
 
 

 
A divine dozen – from the vine 
Judges based their decisions not on the 'best,' but on a group  
that 'best represented' region  
 
BY ROGER MORRIS, Special to The News Journal  
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If you had to choose 12 bottles --a case of wine --that best represented the quality and diversity of the 
wines made by the Brandywine region's seven wineries, what would they be?  
 
Judges Nina Sygnecki, manager of the Wine and Spirit Co. of Greenville, and Tom Hudson, owner of 
Domaine Hudson's Wine Bar & Eatery in Wilmington, and I set out recently to do just that for the First 
News Journal Case of the Brandywine.  
 
The results?  
 
After first tasting 50 wines from the region's seven wineries, we started filling our 2007 Case of the 
Brandywine with a crisp sparkling wine, then added a pinot grigio, viognier, three chardonnays and a 
multi-varietal blend to complete the whites. For reds, we chose a lighter, food-friendly spicy blend, 
threw in a cabernet franc and finished with two proprietary blends made from 
Italian grape varieties. Oh yes, we did save room for dessert—a moderately 
sweet muscat with lots of floral notes.  
 
The total cost of the 2007 case is $289, an average of about $24 a bottle.  
 
During the course of a year, local wineries produce at least 75 (most likely more) 
wines, some of which are seasonal, such as nouveau wines, and some of which 
quickly sell out. So we asked the winemakers to submit current releases that are 
available in their winery tasting rooms and outlets this summer, and the result 
was the 50 wines the judges tasted over a 90-minute period one recent morning.  
 
As individual tastes vary, including those of the judges, our task was not to choose the "best" wines, but 
wines that we all could agree showed the area's quality and diversity. And we added another 14 "Bonus 
Bottles" that were given consideration for inclusion in the case. We did not consider prices in our 
sniffing, slurping and spitting.  
 
Three wineries each had three bottles each in the case. Chaddsford Winery in Chadds Ford, Pa., the 
oldest producer in the region, was represented by its 2005 "Philip Roth" chardonnay, the 2005 
Proprietor's Reserve red blend and the 2005 Rubino blend of Italian red varieties. Va La Vineyards in 
Avondale, Pa., contributed its 2006 "Zafferano" pinot grigio, 2006 "La Prima Donna" white blend and 
its 2005 "Siranetta" syrah-dominated red blend. Pardocx Vineyard of Landenberg, Pa., also had three 
wines --the 2005 "Old Stone" chardonnay, the 2005 viognier and the 2005 PDX muscat ottonel white 
dessert wine.  
 



The remaining three wines were from Stargazers Vineyard, near Coatesville, Pa., which had two, and 
Kreutz Creek Vineyards in West Grove, Pa., with one entry. Stargazers' wines were a nonvintage brut 
traditional sparkling wine and a 2004 cabernet franc. Kreutz Creek rounded out the 12 with a 2004 
chardonnay.  
 
Folly Hill Vineyards of Longwood, Pa., was at somewhat of a disadvantage, as it only makes two wines, 
and its well-received chardonnay, most likely a Case contender, was already sold out and thus not 
eligible. Twin Brook Winery of Gap, Pa., was represented by two Bonus Bottle selections.  
 
Both Sygnecki and Hudson said there were two or three of the wines that they would like to add to their 
inventory, although they did express concern that the prices may not always make some of the local 
wines competitive with those from other regions. But as many local wines are made in commercially 
small quantities --fewer than 100 cases each for Va La's three winners --they sell primarily to local fans 
who usually buy in the wineries' tasting rooms.  
Hudson argued for including three chardonnays in the case. "If that's what the area can grow best, then 
that's what we should pick."  
 
Sygnecki noted that some wineries had five to six white wines plus five to six reds. "You wonder if they 
should concentrate on fewer wines of higher quality," she said, but noted the region is young enough as 
a wine producer that it might still have to figure out what grapes make the best wines.  
 
It also became clear during the post-tasting discussions that Va La proprietor Anthony Vietri's two white 
wines that went into the basket were very complex and enjoyable, while Chaddsford's proprietor Eric 
Miller made several notable reds.  
 
All agreed that there seemed to be a "house style" to the Chaddsford reds --ripe but not lush fruit, good 
balance, and noticeable, yet smooth, tannins.  
 
Twin Brook and Kreutz Creek had some entries that were in the off-dry or lightly sweet style or that 
were made from very fragrant native American grapes. None made the case, yet some did make the 
Bonus Bottles categories. The judgment was that they were fairly well-made, yet not distinctive enough 
to be included.  
 
The judges also noted that, chardonnay aside, many of the most interesting whites and reds were blends 
and not single varieties, which speaks well of the winemaking skills of the local vintners. As vineyards 
mature, single-variety or varietal wines often come into their own.  
 
"I was pleased to find that the region makes a very nice sparkling wine," Sygnecki observed of the 
Stargazers bubbly, and the judges also thought the few dessert wines represented showed good flavor 
and balance.  
 
There are no legal geographic appellations for the Brandywine region --all are categorized simply as 
Pennsylvania wines --and not all the wineries are strictly in the Brandywine River basin. But the term 
Brandywine region does reflect the popular description of the southern Chester County area.  
 
All of the wineries in competition, except Stargazers, are part of the Brandywine Valley Wine Trail 
(www.bwwinetrail.com), which serves as the regional winery promotion and events council.  
 



Chaddsford is celebrating its 25th anniversary this year, and Stargazers its 10th. The other five regional 
wineries have all begun production since 2000 or, in the case of Twin Brook, restructured during that 
period.  
 
The Panel of Judges 

ROGER MORRIS, whose Fine Wine column appears each Wednesday in The News Journal, has been 
writing about wine for almost 40 years and contributes regularly to magazines such as Saveur, 
Intermezzo, Beverage Media, Wine Enthusiast, Sommelier News and Drinks. 

NINA SYGNECKI is manager of The Wine and Spirit Co. of Greenville. Sygnecki selects and 
purchases all the wine and spirits with the help of "my right arm," Mike Crayton. "I keep my staff 
involved," she says. "If they can't get behind something, they can't sell it." 

TOM HUDSON is the owner of Domaine Hudson wine bar and eatery in Wilmington. He tastes and 
purchases all the wines for the restaurant and also runs its award-winning cheese program, where it has 
partnered with Artisanal Cheese of New York City. 

 
Bonus Bottles: 2007 Case of the Brandywine 

Other notable wines that caught the judges' attention include: 

CHADDSFORD : 2005 "Naked" chardonnay, 2005 "Miller Estate" chardonnay, 2005 "Miller Estate" 
chambourcin, 2002 Merican red blend. 

KREUTZ CREEK: 2005 steuben, nonvintage ruby "K" port. 

PARADOCX: 2005 PDX "Haywagon" chardonnay, 2004 PDX reserve chardonnay, 2005 Fruit 52 
"Yield" red wine, 2004 Fruit 52 "Merge" red blend. 

TWIN BROOK: 2006 "Clocktower" traminette, 2005 "Mt. Vernon" reserve chardonnay. 

VA LA: 2006 "Silk" red blend, 2004 "Black Label" nebbiolo. 
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