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More praise for Bursting Bubbles


‘Robert Walters is an exceptionally good storyteller. His writing is eloquent and often impassioned. Wherever you stand, you should read the book. The debate is worth having’


Tamlyn Currin, JancisRobertson.com


‘Bursting Bubbles: A Secret History of Champagne (Quiller) by Robert Walters is the most provocative wine book I’ve read in a while’


Henry Jeffreys, The Best Books on Drink of 2017,
The Guardian Newspaper


‘A brilliant and appealing book, and the story it tells is fascinating and compelling — leaving me thirsty to try some of the wines that are its subject’


Tim James, Wine Mag


‘There’s much to agree with in this book. It is well written and researched, a pleasure to read and Walters argues his case persuasively. Most importantly, at the same time as it engages in some hand-wringing about the way things are, it communicates a joy and enthusiasm for good Champagne. I wholeheartedly recommend it’


Huon Hook, The Real Review


‘Written with verve and wit. In addition to a fascinating historical examination, Walters explodes numerous myths, which will amuse any lover of wine Trivia’


Tim White, The Australian Financial Review


‘Reckons with the multitude of Champagne myths in an edifying manner. This is the most readable wine book on this list’


Scott Rosenbaum, 9 Must-Reads for Drinks Industry Pros, Sevenfifty.com


‘Shows a masterly command of what is important in writing fastidiously crafted profiles of the top artisans of the Montagne and Cote he knows best’


Michael Edwards, The World of Fine Wine, Issue 55


‘This beautifully written book is so cheerful and entertaining that one risks not realising how thoughtful and informative it is as well — a risk that I would advise any wine lover to take without hesitation’


Jesús Barquín, Award-winning co-author of Sherry, Manzanilla & Montilla
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I enjoy drinking good Champagne, but I don’t always enjoy reading about it.


The gush of foam as you pour a glass of Champagne too often inspires a gush of reverential prose. The technicalities involved in Champagne production methods (no fine wine is more highly processed than this one) can be recounted in daunting detail. The self-importance conveyed by those who market big-name and prestige Champagne is occasionally echoed by those who pass opinion on it. No wine is promoted more pretentiously or mythologically than Champagne. What’s needed to write well about Champagne, therefore, is laconic wit, a probing intelligence and an outsider’s innate scepticism. Rob Walters possesses all of these qualities. He’s used them to write the most refreshing, pretension-pricking, myth-busting and amusingly unfrothy book on the subject I’ve read.


Not just that, though. No French wine region has been through a revolution equivalent to that undergone by Champagne in the last two decades. This book is not principally about the prosperous if sometimes neglectful ancien régime, but about the uncomfortable revolutionaries. These are the winegrowers who are calling a halt to Champagne’s easy life of slack viticulture and blurred terroir expression. These are the winegrowers who wish to make Champagne with the purity and truth to place of fine Burgundy. These are the winegrowers who question dogma; who rethink every practice; who experiment anarchically, sometimes unsuccessfully but always interestingly.


Rob Walters works with them; he imports their wines to Australia. He is not, therefore, impartial – but the portraits he paints benefit from a deeper knowledge than that which even specialist journalists and writers can provide. They are truly portraits, not sketches. The result is the most engaging book about leading Champagne growers I’ve read, full of insight and detail. About those, in other words, who have helped give a great wine region back its soul.


Andrew Jefford





DISCLAIMERS
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Where the author pre-empts several lines of criticism, comes clean about his motivations and forewarns the reader that he is not without self-interest.


1: This is not a wine guide


It is a voyage through the history and also the landscape of Champagne, from north to south, in order to visit and comprehend some of the region’s greatest artisans. The winegrowers we visit within these pages are those that I have been able to spend some time with and whose wines can truly move me. Real wines. Delicious wines. Wines that I would like even if they did not have bubbles. Yet, there are any number of other Champagne growers that critics speak highly of, whom I have either not visited or whose wines have not excited me in the same way. If you are after a more comprehensive guide to the wines of Champagne, I can recommend Peter Liem’s champagneguide.net, Michael Edwards’ The Finest Wines of Champagne (Fine Wine Editions) and Tyson Stelzer’s The Champagne Guide (Hardie Grant Books). These guides cover many other growers that are not covered here, as well as all of the quality Grandes Marques (the most famous large houses).


