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This doesn’t mean that there aren’t 
fabulous beers from around the world, or 
that these are the absolute best brews 
currently on the market—but it is an indi-
cation of the geographic distribution of 
beers submitted and reviewed this year. 

The list does include a couple of high-
scoring items that might not be widely 
distributed or are extremely limited in pro-
duction. These are beer treasures that are 
definitely worth the hunt. 

It was difficult to narrow the list to such 
a small number, so be sure to check out 
our online Buying Guide at buyingguide.
winemag.com to see what else was 
reviewed. But for now, turn the page to 
discover the best beers of 2012. 

CHEERS TO THE BEST 
BEERS REVIEWED THIS 

YEAR.
BY LAUREN BUZZEO

The Top 25 Beers list is all about balance—the balance of countries, brands, 
styles, prices and production sizes. Numeric scores and pricing play a role, 
but industry buzz and product availability are key as well. This year’s number 
one beer possesses all the essentials: high score, attractive pricing, brand 

excitement, popular style and superb availability. 
This list is not the top 25 beers of all time, but it is a look at some of the best-

reviewed selections tasted for our Beer Buying Guide over the past 12 months. The 
majority of beers submitted and reviewed were domestic selections, as the American 
craft beer movement continues to expand rapidly. 

Most Popular Style Submitted in 2012: IPA

Beer Review Breakdown by Country: 

U.S. Review Breakdown by State:

Belgium - 6
England - 5

Germany - 5
New Zealand - 1

Norway - 1
Portugal - 2
Scotland - 1

Spain - 1
United States - 95

 

Alaska - 2
California - 22
Colorado - 11
Delaware - 2

Massachusetts - 11
Maryland - 2

Maine - 2
Michigan - 4
Missouri - 2

New Hampshire - 2
New York - 10

Oregon - 10
Pennsylvania - 2

Texas - 2
Utah - 8

Virginia - 2
Wisconsin - 1
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http://www.winemag.com
http://buyingguide.winemag.com
http://buyingguide.winemag.com
http://buyingguide.winemag.com/toplists/2012/beers
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TOP 25 BEERS 2012

1

98 The Bruery Saison Rue Belgian-Style 
Ale (Saison/Farmhouse Ale; The Bru-

ery, CA). What The Bruery has done here is a per-
fect example of what makes the American beer scene 
so amazing: fantastic creativity and the ability to take 
a classic style and reinterpret it through another lens. 
Saison Rue is flavorful and complex, with notes of clove-
driven spice, yeasty bread and underripe stone fruit all 
brought together with a tart, funky Brett streak. Crisply 
carbonated but smooth and lush, it brims with flavors of 
spicy malt, herb, apricot and tropical fruit that transi-
tion seamlessly into the peppery finish. Balanced and 
nuanced, with more subtleties unfolding upon warm-
ing. Delicious now, but a sure cellar candidate. 
abv: 8.5% Price: $12/750 ml 

2

95 Traquair House Ale (Scotch Ale; Traquair 
House Brewery, Scotland). This is a clas-

sic Scotch ale, and although it’s not cheap, it’s defi-
nitely worth trying at least once. This is a beer to be 
enjoyed and savored with each sip, not mindlessly 
guzzled, lest you miss the gorgeous subtleties and nu-
anced notes that make it so darn good. Lightly roasty 
caramel malts are the backbone here, with accents of 
dried fig and date, fresh butterscotch sauce and soft 
whole baking spice. The palate is full and creamy, with 
great weight to the rich malt flavors, and soft hints of 
hop, cocoa nib and earthy bark unfolding on the close.  
Merchant du Vin. 
abv: 7.2% Price: $6/330 ml

3

97 Sam Adams Utopias 10th Anniversary 
(American Strong Ale; The Boston Beer 

Co., MA). This is a blend of beers—some of which have 
been aged in a variety of wood barrels for 19 years—be-
fore being aged in finishing barrels sourced from around 
the world, including Bourbon casks from Buffalo  Trace 
Distillery, tawny and ruby Port casks and rum barrels 
from Nicaragua. The final product is deeply layered and 
fantastically complex, more like a fine Cognac or Sher-
ry than a beer. Orange marmalade, golden raisin and 
stone fruit notes are laced with spicy accents of maple 
syrup, vanilla, cinnamon and charred wood. The mouth-
feel is honeyed and viscous, with no carbonation, end-
ing warm and spicy. This is definitely a sipper, but with 
its overall strength, it is also a selection that will evolve 
beautifully over the next decade, and possibly longer.  
Cellar Selection.
abv: 29%  Price: $190/24 oz

