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READERS’ NOTE

• The obvious title of the book should be ‘British Wine’, to cover wines made throughout the kingdom, but this term still refers to wines made from imported juice concentrate. They are usually fairly sweet and of pretty basic quality, so make sure you look for the terms English or Welsh wine on the label. The title of this book is ‘English Wine’ – although I have included a small section on Welsh wines. To say ‘English and Welsh’ wine several times a page through the book seemed to me to be just too cumbersome, so I have stuck to the simpler ‘English’ wine. I hope my Welsh friends will understand.

• The vineyards and wineries profiled from here onwards cover personal experiences and reflections from my years of visiting and tasting up and down the country. This is not a comprehensive handbook full of statistics nor a who’s who of top producers nor even a list of my favourites – I have tried to be representative and include the obvious ‘big’ producers as well as some ‘more boutique’ newcomers and my apologies to the many excellent producers I did not have space for in this book.

• Vineyard and winery profiles: Each entry includes a few essential details, to encourage you either to visit or to buy the wines and try for yourself. There has not been room to list all the many top-quality tasting and food opportunities now on offer at many of these producers and the extraordinary variety of events and festivals available year round – I hope you will go and see for yourself.

• Symbols: sparkling and still wine produced.
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• Oz recommends These are suggested wines to try and my favourites at the time of writing. They may not be their supposedly best wines but they are wines I have enjoyed and found interesting. [image: No image description] refers to sparkling wine.






COPYRIGHT

HQ

An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

First published in Great Britain by HQ

An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2022

Text Copyright © Oz Clarke 2022

Oz Clarke asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work. A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Hardback ISBN: 9781911682752

eBook ISBN: 9781911663423

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publishers.

Version 27-08-2022






NOTE TO READERS

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:


	Change of font size and line height

	Change of background and font colours

	Change of font

	Change justification

	Text to speech

	Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9781911682752








CONTENTS

Cover

Title Page



Copyright



Note to Readers



Hello from Oz



EXCITING TIMES



How it used to be



The Nyetimber Effect



Climate: is it almost perfect now?



Location is key



Planting like mad: Britain’s vine explosion



A question of style: sparkling or still?



Grape varieties: a race to the top?



BRITISH BUBBLES



What is needed to make good fizz



Champagne, the original fizz



Bubbles – how they’re created



A TOUR OF THE REGIONS



South-East



Wessex



West



Thames Valley and the Chilterns



East Anglia



Midlands and the North



London



Wales



Resources



List of searchable terms



Acknowledgements



About the Publisher









HELLO FROM OZ

If I were writing this in October 2018 I would be gazing out of my window at bright golden sunshine still bathing the trees in warmth as a gorgeous summer resolutely refused to let go of its sweet grip and fade into winter. I would be chatting to happy winemakers whose vats of juice from super-ripe grapes were overflowing and whose wineries were heady with the scent of wonderful flavours being created. Ah, the joys of climate change. It will be like this every year from now on, won’t it?
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But I’m writing this in a very different October. In 2021. Out comes the sun. Back it goes in. Down comes the rain, and then the sun returns to say, ‘Sorry, I’ll just dry those grapes out for you a bit.’ Until the next sullen bank of clouds moves in, in a day or two’s time, and the carousel continues. And fitfully, hesitantly, the Pinot Noir and Chardonnay stumble towards a kind of ripeness. But they will get to a kind of ripeness, because, although it doesn’t feel like it, September and October 2021 have been palpably warm.

They needed to be. At the beginning of September a winemaker told me he didn’t think the harvest would ever get going. August had been miserable – the most sunless August in Kent since 1968. July had been cool and damp. May: remember May? Well, you would if you lived in Wales. May 2021 was the wettest May ever in Wales – and that’s saying something. It was the third wettest May ever in England. Not what you want to get your crop of grapes moving. But April – the sun shone every single day. Yes, it did and England had frost every single day – some vineyards were attacked by frost over 20 times in the month. But luckily for most, March had been pretty miserable and the vines were still dormant and didn’t suffer.