2: The author is not completely impartial


The Australian Labor politician Jack Lang once said, ‘In the race of life, always back self-interest – at least you know it’s trying.’ Let me be completely transparent: I am a wine merchant. I buy and sell wine. When it comes to Champagne, I work exclusively with first-rate grower-producers, and I import the wines of most of the producers covered in this book.1 I am therefore far from impartial. On the contrary, I am completely self-interested. Having said that, I have not written this book in order to sell more wine – I could have spent my time far more effectively had that been my goal. Rather, I have written this book because I believe that the story of the great growers of Champagne is one worth telling and because I believe that the producers I have highlighted in these pages are making the most exciting wines in their region. I write about them for the same reason I work with them – because their wines are brilliant.
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Warning: the author sells wine!





3: The arguments in this book are the author’s, and the author’s alone


The views expressed in these pages should not be seen as directly representing the opinions of the growers that are mentioned, unless of course I am quoting them. There are in fact a number of instances where my opinions may differ strongly from those of the producers we visit in this book – as is befitting an outsider.


4: This book should not be viewed as an exercise in Grandes Marques bashing


Most of Champagne’s worst wines are in fact produced by lower grade growers, co-operatives and small négociants, not by the large houses or Grandes Marques.2 On the other hand, the large houses account for the majority of exports, and as such they are the standard-bearers. In many markets, most consumers will never encounter a Champagne that has not been made by a négociant or a co-operative. It is in this context that I have critiqued the négociants and contrasted their culture, and the general practices of the region, with those of the finest growers.





PROLOGUE
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In which a wine traveller has an encounter with a Champagne from another planet and lets the reader in on a little secret





 


My epiphany came at a simple dinner at the home of a friend, Dominique Denis, in the city of Châlons-en-Champagne almost fifteen years ago. The wine was a bottle of Larmandier-Bernier’s Terre de Vertus, the food a slab of thick, earthy, duck liver terrine. My host had simply pulled the Champagne from the cellar and poured it into my glass. It was cool, but not truly cold.


‘Shouldn’t we chill this?’ I asked.


‘Don’t worry,’ he assured me. ‘What you are about to drink is a wine first and a Champagne second.’


This was a phrase I was to hear a number of times during subsequent visits to the region.


As soon as my friend poured the wine, I was disorientated. Intense aromatics of earth, salt flakes and crushed chalk rose from the glass. There were none of the toasty, bready, yeasty characters that I thought Champagne was supposed to have; this smelt like the ocean and like rocky soils immediately after the rain. In the mouth, the wine was like nothing I’d ever tasted from the region: a mineral blast that was somehow rich yet intensely savoury at the same time, like essence of mineral water – ferrous and with a long, citrussy, saline finish. It was wonderfully dry and cleansing and had none of the harsh acidity or the syrupy, dosage-driven texture and sweetness that you find in so many Champagnes.3 And it went perfectly with the food, losing none of its personality or intensity. It slurped up the terrine and broke it down like a river carrying silt.


I was floored. What I had in my glass was not Champagne, or at least not Champagne as I knew it. Rather, this was a remarkably fine, complex wine, with the heady minerality that you might associate with a great Saint-Aubin (a high-altitude, rocky white Burgundy commune). There were nutty elements as well that reminded me of the finest northern Italian whites, and a salty, iodine-like tang that recalled the greatest Manzanilla sherry. Yet, for all its complexity and energy, the wine was wonderfully pure and transparent – fresh, tangy, citrussy and incredibly moreish. I guzzled it as quickly as it was poured into my glass.


