
The best in glass from our 
reviews this year.

B Y  K A R A  N E W M A N

T
his year’s class of top spirits might generate a little 
controversy. To start, an American-made brandy, 
Germain-Robin Alembic Brandy One-Time Blend No. 
25, scored higher than many fine Cognacs. The list 
also includes not one, but two American single malts—

Westland Winter 2016 American Single Malt Whiskey and 
Cedar Ridge Single Malt Whiskey—ranked alongside iconic 
Scotch single-malt counterparts. 

It’s reflective of what’s going on in the spirits industry, 
where innovation is shaking things up. A banner number of 
small and craft distilleries were purchased by larger entities 
over the course of 2017—arguably, a nod toward the innovation 
and nimbleness these smaller players bring to the market, 
as well as the increasing demand and appreciation for such 
products. At the same time, the number of new distilleries 
continues to grow. 

Going forward, all these new entrants may represent 
a thorn in the side to legacy spirits producers. But for 
consumers, it means that we will likely have even more varied 
and exciting options to choose from than ever before. That’s a 
prospect worth celebrating. So raise your glass, filled with any 
of these finest spirits reviewed this year. 

TOP 
1OO
SPIRITS

OF 2017
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AMERICAN BRANDY

98 Germain-Robin Alembic Brandy One-Time 
Blend No. 25 (USA; Germain-Robin, Ukiah, 

CA). Snap up this limited edition bottling: Given a 
few minutes to open in the glass, this brandy entices 
with fresh fig, golden raisin and baked pear aromas. 
The soft palate intertwines crème brûlée, fruit and 
baking spice, finishing long with subtle dark choco-
late, leather and dried orange peel accents. Some 
will say it’s reminiscent of excellent Armagnac, but 
really it’s the gold standard of what American-made 
brandy can be. A blend of 1993 Pinot Noir, 1997 old 
vine Sémillon and a younger Colombard married in 
French oak.
abv: 42.7% Price: $75

95 Arkansas Black 21 Year Old Straight Apple-
jack (USA; Timberlane Distillery, Novato, 

CA). This limited-edition apple brandy offers big, 
rounded stone fruit and fresh apple integrated with 
palate-coating vanilla, almond and honey, finish-
ing long with zingy ginger, cinnamon and clove. 
Overall, a good balance of fruit and oak, suited for 
sipping or mixing. Aged in French ex-Chardonnay 
barrels, the producer bills this as the “longest-
aged domestic apple brandy available anywhere.” 
Twenty  barrels made.
abv: 46% Price: $125

92 Angela & Gene A&G Reserve Michigan Brandy 
(USA; St. Julian Wine Company, Paw Paw, MI). 

While made with Michigan grapes, this brandy is 
reminiscent of Calvados, Normandy’s apple brandy. 
The aroma suggests orchard fruit and oak, while the 
drying palate offers dark honey and baked apple, fin-
ishing crisp with hints of vanilla, tea, oak and clove. 
Made from a base of Riesling, Pinot Gris and Char-
donnay grapes. 
abv: 40% Price: $46

92 Frísco Brandy (USA; North Channel Spirits, 
San Francisco, CA). This pisco-inspired im-

mature brandy is made from California grapes. It’s 
clear in the glass, with a sweet, distinctly fruity 
scent. The palate echoes that sweetness, warming all 
the way down and finishing with an echo of tropical 
fruit. Mix into cocktails and you just might fool your 
favorite pisco-lover. Best Buy.
abv: 45% Price: $35

90 Blue Sky Mining Brandy (USA; Copper & 
Kings, Louisville, KY). Honey-hued in the 

glass, look for jazzy, bright orchard fruit on the nose 
and palate, plus an herbaceous chamomile note and 
a hoppy effervescence on the tongue reminiscent of 
beer. The long finish hints at pear. Made from seven- 
year-old Muscat brandy finished for 30 days in a 
Kentucky hogshead. It’s 100 proof, so be sure to add 
dilution to taste.
abv: 50% Price: $40/375 ml

AMERICAN WHISKEY

96 High West Distillery Bourye (USA; High West 
Distillery, Park City, UT). The 2017 limited-

edition release of this Bourbon-rye blend, all a mini-
mum of 10 years old, perfectly balances sweetness 
and spice. Rich caramel and brown sugar lead on the 
nose and palate, finishing with clove, nutmeg and 
cinnamon sizzle, plus a hint of orange peel. 
abv: 46% Price: $80

95 Cedar Ridge Single Malt Whiskey (USA; Cedar 
Ridge Distillery, Swisher, IA). This layered 

sipper is full of surprises. Fragrant with fresh apple 
and honeysuckle, the drying palate suggests dusty 
cocoa, leather and vanilla midpalate, freshened by a 
hint of apple-blossom freshness at the core. A final 
smoky exhale is reminiscent of lightly peated Scotch.
abv: 40%  Price: $48

95 Westland Winter 2016 American Single Malt 
Whiskey (USA; Westland Distillery, Seattle, 

WA). A locavore single malt to savor. Look for a gold-
en hue and smoky aroma framed by fresh pear. Peat 
smoke is pronounced on the astringent, drying pal-
ate. Adding water coaxes gentle pear and vanilla for-
ward, though the pleasingly smoky flavor remains, 
winding into a mouthwatering clove-accented finish.
abv: 50% Price: $100

94 Low Gap California Whiskey/Bavarian Hard 
Wheat (USA; Craft Distillers, Ukiah, CA). Rich 

and butterscotch-like without overt sweetness, this 
ethereally light, silky whiskey hints at stone fruit, 
cedar and spice. Use a light hand on the water—that 
appealing richness washes out when overdiluted. 
Made from malted Bavarian hard wheat and aged 
four years.
abv: 43.1% Price: $70