Does this sound like we’re back to the English weather of old? Well, yes and no. In terms of unpredictability, you might say ‘yes’. I have never known the weather forecasters be so predictably wrong, again and again, as they were in 2021. It was almost always dry when it should have rained, and almost consistently rainy when the vineyards yearned for it to be dry.

The massive difference to the old English weather patterns that climate change is causing in our maritime nation, buffeted by weather systems on all sides, is in the extremes of weather. 2018 seemed to largely be extreme by being positively Mediterranean in a most unpredictably continuous way. But it was 2019 that broke the heat records. It was Europe’s hottest ever year, and July 2019 was the world’s hottest month ever. The UK had its hottest ever day on 25 July. Our August Bank Holiday broke the record for heat by 5°C. So surely this would be another stunning super ripe harvest? Well, I remember the day it started to rain in September. And I remember thinking at the end of October I couldn’t recall the last dry day. And all this century, our winemakers have been relying on warm, dry autumns for that quality. 2019, after a blistering summer, was one of our wettest ever harvests.

With 2020, the weather gods were at it again. May was the sunniest month ever recorded in the UK. Sunniest month, not sunniest summer. Sunny days mean clear skies. Clear skies mean the chance of devastating frosts, and sure enough, they arrived between 11 and 15 May. The vines have budded by then. Some vineyards lost all their crop. One hundred per cent. Which meant that the three heatwaves that would follow in the summer won’t do you much good if you’ve got no grapes. Those who did have decent crops left on the vine picked small volumes of wine that may be the best ever in Britain. After the best ever in 2018. And the best ever in 2014. Welcome to the new normal, unpredictable UK weather. We’re still a marginal, cool climate place to grow grapes like Pinot Noir and Chardonnay. Erratic weather won’t disappear but at least it will bring the heat we require to ripen our grapes, even in challenging years like 2021. And if we worry that warm dry regions like Kent and Essex are becoming too warm for light, fresh, hedgerow styles, well, there’s a queue of winemakers from Cornwall to Norfolk, from Gloucester and Monmouth to Yorkshire all chomping at the bit to show what they can now do.

We really do have a shot at being the greatest, cool climate wine country in the world. But we must also play our parts. We must choose to drink English and Welsh wines. If we live in winemaking counties, we must support our local producers. And we must visit them. Wine tourism is of ever greater importance to wineries and vineyards. As more and more people seek ‘experiences’, not just the mere flavour of a bottle of wine – well, there’s no better way to get the best out of a bottle than by visiting the place the grapes are grown and meeting the people who do the work. That’s how you get to love and understand wine. Other countries have made themselves experts at this ‘Wine Experience’. Now it’s our turn, and there’s no more beautiful country in the world to do it in than our own.









EXCITING TIMES

England probably has a 2000-year history of making wine, but the trouble is that it’s an inglorious one – until now. And for the first signs that ‘things can only get better’, we wouldn’t have to go back much more than 20 years to find the first flash of brilliance which would transform a woebegone, unconfident and, frankly, unnecessary English wine world into the thrilling place that it is now – so full of potential that I sometimes call England ‘The Newest New World Wine Nation’.
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HOW IT USED TO BE

This Brave New World of English wine is based on bubbles, but the preceding 2000 years were not. Oh, there probably were some wines with a bit of prickle to them, because when the autumn was cold wines couldn’t always finish off their fermentation and when you drank the wine in the following spring, it might have had a bit of a sparkle for a week or two as it finished its fermentation. But that would be chance and in any case was there really much wine being made? Did the Romans plant vines? A few archaeological digs imply they did, but it seems more likely that they imported boatloads of wine from the warmer areas of Europe that were part of their empire rather than struggled to make something decent from the shivering straggly vines they’d manage to grow in Britannia.

