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The best brews of the year.
B Y  L A U R E N  B U Z Z E O

It’s 
easy to get lost in the sea of suds that are available to American consumers. From classic European staples to do-
mestic craft-beer unicorns, the options are virtually endless, and often overwhelming—especially when considering 
wall after wall of fun labels, clever names and all-around tasty-looking selections. 

Thankfully, our annual list of the Top 25 Beers is here to guide your next tasting adventure. 
This list is not the top 25 beers of all time, but rather represents the most exciting brews reviewed this year, sure to 

please proud beer fans and curious cross-drinkers alike. They exhibit extraordinary craftsmanship, innovation and quality at affordable prices.
Within the limits of what was tasted throughout the past year, we’ve tried to include beers that not only represent different countries and 

regions, but also a variety of styles and price points.
We had some killer categories this year (wild ales, IPA and barleywine, to name a few) that racked up some truly outstanding scores. But 

not all of those top-scoring beers will appear in this list in the interest of fairly representing the beer world’s diversity.
Some of these beers are available from coast to coast, while others might not be easily obtained in your area or are extremely limited in 

production. But one thing’s for sure: They’re all treasures well worth the hunt. 
So raise a pint to the best this year’s reviews had to offer.
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TOP 25 BEERS 2015

7

95 Uinta Cockeyed Cooper Bourbon Barrel Barley 
Wine Ale (American Barley Wine; Uinta Brew-

ing Co., UT). This barrel-aged beauty is an intense 
yet balanced brew that will improve with age. The 
bold Bourbon-barrel notes of vanilla bean, charred 
oak, baking spice and sweet oak partner seamlessly 
with notes of caramel malt, roasted peanut shell 
and dried dark fruits like plum, fig and cherry. The 
alcohol is high, and the mouthfeel is round and ro-
bust, but it’s not overly warm or biting. Spicy orange 
rind and toasted wood flavors linger on the finish. 
Thanks to the bottle size, this is best enjoyed with 
family and friends when you do pop the cork, which 
shouldn’t be until 2016. Cellar Selection. 
abv: 11.1% Price: $13/750 ml

8
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 Pilsener. It’s a 
clear, golden-yellow color with fine bubbles danc-
ing up toward the fluffy white head. The bouquet is 
appropriately soft and nuanced, with delicate hints 
of fresh grain, bread, citrusy hops and grass. Those 
same notes follow through on the palate, but the fla-
vors are a bit more intense, supporting the smooth 
mouthfeel and spicy hop-infused finish. Medium 
weight and well-balanced. The dry finish is softly 
astringent, with a slightly grainy texture. 
abv: 5.5% Price: $10/12 oz 6 pack

9
95 Great Divide Oak Aged Yeti Imperial Stout 

(Russian Imperial Stout; Great Divide Brew-
ing Company, CO). This classic oak-aged stout is 
always a highly sought-after selection when it’s 
released each winter, thanks to its decadent roasty 
character, warming alcohol level and remarkable 
overall balance. It’s a complex and flavorful brew, 
with assertive aromas and flavors of roasted malt, 
cocoa powder, burnt espresso bean, charred oak, 
dried black cherry, Raisinets, black pepper and va-
nilla bean. The mouthfeel is full and round, with a 
resinous hop slick that lingers through the warm 
close. A perfect cold-weather sipper that can be en-
joyed now, or cellared through 2018.
abv: 9.5% Price: $12/22 oz

10

96 Trappistes Rochefort 8 (Belgian Dark Strong 
Ale; Trappistes Rochefort, Belgium). This 

classic brew pours a medium burnt-sienna color, 
with a substantial beige head that shows excellent 
retention. Yeasty, spicy aromas are front and cen-
ter, with immediate wafts of caramel-drizzled baked 
apple, dark plum and toasted malt that mingle with 
an apparent vinous-like raisin note. Full bodied, the 
mouthfeel is flavorful and complex, as the palate of-
fers flavors of Demerara sugar, apple pie, caramel-
ized figs and light toffee. Medium carbonation helps 
to keep the rich profile from feeling too heavy or 
slick, while the finish boasts subtle hints of sweet 
wood and leather. Overall, this is a well-balanced 
and robust brew that’s sure to age well for the next 
3–5 years from bottling (refer to product label). 
abv: 9.2% Price: $8/330 ml

