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What it takes
 champion

Leading into the ASI Best Sommelier of the World 2023 contest 
in Paris, ASI asked the last three people to have won the title to 
refl ect on their journey. The title of ‘World’s Best’ comes with both 
prestige and responsibility. The sacrifi ces and work to attain the 
title often challenging a competitor’s will and desire to push on. 
While some have taken the title on their fi rst attempt, others, 
notably Gérard Basset, for whom the ASI Lifetime Achievement 
Award, discussed in this issue, is named for, took many attempts 
to win the title. However, as the Japanese proverb says “nana 
korobi, ya oki” or “fall down 7 times and stand up 8.”  This issue 
is for all that “nana korobi, ya oki.”

Marc Almert, of Germany, won 
the ASI Best Sommelier of the World 
2019 contest in Antwerp, Belgium. 
He currently is chef sommelier of 
Switzerland’s renowned Baur au Lac & 
Baur au Lac Vins, where he works with 
the world’s fi nest bottles day in, day out. 

Arvid Rosengren, of Sweden, won 
the ASI Best Sommelier of the World 
2016 contest in Argentina. After many 
years working in New York City, he 
returned to Scandinavia,  and now calls 
Denmark home, where he continues to 
work on various wine related projects.

Paolo Basso, an Italian-Swiss 
sommelier, won the ASI Best of the 
World 2013 contest in Tokyo, Japan. 
He currently works as a lecturer and 
consultant in the wine industry.

Arvid Rosengren Photo: Contributed
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ASI: A question to our reigning champion, Marc 
Almert. How do you account for winning the title 
of ASI Best Sommelier of the World on your first 
attempt? Was your youth, and comparable lack of 
experience on the world stage, an advantage?

Marc Almert (MA): Thanks to the ASI community, 
opportunities to travel, and the help from friends, 
my employer, and the German sommelier 
association I was able to do a lot of training and 
tastings. Furthermore, since starting to compete, I 
took part in every sommelier competition that was 
available, be it just for one wine region, or even just 
a small tasting exam or similar small competition. 
It is also important to note, that in the buzz around 
a competition, some candidates are more in the 
spotlight than others, especially when coming 
from a country where sommellerie is a famous 
profession or if they have already excelled in other 
competitions or exams. This adds pressure on the 
candidates, as they get more questions from the 
press, more messages, etc. In Antwerp, I was “new” 
so I had a calm week which allowed me to remain 
focussed. I would love for all of us to be more 
respectful of this matter and appreciate the fact 
that candidates need time for themselves during  
a competition week and naming somebody a  
“likely winner” just adds more pressure instead  
of being helpful.

ASI: A similar question to Arvid Rosengren. Your 
journey to the top began — at least to the public 
— with your wins at the Nordic championships and 
subsequently Best Sommelier of Sweden contest, 
eventually leading to the Best Sommelier of Europe 
contest in 2013. However, what is visible to the 
world often overshadows the time spent leading 
into these victories. Can you describe your journey 
to winning that title (Best Sommelier of Europe)? 
Was winning that contest the inspiration you 
needed to continue to push forward towards  
the Best Sommelier of the World contest in 
Argentina (2016)?

Arvid Rosengren (AR): It’s funny, when I first 
became a sommelier, I had no intention of 
competing. I think of myself as a relatively humble 
person, with no great need to be in the centre 
of things. But once I started, I was hooked. For a 
couple of reasons: first, I realized it was a way for 
me to force myself to keep learning and not become 
stagnant. And secondly, I realized I could be good 
at it. Almost immediately however, I realized that it 
was such an intense endeavour that I couldn’t let 
it (winning the title of ASI Best Sommelier of the 
World) take decades. All in all, I spent several hours 
a day preparing for about seven years. In periods, it 
was all-encompassing, starting the moment I woke 
up and ending when I fell asleep. Theoretical study 
is by far the most time-consuming aspect of it all, so 
I spent a good deal of time studying how to study 
and how to retain knowledge, used a computerized 
system to build a knowledge base and continuously 
test myself on retaining it. I have logged well over 
ten thousand hours of just repetition in those 
years, not including reading or adding any new 
information. Crazy.

Tasting and service come more naturally, at least 
if you work in a proper restaurant where you’re 
popping corks and dealing with challenging 
customer scenarios. I just tried to utilize what I 
could from my day job. Small things, like setting 
down my mise-en-place and opening a bottle 
the exact same way I would as if on stage. After 
thousands of repetitions become muscle memory.

