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English sparkling wines: Mark Hix's picks

English sparkling wines: Mark Hix's picks : E nglish bubbles are taking the wine business by storm and almost every
year I discover new, fantastic sparkling wine producers who are giving a lot of the longstanding small producers and
mass produced common Champagnes a good run for their money (not to mention some of the great proseccos of
Italy and cavas of Spain ). 

What English winemakers have discovered over the years is that the soil along the coastline from Sussex to Devon
is similar to that of the famous Champagne region of France, making the English sparkling wine business a safer
bet than most of the whites being produced here at present, and certainly stronger than our very few red producers. 

Few would have thought we Brits could produce sparkling wine that holds up against some of the great champagne
houses of France. Still, when it comes to English sparkling wine there remains some resistance and a lack of trust
as to what's in the bottle. But I say we should be a bit more forgiving. Why not buy an English sparkling wine and a
champagne and do a blind tasting with your friends? In fact, I can feel an English sparkling wine and cheese party
coming on… 

The benefits of serving sparkling wine with food are often underappreciated. How often do people recommend
sparkling wine with cheese or a Thai curry? Push the boundaries and have a sense of adventure. 
1. Nytimber 

Last year I visited Anton Bilton's Tyringham Hall near Milton Keynes, where he has planted a tiny vineyard that
produces enough for his personal consumption and a few weddings and events at Tyringham throughout the year.
Anton has cleverly delegated the actual winemaking to Nyetimber, probably the leading British sparkling wine - along
with Chapel Down - in terms of long-term production, quantity produced and consistency. 

It was Nyetimber that caused a stir in France in 1997 at a blind tasting of their 1992 Blanc de Blancs, when wine
buffs from around the world were puzzled as to which area in France it came from. It has since won many awards,
beating some of that Country's most respected champagne houses. Today Nyetimber is owned by Dutchman Eric
Heerema. He and his wine-maker, Cherie Spriggs, are certainly getting the brand across the UK: these days you
are more likely to be given a glass of Nyetimber on arrival at a high-end party than a more well-known French brand.

The Nyetimber site itself has records dating back to the Domesday book of 1086, not for producing bubbly, of
course, but about 900 years later wines were planted by then-recently arrived owners Stuart and Sandy Moss, who
had the foresight to recognise that the location, sited in the lee of the South Downs (which keeps them sheltered
from the coastal winds), with its South-facing slopes and greensand Soil, Would produce great sparkling wine. They
planted Chardonnay, Pinot Noir and Pinot Meunier and produced their first Blanc de Blancs in 1992. Their Classic
Cuvée : was released the following year using a champagnestyle blend made solely from estategrown grapes. 

My friend and fishing Companion Robin Hutson, who has the Lime Wood hotel in the New Forest as well as various
Pig hotels around the southwest, flies the Nyetimber flag and has done so for some time now. Robin does it to the
point where his list is more or less English sparkling only. It's a bold and confident move but before longit's going to
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be commonplace as sparkling wine production increases across the Country. For my part, we use Nyetimber in our
longstanding Cocktail the Hix Fix. 
Blanc de Blancs 2003, £44.99. Classic Cuvée 2010, £35.99. Both at Majestic Wine. majestic.co.uk 
2. Chapel Down 

Chapel Down wines are probably even better known than Nyetimber and it is one of the first palatable sparkling
British wines I warmed to, many years ago, before anyone else was putting British sparkling into their fridges. As it's
the UK's largest producer, at over a million litres a year, it's going to be well-known among wine lovers, but it is only
a matter of time before most of our producers expand to keep up with the demand of our changing British palates. 

The Tenterden vineyards in Kent were planted in 1977 and 
use the common grape variety Bacchus, along with Chardonnay and Pinot Blanc, which – together with Pinot
Meunier - are the norm in British sparkling production. 