11

95 Lost Abbey Track #8 (Quadrupel; The Lost 
Abbey, CA). Part of the brewery’s Ultimate 

Box set (12 “tracks”), this special selection is actu-
ally one of only two tracks (the other being #10) that 
is produced every year, meaning you actually have a 
chance at finding some. Made from aging the brew-
ery’s Judgment Day ale (a Belgian-style quad brewed 
with raisins) in first-fill Bourbon barrels with cin-
namon sticks and dried chilies, this is like a sweet 
and spicy dessert in a glass. The aromas are bold and 
boozy, with oodles of warm, spicy dark fruit and ber-
ry notes of cherry, fig, prune and, of course, raisin. 
Black pepper, charred oak, sweet smoke and toasted 
cinnamon-raisin bread abound on the palate, which 
is full yet balanced by medium carbonation and tex-
tured by soft, woody tannins. A long, dry, baking 
spice and pepper infused finish seals the deal nicely. 
A gorgeous gem to share over the holidays, or to lay 
down for a few more years.
abv: 13.7 Price: $15/375 ml

1

98 Westmalle Tripel Trappist Ale (Tripel; West-
malle, Belgium). Tripels don’t get more 

authentic than this classic Belgian brew. It’s im-
mediately attractive, with a rich, golden color and a 
frothy off-white head that boasts excellent retention 
and leaves gorgeous lacing behind with each sip. The 
bouquet is vibrant and esthery, with forward notes 
of banana cream pie, apricot, baking spice and Tur-
binado sugar, all framed by an acidic seam of orange 
essence. The creamy, mouthfilling palate offers more 
of the same, with additional notes of dried mango, 
peach and pineapple as well as  hints of cinnamon, 
pepper and lemon rind that carry through to the 
long, pleasantly warming finish. 
abv: 9.5% Price: $6/330 ml

2
96 Sierra Nevada Bigfoot Barleywine Style Ale 

(American Barley Wine; Sierra Nevada Brew-
ing Co., CA). Like its namesake, this is a behemoth of 
a beer, but it’s balanced and appropriately intense 
for the style. Bold, assertive scents of citrusy and 
piny hops lead the bouquet, supported by notes of 
roasted grain, caramel malt, toasted brown bread 
and cocoa nib. The palate showcases the rich, malty 
core at first sip, but soon after transitions into hop-
fueled flavors of sticky citrus oil and pine resin that 
carry on long into the finish. The texture is smooth 
and full, with ample carbonation to keep the mouth-
feel from feeling too heavy or flat. While it’s cer-
tainly enjoyable now, it’s also an extremely cellar-
worthy selection, as it will mature beautifully for 
many years to come. Cellar Selection.
abv: 9.6% Price: $13/12 oz 4 pack

3

96 Unibroue La Fin du Monde (Tripel; Unibroue, 
Canada). Ignore the alarming name—la 

fin du monde means “the end of the world”—and 
consider this Canadian tripel a real eye-opener as 
to the beauty of the classic Belgian style. It pours a 
stunning, hazy gold color, with a creamy white head 
that hangs around for a while, leaving sticky lacing 
behind with each sip. The bouquet is forward, but 
elegant, with clean, well-defined scents of just-ripe 
white peach, apricot and banana, all dusted with 
spicy accents of coriander, clove and white pepper.  
It’s remarkably balanced, the alcohol barely notice-
able save for a subtle warmth on the finish and a 
delectable roundness to the palate. Flavors of biscu-
ity malt, honey-drizzled banana and more lemon oil 
carry through to the lingering finish. 
abv: 9% Price: $10/750 ml