‘Shit – this is good!’ I said.


‘Always the poet,’ said my friend.


At that moment, all my conditioning and assumptions about Champagne came peeling away like layers of old wallpaper. If you are not an experienced wine traveller, you might wonder why I was so surprised by the quality and interest of the wine in my glass. Well, perhaps I ought to let you in on a little trade secret: not all wine people rate Champagne very highly. Yes, everyone agrees that Champagne is the finest sparkling wine region on the planet, but in terms of ‘Greatness’ with a capital ‘G’, the wines of Champagne are rarely held in the same regard as the finest still wines of the world. You need attend only a few wine dinners or visit the wine cellars of some major collectors to understand Champagne’s place in the pecking order. Champagne is the stuff you open when you want to celebrate something, when you’re feeling frivolous or when you’re trying to seduce. It’s something you use to start a wine dinner, just to rinse the mouth out, before getting stuck in to the real stuff.


This was largely how I felt about Champagne prior to that night in Châlons. For years, the little voice in the back of my mind had been telling me that I should have been appreciating Champagne more than I did. Yet, the more experienced I became, the less the wines of Champagne moved me. They seemed to lack the authenticity that I came to associate with truly ‘Great’ wine, and so they rarely held my interest. And, when I focused critically on the wine behind the bubbles, when I let it warm up a bit and lose some gas, things only got worse. Far too many of the Champagnes I encountered – often very famous, revered examples – tasted heavily manipulated, simple, disjointed, austere, short and sugar-sweet. I could enjoy the ‘prestige cuvées’ (a winemaker’s finest and most expensive wines) as much as the next wine traveller, especially if I didn’t pay for them. But these wines never seemed to move me or intellectually stimulate me with the same power as the finest still wines, despite their being similarly priced or more expensive.


Perhaps I was in the minority? I couldn’t be sure, although I was certainly not alone. I had heard lots of fellow wine travellers disparage Champagne. The wine groups that I was a part of rarely (if ever) organised ‘Champagne only’ events or even put on Champagne brackets.4 There was also an obvious lack of interest among some of my fellow tasters when the Champagne (invariably served only to kick off proceedings) was discussed.


Yet, something in all this did not sit comfortably with me, which was why I returned to the region: to decide, once and for all, if I had been missing something. More specifically, I had heard that certain small Champagne growers (or vineyard owners) were doing interesting things, and I wanted to see if the wines of those producers might make me think again about their region. The wine that I had in my glass in Châlons answered that question emphatically.


Over the years since that night, I have spent a great deal of time visiting, researching, tasting and thinking about Champagne, and I have often wondered just how I had arrived at such a dim view of it. It wasn’t simply what I’d found in my glass. Many factors, most of which we will cover in this book, encourage the idea that Champagne is primarily a festive drink or, at best, a high-quality aperitif that should not be taken as seriously as the great wines of the world. For a start, this is how the region typically markets itself. The largest Champagne producers have always promoted their wine primarily as a celebratory drink. You don’t see bottles of Grand cru Burgundy being smashed against the sides of ships or tipped over the heads of victorious racing car drivers; Burgundy is far too special and rare for that.5 Anniversaries, weddings, romantic dinners and celebrity parties – Champagne has always been pushed as a bubbly drink for bubbly people.


With this image naturally comes a certain superficiality; it’s a challenge to build a reputation for both frivolous fun and high quality. The Champenois have attempted to walk this tightrope, yet the results have been mixed when it comes to the opinions of serious wine drinkers.