4
95 Left Hand Polestar Pilsner (German-style 

Pilsener; Left Hand Brewing Co., CO). 
This is a stunning beer, with just about everything you’d 
look for and expect from a German-style pilsner. It’s a 
clear, golden-yellow color, with fine bubbles dancing up 
toward the fluffy white head. The bouquet is appropri-
ately soft and nuanced, with delicate hints of fresh grain, 
bread, citrusy hops and grass. Those same notes follow 
through on the palate, but the flavors are a bit more  
intense, supporting the smooth mouthfeel and spicy 
hop-infused finish. Medium weight and well balanced , 
this as a dry finish that’s softly astringent, with a slightly 
grainy texture. 
abv: 5.5% Price: $9/12 oz 6 pack

5
94 Deschutes Hop Trip Pale Ale (American 

Pale Ale; Deschutes Brewery, OR). Def-
initely a front-runner for the Pacific Northwest style, 
Deschutes’s Hop Trip is a gorgeous pale ale that ex-

presses telltale fresh hop character from the moment 
it pours into the glass. Aromas of tropical fruit, sweet 
orange and grapefruit, soft resiny character and a light 
caramel malt backbone abound and carry through to 
the medium-weight mouth. Balanced and smooth, with 
a softly bitter finish and a piny aftertaste.
abv: 5.5% Price: $9/12 oz 6 pack 

6
94 Uinta Dubhe Imperial Black IPA (American-

style Black Ale; Uinta Brewing Co., UT). 
This rockin’ brew pours thick with intense aromas of resiny 
hop and hemp that immediately jump from the glass, while 
secondary accents of raisin, plum, roasted peanut  skin and 
a touch of chocolate appear upon deeper nosing. Full and 
round in the mouth, this has great richness and depth of 
flavors, along with an assertive yet balanced hop character 
that remains through the long finish. 
abv: 9.2% Price: $9/12 oz 4 pack 

7
94 Dogfish Head Noble Rot (Fruit Beer/

Saison Hybrid; Dogfish Head Craft 
Brewery, DE). Sourcing from Alexandria Nicole 
Cellars in Prosser, Washington, Dogfish Head add-
ed Pinot Gris must and botrytized Viognier must to 
a brew made from pils and wheat malts,  then fer-
mented the mix with a Belgian  yeast strain. The 
result is certain to satisfy even the most divided 
house, with brisk carbonation and a clean malt core 
that’s lifted with sweet vinous characteristics and 
botrytis accents of softly honeyed peach and apricot.  
It finishes dry and spicy, with a slight acidic lift to the 
close. Given the higher alcohol, this is a bottle to share.
abv: 9% Price: $13/750 ml

8
94 Weihenstephaner Vitus Weizenbock 

(Weizenbock; Brauerei Weihenstephan, 
Germany). Vitus, made from a resurrected recipe that 
is now being brewed year round, is a full-bodied and 
intensely flavored weizenbock that offers layer upon 
layer  of aromas and flavors. Cloudy golden-colored in 
the glass, it starts off with an incredible head that lingers 
and leaves gorgeous lacing behind with each sip. Scents 
of banana, green tropical fruit, lemon and clove fill the 
bouquet and continue onto the palate alongside addi-
tional flavors of sweet spice, vanilla bean, bread dough 
and pear flesh. Balanced and harmonious, with a long 
and spicy finish. Total Beverage Solution.
abv: 7.7% Price: $4/500 ml

http://www.thebruery.com/enthusiast
http://www.merchantduvin.com
http://www.Samueladams.com
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9

