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Château Maris
FRANCE | LANGUEDOC
A holistic approach to La Livinière’s old vines pays 
off  in vital, structured wines.

SINCE WINEMAKER ROBERT EDEN BOUGHT CHÂTEAU
Maris in 1997, he’s been progressively converting 
it to a showplace for sustainable winemaking. A 
Brit who has made wine in Australia and Italy, 
he settled in La Livinière, a cru within Minervois 
defi ned by its limestone terraces. He’s since con-
verted his 90 acres of vineyard to organics (certi-
fi ed since 2002) and biodynamics (Demeter since 
2008), and built a hemp winery that, along with 
other energy-saving measures, gained the estate 
B-Corp certifi cation in 2016—the fi rst in Europe 
to do so. He and his team continue to pursue 
more sustainable ways to work; they’ve recently 
halted plowing in favor of simply fl attening the 
cover crop, leaving it to enrich the soil without 
disturbing the vines’ root systems. The work 
pays off  in the vitality of the wines, as structured 
and concentrated as they are appetite-inducing.

—T.Q.T.

2016 Minervois La Livinière Dynamic ($80, 94 
points) For this cuvée, Robert Eden blends his best 
syrah with a small amount of grenache. Fermented in 
wooden tanks and aged 16 months in 500-liter bar-
rels, it’s profoundly dark, an inky well of black-fruit fl a-
vor upholstered in smoky, velvety tannins. It’s clearly 
structured to age well, yet it’s already irresistible, with 
a lively freshness that makes it easy to drink.

2016 Minervois La Livinière Les Amandiers 
($80, 93 points) From a 2.5-acre patch of old-vine 
syrah, this is tight and chewy, the concentrated fruit 
wrapped in the caramel notes of the new barrels that 
held it for 16 months. Give it hours of air to let those 
oaky notes turn fl oral and spicy, toward high-toned 
cedar scents that bring out the red side of the fruit. 
Time in the cellar, or a long decant, will let the struc-
ture relax and the fruit fl ow.

2017 Minervois La Livinière La Touge ($20, 92 
points) As opposed to the parcel bottlings, this aims 
for a panoramic view of La Livinière, blending syrah 
with grenache and carignan and letting it mellow in 
concrete vats and eggs. It’s an earthy, meaty, rugged 
wine, with felted tannins lending richness while lime-
stone acidity keeps the dark fl avors buoyant. It’s a lot 
of wine for $20, especially considering that you could 
put a few bottles down in the cellar.

FOUNDED:

1960s
OWNERS:

Robert Eden, 
Kevin Parker 
WINEMAKER:

Robert Eden 
VITICULTURIST:

Benjamin 
Darnault 
ACRES OWNED:

90
ANNUAL 

PRODUCTION:

12,000 cases 
ESTATE GROWN:

100%
IMPORTER:

Vintners Alliance, 
New Rochelle, NY

PATRICE 
MERCERON

J. de Villebois
FRANCE | LOIRE
Villebois’ Loire empire off ers a detailed study of sauvignon blanc 
across varied terroirs.

JOOST DE WILLEBOIS’S NAME DOESN’T SOUND
French (he is Dutch), but his ancestors were, in 
fact, French, and when he settled in Touraine in 
2004 to start a winery, he branded his domaine 
with the original French spelling. His team 
began listening in on the local grapevine in vil-
lages throughout the eastern and central Loire, 
and snapped up interesting parcels as they 
became available; they now own more than 200. 
 With such distance separating Touraine and 
Pouilly-Fumé (the easternmost outpost of the 
company’s holdings), de Willebois has his team 
divided into one contingent in the west, and 
one in the east, where they manage everything 
except bottling, which takes place in Sancerre. 
Compartmentalizing the operations allows for 
the close attention necessary to keep quality 
high across their broad swath of vineyards. 

—S.E.S.

2017 Sancerre Les Monts Damnés ($66, 95 
points) This block of 35-year-old vines traces the top 
of the ridge as Chavignol heads toward the town of 
Sancerre itself. The elevation and exposed nature of 
the site push harvest a couple of weeks aft er most 
of the Monts Damnés hillside. The wine, fermented 
mostly in stainless steel, includes a small lot fer-
mented in barrel; then the blend ages in stainless 
steel for six months. It gives a broad-shouldered, 
intense Sancerre, off ering a pure mineral essence, 
but with fruit to cushion that amplifi ed voice of the 
earth. Massive, luscious and tense, its fl avors of 
fresh golden apples and green lime last for minutes 
aft er each sip. This beautiful wine proves how grand 
sauvignon can be.