94 New Southern Revival Sorghum Whiskey 
(USA; High Wire Distilling, Charleston, SC). 

Made with 100% sorghum, this deep amber whis-
key shows as peppery up front, then rounds to deep 
molasses, brown sugar and oak, finishing with an 
intriguing burnt orange peel finish. A complex addi-
tion for whiskey-forward cocktails.
abv: 44% Price: $50

93 Barrell Whiskey Cask Strength Batch 004 Fin-
ished in Rum Casks (USA; Barrell Craft Spirits, 

Louisville, KY).  Aged 11 years and made with a mix of 
whiskeys from Tennessee and Indiana, this complex 
sipper offers honey, vanilla and a hint of red fruit, 
finishing long and drying with lemon peel and ginger 
zing. Bottled at cask strength, so feel free to soften 
with as much water as you prefer; the flavor will 
hold up nicely.
abv: 60.3% Price: $60

93 Coldwater Whiskey (USA; Crown Valley Dis-
tilling, St. Genevieve, MO). Concentrated co-

coa and cereal notes introduce this “Missouri whis-
key” to nose and palate. It sips a bit drier than the 
rich scent suggests, layering on leather, oak and a 
faint campfire note, and finishing with clove and cin-
namon sizzle and final dusting of cocoa. Sip or mix. 
abv: 45% Price: $45

93 Melky Miller American Whiskey (USA; New 
Liberty Distillery, Philadelphia, PA). This 

“heritage series” whiskey is made mostly from corn, 
with just 1% barley, and is aged for eight years. Yet 
the producer says it’s made in “classic Maryland 
style,” which usually refers to a lighter style of rye 
whiskey (there’s no rye in this whiskey). In short, 
this is a confusing whiskey to decode, but a tasty one 
to sip, integrating oak backbone with pecan, brown 
sugar, almond and hints of Sherry and cinnamon. 
The whiskey is sourced in Indiana but bottled in 
Pennsylvania. Best Buy. 
abv: 45% Price: $30

93 Rock Town Arkansas Whiskey/Flavor Grain 
Series Sorghum (USA; Rock Town Distillery, 

Little Rock, AR). An unusual whiskey made from 
Arkansas-grown sorghum grain (not sorghum syrup) 
and malted barley, aged 17 months in new charred 
oak barrels. The end result is reminiscent of Bour-
bon, with a deep amber hue and big, concentrated 
caramel, toffee, orange peel and spice. Water takes 
down the fire and flavor a notch, but still plenty of 
vanilla and crème brûlée to enjoy. Sip or mix. Best 
Buy. 
abv: 46% Price: $40

93 The Hilhaven Lodge (USA; Diageo Americas, 
Norwalk, CT). A blend of whiskey styles 

(Bourbon, rye and Tennessee whiskey) yields a 
golden spirit with a gentle peach nectar and almond 
profile, underpinned by oaky vanilla and a cinna-
mon-clove finish. Feels light, sips well. This is a col-
laboration between Diageo and Hollywood director 
Brett Ratner.
abv: 40% Price: $50

92 Koval Single Barrel Whiskey Four Grain (USA; 
Koval, Chicago, IL). The four grains in ques-

tion: oats, malted barley, rye and wheat. The result: 
an amber whiskey with luscious butterscotch and 
caramel on nose and palate, plus a spicy clove-

pepper finish. Adding water tames the alcohol heat, 
turns down the volume on the butterscotch and 
brings forward mellow hints of banana and vanilla.
abv: 47% Price: $53

92 Smugglers’ Notch Litigation Wheat Whiskey 
(USA; Smugglers’ Notch Distillery, Jeffer-

sonville, VT).  Vanilla, almond and coconut scents 
lead to dry, oak-driven palate accented with leather, 
espresso and cigar wrapper, finishing with bracing 
nutmeg and cardamom. Adding water coaxes out a 
pleasing fresh pear note. This four-year-old whiskey 
is made from 95% wheat and 5% barley. 
abv: 46% Price: $44

COGNAC

97 Camus XO Cognac (France; CIL CIL Wines & 
Spirits, Fort Lauderdale, FL). Dark, mysteri-

ous and complex, this deep-amber liquid has a sher-
ried scent, with hints of fresh figs and black cherry. 
The mouthwatering palate is sweet up front, show-
ing vanilla and black cherry, drying to a long finish 
of earthy espresso, leather, orange peel and a brush 
of cocoa. Borderies region.
abv: 40% Price: $180

96 Louis Jolliet Cognac XO (France; Goldline 
Brands, Walnut Creek, CA). Richly scented 

with fig, raisin and toffee, those notes carry over 
on the palate along with vanilla bean and walnut. It 
finishes rounded and gorgeous with a lip-smacking 
trail of cocoa, espresso, orange peel and clove.  
abv: 40% Price: $100

96 Maison Surrenne Lot David Picoron Cognac 
(France; Alambic, Ukiah, CA). This is made 

from the 1975 vintage from David Picoron’s hillside 
vineyard in the Grande Champagne region. Intrigu-
ingly deep, dark aromas beckon: figs, toffee and Port-
like dark fruit. These flavors show a bit drier on the 
supple palate, transforming into dark chocolate, oak 
and stewed cherries, finishing very long with wal-
nut, leather, clove and black pepper.
abv: 40% Price: $350

96 Normandin-Mercier Cognac Prestige (France; 
Heavenly Spirits, Lakeville, MA). Nuanced 

and complex, this shows a floral lilt up front, segue-
ing into more substantial vanilla and honey aromas. 
The palate is relatively dry, with cocoa and leather 
lightening to ginger spice and hints of tropical fruit. 
Fine Champagne region.
abv: 40% Price: $98