96 Founders Bolt Cutter Barley Wine Ale 
(American Barleywine; Founders Brew-

ing Co., MI). The name Bolt Cutter refers to what one 
of the brewery’s co-founders purchased after threats 
from the bank to chain up the brewery’s doors. Thank-
fully, the business turned around, and the cutters were 
never actually used, but the tool is still kept on prem-
ise as a reminder of how far the brewery has come. 
This 15th anniversary beer is a fitting celebration of 
Founders’  journey, exemplifying what the brewery does 
best: complex, in-your-face ales, with huge aromatics, 
big body and tons of flavor. Sweet notes of caramel 
sauce, brown sugar, vanilla bean and overripe tropical 
fruit are countered by alcohol warmth and a solid hop 
core, which is augmented by dry hopping. Nuances of 
sweet smoke, cinnamon, pepper and maple syrup ap-
pear on the long finish, intensifying as the beer warms. 
This beer, like Founders, will only get better with age. 
Cellar Selection.
abv: 15% Price: $23/750 ml

10
96 Odell The Meddler Oud Bruin Ale 

(American  Wild Ale; Odell Brewing Co., 
CO). Odell’s take on this classic Flemish style is a blend 
of several generations of brown ale, barrel aged for 
more than 18 months to let the wild yeasts and bacteria 
do their dirty work. The bouquet is certainly sour up-
front, with aromas of tart red berry, green apple and vin-
egar mingling with soft cocoa and wood-spice accents. 
The same characteristics follow through onto the lively 
palate, and the vibrant flavors of mouth-puckering red 
plum, cherry and grape linger through the mouthwater-
ing finish. Oak accents along with hints of earthy cocoa 
nib and cinnamon stick pick up the back of the close.
abv: 8.9% Price: $15/750 ml

11
95 Stone Ruintation Tenth Anniversary IPA 

(American Double/Imperial IPA; Stone 
Brewing Co., CA). Stone Brewing scores again with its 
Ruination Tenth Anniversary, an attempt to take its reg-

ular Ruination IPA to the max. Labeled as “ruining pal-
ates for 10 years,” this full-bodied IPA’s hops take center 
stage, as expected. Copper in color with a frothy head, 
it’s loaded with intense hop-fueled notes of pine, grape-
fruit pith and a touch of sweet clementine. A caramel 
malt note helps to keep the palate grounded, preventing 
the bitterness from completely overwhelming the expe-
rience. The finish is long and appropriately astringent, 
with a slight warming sensation on the back. If you’re  
a hophead, at 110 IBUs, this one’s definitely for you.
abv: 10.8% Price: $8/22 oz

12

95 Ayinger Celebrator Doppelbock (Doppel-
bock ; Brauerei Aying, Germany). Celebra-

tor is an iconic doppelbock, regularly earning awards 
and accolades from competitions and journalists. It 
pours a dark mahogany color with flecks of rich amber 
when held up to the light. The bouquet immediately 
entices with seductive notes of toffee, caramel, toast-
ed cinnamon-raisin bread, dried plum and fig, all laced 
with threads of molasses and sweet smoke. The mouth 
is lush and velvety, and many of the aromatic elements 
become part of the flavor profile without finishing cloy-
ingly sweet. Notes of coffee and cocoa linger through 
the close, and the alcohol is completely in balance with 
all of the other elements. Merchant du Vin.
abv: 6.7% Price: $3/330 ml

13
95 Avery Annual Barrel Series Uncle Jacob’s  

Stout (American Double/Imperial  Stout; 
Avery Brewing Co, CO). This is a seriously good sip-
ping stout that is best enjoyed with friends, given the 
high alcohol and intense profile, but it’s remarkable 
how dangerously smooth and well balanced it actually 
is. Aged in first-use Bourbon barrels for six months, it’s 
loaded with heady aromas and flavors that can’t be ig-
nored. Lush, sweet flavors of toffee, chocolate, crème 
de cassis, molasses and chicory root dance on the rich, 
mouth-filling palate. The Bourbon barrel notes really 
shine on the finish, with sweet smoke, vanilla and bak-
ing spice flavors that linger endlessly. Only 694 cases 
produced. Cellar Selection.
abv: 17.42% Price: $10/12 oz

14

90 Port City Optimal Wit (Witbier; Port City 
Brewing Company, VA). Brewed with  

coriander, orange peel and grains of paradise, this is a 
well-balanced, smooth and immensely drinkable  witbier 
that any fan of the style can appreciate. The nose and 
mouth are wheat-driven, but accents from the spice bill 
are there to add depth and complexity. A lemony brisk-
ness complements the flavors of clove and pepper on 
the close, ending slightly dry but clean. 
abv: 5% Price: $11/12 oz 6 pack