As for inspiration, I think the competition in  
Tokyo 2013 was the great motivator for me,  
even if I was very depressed initially afterwards, 
because I thought I had done better than the 
results reflected. So, I knew that I had three  
years to 2016 to get all the work needed done!

ASI: Paolo, in your case, you had some second-
place finishes before finally winning. How did you 
keep yourself motivated year after year to keep 
competing before finally winning the title?

 
Marc Almert Photo: Jean Bernard
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confusion is created. It’s like in sport: some athletes 
need a coach to tell them what to do and some are 
better on their own.

ASI: Winning a contest like this is a momentous 
event. How did it change your life? Were you ready 
for the change? 

MA: Indeed, it truly is a “life-changing moment.” 
Pre-Covid, the main change has been travelling 
more and farther, and of course there have been 
more projects too. One of the key changes for me 
was to stop competing (which I sometimes miss), 
and to spend more time teaching and helping 
others to achieve their goals. To be ready for any 
change in life, it is important to have a reliable 
group of friends, family, and colleagues, as well as 
a clear set of values. Furthermore, the previous 
competition winners and other members of the 
ASI family have been very helpful in offering their 
guidance.

AR: A few years down the line now (how time  
flies ... ), I can certainly say that it has changed a 
lot. But I was hesitant at first. I didn’t want to stop 
being a sommelier just because I’d won a title. I 
also suffered from a healthy dose of ‘Imposter 
Syndrome’, feeling like I wasn’t worthy of the title. 
There was still so much of the wine world to visit, 
iconic wines I hadn’t tasted and so forth. But that 
settles down too after a while. After all, a credit a 
large portion of my final win with my indifference 
to winning. When I entered in that competition 
in 2016, I had already agreed with myself and my 
loved ones that this would be the last one, whether 
I win or lose, and I was happy with that. That just 
allowed me to relax a bit more, and have fun with 
the process, which I think showed in my demeanor 
in that contest.

PB: Yes, definitely, winning this competition 
changes your life. And you must be ready to take  
on this new role, which is a bit like becoming a 
father, the greatest responsibility of a man, but 
no one teaches you how to do it. I won when I 
was of an age and already had some professional 
experience and together with my wife, we were 
able to handle it. It’s like getting on a roller coaster 
that goes a thousand miles. You must be prepared 
not to be a victim of events. Then it depends a 
lot on where you are and how you will be able to 
valorise the title.

ASI: Winning a contest like this brings acclaim but 
also the potential to capitalize it via partnerships 
and new opportunities. Were you able to use the 
title for business purposes? 

Paolo Basso (PB): Everything depends on your 
culture. For me, finishing second is not to be 
considered a defeat at all: you have one ahead of 
you and hundreds (including different national 
selections) behind you. It is a great achievement.  
If, however, in your culture coming second is 
a defeat, then things change. But that’s not 
something I can understand.

In any case, it is simple. If I had habitually arrived 
in a position far from the podium I would have 
stopped, because the effort is quite hard. But 
coming very close to victory, the motivation to  
do better is justified.

ASI: Unrelenting commitment to a goal takes a lot 
of time and sacrifice. Often that sacrifice is family 
and friends. Was sacrifice part of your experience 
preparing for the Best Sommelier of the World 
contest in Antwerp? 

MA: To me, if you do something you love, it is never 
a sacrifice. Competing and training to compete 
has been a lot of travelling, tasting and especially 
meeting great somms and winemakers from all over 
the world. Naturally, that meant that sometimes 
I had to say no to other events, meeting up with 
friends, private holidays, etc. The experiences I was 
able to make and the people I met made up for this.

AR: I certainly couldn’t have done it with a family, 
not the way I went about it in that timeframe at 
least. My life for those years was wine. Work, study, 
sleep, repeat. It’s not a great recipe for a healthy 
family or social life. I definitely lost relationships, 
both romantic and social, because there was 
always another book to read, another tasting to 
attend or wine trip to go on. Not to sound like a 
martyr, because it was self-imposed and selfish.  
I have nothing but awe and respect for those  
that continue to compete with young families.  
It’s impressive.