I often bump into Frazer Thompson, Chapel Down's CEO, at food festivals and share a glass or two and remember
him once mentioning what a bumpy start they had in the beginning, when they even had their photocopier
repossessed. With some investment, Chapel Down's sales have been increasing since early 2000 and it now sells
for three to four times the price of before - as well as all over the World. Chapel Down has always opened up to
visitors, as most wineries now do, and I'm sure it won't be too long before they have their own on-site restaurant, as
is common abroad. 
Vintage Reserve Brut NV £20.79. 
At Waitrose. waitrosecellar.com. Rosé Brut £24.99. At Great English Wines, greatenglishwines.co.uk 
3. Castlewood 

Last Summer at Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall's annual food festival I bumped into Rob Corbett, a local sparkling wine
producer who was selling his wares in proper local festival manner. He slipped me a glass of every sparkling wine
he produced, each of which exceeded my expectations and earned a place on the wine list at Hix Oyster & Fish
House. 

Corbett's Castlewood Vineyard, where he started planting in 2006, sits just below the south-facing ancient hill fort of
Musbury Castle, just up the road from Lyme Regis. 

The positioning of the vines enables any cold air to gently flow to the valley floor, providing a frost-free environment
in which the vines can flourish and fruit. During our chat he invited me to his first vintage festival bash at his nearby
vineyard. Sadly I couldn't make it but it sounded like a rave-up, with local music, Camping and more. This is the kind
of Wine event that lets the locals appreciate exactly what's going on up in the hills. 

Castlewood Vineyard, Castlewood Farm, Musbury, Axminster Devon EX13 8SS. 01297 552068.
castlewoodvineyard.co.uk 
4. Lyme Bay Winery 
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I've known the founder of Lyme Bay Winery, Nigel Howard - or Nadge as he's known to the locals - for some years
now. Traditionally he has been known mainly for producing cider and fruit wines, which they sell countrywide, but in
2009 and 2010 he planted Watchcombe and Southcote Vineyards in Devon. Alongside Bacchus and Pinot Noir,
Howard also planted Lyme Bay's third grape variety, Seyval Blanc, an early-ripening hybrid variety. It's been proven
to be productive in cool climates and is quite common in parts of the US and Canada. 

We recently launched their new range of still and sparkling wines at my Lyme Bay restaurant, and unlike a lot of
English sparkling they have gone for a more prosecco-style taste, which the Seyval Blanc helps to achieve. 
Brut Reserve, £18.99. At Lyme Bay Winery. lymebaywinery.co.uk 
Hix's best of the rest 
From the chalky downs of Kent and Sussex to the sun-soaked coast of Dorset, England now has the viticultural
talent to get the best from its perfect conditions. These are exciting times in a relatively new area of the domestic
drinks revolution. Here's why. 

Hush Heath Winery 
With a history dating back to 1503, the Tudor-framed family home of the Balfour-Lynns, Hush Heath Manor, nestles
discreetly into the countryside, overlooking an estate with fantastic views across the Weald of Kent. Richard
BalfourLynn has focused on sparkling Wine since planting the vineyards in 2001 and today its Balfour Brut Rosé is
even served on British Airways, which is where I first came across it. 
Balfour Brut Rosé, £35.99. At Waitrose. waitrosecellar.com 
Hambledon 
The village of Hambledon in Hampshire is not only known as the "cradle of cricket", but also England's oldest
commercial vineyard, dating back to 1952. I was introduced to Hambledon by my friend John Hutton, managing
director of our wine supplier, Fields, Morris & Verdin. We naturally had lunch with Ian Kellett, Hambledon's managing
director, and I got to know a bit more about the wine. We are now offering Hambledon Classic and Première Cuvée
at all my restaurants, With Classic Cuvée Rosé to follow next month. 

Why? Well, Hambledon hired Hervé Jestin, 
who has been responsible for making more than 200 million bottles of champagne and sparkling Wine in his time.
He's got one of the best reputations in the Champagne area, having been chef de Caves at Champagne Duval
Leroy for more than 20 years. 