After the Romans came the Dark Ages when the English gave up trying to be civilised for a few centuries and anyway, temperatures appeared to drop so there was even less incentive to try to ripen grapes. I’d sort of expect that drinks like mead would have been popular. This went on until about 1000AD, when things perked up a bit. We entered what the climate experts call ‘the Medieval Warm Phase’, which wasn’t any warmer than in Roman times, but we had a Christian Catholic Church by then, and they needed wine for Mass, presumably red wine, the grapes for which they still would have struggled to grow, in chilly England. We also had a fair number of nobles keen on the finer things of life, many of them descended from the Normans who came over to England with William the Conqueror in 1066. The Domesday Book of 1087 showed that England – mostly London and East Anglia – had just 42 vineyards, few of them larger than an acre or two. Not a lot? Exactly.

You can try as hard as you like but it’s difficult to find much evidence for a flourishing vineyard scene. Anyway, the south-west of France, including Bordeaux, became part of the English Crown in 1152 when Henry II married Eleanor of Aquitaine. A nice Bordeaux rouge? Or a thin sharp Essex white? You wouldn’t choose the Essex white. Even literary references seem to favour chat about red wine – and that wasn’t locally grown.



AND THEN IT GOT COLD AGAIN

The ‘Little Ice Age’ wouldn’t have seemed so little at the time. It lasted from about 1400 to about 1850. The River Thames would freeze over, sometimes for up to two months, and frost fairs and markets were held on the ice. There were a few vineyards planted in places like Deepdene and Painshill in Surrey, but they mostly seemed to be rich men’s follies, and, despite the effects of the Industrial Revolution beginning to warm things up a bit after 1850, honestly, not much of interest had happened by the time 1950 came along a century later. Between the First and Second World Wars not a bottle of English or Welsh wine was commercially produced. And it still wasn’t warm.

A visionary called Barrington Brock established a viticultural research station at Oxted in Surrey after the Second World War. His vineyards were high up and the weather was usually cold and wet. But over the next 25 years he did at least prove that you could grow vines outdoors in the UK and make wine from them, even though he never managed to turn a profit for himself. Two other pioneers in the 1950s and ’60s – Major-General Sir Guy Salisbury-Jones at Hambledon in Hampshire (now gloriously revived) and Jack Ward at Merrydown in Sussex – also cautiously planted vines and made wine. Not much. Indeed, hardly any. In 1964 the total national crop was recorded as 1500 bottles! (The UK produced 13.2 million bottles in 2018.) But they offered the wine for sale and someone bought it. The first faltering steps toward the modern glittering English wine scene had been taken.

STILL WINES, NOT SPARKLING

Both Guy Salisbury-Jones and Jack Ward believed in the eventual success of sparkling wine here, but this first revival was on the back of mostly thin, mean whites, often drunk without complaint for fear of offending your host. I had a few and, gosh, they were hard work. I kept hold of a 1976 from Chilsdown near Chichester for 35 years – regularly holding it up to the light to see if its bleach-white colour had matured at all. It never had. So in 2011 I cracked it open, and this pale, unfriendly liquid forced its way out, indignant at having been disturbed and as lemon-lipped and cantankerous as it had been at its inception. Proud, unbending – yes. Fun to drink – definitely not.

The wines certainly became more drinkable during the 1980s, because slightly sweet, fruity German wines were all the rage in Britain – at one time half the wine we drank in Britain was German. Several German or German-trained winemakers turned up in England, at such wineries as Lamberhurst, High Weald and Tenterden; they took one look at our vineyards – most of which were full of German, cool climate vine-crossings like Müller-Thurgau – and thought, we know what to do here, make German-style wines. Germans made their wines sweeter by adding some grape juice – full of sugar – which they called Süssreserve. In Germany this usually made for a fairly flat mouthful, but England was cooler than Germany, the acid in our grapes was higher, and so a splash or two of sweetening grape juice merely balanced the acid rather than flattened the wine.