PB: Obviously yes. I have asked a lot of myself  
and my family. But I stopped there. I never had  
any major sponsors to give me free time and 
money. Every time you ask for something then  
you must give it back. Often what they ask you 
for, as restitution, is more than what they gave 
you and maybe goes even against your principles. 
So, I opted to do it with the few resources I had, 
perhaps taking longer to achieve the goal, but 
having only a few persons to thank for what I 
accomplished.

And even in terms of preparation I have always 
preferred to do it alone, at my own rhythm. Often 
the more people you have around you, the more 
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MA: In general, the key change has been to receive 
more speaker engagements, both B2B and B2C, as 
well as more interviews with the press. Personally, I 
think how this changes your life and especially your 
business or work, is very dependent on where you 
live, what you want to do with it and whether you 
are working on the floor or are self-employed — if 
the latter, of course this is like a gold ticket to much 
more projects than before. I am very grateful for 
having had the chance to take more and varying 
projects on the side, but the key part of my work 
still is a mix of on the floor service at the Baur au 
Lac as well as being part of our wine distribution 
company Baur au Lac Vins.

AR: Absolutely. That shouldn’t be the reason 
anyone does this, but I can’t lie, it has led to some 
good things. But also, some obligations that can be 
quite limiting and difficult. You will be synonymous 
with a thing, a title, and you’ll be expected to live 
up to this forever. It’s taken me some time to 
capitalize on it, especially since I decided I didn’t 
want to become a pure consultant afterwards 
but rather keep working in restaurants.

PB: It depends a lot on the location and the context 
in which you are. It is very different if you are in 
a big global capital city where there is dynamism 
around wine and gastronomy or not. As far as I 
am concerned, being in a wine-producing region,  
I invested the income developed from the title 
to go to the source of my passion and become a 
producer myself.

ASI: Looking towards Paris 2023, what advice 
would you give someone training to become the 
Best Sommelier of the World? 

MA: Be humble, be mindful, and be curious. 
Remember to not only focus on theory, tasting 
and service, but also to prepare yourself mentally. 
Sports Psychology can be immensely helpful. Have 
a group of supporters around you, both before 
and during the competition. Train with friends that 
are in the same position. Remember that there are 
other things in life too. Find your balance. Make 
sure to not neglect your family, your friends, and 
your work. And prepare mentally and emotionally 
both for winning, but also for the possibility that 
you do not achieve your goals, to avoid falling into  
a pit. It is a marathon, and not a sprint.

AR: Now is not the time to cram. Accept that there 
are always more wines to taste, more books to 
read etc. Set limits. At some point, showing up 
relaxed, fit and mentally ready is worth more than 
being able to rattle off all the right bits of wine 
esoterica.

Also, you will be subjected to hard tests and a lot 
of curveballs, but looking at it objectively, nothing 
that you will be asked to do is any harder than an 
average night in a restaurant, and you know how to 
handle those efficiently and with grace. Try to bring 
that mindset with you. 

PB: First, to work hard, sparing no effort, 
almost obsessively. This will lead to your best 
performance. Do not to think about the title, 
because the possibility of achieving it (one in 
the world every three years) is so rare that it is 
better not to think about it, otherwise you might 
be very disappointed. Above all, try to manage 
the pressures that come from the outside, such 
as from the media, your sommelier association, 
family, entourage, supporters, and possible 
sponsors (that’s why I never wanted any). It is 
better to be prepared to accept not being in the  
final than to be prepared to be there. 

ASI: What advice would you give to the person  
that wins the title? 

MA: Be humble, be mindful and know many see 
you now as a role model. People will look up to 
you, so be aware of what impulse you want to 
give to others on this course and to think about 
what influence you want to have to help shape the 
future of our community. Remember who helped 
you achieve your goals and which friends you had 
before the competition. Be cautious of anybody 
who suddenly wants to become your “friend.” And 
remember to enjoy all the beautiful possibilities 
and exciting wines that you can now taste!

AR: Be proud, but stay humble: You won a hard 
test, but realize that “the best sommelier” is just 
a professional that provides their guests with an 
unforgettable experience. Take some well-earned 
rest and show love and appreciation for the people 
who carried you through this.

PB: The only ones who have experience on how 
to handle the title are those of us who have won 
it before. So, I suggest asking one of us for advice 
on how not to ‘burn’ this wonderful title that every 
sommelier dreams of obtaining and which has 
required so much sacrifice.