95 Augier Le Sauvage Cognac (France; Quest 
Brands, Chattanooga, TN). The mild, fresh 

aroma suggests white flowers and fresh-cut pear, 
while the palate reflects those gentle floral-fruit 
notes coupled with honey and vanilla, finishing with 
a delicate whiff of smoke. Gift this almost whiskey-

like Cognac to a Scotch-lover. Petite Champagne re-
gion, made 100% from Ugni Blanc grapes. 
abv: 40.8% Price: $62  

95 Courvoisier Cognac XO (France; Beam Sun-
tory, Chicago, IL). Showing bright topaz in 

the glass, this Cognac entices with rich, concen-
trated caramel and toffee aromas. Fleetingly sweet 
on the palate, vanilla, mocha and hazelnut lead into 
a rounded brown-sugar finish punctuated by clove 
and orange peel. This easy sipper would be welcome 
at any dessert table. Made with a blend of Cognacs 
aged 11–25 years.
abv: 40% Price: $150

95 Merlet Cognac XO (France; Bedford & Grove, 
Louisville, KY). The hazelnut aroma suggests 

a rich, sweet brandy, however the palate is surpris-
ingly light and delicate. Initial nutty, fudgy notes 
quickly give way to lively orange peel and spice, fin-
ishing with an elegant hint of violet.
abv: 40% Price: $90

95 Tiffon Reserve Fin Bois Cognac (France; Mar-
tin Scott Wines, New York, NY). Look for el-

egant vanilla, lemon cream and apricot on the well-
balanced nose and palate, finishing long and spiced 
on a distinct lemony note on the exhale.
abv: 40% Price: $228 

94 Cognac Delamain XO (France; Kobrand, New 
York, NY). From the only house were the Co-

gnacs start at XO, this blend of 20- to 25-year-old 
brandies is mellow and honeyed. The white flower, 
honey and pear fragrance leads the nose. A flurry of 
spice—cinnamon, nutmeg and ginger—enlivens the 
palate, leading to toasty brioche and vanilla, plus 
hints of pear and walnut. The finish is long, palate-
coating and silky. Grande Champagne region. 
abv: 40% Price: $120

94 Pierre Ferrand Reserve Double Cask Cognac 
(France; Deutsch Family Wine & Spirits, 

Stamford, CT). Rich, comforting caramel and vanilla 
aromas show that there’s plenty of oak influence in 
this Cognac. The palate entices with caramel, cocoa 
and espresso, leading into a long, fudgy finish with 
hints of baking spice, orange peel, almond and coco-
nut. Grande Champagne region.
abv: 42.3% Price: $80

93 Hennessy Master Blender’s Selection No. 1 Co-
gnac (France; Moet Hennessy USA, New York, 

NY). Think Bourbon flavors with brandy delicacy. 
Notably dark-nut brown in the glass, this Cognac 
opens with warm caramel, toffee and cocoa on the 
nose and palate. Echoes of brandied cherry, orange 
peel and cinnamon-clove spice wind into the fin-
ish. This might be just the ticket to experiment with 
Cognac-based Old Fashioneds.
abv: 43% Price: $80
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93 Prunier Cognac XO (France; Frederick Wild-
man & Sons, New York, NY). Made with a 

blend of Cognacs aged 20 to 50 years, this is a 
complex, dessert-worthy sipper. The lovely aromas 
evoke vanilla and caramel apple, while the palate 
shows brown sugar, candied walnut, dark chocolate 
and espresso and finishes on warming clove and 
burnt orange peel. Pair with dark chocolate. Grande 
Champagne region.
abv: 40% Price: $150

GIN

94 Citadelle Reserve Solera Gin (France; W.J. 
Deutsch & Sons, Stamford, CT). An unusual, 

complex gin made using a total of 23 casks, includ-
ing barrels that previously held Cognac, Pineau des 
Charentes and Bourbon, among others. It has a light 
straw hue and gentle vanilla scent, opening smooth 
and sweet with hints of grapefruit peel, ginger and 
pink peppercorn zing, and a mellow fade marked by 
cinnamon, coriander, almond and coconut. Sip or 
mix. Best Buy.
abv: 44% Price: $35

93 Big Gin London Dry (USA; Captive Spirits, Se-
attle, WA). The brisk, piny aroma leads into 

the notably silky palate, marked by mild juniper and 
fennel and finishing with bracing hints of lime peel, 
white pepper and cinnamon. Versatile for a wide 
range of cocktails. Best Buy.
abv: 47% Price: $30

93 Bristow Gin Single Barrel Reserve (USA; Cat-
head Distillery, Jackson, MS). Reminiscent 

of gingerbread, this honey-hued gin is aged in new 
American oak for more than one year and has a 
sweet scent and bold palate that shows vanilla bean, 
cinnamon, clove, cardamom and a hint of molasses, 
finishing with a sarsaparilla-like roots-and-bark fin-
ish. Try it in an Old Fashioned-style cocktail.
abv: 56.5% Price: $55

93 Snowdrop American Dry Gin (USA; Saxtons 
River Distillery, Brattleboro, VT). The subtly 

sweet scent suggests citrus and coriander, which is 
echoed on the soft, flavorful palate. Cardamom and 
anise accent the brisk, clean finish. Overall, this is a 

London Dry-style gin with a few unusual botanicals 
(cocoa, sarsaparilla root) adding nuance.
abv: 44.5% Price: $35

92 ESP Smoked Gin (USA; Empire Spirits Project, 
Yonkers, NY). Part of a trio of “culinary-

inspired”  gins, this is clear in the glass, with hints of 
rye bread-like caraway, rosewater and black pepper 
on the nose and palate. It reads more as peppery-
spicy than smoky, but it’s definitely a daring spin for 
the often-genteel gin category.
abv: 42% Price: $38