In 2011 Antoine Arnault, a young winemaker and graduate from the University of Reims in Champagne, joined the
team to manage the winery on a day-to-day basis under Jestin, and a new state-of-the-art winery has also been
built featuring the only fully gravity-fed winemaking system in the UK, which ensures minimal intervention in the
winemaking process. Hambledon can also boast that it grows 100 per cent of the grapes it uses - something even a
lot of champagne houses can't claim. 
Classic Cuvée, £28.50. Premiere Cuvée, £42.50. Both at Hambledon Vineyard. hambledonvineyard.co.uk 
Furleigh Estate 
Furleigh Estate produces a relatively small amount of sparkling wine made from traditional champagne grapes -
Chardonnay, Pinot Meunier and Pinot Noir-grown on the estate in Salway Ash, right near my hometown of Bridport.
Rebecca Hansford's father ran it as a dairy farm until his retirement. Years later, she and husband Ian - then
working as actuaries in London - sold their company to pursue their dream of making wine. They bought the estate
in 2004 and planted 85 acres of vines on the land, then converted the old milking barn into a visitors' tasting room
and installed presses, steel tanks and cold fermentation systems. 
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It's now our bubbly house pouring brand - it makes sense in an up-and-coming foodie area not to go too far afield
for your produce. After all, turning right into the ocean for local fish and left for your bubbly is a dream come true for
a restaurant. 

The Estate's best sparkling wines for me are its Classic Cuvée 2009, which was its first vintage, winning the
International Wine Challenge English Sparkling Wine Trophy last year, and the 2011 - along | with the vintage Blanc
de Blancs and our favourite wine on the terrace at Oyster & Fish House, the sparkling rosé, which is delicious on its
own or with a few oysters overlooking the sea. In recent years, Furleigh has won ten silver and bronze medals at big
national competitions. 
Rosé 2010, from £25.65. Classic Cuvée 2011, from £25.65. Classic Reserve 2010, from £22.95. Blanc De Noirs
2010 from £25.65. All at Furleigh Estate. furleighestate.co.uk 

Langham Wine Estate 
John Langham bought the Bingham's Melcombe Estate in Crawthorne near Dorchester in 1980. At the time, it was
a working farm. As with many wine estates in the area, he started with a few wines for personal consumption. John's
son, Justin, took over in 1991 and got the business going commercially, planting 38,000 vines of the common grape
varieties with the expert help of winemaker Liam Idzikowski, who's worked at other well-known wineries, including
Camel Valley and Hush Heath. 

A year or so ago, a glass of its Classic Cuvée Brut was put in my hand at a friend's party. I thought it had to go on
my list and it prompted me to tell a few mates and spread the word. 
Rosé, £23. At Marks & Spencer. marksandspencer.com. Classic Cuvée NonVintage, £24. Blanc De Blancs, £26.
Reserve Classic Cuvée 2011, £58. All at Langham Wine Estate, langham wine.co.uk 

A Ridgeview 
About ten years ago, during one of my cooking stints with the students at South Downs College, I was handed a
glass of bubbly that I took for granted was champagne. I was therefore surprised to discover we were drinking a
wine produced just down the road. Mike and Chris Roberts started Ridgeview in 1994 and, with several other early
ambassadors in the area, decided to focus on sparkling from the outset. It's a real family affair, as they are all
involved in the business in some form or other, and since that first vintage, the vineyard has won a clutch of awards,
including Best Sparkling at the 2011 Decanter World Wine Awards (even beating champagnes). 
Bloomsbury, £24.99. At Waitrose. waitrosecellar.com. Grosvenor 2011 Blanc De Blancs, £29.95. At Berry Bros &
Rudd. bbr.com

Unattributed
[sourcelink]http://www.gq-magazine.co.uk/article/best-english-sparkling-wines-mark-hix
[/sourcelink
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