2017 Sancerre Caillottes ($53, 93 points)
From a parcel of 20-year-old vines growing in pebbly 
limestone, this is fermented in stainless steel, with 
a small portion (less than fi ve percent) fermented 
in barrel. The wine has evolved into a rich Sancerre, 
bright and supple in its crab-apple and white-peach 
fl avors, ornate in its beeswax and white-fl ower high-
lights. A powerful and delicious young wine, this will 
benefi t from decanting in the presence of roast fi sh 
stuff ed with rosemary and lemon.

2017 Quincy ($26, 92 points) Exotic melon and 
kumquat fl avors enrich this generous sauvignon, 
bright up front, then gentle with soft , lemony acidity 
in the end, but with a compelling electricity along the 
whole way. Joost de Willebois and his team acquired 
vineyards on Kimmeridgian marls to produce this 
succulent wine, adding to the range of this 16-year-
old domaine.

FOUNDED:

2004
OWNERS:

Joost & Miguela 
de Willebois
WINEMAKER/

VITICULTURIST:

Patrice Merceron
ACRES OWNED:

371
ANNUAL 

PRODUCTION:

85,000 cases 
ESTATE GROWN:
100%
IMPORTER:

Vineyard Brands, 
Birmingham, AL

LA LIVINIERE
VINEYARD
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wines of 2020
IT MIGHT NOT SOUND LIKE A hardship, but tasting 9,200 wines over the course of a year keeps 
our team of editors pretty well saturated with grape juice. What makes it worthwhile is when a 
wine lights up the tasting panel—one that inspires a conversation, a volley of pairing sugges-
tions or just silence as we grope for words to describe the feeling it brings. Out of thousands of 
wines, the 100 in the pages that follow are the ones we are most excited to share with you. They 
hail from talented growers in places both familiar and little known, from winemakers work-
ing to present the identity of the place in a way that only adds to the wine’s delicious flavor.  

We hope you’ll enjoy them as much as we did.  
—PATRICK J. COMISKEY, JOSHUA GREENE, STEPHANIE JOHNSON,

RACHEL DELROCCO TERRAZAS AND TARA Q. THOMAS. 
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bank of the Maipo River. In 2017, the blend 
includes cabernet sauvignon (65 percent), 
carmenère (23 percent), cabernet franc, petit 
verdot and merlot, the wine aged 19 months 
in new French oak barrels. It’s a dynamic red, 
its distinctive red fruit seriously concentrated 
yet carrying the freshness of mountain air. 
The tannins have a cocoa richness and subtle 
nuances of truffles. While the vintage may 
have been hot and dry, there is no apparent 
heat in the wine, just plump ripeness and 
impressive power, set to carry it for a decade 
or more in the cellar.  —J.G. (W&S 6/20)  § 
Joanne Bordeaux USA, San Francisco, CA

FRANCE SPARKLING

B E S T  C H A M PA G N E  B R U T
271302
97 | Bollinger $170
2008 Champagne La Grande Année Brut ^ 
Gilles Descôtes blends this from 18 crus, 
pinot noir making up 71 percent of the blend 
(mostly from Aÿ and Verzenay), the balance 
from chardonnay (focused on Le Mesnil-sur-
Oger and Cramant). The base wine ferments 
in oak barrels, adding to this Champagne’s 
concentrated power. Its dark intensity has 
the coolness of Bollinger’s deep aging cellars, 
even as the wine sustains delicate notes of 
wildflowers, morels and the perfumed grace 
of pinot noir. Massive and still youthful, the 
flavors rounded into a sphere, this is a wine 
to cellar. —J.G. (W&S 12/19)  § Imported by 
Vintus, NY

B E S T  B L A N C  D E  B L A N C S
274168
96 | Salon $720
2007 Champagne Le Mesnil Brut Blanc de 
Blancs ^ While there aren’t a lot of brilliant 
wines from the 2007 vintage in Champagne, 
the unusual parameters that define Salon 
produced a wine that could well be consid-
ered a classic. It’s made only from chardon-
nay grown in Le Mesnil, and the vintage 
turned out a wine of clarity and purity. A 
grand and generous chardonnay, this opens 
from a tight place into broad hazelnut flavors 
and elusive smokiness, even as it maintains 
focus and precision. Lasting and delicious 
now, it will only benefit from several years 
of cellar time.  —J.G. (W&S 12/19) § Imported 
by Vineyard Brands, Birmingham, AL