The web site of Moët & Chandon – far and away the largest producer of Champagne, churning out an estimated twenty-five to thirty million bottles a year – is a perfect example of the double-edged marketing that has both led to Champagne’s incredible popularity and diminished its reputation in the eyes of serious wine travellers. On a recent visit, I discovered that the web site opened with a full-screen image of a glamorous woman in high heels passionately kissing a dishevelled, too-cool-for-school type in a nightclub setting. Bubbles rose up the screen, as though I was viewing this lip-smacking encounter through a glass of Champagne. The words ‘BE FABULOUS’ shouted out from the top right. At two tables, one on either side of our embracing couple, sat a lone man on one side and a lone woman on the other. Both were as glam as the kissers, and both seemed to be having a great time despite the fact that they were sitting alone. Were these the partners the kissers arrived with? The suggestion seemed to be that Champagne would let you enter this plastic world of beautiful people who wear shiny clothes at night. It might even let you swap partners. While the image made it clear that Moët was a FABULOUS drink for FABULOUS people, it was hardly the kind of advertising that we would expect for a serious wine.


The Moët web site trumpets its latest advertising program via a prominent link at the top of its home page. The last time I followed this link, I came to a promotional video starring Scarlett Johansson, Moët’s ambassador until recent times. (Johansson has now passed the Moët baton to Roger Federer and has taken on the ambassadorship of SodaStream – the woman obviously has a thing for fizzy drinks.) The site informed me that Johansson ‘truly embodies Moët’s key values of glamour, generosity, spontaneity and living life to the fullest’. Hm. So Moët’s key values have nothing to do with the vineyards with which they work? Or their terroir? Or the quality of their wines?


As the largest producer of Champagne, Moët may seem like an easy target. Yet Moët is not only big; it is also the most prominent Champagne brand by some margin and to a great extent sets the tone for the entire region. Most, if not all, traditional Champagne producers follow the same ‘luxury goods’ marketing logic: Piper-Heidsieck had Jean Paul Gaultier design a Champagne bottle that was tightly clad in a red leather suit with an inviting zip from top to bottom, Veuve Clicquot commissioned both Porsche and boat designer Riva to design Champagne cabinets and carry cases, and Dom Pérignon had Karl Lagerfeld create a Champagne coupe modelled on one of Claudia Schiffer’s breasts.6


Should such marketing surprise us? Only if we have collectively repressed the true history of Champagne.


Sparkling Champagne was initially a sweet novelty wine created and sold by trading firms under international brand names. It has always been promoted as a luxury, celebratory drink more than a serious wine. Champagne originally had no pretensions to ‘greatness’, in the sense that we understand that term in the wine world today. How could it, when it was so often made from still wine that had not sold?7 How could it, when it was dosed with at least 30–60 grams (and up to 300 grams) of cane sugar? How could it, when it was often doctored with – among other things – brandy, port, elderberry wine, cherry and raspberry liqueur, alum solutions, tartaric acid and tannins?8 Nor did Champagne historically have any legitimate claim to being a vin de terroir (a wine of a specific place – typically, one of the key attributes of the world’s most revered wines). Prior to the 20th century, the wine merchants or négociants of Champagne routinely blended the wines of other regions into their sparkling wines and rarely used the term ‘Champagne’ on the label, preferring instead to emphasise the brand name, along with the designation ‘mousseux’ to indicate that the wine sparkled.


In order to discover the true history of Champagne, we will need to embark on two parallel journeys. The first will take us through the history of the Champagne region in order to discover how production of its wine came to be dominated by large négociants who buy grapes from across a vast area of land, blend them to a ‘house style’ and then market the wines under global brand names – a structure that differs radically from other top French wine regions. On this journey we will learn that it was the négociants of the area, as opposed to the vinegrowers, who created modern Champagne and fashioned the region in their own image, creating a wine culture driven by commercial pragmatism rather than by the search for the highest quality. The relentless commercialism of the négociants of Champagne still dominates a region that, despite the glossy image, is swimming in substandard and over-priced wines.


Our second journey will be through the Champagne region itself, through the landscape from north to south, in order to get to know the tiny band of ‘great growers’ who have recently surfaced to challenge (in quality terms) the hegemony of the region’s much larger négociants. We will visit many of the finest of these ‘grower-producers’ – the artisans who are producing Champagne’s most exciting and authentic wines.9 This voyage will be a search for authenticity in a region dominated by marketing and advertising and promotion.