The Vikings 
 would consume aul, or ale, to fortify  

themselves before charging into 
battle  without shirts or armor. 

http://www.foundersbrewing.com
http://www.merchantduvin.com/find-our-beer.php
http://www.portcitybrewing.com/beer/optimal-wit/
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96 Lindemans Cuvée René Grand Cru 
Gueuze Lambic Beer (Gueuze; Brouwerij  

Lindemans, Belgium). The Cuvée René is one 
of the top examples of the traditional Gueuze style. 
Hazy and dark yellow in the glass, it features a bou-
quet led by a distinctly tart, barnyard character from 
the Brettanomyces , supported by aromas of lemon and 
puckering green apple. The palate is just as one would 
anticipate from the nose: Notes of mouthwatering citrus 
and pear skin come laced with hints of hay and cellar 
floor. It’s at once simple and complex, each sniff and sip 
revealing more nuance and character than the one be-
fore. Merchant du Vin.
abv: 5%  Price: $11/750 ml 

16

92 New Glarus Two Women Lager (German- 
style Pilsener; New Glarus Brewing  

Company , WI). This is a collaborative beer from two 
companies led by women: New Glarus Brewing and 
Weyermann Malting. It’s crisp and malt-driven, as you 
would expect a classic lager to be, but the Hallertau 
Mittelfrüh hops impart iconic noble-hop notes of grass, 
soft grapefruit essence and earthy flower. Smooth and 
balanced in the mouth, it has a light green-tea astrin-
gency that adds texture to the biscuity malt core. A soft 
green-apple twang and a mineral note liven the finish. 
abv: 5% Price: $8/12 oz 6 pack

17
93 Smuttynose Big Beer Series 

S’muttonator Double Bock Beer (Dop-
plebock; Smuttynose  Brewing Co., NH). This full 
and powerful double bock is perfect for that winter-to-
spring transition. It’s rich and flavorful, with an intense 
malt backbone. This is full of roasted nut and brown 
bread aromas that are jazzed up by notes of dried fruit, 
soft caramel and a touch of whole coffee bean. Nutty 
and sweet in the mouth, the palate is round and creamy, 
with a nice weight to the dominating roasted-grain 
flavor.  Carbonation is mild, but it keeps the sweet fruit 
flavors lifted and the mouthfeel not too cloying. 
abv: 8.5% Price: $7/22 oz

18
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92 St. Feuillien Saison Belgian Farmhouse 
Ale (Saison/Farmhouse Ale; St-Feuillien 

Brewery, Belgium). A classic, clean and refreshing 
selection, this saison pours a cloudy golden-orange color  
with a big, frothy head that shows good retention. Aro-

mas and flavors of sweet citrus lead, with supporting 
notes of honey, malt and a light spice character. The 
mouthfeel is brisk and vibrant, with lifting carbonation 
and an appropriately tart palate keeping the finish fresh.  
Artisanal Imports.
abv: 6.5% Price: $10/750 ml 

19
93 Jolly Pumpkin La Roja Artisan Amber 

Ale (American Wild Ale; Jolly Pumpkin 
Artisan  Ales, LLC, MI). This amber ale brewed in 
the Flanders tradition pours a slightly cloudy mahog-
any color with an off-white head. Initial aromas of 
earthy, wood-driven spice and tart cherry abound, with 
a secondary note of barnyard and a rich caramel streak. 
The beer exhibits superb balance; the full-bodied and 
slightly  sweet profile is countered by lifting sour fruit 
flavors. Medium carbonation keeps the palate fresh and 
lively. 
abv: 7.2% Price: $11/750 ml

20

92 21st Amendment Insurrection Series 
Monk’s Blood (Belgian-style Dark Ale; 

