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Welcome

First of all, let me say what a lot of fun this book has been to research and write! Following a couple of requests from friends, keen for my advice on which English vineyards they should visit, I realised, to my surprise, that no book existed on the subject. There was nothing that covered what you could expect at different wineries: if tours and tastings were offered, whether you could eat or stay there and, of course, crucially, what the wines were like – in essence the ‘experience’. And from that initial seed, the idea for this book came into fruition, a book for everyone and anyone who enjoys a glass of wine (possibly the only prerequisite), from total newbies to bona fide wine buffs.

The book is divided into two sections, and the first provides a helpful overview and some context on English wine, including its history, thoughts on wine styles, practical tips for your visit, and a handy ‘wine word’ glossary. Back in 2011 I wrote my Master of Wine dissertation on English sparkling wine, and the growth and dynamism that has occurred since then is nothing short of staggering. The days of being fairly one-dimensional and only making superlative, traditional method sparkling wines are no more – though these world-beating bottles of bubbles are still being made. Instead, there is a wealth of different grapes and wine styles out there waiting to be discovered, from hybrids and PIWIs to Charmat, Pét-Nat, skin-contact, elegant whites and crunchy reds. This is such a fun, vibrant and eclectic industry that isn’t governed by many rules and regulations and, as such, is free to play around and experiment.

The second section of the book takes you with me on a journey of discovery. I visited over seventy different vineyards and wineries, most of which are situated in the south of the country; a remarkable 65 per cent or so of plantings are in the South East alone, notably in Kent and Sussex. Slightly warmer temperatures and longer sunshine hours make a real difference to grape ripening in relatively marginal climates, and the rich seams of chalk soils are geologically the same as those in Champagne: ideal for those looking to make sparkling wines. I was also looking for a range of wineries, experiences and wine styles, from destination wineries with remarkable restaurants to boutique wine hotels, award-winning and urban wineries, or small family-run concerns and pioneer producers.

What became really clear on my travels was that there is a quiet revolution going on, not just in the vineyard and winery but also with regards to hospitality. Gone are the plethora of modest cellar doors (typically a small shop and/or tasting space) and in their place are a raft of enticing experiences, events and eateries, encouraging visitors to set off for England’s Elysian vineyards to taste some of their first-rate wines. It’s also possible to visit ‘clusters’ of wineries or take part in an organised tour to really experience and explore what England has to offer. And the wine-curious amongst us don’t even have to dig out a passport or jump on a plane in order to be able to do this: to wander between the vines or enjoy an al fresco lunch. This book is intended to encourage and help all wine lovers to get out there and explore our exceptional English offering: there is simply nothing better than tasting wines where they are made, understanding the challenges faced, and supporting our exciting industry. So, what are you waiting for? Let’s go wine tasting!





Part One

All You Need to Know About English Wine
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A (Very) Brief History

England, quite understandably, has a reputation for being wet and cold, so, consequently, it was largely rot-resistant Germanic grape varieties, usually hybrids, that were originally planted by the pioneering producers of the 1970s, the first real risk-takers who laid the foundations for all those who followed in their footsteps. But when Stuart and Sandy Moss – the ‘can do’ couple from Chicago, USA – bought Nyetimber, they didn’t want to plant those old-fashioned varieties and so, against all advice and prevailing wisdom, they turned to the classic French Champagne varieties (Chardonnay, Pinot Noir and Pinot Meunier), which ultimately heralded a new era or renaissance for England: the making of world-class sparkling wines. Today there exists a happy balance between the two, along with the more experimental, low-intervention, ‘new-wave’ winemakers crafting a range of different wines and styles.


THE ORIGIN STORY

1952

Hambledon Vineyard, Hampshire is the first commercial vineyard planted

THE PIONEERING PRODUCERS

1969

The Barnes family establish vines at Biddenden in Kent

1972

Bolney Wine Estate (then Bookers Vineyard) plant vines in West Sussex

1974

Breaky Bottom follows suit in East Sussex

THE NYETIMBER EFFECT

1988

Nyetimber plant Chardonnay, Pinot Noir and Pinot Meunier for sparkling wines

1995

Ridgeview follow fairly soon afterwards, with the industry really now starting to evolve, appealing to many an entrepreneur with deep pockets