92 Four Pillars Rare Dry Gin (Australia; The Craft 
Spirits Cooperative, San Mateo, CA). Warm 

with orange and spice notes, this gin is earthy and 
woodsy, finishing with a hint of bitter orange peel. 
Mix this mouthwatering gin made in Australia’s Yarra 
Valley into Negronis and other bold-flavored cocktails.
abv: 41.8% Price: $38

92 The Revivalist Botanical Gin Solstice Expres-
sion (USA; Brandywine Branch Distillers, 

Elverson, PA). This robust, deliciously juicy sipper 
spent time in former red wine casks. It has a rose-
gold hue and shows plenty of fruit and spice, starting 
with dried cherry and leading into ginger, nutmeg 
and cinnamon, plus a burst of anise on the finish. 
This barrel-aged gin is begging to marry with sweet 
vermouth, so mix it into Old Fashioned- or Manhat-
tan-style cocktails; cherry garnish, of course.
abv: 46.5% Price: $40

92 Whistling Andy Gin (USA; Whistling Andy, 
Bigfork, MT). The anise scent is echoed on 

the palate, alongside lemon verbena and piney fresh-
ness, finishing smooth and brisk. The gin is steeped 
with pears and pink peppercorns, though it’s hard 
to detect the subtle fruitiness unless you’re actively 
looking for it. Versatile cocktail option. Best Buy.
abv: 40% Price: $25

92 Woodcut Barrel Rested Gin (USA; Temple Dis-
tilling, Lynnwood, WA). Made with a Navy 

Strength gin base rested in ex-Bourbon barrels, this 
gin has a light straw tint and aromatics that suggest 
a classic dry gin: mild juniper and citrus, plus a hint 
of almond nods to the oak influence. The palate is 
distinctly sweet and light, weaving honey, coriander 
seed and lemon peel with lychee-like floral notes. 

Plenty of white pepper and ginger braces up the 
zingy finish. Think gin and tonics.
abv: 45% Price: $39

91 Junipero Gin (USA; Anchor Distilling, San 
Francisco, CA). The 20th anniversary of this 

robust spirit, the first craft gin distilled in the U.S. 
after Prohibition, was in 2016. The aroma mingles 
juniper and citrus; the palate also shows plenty of 
lemon curd sweetness and peppery spice (cubeb, 
grains of paradise, pink peppercorn), finishing spicy 
with white peppercorn and coriander seed.
abv: 49.3% Price: $33

IRISH WHISKEY

96 Midleton Very Rare Irish Whiskey (Ireland; 
Pernod Ricard USA, New York, NY). Complex, 

robust, and hard to put down, this sipper offers big, 
buttery, toasty flavor. Look for crème brûlée and 
custard, caramel apple and brioche rounding into a 
gently spiced finish. Limited production. 
abv: 40% Price: $160

95 Barr an Uisce 1803 Single Malt Irish Whis-
key (Ireland; Niche Import Co., Cedar Knolls, 

NJ). Balancing fruit, spice and oak, this 10-year-old 
whiskey offers enticing orchard and stone-fruit aro-
mas warmed by a whiff of butterscotch. The palate 
opens with zingy baking spice and winds into a long 
exit with citrus peel and buttery brioche. A splash of 
water tames the spicy heat, but still leaves plenty of 
sprightly flavor. 
abv: 46% Price: $80

95 Green Spot Single Pot Still Irish Whiskey (Ire-
land; Pernod Ricard USA, New York, NY). The 

bold, fruit aroma suggests fresh-cut apples and hon-
eysuckle, while the silky palate offers deep, bold fla-
vor. Look for dark honey and clove, edging into tea, 
oak and cocoa midpalate. Apple freshness brightens 
the dry finish. An ice cube is the only adornment 
needed for this well-structured, tasty sipper.
abv: 40% Price: $65

93 Knappogue Castle 12 Year Old Single Malt 
(Ireland; Castle Brands, New York, NY). The 

aroma is enticingly bright and fruity, like fresh 

pears, while the palate is silky and mellow. A fruity 
core is layered with vanilla, hints of salted butter-
scotch and buttery croissant, plus a light sprinkle of 
cinnamon and clove. Best Buy.
abv: 40% Price: $43

91 Kinahan’s Blended Irish Whiskey (Ireland; Craft 
+ Estate–The Winebow Group, New York, NY). 

Created from a combination of whiskeys made with 
malted and unmalted barley, this is a gentle, versa-
tile spirit to sip or mix. The honeyed scent leads into 
a light, sweet flavor profile that shows coconut and 
vanilla, plus a bracing sprinkle of nutmeg and cin-
namon heat on the drying finish. Best Buy.
abv: 46% Price: $40

90 Brothership Irish-American Whiskey Aged 10 
Years (Ireland/USA; Millstone Spirits Group, 

Philadelphia, PA). This unusual bottling comprises 
55% Irish whiskey and 45% American whiskey, 
both 10 years old. Look for a citrusy aroma with a 
hint of smoke. The palate shows lots of bright tropi-
cal fruit, lemon curd and pear, with a whiff of smoke, 
and finishing with drying oak and ginger heat. Sip 
or mix.
abv: 45% Price: $50

90 The Dubliner Irish Whiskey (Ireland; Prestige 
Beverage Group, St. Paul, MN). A blend of 

single-malt and grain whiskeys, this has a relative-
ly light, approachable profile. The aroma is bright, 
fresh and grassy, with hints of white peach and 
smoke. The palate shows subtle sweetness, layering 
peach, lemon and grapefruit peel with almond, oak 
and coconut, plus a mouthwatering, spicy ginger-
cinnamon finish. Best Buy.
abv: 40% Price: $27