There were a lot of pretty poor wines made in the 1980s, but also some good ones, and you could reasonably say that making English Liebfraumilch-type wines was the first real sign of a new wave. I look at my tasting notes from the 1980s and early ’90s, and find lots of charming, fresh, slightly leafy, slightly grapey white wines coming from wineries such as Staple, Barnsole, Tenterden, Biddenden or Syndale Valley in Kent, Lamberhurst, Carr Taylor, Nutbourne or Breaky Bottom in Sussex, Wootton, Pilton Manor or Three Choirs in the South-West and Pulham St Mary in East Anglia. All nice but none of them world-shattering. None of them doing something unique and better than anybody else. That didn’t happen until the 1990s. You can call this the Second New Wave. You can call it a birth, a rebirth, an apocalypse. I call it ‘The Nyetimber Effect’.



THE NYETIMBER EFFECT

In 1988 a couple of marvellously cussed Americans from Chicago decided that you could make great sparkling wine in an area of England with very similar soils and climate to Champagne, using the same grape varieties as Champagne, and the same methods and top-end equipment as were used in Champagne. All the experts said you couldn’t do it – plant apples like everyone else. But every time someone told Stuart and Sandy Moss they couldn’t turn their gorgeous medieval Sussex estate of Nyetimber into a world-class sparkling wine producer, they became more determined. As Stuart said, they persevered almost because it was so damned hard.

They made their first sparkling wine, out of Chardonnay, in 1992. It won the Trophy for Best English Wine in 1997. They made their second wine, from Chardonnay, Pinot Noir and Pinot Meunier, in 1993. This won the Trophy for Best Sparkling Wine in the World in 1998. I remember the shock, the excitement, the shivering thrilling realisation that I was tasting something entirely new, of astonishing potential, which would change my wine life for ever. Such events don’t come round often in an entire lifetime of wine. I was grateful to be there at the start, and I knew that England had found its vocation as a wine country.

I had already been making speeches about the effects of climate change since the early 1990s – to deaf ears, frankly. But now it all made sense. The Champagne region was only a couple of hours’ drive south of Calais on the English Channel. I had seen reports showing how their soils and many of the soils in southern England were the same. I knew that Champagne traditionally was about 1°C warmer than southern England, and experts said that was the difference between northern France just being able to ripen the classic French grapes, and southern England being unable to do so. Yet Champagne had been warming up all through the 1980s and ’90s. Champagne in the growing season at the end of the 1990s was 1°C warmer than it had been a generation before. And if so, was southern England still only 1°C cooler than Champagne? Didn’t that mean that by the 1990s, Kent and Sussex were just warm enough to ripen Chardonnay and Pinot Noir – and if someone took the plunge, could these chalky and sandy soils of England’s South-East be a new Champagne?

So thank you to the Mosses and thank you Nyetimber. There really was a ‘Nyetimber Effect’. It really did transform English wine. Nyetimber aimed for the very top of one particular quality pyramid, the sparkling wines of Champagne, which had been unchallenged in the world for several hundreds of years. Now there was a challenger – just over the English Channel. Nyetimber weren’t the first to make fizz in England and to believe in its future. The really early pioneers of the 1950s made a tiny bit. Carr Taylor made some from Sussex Reichensteiner in 1983 and it was quite good. New Hall actually made a little Pinot Noir fizz in 1985 – but these were merely ripples. Who would take the big plunge? Nyetimber, with its wonderfully ‘can-do’ American owners who simply would not be denied.

Of course, there continues to be a lot of still wine being made in the UK, but we are increasingly seen by the rest of the world as sparkling specialists. About 70 per cent of our wine is sparkling, and every year the percentage of grapes being grown for fizz increases. But Britain is lucky in several ways. Champagne hardly makes any still wine – it lives or dies by its expensive sparkling wine and its hard-won reputation. As Britain sets out to share this sparkling glory, with all the investment and long-term planning that requires, still wines – cheaper to make, cheaper to sell – provide a crucial cash flow safety valve. While new plantings career onward and upward, as they have done since 2017, still wines actually offer one of the few channels, along with wine tourism and hospitality, to get some money coming back into the business.

UK PRODUCTION FIGURES 2012–2020

(shown in millions of bottles)
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This shows that production is still erratic in the UK, but the direction will be relentlessly upward as new vines come on stream.