4

96 Lindemans Oude Kriek Cuvée René Grand 
Cru (Fruit Lambic; Brouwerij Lindemans, Bel-

gium). This selection is new to the U.S. market, but 
according to the brewery’s Web site, it is the beer 
they are most proud to create. This is masterfully 
crafted and perfectly balanced. Whole cherries are 
added to the base lambic inside oak foudres, then 
fermented for six months before bottling, result-
ing in a complex, layered, dried- and spiced-cherry 

character. Cherry juice, pie filling, baking spice, rose 
petal, barnyard and light oak dance on the nose and 
mouth. It’s unpasteurized, not sweetened like many 
of the brewery’s other fruit lambics, and referments 
in the bottle, giving this a dry, pleasantly funky 
character that lingers long on the finish. Cellar  
Selection.
abv: 6.5% Price: $13/750 ml

5
95 Alaskan Brewing Co. 2014 Smoked Porter 

(American Porter; Alaskan Brewing Co., AK). 
ABC’s vintage-dated smoked porter is always a su-
perb selection, year after year, and one that’s in-
credibly deserving of a spot in your beer cellar. The 
2014 release is currently young and aggressive, with 
forward scents of smoked malt and campfire that 
are grounded in notes of fig, prune, tobacco leaf and 
chocolate. The mouthfeel is big and bold, yet smooth 
and creamy, with a lush and supple texture and dec-
adent flavors of Whoppers, mocha and roasted cof-
fee bean. Hints of s’mores and hickory bacon dance 
on the long finish. It’s hard to ignore the pleasure of 
drinking this beauty now, but this will continue to 
gain complexity and nuance in the years, and even 
decade, to come. Cellar Selection. 
abv: 6.5% Price: $9/22 oz

6

96 Orval Trappist Ale (Belgian Pale Ale; Brasse-
rie d’Orval, Belgium). One of the most iconic 

Trappist beers, this pours a gorgeous golden-orange 
color, with a large, frothy off-white head that lingers. 
Fermented with brettanomyces, you can immediate-
ly pick up on the wonderfully complex, dry, funky 
earth and barnyard notes, with additional aromas of 
orange peel, green apple, gingered white tea, yeasty 
spice and freshly baked bread. The medium-bodied 
mouthfeel boasts bright, fizzy carbonation and re-
freshing acidity, making the palate seem light and 
approachable. It finishes dry and spicy, with flavors 
of citrus pith, lemongrass, white pepper and farm 
hay. It’s delicious upon release, but additional time 
in the cellar will allow this to harmonize, mellow 
and mature into an even more complex and nuanced 
brew; try after 3 years from release (refer to product 
label). 
abv: 6.9% Price: $7/330 ml
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12

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

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 im-
mediately entices with seductive notes of toffee, 
caramel, toasted 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 cloyingly sweet. Notes of 
coffee and cocoa linger through the close, and the 
alcohol is completely in balance with all of the other  
elements.
abv: 6.7% Price: $4/330 ml

13
93 Smuttynose Big Beer Series Barleywine Style 

Ale (American Barley Wine; Smuttynose 
Brewing Co., NH). This attractive and expressive beer 
pours a deep copper-amber color, with a solid off-
white head that leaves pretty lacing behind with 
each sip. The bouquet immediately offers intense 
aromas of citrusy whole hop, sweet malt, fresh grain 
and underripe stone fruit. The fruity tones continue 
through to the medium-weight palate, with solid fla-
vors of nectarine and peach that are framed by bitter 
grapefruit pith astringency and a slightly sticky tex-
ture. The finish is long, with an appropriate lingering 
bitterness. 
abv: 10.6% Price: $9/22 oz

14

93 The Hop Concept Hop Freshener Series Lem-
on & Grassy (American Double/Imperial IPA; 

The Hop Concept, CA). From the team behind Port 
Brewing, The Hop Concept releases feature labels 
that are reminiscent of car air fresheners, identi-
fied with different hop-influenced characteristics. In 
this case, their late-summer release, it’s lemon and 
grassy. Brewed with lemon zest, it opens with a pro-
nounced tart citrus aroma, followed by secondary 
hints of fresh cut grass and white florals. The medi-
um-weight mouthfeel, showing a solid caramel-malt 
backbone, is lifted by medium-plus carbonation and 
a refreshing lemon and grapefruit peel finish. It’s a 
balanced and refreshing selection, especially for a 
DIPA, and the alcohol is well hidden.
abv: 8.5% Price: $7/22 oz