LIQUEUR

95 Caffè Amaro (USA; J. Rieger and Company, 
Kansas City, MO). Ideal for mixing nuanced 

cocktails that don’t taste like dessert, this bitter-
sweet coffee-based amaro offers a mix of almond, 
chocolate and coffee, finishing with cardamom and 
bitter orange peel complexity. Made with coffee 
from Kansas City roaster Thou Mayest, and briefly 
barrel aged. 
abv: 31% Price: $30

93 Metcalfe’s Raspberry Liqueur (USA; Vermont 
Distillers, Marlboro, VT). Made with over a 

quart of raspberries in each bottle, look for a deep 
plum hue and bold, sweet raspberry jam aroma 
and flavor. Add sparingly to cocktails where a bit of 
fruity sweetness is desired, or follow the producer’s 
suggestion to pour over ice cream. Best Buy.
abv: 16.5% Price: $25

92 Don Ciccio & Figli Nocino (USA; Don Ciccio & 
Figli, Washington, DC). Deep brown in the 

glass, this walnut liqueur offers a pleasing dark 

chocolate scent and fleeting sweetness on the palate, 
perked up by a lightly spicy, tingly exit that suggests 
ancho chile. Ideal to add spice and mild sweetness to 
whiskey or brandy drinks. 
abv: 29% Price: $36

92 Fair Café Liqueur (France; Baron Francois, 
New York, NY). Made with Fair Trade cof-

fee and sugar, this liqueur has a fresh-ground cof-
fee scent and viscous, creamy feel. Hazelnut, milk 
chocolate and mocha coat the palate, finishing with 
hints of coffee, chocolate, orange peel and spice. Mix 
into coffee or pair with dessert.
abv: 22% Price: $22/375 ml

92 Moonlight Expresso Coffee Liqueur (USA; 
Marble Distilling Co., Carbondale, CO). Sip or 

mix this dessert-worthy liqueur. It looks and smells 
like coffee. On the palate, it’s viscous and quite sweet, 
suggesting coffee with milk and sugar, finishing with 
rich hints of milk chocolate, Nutella and cinnamon.
abv: 28% Price: $34

92 Nocino from Watershed Distillery (USA; Wa-
tershed Distillery, Columbus, OH). This inky, 

opaque walnut liqueur has a mild scent and drying, 
tannic palate that suggests unsweetened chocolate, 
blackberry and prune. It comes alive on the finish, 
showing orange peel, vanilla bean and baking spice. 
Sip as a refreshing digestif. Made with Ohio black 
walnuts in a vodka base.
abv: 24% Price: $30/375 ml

92 St. George Raspberry Liqueur (USA; St. 
George Spirits, Alameda, CA). Made with a 

mix of raspberry brandy and raspberry juice, this is 
not a classic sweet sipper. It has a fair amount of 
sour cherry-like acidity on the palate, and reads al-
most like a port or weighty red wine. It’s deep and 
dark in the glass, featuring stewed berry and dried 
herb aromas, along with a fruit-forward palate that 
finishes on a mouth-puckering hint of lemon curd. 
Pair with dark chocolate.
abv: 20% Price: $35

91 Crème De Noyaux (Switzerland; Tempus Fugit 
Spirits, Petaluma, CA). This unusual garnet-

hued spirit is based on a historic 19th-century 
French liqueur. Almond extract and cherry-berry-
like fruitiness mix together in a flavor profile that 
will remind some of childhood cough syrup, but fin-
ishes far more pleasantly, with cinnamon spice and 
hibiscus. An essential ingredient for the Pink Squir-
rel, with crème de cacao and fresh cream.
abv: 30% Price: $40

91 Vicario Nocino Walnut Liqueur (Italy; Salute! 
LLC, Greenville, SC). Dark, inky brown, with a 

savory, herbaceous scent. The flavor surprises with 
a spicy burst up front, with leads to cola, amaro-like 
bitterness, and a rounded, mouthwatering finish 
accented with vanilla, clove and allspice. There’s a 

pronounced alcohol kick; seems ideal as a warming 
post-prandial sipper.
abv: 35% Price: $43

90 Art in the Age Black Trumpet Blueberry Cor-
dial (USA; Tamworth Distilling, Tamworth, 

NH). Mushroom cocktails are trendy right now, but 
this might be the first commercial bottling of a li-
queur made with Black Trumpet mushrooms, along 
with blueberries, lavender and lemon verbena. Al-
together, it’s a heady, intriguing mix, purple in the 
glass and scented like crushed berries and dried 
herbs. The complex palate suggests a mix of mashed 
blueberries and Concord grape jam, enlivened by a 
faint savory note midpalate, and finishing with lush, 
palate-coating fruit. Try it in a Kir. 
abv: 25% Price: $40/375 ml

MEZCAL

94 Mezcal Real Minero Pechuga (Mexico; Heavy 
Metl Premium Exports, Austin, TX). The 

scent is rich and almost chicken-soup savory, while 
the rounded palate shows subtle honey-like sweet-
ness at first, drying midpalate to leaner notes of 
menthol, rosemary and rubber. The long, lip-smack-
ing finish brings back honey, this time mingled with 
light smoke and cayenne sparks.
abv: 51.7% Price: $170

93 Mezcales de Leyenda Puebla Mezcal (Mexico; 
MS Walker, Norwood, MA). Showing a faint 

straw tinge in the glass, this is a mild but complex 
mezcal. It opens with a waft of mesquite-like savory 
smoke, plus hints of cumin, black pepper and co-
riander. The finish is clean and brisk, with citrus, 
white pepper and a touch of vanilla.
abv: 47% Price: $85

92 Gracias a Dios Mezcal Tobalá (Mexico; Do-
maine Select Wine & Spirits, New York, NY). 

Look for delicate hints of white floral and vanilla in 
the nuanced, slightly sweet aroma. On the palate, 
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light sweetness is chased by smoke, finishing with a 
citrusy, fresh herb lilt.
abv: 45% Price: $75