But the spirit is a sparkling spirit. Ridgeview quickly joined Nyetimber in the 1990s as a winery solely concerned with making top Champagne-style fizz. Chapel Down, the winery now occupying the old Tenterden site, is a major fizz producer, and almost all the new tyros are focused on fizz – Gusbourne, Black Chalk, Coates & Seely, Hattingley Valley, Hambledon, Exton Park, Greyfriars, Rathfinny, Harrow & Hope, Furleigh and Simpsons – many of them make some still wine but all of them concentrate on fizz. And did I mention Taittinger and Vranken-Pommery? They are two leading Champagne producers. They have both established estates – in Kent and Hampshire respectively – with the objective of making some of the best sparkling wine in the world. They won’t be the last ones to cross the Channel.



CLIMATE: IS IT ALMOST PERFECT NOW?

Honestly, if you had to choose a nation in which to grow vines solely based on its geology and soils, Britain – England, Wales and even Scotland – would be hard to beat. So why haven’t we had a thriving wine culture for the last few hundred years? Well, for those of us who live here – the weather. The Roman writer Tacitus dismissed Britain as a filthy, foggy, rainy hellhole 2000 years ago. What? England? The south and east of England? In the 21st century? Filthy, foggy and rainy? I don’t think so. In fact, millennials, and those even younger, could be excused for not recognising this view of the British Isles at all. People who grew up in the 1950s, ’60s, ’70s and ’80s – ah, yes, they remember the fogs, the drizzle, the certainty that August Bank Holidays would be miserable. Do older people always look back and say things were different then? Yes, they were. They were worse.

Climate change and global warming are probably the biggest challenges the human race faces today. In most parts of the world, the effects of climate change are already worrying and will probably become catastrophic. There are just a few corners of the globe where they are having a positive effect. And if I had to choose one place where climate change has completely transformed a way of life for the better, it would be in the vineyards of England and Wales. That transformation isn’t without its challenges.

But let’s have a closer look at this new British climate which promises so much.

IT’S WARMING UP

First, and most important, it is warmer. It’s warmer in Cornwall. It’s warmer in Sussex and Kent. It’s warmer in Essex and Norfolk, and Monmouth and Conwy and even Yorkshire, for goodness sake. Which means that grapes will ripen in areas they never would before, and that varieties like Chardonnay and Pinot Noir, which need more warmth than England has had for 2000 years, are now the dominant varieties in our southern vineyards and performing superbly. But how is it warmer? Well, there’s no question that we have been getting considerably more very hot days in our summers. Very hot for Britain I would describe as 30°C and more. In the last couple of decades of the 20th century, many years would pass with not a single day reaching 30°C. In the first 20 years of the 21st century, only 2007 saw a summer with no days at 30°C, although the average temperature for the whole of 2007 was the second highest on record.

And this heat is extending back into spring and forward into autumn. Record heat is being recorded in June, May and April, let alone March and even February (I have more than once recently sat outside my local pub with a pint in February – in shirtsleeves). August’s heat is stretching into September (in 2019 they were still recording unheard-of temperatures as high as 33°C in south-east England at the end of August: on the Bank Holiday for a start). September now rates as late summer, and frankly October often does as well. Three of the five warmest ever Septembers have been in this century, and nine of the ten hottest Octobers have been in the last 20 years. Put this together with much more professional vineyard management and you have vineyard owners boasting that they are picking grapes with twice as much sugar as a generation ago, and the harvests are up to a month earlier. In 2018 the English harvest started on 28 August. In 2020 on 1 September.

But this astonishing change in our summer weather is not an isolated phenomenon. We are surrounded by various weather systems in Britain as a maritime nation. They are becoming more extreme, too. In particular, as the systems to the west warm up, and the south-westerly is the prevailing wind for the majority of our vineyards, we get more rain events, much stronger winds and greater likelihood of things like flash flooding, torrential downpours and hail. Often we see a localised area getting several months’ worth of rain falling in a single day.