The great growers of Champagne have been around for only twenty years or so in any number, and they represent only a tiny fraction of Champagne’s production, yet they have fast become the quality benchmarks for their region. This statement may shock those who are familiar only with the region’s most famous brands, but in fact it makes perfect sense. When you own great vineyards that you manage yourself, work with higher viticultural standards and lower yields, know what you are doing in the cellar and work with smaller volumes, you are always going to make better wines than your far larger, more industrial competitors. This is especially so when those competitors need to buy a great deal of their fruit from conventionally farmed, higher yielding vineyards that they do not control in any way.10


The great growers of Champagne – many of whom we will visit in these pages – are reminding us that Champagne is, first and foremost, a wine, and not simply a luxury beverage. It is a product of the vineyard much more than it is the result of any winemaking hocus-pocus or ‘art of the blender’ (a term that we will encounter again in the pages that follow). They have proved, beyond any doubt, that when Champagne is grown and made with enough care and dedication, it can rival the very finest wines grown anywhere in the world – even with low or no sugar additions, even when it is not served ice cold, even when it is served with food and in large wine glasses rather than narrow flutes, even when the bubbles have gone. The great growers have created a new category of Champagne simply by growing wines of place, wines of terroir, wines that reflect a type of vineyard work and winemaking that had been completely lost to their region. Their wines have in turn awakened a renewed and powerful passion for Champagne in many wine lovers who, like me, had tired of conventional Champagne and who had, in some cases, completely lost faith in the region. In the pages that follow we will hear the stories of some of the very finest of these grower-producers, and we will visit their vineyards and cellars.





PART I



[image: Illustration]


Where we follow sparkling Champagne’s remarkable metamorphosis from faulty to fabulous





 


Once upon a time, the Champagne region produced only still wines – wines that were not meant to sparkle. Before the 18th century, if a Champagne had bubbles in it, it was faulty, undrinkable, an abomination. This was a time that has been largely forgotten. A time when the wines of the region were sold almost exclusively in barrel, as bottles were still very expensive and difficult to transport. A time when fermentation was a poorly understood, unpredictable force, especially in a bitterly cold region like Champagne.


The region of Champagne, in the northeast of France, is at the climatic extreme for French winegrowing, with an average temperature today of around 11 degrees Celsius (and a lower one in the past). In this icy, marginal climate, ripeness was a struggle, and the Champenois were typically forced to wait until very late in the season for their fruit to mature. This meant that when the grapes were harvested, the cold weather was already setting in. When temperatures drop too low, wine yeasts become dormant. They stop consuming sugars, they stop their bubbling, and they lie sleeping in the wine until the temperatures rise again. This arrested fermentation is exactly what would occur in the chilly late autumn and freezing winter of the Champagne area; the wines would appear to finish fermenting, and yet there would still be plenty of residual sugar left in them for the yeasts to consume. Regardless of whether they were shipped or stored in barrel or bottle, these wines would begin bubbling away again when the warm weather returned the following spring.


Unbeknown to the Champenois (before the scientific advances of the 19th century), this new fermentation was simply the yeasts reawakening from their hibernation and beginning to feed again on the sugars that were still present in the wine. This reactivated fermentation was not a great problem when the wine was sold or stored in barrel, as it almost always was prior to the 18th century. In barrels, the gas given off by the fermentation could dissipate. But as more and more wine came to be stored in bottle, this second phase of the fermentation resulted in fizzy and cloudy wines that often forced out corks and caused countless bottles to explode. Even if the bottle survived, the wine itself was often badly affected, becoming turbid and stinky and oily. This was why bottle fermentation was at first viewed as a catastrophe by the Champenois. The renowned wine merchant Bertin du Rocheret called sparkling wine ‘an abominable beverage’, claiming that bubbles were only ‘proper for beer, drinking chocolate and whipped cream’.11 Locals desperately tried to find ways to eradicate the problem. Although Dom Pérignon is falsely glorified as the ‘inventor of Champagne’, it appears far more likely that he spent a good deal of his time trying to prevent the local wines from sparkling. There is not one iota of evidence that Dom Pérignon made even a single bottle of sparkling wine. Rather, his abbey was renowned for its still wines, sold almost exclusively in barrel. Myth I, offers more details about this famous monk and the many legends that surround him.