92 Wahaka Mezcal Jabali Joven (Mexico; Wild 
Agave Imports, Austin, TX). The aroma is de-

liciously savory, evoking zesty hints of tomato and 
dried herbs. The palate opens with fleeting sweet-
ness, leading to rounded, smoky midpalate and a 
long finish tinged with menthol, spearmint and 
fresh rosemary.
abv: 47% Price: $95

91 Creyente Mezcal Joven (Mexico; Proximo Spir-
its, Jersey City, NJ). The aroma mixes honey 

and floral notes with a zestier zing. On the palate, 
the balance shifts, with bold zesty-savory notes 
coming forward and floral and mineral notes taking 
a more subtle role. A ribbon of smoke ties it all to-
gether and wafts into the finish.
abv: 40% Price: $50

91 Mayalen Mezcal Borrego (Mexico; Vision Wine 
& Spirits, Taunton, MA). Brisk and refreshing, 

expect a citrusy explosion on nose and palate, with 
waxy lemon peel and lemon verbena followed by 
pine, cilantro, fresh bay leaf and mint, plus a drying, 
lip-smacking finish marked by cayenne heat. 
abv: 49% Price: $69

91 Mezcal Santa Pedrera (Mexico; VOS Selections, 
New York, NY). The aroma suggests roasted 

peppers, comfortingly warm and bold. The silky, 
herbaceous palate evokes fresh oregano and mint. A 
gentle echo of roasted-pepper sweetness joins on the 
exhale, accented by black pepper and mild smoke.
abv: 46% Price: $50

90 Espiritu Lauro Mezcal Artesanal (Mexico; 
VOS Selections, New York, NY). The muscu-

lar aroma evokes rubber, petrol and a whiff of fresh 
oregano. Brisk herbaceous notes on the palate—
rosemary, pine, a hint of lemon peel—almost suggest 
a gin, set against a core of rubber and smoke. Fin-

ishes dry and bracing, with herbal notes returning 
on the exhale.
abv: 40% Price: $70 

RUM

96 Kirk and Sweeney 23 Year (Dominican Re-
public; 3 Badge Beverage Corp., Sonoma, 

CA). Complex, delicious and ideal as a sipping rum. 
The deep aroma suggests caramel, toffee and oak. 
The velvety-soft palate shows toffee, fudge, cocoa 
and oloroso Sherry, drying out the long finish with 
espresso, leather, clove and black pepper. 
abv: 40% Price: $59

94 Don Q Signature Release 2005 Single Barrel 
(Puerto Rico; Serralles USA, Addison, TX). A 

limited edition bottling made from rum that first met 
the barrel in 2005, this golden spirit has a bright, 
fresh banana-and-honey scent. It sips smooth and 
silky, with lots of honey and hints of coconut and va-
nilla. First in a planned series of single-barrel-aged 
rum releases. 
abv: 40% Price: $40

94 Starr Oak Aged Vieux Rum (Mauritius; Starr 
African Imports, Manhasset, NY). Launched 

in October 2016, this lip-smacking bottling is made 
with rum aged up to seven years. The burnished-
gold liquid offers mild brown sugar and butterscotch 
aromas. The buttery palate starts with oak, vanilla 
and cookie dough, finishing long, powerful and a bit 
hot, with a swirl of clove and cinnamon. Cool with 
an ice cube to sip or mix.
abv: 40% Price: $49

93 Crusoe Spiced Rum (USA; Greenbar Distillery, 
Los Angeles, CA). This silky, particularly aro-

matic spiced rum is reminiscent of gingerbread, offer-
ing plenty of molasses, vanilla, allspice and nutmeg 
on the nose and palate. Sip or mix into tiki drinks.
abv: 35% Price: $31

93 Warship Reserved Black Strap Rum (USA; Dis-
tilling Head, Portland, OR). This white rum is 

clear in the glass (“black strap” refers to the molasses 
from which the rum is is distilled). It has an earthy, 
intense scent that suggests banana, and is quite fla-
vorful, showing lots of fruit and smooth hints of co-
conut and almond, plus an intriguing saline touch on 
the finish. Small batch; made with Fair Trade sugar-
cane from Paraguay, but distilled in Oregon. 
abv: 40% Price: $40

92 The Baron Samedi Spiced Rum (Jamaica; 
Campari America, San Francisco, CA). This ro-

bust rum has a deep, ruddy hue and cola-like vanilla 
and allspice scent. Despite an initial flicker of brown 
sugar and black cherry sweetness on the palate, it 
quickly morphs into a relatively dry finish, with hints 
of leather, clove, allspice and cocoa. Sip with an ice 
cube to cool the alcohol heat, or mix. According to the 
producer, the spirit is Caribbean column still rum en-
hanced with Jamaican pot still rum.
abv: 45% Price: $22

92 Wicked Dolphin Spiced Rum (USA; Wicked 
Dolphin, Cape Coral, FL). Honey-hued and 

made with 100% Florida sugar, this small-batch 
spiced rum offers complex aromatics: vanilla, all-
spice, nutmeg and a surprising lemon-peel note. 
That citrus note sings out on the palate, accompa-
nied by vanilla and baking spice, leading into hotter 
cinnamon and black pepper. Sip or mix.
abv: 40% Price: $20

91 Sugar Island Spiced Rum (Virgin Islands; Trin-
chero Family Estates, St Helena, CA). Don’t be 

fooled by the mild, almost neutral scent; this rum 
has plenty of flavor. Relatively sweet from the first 
sip, caramelized sugar, oak and allspice lead into a 
warming, impressively long finish marked by hazel-
nut, brown sugar and spice. Best Buy.
abv: 46% Price: $19

