow the yeasts to get to work on 
juice that is free of any oxidation. The 
fermentation, at relatively cool temperatures, 
generally takes about three weeks, and for this 
cuvée would have taken place in oak barrels. 
Barrel-fermentation was later abandoned, but 
revived again in the mid-1990s.

The reaction
In his 2001 book, Champagne: The Great 
Tasting, Richard Juhlin wrote that the Cuvée 
Nicolas François 1959 ‘...had everything one 
would expect of a luxury Champagne, but in  
a seldom-seen concentration, and 

simultaneously with harmonious balance.  
A totally perfect Champagne in its category, 
with a smoky, honey-smooth, extremely 
long taste of walnut, orange blossom and 
chocolate.’ Serena Sutcliffe MW, who also 
participated in the 1999 tasting, noted: 
‘Very pale with a greenish tinge. The 
ultimate “divine hedgerows” bouquet 
– like coming home. This is it! Creamy 
delicacy and yet huge flavour (this must 
be the Holy Grail for which all 
Champagne blenders search). Mega 
dimension. Great depth and yet finesse. 
Perfect composition. Remains fabulous 
in the glass.’ D