It was only in the second half of the 19th century, when the work of Louis Pasteur started to make headlines, that the wine trade began to truly grasp the phenomenon of fermentation. Prior to this, although growers obviously witnessed the furious bubbling of the liquid and knew that this commotion was the key step in transforming their grape juice into wine, they had no idea about the dynamics behind this strange and seemingly magical process. Fermentation was typically described as ‘boiling’, ‘bubbling’, ‘seething’ and so on. The root of ‘ferment’ or ‘fermentation’ (the same words in both French and English) is the Latin ‘fervere’, which means ‘to boil’. The Latin word for ‘yeast’ is ‘fermentum’. In other languages, including English, the root of the word ‘yeast’ also derives from ancient words meaning ‘boil’, ‘foam’ or ‘froth’. One exception is the French word for ‘yeast’ – ‘levure’ – which comes from ‘lever’, ‘to raise’, an etymology that obviously derives from the action of yeasts in breadmaking.12 Today, we know that the alcoholic fermentation that converts grapes to wine is a process by which yeasts break down the sugars in the juice, producing carbon dioxide and, of course, alcohol, as the main by-products. In the 18th century, the science behind this process still remained a mystery.


And yet, throughout this period, something surprising started to happen: Champagne merchants began receiving ever more requests from their clients for bottled mousseux. As we have noted, prior to the 18th century, almost all of the wines of Champagne were sold and shipped in barrel soon after the harvest. Yet, as bottling technologies – superior bottles and corks – slowly became more widely available, some of the region’s clients preferred to have these wines bottled as soon as possible in order to keep them fresh. The wines of a cold, northern region like Champagne were usually light-bodied and so quickly oxidised once the barrel had been opened and some of its liquid consumed. This was less of an issue for merchants, who sold full barrels, or tavern owners, who could sell through a barrel quickly, but it was a major problem for wealthy private clients who drank through their barrels of wine much more slowly. These consumers could not help but notice that the wine they were purchasing each year deteriorated over time once the barrel was breached. The solution was to have the wine bottled by their local merchant or in the region itself. Some of this wine naturally became sparkling.


In his book Burgundy to Champagne: The Modern Wine Trade in Early Modern France, Thomas Brennan writes, ‘Historians now generally agree that it was the consumers of the white Champagne wines who discovered how to turn it into a sparkling wine. Some of them had bottled this wine during the spring, before it had finished fermenting, and it had become “bubbly, foamy” (mousseux) in the bottle.’13 Clearly, a number of drinkers liked this foaminess and requested more of the same. Those doing the bottling somehow worked out how and when to bottle the wines of Champagne in order to deliberately make them sparkle. Bottle early, and you got some bubble when you popped the cork; bottle later, after the bubbles had dissipated in the barrel, and you would end up with still wine in your glass.


The English devised an even more systematic method to encourage the wines to sparkle. Tom Stevenson has shown that it was in fact the English who were the first to make sugar additions to all sorts of still wines and ciders with the specific intention of making the liquid bubbly. This practice is a key element in the famous méthode champenoise (Champagne method, now called ‘méthode traditionnelle’, or traditional method), yet it was first presented by an English doctor and scientist, Christopher Merret, to the Royal Society of London in 1662, at least thirty years before it was used in the Champagne region – or anywhere else apart from the UK, as far as we know.14 Cider-making had become popular in 17th-century England, and it appears that the knowledge of how to produce fizzy cider was soon being applied to wines. English merchants were also very keen on heavily sweetening and flavouring the wines they bottled, a practice the Champenois would later mimic.
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Bottles of the kind that may have been used for early Champagne (circa 18th century) Thierry de Putter, Collector