2002

Balfour plant their first five acres

2010

Mark and Sarah Driver buy Rathfinny

THE NEW-WAVE WINEMAKER

2017

Adrian Pike starts at Westwell

2018

The first vines are planted at Tillingham

2020

Sharpham Estate moves to Sandridge Barton




English sparkling wine – more than just a Champagne copycat

Nyetimber indisputably put England on the wine map with the release of their very first award-winning wine, and the ensuing plaudits and press caught the eye of many an entrepreneur. This seemingly inspired others, as since the 1990s there has been a massive increase in the number of vineyards being planted in England. Ridgeview in Sussex was established in 1995, just after Nyetimber, and since then, the south of the country in particular has seen monumental growth, due to the combination of a slightly warmer climate and those chalky soils. Interestingly, some Champagne houses have even been getting in on the act with both Taittinger – Domaine Evremond in Kent – and Pommery (Louis Pommery England, Hampshire) planting vines in 2017.

But English sparkling wine isn’t just a Champagne copycat. The wines are arguably fresher and brisker with a line of citrus acidity, and whilst they aren’t exactly Prosecco prices – small volumes, expensive land and costly winemaking means prices can be on the high side – a vintage English sparkling wine tends to be better value than a non-vintage Champagne and significantly so when compared to a vintage Champagne.
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Oak is the Way Forward

This even tends to be the case when an English sparkling wine has had some ‘oak influence’ – which tends to make wine more expensive. This is when a portion of the base still wine is fermented and/or aged in oak for a period of time, and once it goes through its second fermentation, the flavours resemble spiced crumble and apple Danish. The spice is usually subtle and well integrated but helps moderate acidity and allows for enhanced complexity and ageing potential. England’s superb still wines – from Pinot Gris, flor-style whites, Chardonnay, Pinot Noir, Cabaret Noir and Rondo – can also benefit from time spent in oak with even some Bacchus (typically aromatic and fresh) sometimes seeing a smidgen.



The rise of rosé

Plaudits for English sparkling rosé have been coming in thick and fast ever since they first came onto the market and again, compared to the price of pink Champagne, they look like pretty good value. But what is special about these wines is that they are so refreshing, crunchy (pleasantly tart) and characterful. Whilst the red berry fruit flavours can be hidden by the autolysis in many a Champagne, here they are really allowed to sing, resulting in wines that are redolent of raspberry pip, strawberry and cranberry. These are some of the very best wines this country has to offer, and still wines are finally getting in on the act too. Pale and dry with delicate notes of berries and blossom, they are largely the same price as Provençal pinks but from smaller, often family-owned concerns rather than massive behemoths.



The (re)emergence of excellent still wines

Ever since Nyetimber burst onto the English wine scene, the focus of the industry has largely been on these first-rate fizzes. But change is afoot and as our climate continues to get warmer the still wines just keep on getting better – nowhere is this more true than with regards to the fruit coming out of the Crouch Valley in Essex and Kit’s Coty in Kent. Classic French varieties such as Chardonnay and Pinot Noir are shining but, interestingly, there is also a new wave of winemaker returning to our viticultural roots and making delicious wines from our old friends the Germanic hybrids and also PIWIs. Add in an interest in low intervention, oxidative handling (including flor) and experimentation with the use of vessels such as qvevri, the wines now being made in England are as distinctive and delicious as they have ever been.



The power of PIWIs and the strength of sustainability

Sustainable practices (audited by Sustainable Wines of Great Britain or SWGB) and regenerative viticulture are both widespread in England but there aren’t actually many organic or biodynamic producers: mainly Albury, Davenport, Limeburn Hill, Oxney, Sedlescombe and Tillingham. This is because our rainy climate means that rot is a very real risk and can decimate a crop, so spraying is typically required to contain or control it, and options are more limited for those who are organic. However, for producers who want to limit their reliance on sprays without converting to organics, there is another option; planting PIWI varietals. A German acronym for Pilzwiderstandsfähig, this translates as ‘fungus-resistant’ and as such they massively mitigate against the need to protect against the likes of powdery and downy mildew. Look out for names such as Sauvignac, Seyval Blanc, Solaris and Souvignier Gris for whites and Cabaret Noir, Divico, Regent and Rondo for reds. They might not be instantly recognisable yet, but they may very
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