B E S T  B L A N C  D E  N O I R S
274603
96 | Jean Vesselle $210
1999 Champagne Grand Cru Cuvée Le 
Petit Clos Brut  ^ Vesselle’s tiny, walled-in par-
cel of pinot noir vines in Bouzy produced a 

remarkable 1999, still vibrant and humming 
with energy. It starts off tense, with fresh flo-
ral scents and firm spice, then opens to juici-
ness that feels welcoming. The wine hints at 
its maturity in umami notes of meat broth 
and touches of bitterness, but the overall 
impression is sleek and beautifully fresh. 
Delicious with salmon rillettes. —J.G. (W&S 
12/19)  § Imported by North Berkeley Imports, 
Berkeley, CA

FRANCE WHITE

B E S T  A L S A C E  P I N O T  G R I S
277621
95 | Domaine  

Zind-Humbrecht $44
2017 Alsace Roche Roulée Pinot Gris ^ This 
wine’s silken concentration and grace make it 
compellingly delicious. After our panel tast-
ing, I gave the half-empty bottle to a friend 
who responded with a question: “Why, if I 
don’t like rich chardonnay, do I like this so 
much?” I could tell him it was the frost of 
2017 limiting the yields on the vines, a natu-
ral enrichment of the fruit from gravelly val-
ley-floor sites in Turckheim. Or that Olivier 
Humbrecht’s farming—certified biodynamic 
since 2002—focuses Humbrecht’s scientific 
mind and his Master of Wine perspective on 
an intuitive understanding of his vines. Or 
maybe it’s just that this particular mode of 
creaminess is built differently than the sort 
my friend finds in the wines he dislikes. Here, 
the plump white-peach sweetness is powered 
by the drive of savory pinot-gris tannins. 
That combination lasts with a freshness I 
remembered a day after tasting it, making 
me want the bottle back. —J.G. (W&S 8/20) § 
Kobrand, Purchase, NY

B E S T  B U R G U N D Y  W H I T E
278102
95 | Jean-Louis Chavy $120
2016 Puligny-Montrachet 1er Cru Les 
Folatières ^ Jean-Louis Chavy farms 1.27 acres 
of vines in Folatières, some dating back to the 
1960s. His 2016 marries intensity and grace 
in a joyous yellow-plum reveal. Each day, as 
I went back to taste this wine, it kept adding 
layers, starting from a dry, white game-and-
nutmeat savor, moving through an umami 
moment of mushrooms and Vegemite, all 
the while building luscious power until it 
became delicious on day three, then a satu-
rated beauty on day four, shimmering with 
gingery freshness. It’s substantial enough to 
serve with roast partridge, or cassoulet with 
duck sausage; best to cellar it a few years 
first, or for many, if you prefer. —J.G. (W&S 
10/20) § Terlato Wines Int’l, Lake Bluff, IL

B E S T  S A N C E R R E
275722
95 | J. de Villebois $66
2017 Sancerre Les Monts Damnés ^ Joost de 
Willebois doesn’t sound like a French name, 
but his ancestors were, in fact, French, and 
when he settled in Touraine in 2004 to start 
a winery, he branded his domaine with the 
French spelling. He and his wife, Miguela, 
started with 22 acres in Mareuil-sur-Cher; 
they added Les Monts Damnés to the port-
folio in 2012, farming their parcel with 
another winegrowing family. It’s a block of 
35-year-old vines on the south and south-
west-facing slopes of Monts Damnés, a steep 
hillside of Kimmeridgian marl considered 
one of Sancerre’s best. The 2017, fermented 
mostly in stainless steel, includes a small lot 
fermented in barrel; then the blend ages in 
stainless steel for six months. The wine offers 
a pure mineral essence, with fruit to cushion 
that amplified voice of the earth. Massive, 
luscious and tense, its flavors of fresh golden 
apples and green lime last for minutes after 
each sip, a beautiful wine that proves how 
grand sauvignon can be. —J.G. (W&S 4/20) § 
Vineyard Brands, Birmingham, AL

FRANCE ROSÉ

B E S T  P R O V E N C E  R O S É

277641
96 | Domaines Ott $55
2019 Côtes de Provence Château de Selle ^ 
In the world of wine, rosé has it easy: If it’s 
pink and pretty, it’s already on its way to 
being well accepted. Rarely does a rosé jump 
out of the glass and demand attention. But 
this one seems to have packaged up a Medi-
terranean breeze along with the scents of 
strawberries and garrigue, unleashing it 
with every sip. My nine-year-old, doing her 
own independent appraising, said, “It smells 
warm—not like the wine is warm, but like 
it comes from a warm place.” That place is 
inland from the Gulf of Saint-Tropez, 345 
acres of stony soils and limestone terraces, 
a remote location Marcel Ott purchased in 
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