15
92 Dogfish Head Black & Blue (Fruit Beer; Dog-

fish Head Craft Brewery, Inc., DE). After a 
yearlong vacation and a new label design, this Bel-
gian-style golden ale is finally back. It’s fermented 
with black raspberries and blueberries, allowing the 
fruit to shine in both the aromas and flavors. For-
ward scents of berry, golden raisin, sweet orange, 
ripe pineapple, clove and yeasty spice lead the nose. 
There’s noticeable warmth to the nose and finish 
thanks to the high alcohol, and the palate boasts a 
round, creamy texture that’s balanced by medium 
carbonation and an acidic, citrusy streak. A subtle 
oaky accent unfolds on the finish, reminiscent of a 
cocoa-dusted raspberry.
abv: 10% Price: $13/750 ml

16
92 Deschutes Mirror Pond Pale Ale (American 

Pale Ale; Deschutes Brewery, OR). A classic 
selection from Oregon-based Deschutes, this pale 
ale is remarkably balanced and approachable. It 
pours a gorgeous golden-honey color, with a frothy 
off-white head that lingers. Initial hop aromas are 
forward and intense, thanks to the generous amount 
of Cascade hops used, with enticing aromas of or-
ange blossom, pine needle, grapefruit peel and or-
ange zest. The medium-weight mouthfeel blends 
those hop-fueled characteristics with flavors of 
toasted bread and malted barley from the appropri-
ately rich, caramel-malt core. Medium carbonation 
keeps the palate fresh, and a light nutty flavor re-
mains through the finish.
abv: 5% Price: $10/12 oz 6 pack

17
92 Tallgrass Brewing Ethos IPA (American IPA; 

Tallgrass Brewing Co., KS). Despite clock-
ing in at over 100 IBUs, this is definitely a hop-
forward yet well-balanced and enjoyable IPA. A 
sunset-inspired orange-amber color in the glass, 
the bouquet opens with surprisingly bright aromas 
of citrus supremes, sweet grass, caramel malt and 
hop oil. The oily, round mouthfeel offers more bitter 
flavors of orange oil, grapefruit pith, pine resin and 
preserved lemon, packing an astringent punch that 
carries through to the spicy, drying finish. Ample 
carbonation keeps the palate from feeling too dank 
and heavy, while the alcohol leaves a slight warming 
sensation on the close.
abv: 6.8% Price: $9/16 oz 4 pack

18
92 Odell Brewing Co. Piña Agria Sour Pineapple 

(American Wild Ale; Odell Brewing Co., CO). 
This is the kind of beer that makes you wonder why 
more people haven’t used pineapple in their sours 
before. Sure, Odell isn’t the first, but this is a deli-
cious, harmonious brew that marries the intensely 
wild and funky character of an American wild ale 
with the sweet yet tart flavor of ripe pineapple, and 
to wonderful effect. Pineapple is front and center on 
the nose and palate, as expectred, but pleasant, sup-
porting notes of underripe mango, melon and citrus 
round the experience out. Medium carbonation and 
assertive acidity makes for a lively and refreshing 
palate, finishing tart and juicy, with hints of barn-
yard, hay and white pepper.
abv: 6.5% Price: $17/750 ml

19
91 Firestone Walker Easy Jack IPA (American IPA; 

Firestone Walker Brewing Company, CA). This 
special selection is now available in cans as a year-
round release, as the brewery’s brewmaster traveled 
to Germany to secure an ample supply of Mandarina 
Bavaria and Hull Melon hops to ensure production 
could reach a larger scale. Bright orange zest and 
juice aromas are upfront, with supporting notes 
of firm pineapple, underripe mango and pressed 
white flowers. The palate is crisp and clean, with 
brisk carbonation that results in a lively mouthfeel 
and a mouthwatering finish. A delicious and well-
balanced selection that showcases some exceptional 
new hop varieties.
abv: 4.7% Price: $11/12 oz 6 pack