Imagine if your vineyard is in the middle of one such area. Periods of great heat can often bring a much more violent reaction of storms, and even cold (look how the weather went from very hot to very cold at least twice in the summer of 2019, during June and during August – after which, of course, record heat was once more recorded). This climate change phenomenon is a roller-coaster ride. Few experts any longer simply refer to it as ‘global warming’ and many actually call it ‘climate chaos’. And they’re not wrong. Nothing is predictable any more. At the moment Britain’s vineyards are on an upward curve. Let’s make the most of it while we can.

And there’s one more thing. Frost, especially springtime frost. Again, this isn’t just a British phenomenon. Europe is increasingly being hit by vicious late spring frosts. Famous vineyard areas like Burgundy in France have been hammered again and again in the 2010s. If you have a cold winter and the vines are late to wake and start their growing season with rising sap, and buds being pushed out, a spring frost may well do no harm – the vine’s branches can cope with all but the worst frosts at way below 0°C. But if you have a warm February and March, as we now often do, then by mid-April those buds may well be pushing out and opening up, encouraged by the sun. So a frost that might have been harmlessly rebuffed by tough vine wood can decimate your crop.

On 26 and 27 April 2017, a terrifying frost destroyed crops all over Europe. Southern England’s lovely warm March and early April weather had encouraged the vines to push out their buds. Overnight temperatures as low as –7°C meant many vineyards lost up to 80 per cent of their crop. Between 11 and 15 May 2020 it happened all over again. So much for global warming.





LOCATION IS KEY

They say that the most important factor when it comes to selling a house is location, location, location. In a marginal vineyard country like Britain, the coolest of any of the serious wine-producing nations, suitability of your vineyard site must be at the top of your list of priorities. Well, you’d think so. But an amazing number of British vineyards in the second half of the 20th century were planted simply because the piece of land concerned was available. Often it was part of a property owned by a family who thought the idea of a vineyard was a lovely one, especially after a series of delightful summer holidays in places like France.

Often it was a patch of farmland that wasn’t being used for much, so why not try vines? And often the plot chosen was on heavy, wet, cold clay soils of the sort that England is full of, and if there is one thing vines don’t like it’s having cold wet feet. They don’t much like sitting there in the teeth of a gale either, and many early sites were completely exposed to the elements. And vines do like a fair bit of sun, so those early sites which were north facing were hardly likely to give you a decent drop of remotely tasty wine.

WHAT IS A GOOD VINEYARD SOIL?

England is brilliantly furnished with good to great vineyard soils which drain well and offer the vines the nutrients they like. One world vineyard authority, Dr Richard Smart, says that the Paris Basin is the motherlode of all vineyard land. So what is the Paris Basin? It’s the ring of chalk and limestone ridges that run around Paris. It passes through Champagne and then it moves north from Calais across the Channel to the cliffs of Dover and England. In southern England it includes the North and South Downs. The chalk also extends right up through the Chiltern Hills to Hertfordshire, Cambridge, Norfolk, Lincolnshire and East Yorkshire. Jurassic limestones spread from Dorset up through the Cotswolds and on into Lincolnshire and northern Yorkshire. This pale soil is very well drained and reflects heat back onto the grapes. Sounds perfect.
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the splendid chalky isolation of Rathfinny’s vines and flint cottages in the South Downs.

Rathfinny
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Hampshire is all about chalk and this view of cellar excavation at Exton Park shows there is almost no topsoil at all.

Exton Park


And this is just the chalk and limestone-based soils. The Thames Valley and elsewhere also have warm, well-drained gravel beds great for vines. The greensands and sandy clays that keep popping up in Kent and Sussex and elsewhere are warm and well-drained and highly suitable for vines. Another great climate expert, Dr Alistair Nesbitt, reckons there are well over 30,000 hectares (74,100 acres) of prime vineyard land available in England – and barely any of that has been planted yet, even by estates which are situated on the chalks, the limestones and the greensands.

And there are all the other soils. The most common of these in southern
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