91 Sugarlands Shine Mark & Digger’s Hazelnut 
Rum (USA; Sugarlands Distilling Company, 

Gatlinburg, TN). A sweet treat packaged in a mason 
jar, “moonshine” style. The bold, superrich aroma is 
redolent of luscious nut butter. The hazelnut sweet-
ness is reflected on the moderately viscous palate, 
laced with amaretto and a hint of dusty cocoa; a 
welcome flicker of alcohol heat veers it away from 
becoming cloying. 
abv: 40% Price: $25

90 Alander Spiced Rum (USA; Far North Spirits, 
Hallock, MN). Made with Louisiana tur-

binado and Florida demerara sugar, this light gold 
rum offers a rich, nutty aroma. The flavor profile is 
relatively light, with brown sugar and vanilla wash-
ing over undertones of pecan and espresso, finishing 
with ginger, cinnamon and clove sizzle.
abv: 43% Price: $33

SINGLE MALT SCOTCH

97 Glenfiddich Gran Reserva Rum Cask Finish 21 
Years Old Scotch (Scotland; William Grant, 

New York, NY). Finished in rum casks, the honey and 
orange zest aromas suggest a cocktail, not a straight 
pour of Scotch. These flavors are echoed on the silky 
palate, opening with cocoa and leather and evolving 
into a luscious, fudge-like finish, with hints of orange 
peel and cinnamon. Enjoy with a big rock of ice and 
a piece of orange peel, it needs no other adornment.
abv: 40% Price: $180

96 BenRiach 10 Year Scotch (Scotland; Brown-
Forman, Louisville, KY). This rich and nu-

anced single malt entices with butterscotch and 
fresh apricot aromas. The palate delivers plush lay-
ers of vanilla, butterscotch and mocha wrapped in 
campfire smoke, finishing with baking spice.
abv: 43% Price: $62

96 Glenmorangie Nectar D’Or Scotch (Scotland; 
Möet Hennessy USA, New York, NY). This 

12-year-old single malt was finished in casks that 
previously held Sauternes, the golden sweet wine of 
Bordeaux. Smooth and elegant, look for a honey hue 
and notes of vanilla and lemon cream on the palate, 
finishing with baking spice and a puff of smoke. Add-
ing water unleashes more creamy vanilla and citrus. 
Abv: 46% Price: $75

95 Glen Grant 12 Scotch (Scotland; Campari 
America, San Francisco, CA). This burnished 

gold whiskey shows apple and pear drizzled with 
butterscotch on the nose and palate, plus camp-
fire smoke and gingerbread spice on the exceed-
ingly long exit. A splash of water tames the heat and 
transforms the oak into vanilla and buttery brioche. 
Best Buy.
abv: 43% Price: $47

94 The Classic Cask Ben Nevis 17 Scotch (Scot-
land; Spirit Imports, Sunrise, FL). The bright 

aroma suggests vanilla, white flowers and fresh-cut 
pear. Starting out juicy, the smoky midpalate is a bit 
of a surprise, winding into a long vanilla finish ac-
cented by clove. Adding water integrates the spice 
notes and pushes back the smoke to more subtle lev-
els, allowing the fresh pear note to shine through. 
Single cask; 312 bottles.
abv: 46% Price: $144

93 Glencadam Aged 10 Years Scotch (Scotland; 
CIL US Wines & Spirits, Fort Lauderdale, FL). 

Golden in the glass, this Highlands single malt opens 
with a bright fresh-apple scent. The brisk palate 
shows plenty of fruit and spice, wrapped up with 
cayenne fireworks. Dilution mellows the heat, bring-
ing fruit, vanilla and spice into harmonious balance.
abv: 46% Price: $55

93 Shieldaig 14 Years Old Scotch (Scotland; Sa-
ranty Imports, Stamford, CT). A pleasing mix 

of smoke and oak marks this Islay single malt. The 
briny, subtly smoky aroma suggests seaweed. The 
palate is relatively dry, mixing a vanilla core with a 
dusty hint of cocoa and smoky overlay. Adding wa-
ter softens the texture and brings out more vanilla 
and spice, plus bracing citrus and pine on the finish. 
Sips well.
abv: 40% Price: $60

93 The Macallan Sherry Oak 12 Scotch (Scotland; 
Edrington, New York, NY). Look for a rich 

butterscotch scent and a hint of fresh apricot. On 
the palate, this Sherry-matured single malt layers 
on concentrated caramel, butterscotch and custard, 
finishing long and spiced on a hint of orange peel. 
abv: 43% Price: $65

92 Jura 10 Scotch (Scotland; Whyte & Mckay 
USA Imports, Hayward, CA). The distillery’s 

newest bottling is rich and slightly smoky. Time in 
former Bourbon and oloroso Sherry barrels means 
that lip-smacking hazelnut, brown sugar and cocoa 
take center stage, finishing with dry hints of leather, 
chamomile and clove. 
abv: 40% Price: $55

90 Lagavulin 8 Year Old Scotch (Scotland; Dia-
geo, Norwalk, CT). Look for a straw hue and 

unmistakably peaty, smoky scent. On the palate, 
fruity sweetness leads at first, quickly morphing into 
a billow of pungent peat smoke. Quite drying, and 
finishes fiery. Water tamps down the alcohol heat 
and brings more orchard fruit forward. Released in 
2016 to honor Alfred Barnard, considered to be the 
first whiskey writer, as part of the 200th anniver-
sary of Lagavulin. 
abv: 48% Price: $65

TEQUILA

96 Don Amado Reposado (Mexico; Hass Broth-
ers, San Francisco, CA). You don’t see too 

many barrel-aged mezcals, and this one is a beauty. 
Four months in used brandy casks gives this espadín 
mezcal a straw hue and enticing, well-integrated lay-
ers of dried apricot, honey, Sherry, gingery spice and 
Scotch-like smoke.
abv: 45% Price: $60