20
91 Victory Kirsch Gose (Gose; Victory Brewing 

Co., PA). A lively, bright and extremely effer-
vescent brew, forget about a bowl of cherries and 
reach for this fruity stunner instead. It pours a clear 
light-red color, with a glimmer of a head that dis-

sipates quickly. The aromas and flavors are fresh and 
fruit-forward, with just-ripe red cherry leading the 
way while hints of citrus and barnyard dance in the 
background. The carbonation is high and the palate 
brisk, with racing acidity and a hint of salinity hold-
ing on the finish.
abv: 4.7% Price: $9/12 oz 4 pack

21
91 Great Lakes Christmas Ale (Winter Warmer; 

Great Lakes Brewing Co., OH). Thanks to all 
the forward sweet- and baking-spice characteristics, 
this is like Christmas in a glass. Attractive notes of 
cinnamon stick, ginger, nutmeg, brown sugar, cara-
mel and honey abound on the nose and carry through 
to the medium-weight palate. Toasted caramel malt, 
pie crust and fruit cake flavors mingle harmoniously 
with the dominant spice tones, ending dry and spicy, 
with a pleasant cinnamon-like warmth. 
abv: 7.5%  Price: $12/12 oz 6 pack

22
90 Figueroa Mountain Brewing Co. Big Cone 

American Black Ale (American Black Ale; 
Figueroa Mountain Brewing Co., CA). The clever name 
suggests what to expect in the glass: Bold, assertive 
hop characteristics. The bouquet delivers on that 
promise, with forward scents of grapefruit peel and 
pine resin alongside supporting aromas of chocolate 
malt and freshly roasted coffee bean. The palate is 
initially malty and full, with a creamed coffee flavor 
and smooth texture, while the finish steers back to-
ward an astringent, pine tar flavor that lingers. 
abv: 6.5% Price: $9/22 oz

23
90 21st Amendment Down to Earth Session IPA 

(American IPA; 21st Amendment Brewery, 
CA). At 42 IBUs, this new year-round selection from 
21st Amendment delivers a flavorful yet approach-
able punch. The hop profile is fresh—thanks to the 
late hop additions and dry-hopping with Mosaic and 
Centennial—with lively notes of orange blossom, 
clementine, stone fruit and pineapple core that flood 
the palate. The mouthfeel is vibrant and briskly car-
bonated, with a subtle hint of bitter citrus peel that 
lingers through the otherwise juicy finish. A session-
able selection indeed, sure to be one of your new fa-
vorite poolside sippers.
abv: 4.4% Price: $11/12 oz 6 pack

24
90 Full Sail Cascade Pilsner (German-style Pilsen-

er; Full Sail Brewing Company, OR). After the 
success of Full Sail’s 26th anniversary selection, the 
brewery added the Cascade Pilsner recipe to their 
year-round lineup. A Northwest take on a European 
classic, it pours a beautiful bright-gold color, with a 
chunky white head that boasts excellent retention and 
leaves serious lacing behind with each sip. The hop-
derived aromas of citrus and pine are forward and 
intense, with supporting notes of pale malt and cereal 
grain. The mouthfeel is medium-bodied but full of fla-
vor, with high carbonation and a harmonious balance 
between the crisp lager core and the sticky hop char-
acteristics. Herbal tones of meadow, yellow flower and 
soft pepper grace the finish.
abv: 6%  Price: $8/12 oz 6 pack

25

90 Samuel Adams Rebel Rouser Double IPA 
(American Double/Imperial IPA; The Boston 

Beer Co., MA). Brewed with more than five pounds of 
hops per barrel and dry-hopped with five American 
hop varieties from the Pacific Northwest—Amarillo, 
Cascade, Centennial, Simcoe and Zeus—this bold 
DIPA is not short on personality. In fact, it’s abun-
dant in hop-derived characteristics, including aro-
mas and flavors of ripe tropical fruit, honeyed mel-
on, sweet citrus, fresh grass, hop resin and earthy 
spice. In true Sam Adams fashion, the malty back-
bone is at the forefront of the palate, grounding the 
mélange of hop flavors in lightly sweet, toasted-grain 
goodness. At 85 IBUs, it’s a hoppy beer, but it’s also 
a harmonious and well-balanced one.
abv: 8.4% Price: $11/12 oz 6 pack
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