21st Amendment Brewery, CA). This dark ale pours 
a deep mahogany color, with a substantial head that falls 
fast and leaves a slight ring around the rim of the glass. 
The bouquet is intense and loaded with aromas of vari-
ous sweet spices—clove, cinnamon and  vanilla—along-
side dried fruit accents of cherry, fig and date. The 
mouthfeel is full and lush, with a caramel malt back-
bone to support all of the earthy nuances of spice, leath-
er and softly toasted wood. The finish lingers  endlessly, 
with pleasant cocoa and burnt sugar flavors. 
abv: 8.3% Price: $10/12 oz 4 pack

30 
gallons

The annual consumption of beer    
for every American of legal drinking 
age in the U.S., according to the Beer 

Institute.

http://www.merchantduvin.com
http://www.newglarusbrewing.com
http://www.artisanalimports.com/brewerydetails.asp?id=3
http://www.21st-amendment.com
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92 Karl Strauss 23rd Anniversary Old Ale 
(Old Ale; Karl Strauss Brewing Co., CA). 

Aged for 12 months in Bourbon barrels, this is a robust 
beer that exhibits strength and balance. Fruity notes of 
dried fig, date and raisin are infused with accents of tof-
fee, molasses and sweet spice. Rich, oak-driven flavors 
of vanilla, coconut and charred sugar—like coconut 
crème brûlée—flood the creamy palate, giving way to 
secondary flavors of caramel-drizzled plum and candied 
orange peel. Even though the alcohol is high, the beer 
never comes across as hot, but it closes with a lovely 
warming sensation.
abv: 12.2% Price: $12/22 oz

22
91 Boulevard Smokestack Series Tank 7 

Farmhouse Ale (Saison/Farmhouse Ale; 
Boulevard Brewing Company, MO). Bold and in-
tense, this brew was named for the brewery’s notori-
ously finicky fermenter #7, a tank they affectionately  
dubbed “the black sheep of our cellar family.” So natu-
rally it had to be that vessel that would house this wild 
brew, with a sweet clementine and pink grapefruit core, 
kicked up with notes of crushed white flowers and 
whole peppercorns. It’s creamy but clean and refresh-
ing, finishing dry, with a soft hoppy bitterness.
abv: 8% Price: $9/750 ml 

23
95 Captain Lawrence Cuvée de Castleton 

Batch #5 (American Wild Ale; Captain 
Lawrence Brewing Co., NY). Captain Lawrence re-
cently relocated to a new space in Elmsford, New York,  
that is about five times the size of its old brewery. This 
Cuvée, now in batch #5, is something special: a Belgian-
style golden ale refermented with Muscat grapes and 
aged in oak wine barrels with Brettanomyces. The bou-
quet is vinous and complex, with bright aromas of green 
apple, lemon and melon rind framed by barnyard and 
toasty oak accents. The palate is bright and effervescent, 
with more of that Bretty tartness coming forward along-

side fine wood tannins that linger well onto the long 
finish.  Only 1,000 bottles were produced.
abv: 8% Price: $15/375 ml

24
91 Brewery Bockor Omer Traditional Blond 

Ale (Belgian-style Blonde Ale; Brewery 
Bockor, Belgium). This pours a hazy golden color, 
with a white head that boasts superb longevity and leaves 
beautiful lacing behind. The aromas are fresh and clean, 
with some attractive herb accents that spice up the cit-
rus, banana, yellow apple and sourdough bread core. 
The mouthfeel is dry yet full, with brisk carbonation  
assisting in balancing out the sweet fruit flavors and weight 
of the high alcohol. Hints of clove and white pepper  
unfold on the slightly bitter finish. Artisanal Imports.
abv: 8% Price: $10/750 ml

25
90 DuClaw Retribution (American Double/

Imperial Stout; DuClaw Brewing Com-
pany, MD). With a label proclaiming that “patience 
is more than a virtue,” this imperial stout has spent six 
months in Kentucky white-oak Bourbon barrels, and 
it could certainly stand to spend at least six more in 
your cellar. Currently, the beer is loaded with robust 
dark chocolate and roasted coffee aromas and flavors, 
alongside intensely sweet notes of toffee, molasses and 
 caramel. Sticky and slightly viscous, the mouthfeel is 
full and coats the palate with a resiny texture. Hints of 
leather and sweet smoke grace the finish, ending with a 
soft, spicy kick. 
abv: 11.5% Price: $11/22 oz

http://www.karlstrauss.com
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