96 San Matias Tahona Blanco (Mexico; Sazerac, 
Chicago, IL). Named for the tahona stone 

used to crush the agave piñas, this blanco has an as-
tonishing purity to it. Pleasingly peppery on the nose 
and palate, backed by a hint of vanilla, roasted jala-
peño emerges midpalate before finishing clean and 
crisp, with a lemon-zest note. Sip or mix. 
abv: 40% Price: $60

95 Arta Silver (Mexico; Arta Tequila, Englewood, 
CO). This single-estate blanco has a bold, 

bracing scent that suggests bell pepper, fresh basil 
and lemon peel. The citrusy palate is accented by 
fresh herbs and trails off with a hint of vanilla sweet-
ness. The gorgeous Day of the Dead-style bottle de-
sign makes this a gift-worthy pick.
abv: 40% Price: $40
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94 Chamucos Tequila Blanco (Mexico; Palm Bay 
International, Boca Raton, FL). This is a raw, 

visceral, sexy Tequila. The savory, almost meaty 
nose and palate are reminiscent of pechuga mez-
cals (which are actually made with meat). All that 
umami is softened by a rounded, waxy honey note 
on the midpalate, finishing with an herbaceous lilt 
on the peppery exhale.
abv: 40% Price: $45

94 One With Life Silver Tequila (Mexico; MHW 
Ltd., Manhasset, NY). Certified organic, this 

blanco has a zesty, savory nose and palate that sug-
gest dried herbs, honey and a hint of tomato paste. 
The complex flavor finishes with light almond and 
agave sweetness, a hint of steely minerality, and a 
final burst of jalapeño heat.
abv: 40% Price: $38 

93 Cazadores Tequila Blanco (Mexico; Bacardi, 
Coral Gables, CA). Brisk, clean and herba-

ceous, this Tequila is almost reminiscent of gin. The 
aroma has a spicy edge, plus hints of mint and dill, 
while the minty palate finishes with vanilla-coconut 
sweetness and mild baking-spice tingle. Versatile for 
a wide range of cocktails. Best Buy.
abv: 40% Price: $24

93 Oro de Lidia Tequila Blanco (Mexico; World 
Trade Liquor Imports, Laredo, TX). Delicate 

and nuanced, the mild, fresh scent suggests tomato 
water and fresh basil. The palate is mellow, grassy 
and bright, laced with spearmint and basil and fin-
ishing with zesty lemon peel and ginger.
abv: 40% Price: $40

92 Cobalto Tequila Blanco (Mexico; Park Street 
Imports, Miami, FL). This certified organic 

Tequila has an herbaceous scent, suggesting mint 
and bell pepper. The soft palate shows agave up front, 
moving to a spicy midpalate with plenty of cayenne 
and black pepper heat, then finishing with hints of 
herbs and lemon peel, plus a kick of alcohol heat.
abv: 40% Price: $40

92 Tequila 512 (Mexico; Willis Importing, Aus-
tin, TX). The aroma entices with honey and 

subtle vegetal notes. Meanwhile, the palate has a 
lightly fruity flavor, suggesting raspberry, honey and 
vanilla, plus a sprinkle of cayenne on the crisp fin-
ish. Best Buy.
abv: 40% Price: $25

VODKA

93 Dripping Springs Vodka (USA; San Luis Spir-
its, Dripping Springs, TX). Overall pristine 

and smooth, this corn-based vodka is clean on the 
nose and palate, finishing with brisk white-pepper 
heat smoothed by faint almond sweetness. Best Buy.
abv: 40% Price: $20

92 Cape Cod Vodka (USA; AstraLuna LLC, Med-
field, MA). Produced from corn and Cape Cod 

potatoes, this versatile vodka offers feather-light 
almond sweetness, carrying over into the gentle, 
creamy finish, plus a refreshing flicker of white pep-
per heat.
abv: 40% Price: $28

92 Earth Vodka (USA; State 31 Spirits, Mira 
Loma, CA). Clean and invigorating, with a 

suggestion of almond-like sweetness midpalate, this 
corn-based vodka is neutral overall, finishing with 
a refreshing flicker of alcohol heat. Versatile for 
cocktail  mixing. Best Buy.
abv: 40% Price: $10

92 Hell’s Half Acre 1885 Vodka (USA; Citrus Dis-
tillers, Riviera Beach, FL). Distilled from cas-

sava root, this unusual vodka shows distinct sweet-
ness. Look for a light vanilla scent and hints of dulce 
de leche, almond and vanilla on the creamy palate, 
plus cinnamon sizzle on the finish. Ideal for dessert-
like cocktails or anywhere a bit of sweetness is de-
sired. Best Buy.
abv: 40% Price: $19

91 Mon Bijou Vodka (France; Advantage Imports, 
Doral, FL). Generally neutral on the nose and 

palate, hints of rubber and charcoal midpalate lead 
into a clean finish, with just the right amount of al-
cohol heat for backbone. A food-friendly companion 
for smoked fish, aged cheeses or other savory bites. 
Best Buy.
abv: 40% Price: $17

91 Tower Vodka (USA; Tower Vodka, Pilot Point, 
TX). Smooth and versatile, this “micro batch” 

vodka offers light coconut sweetness on the palate, 
fading into cinnamon heat on the finish. Best Buy.
abv: 40% Price: $17

90 Chase English Potato Vodka (England; Palm 
Bay International, Boca Raton, FL). Banana 

and raspberry tease the nose and palate. The earthy, 
silky palate also shows hints of graphite, charcoal 
and potato skin, finishing with coriander and al-
mond sweetness.
abv: 40% Price: $33
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