At this time, England was the only market with access to strong enough glass (made in coal-fired furnaces and reinforced with iron and manganese) to withhold the pressure of genuinely sparkling wine. English glass was far stronger than the wood-fired equivalent from France; the French called it ‘verre anglais’ (English glass), in order to distinguish it from their own, weaker glass. The English also appear to have had far better access to proper corks; the northern French still primarily used wooden stoppers wrapped in hemp in this era – obviously not an ideal closure when it comes to holding the gas in a bottle of sparkling wine.15 From this, it seems clear that it was the English, not the French, who were the first to systematically create sparkling wine by refermenting still wine in the bottle. We explore this in more detail in Myth II.


Soon, growing numbers of clients of Champagne were asking for their orders to be delivered in bottle, some as still wine, some as sparkling. The Champenois were reluctant at first. For a start, bottling was wildly risky and expensive, and they did not have the appropriate know-how or technology. For these reasons, the producers of Champagne ‘rarely bottled, preferring to ship their wines in barrels and leave the bottling to consumers or wine merchants in Paris and London’.16 Eventually, they had no choice. In the first half of the 18th century, sales of Champagne’s still wines were collapsing in the face of increased competition from winemakers in the south of France (whose wines were cheaper and richer in flavour) and Burgundy (whose wines were more esteemed). The declining reputation of Champagne’s still wines played a key role in this collapse, as did the new railroads and canals that made the Paris market accessible to those other wine regions.17 A series of poor vintages didn’t help, either. The cellars of Champagne were soon full of unsold wines, and the growers and merchants of the region now realised that mousseux might in fact be their ally.


The birth of sparkling Champagne did not occur because the local vignerons or merchants believed it to be a natural evolution for their region or even because they thought it was the finest wine style the region produced. In fact, there is ample evidence to show that they often believed the opposite. Sparkling Champagne had such a poor reputation among growers and merchants that some of them called it ‘vin du diable’ (devil’s wine).18 Rather, sparkling Champagne was born of economic desperation and the rising fashion for a gimmick wine among an elite clientele. Only when faced with these two conditions did the merchants of Champagne finally agree to bottle more and more of their wines as mousseux.


These merchants also realised that if their new bubbly wines were heavily sweetened before shipping, they were even more popular, and additions of between 30 and 300 grams of sugar became standard practice. Sweetening wines has a long tradition, especially with wines of inferior quality. The négociants of Champagne quickly discovered that the wealthy classes would pay a significant premium for this new, sweet and bubbly product – which was just as well, as mousseux was an expensive wine to produce. With these market realities, the traders of the Champagne region would have been foolish not to focus their attention on capturing and developing the international market for sparkling wine.


From that point on, the Champenois began searching for a process that would enable them to produce sparkling wine reliably. In so doing, the merchants of the region ceased to be simple traders and became true négociants, purchasing still wines from growers and transforming them into bottled sparkling wines. As we shall see, it was simply impractical for the growers of Champagne to produce their own bottled mousseux: they lacked the capital, the savoir-faire, the contacts and the appropriate economies of scale. They would continue to rely on the négociants to sell their wines, as they always had, only now, increasing amounts of it would be sold as sparkling wine at very high prices. Over the next 150 years, mousseux would become Champagne’s point of difference, and it would ultimately prove to be the saviour of the region’s wine trade. Even so, it would be almost two centuries before the production methods for sparkling Champagne (as we know this wine style today) were truly mastered and commercialised.


It is impossible to understand Champagne and its history without grasping that it was the traders, the négociants, the business people of the region, and not the growers, who launched and drove the success of sparkling Champagne. The Champagne region was one of France’s most economically dynamic areas long before the development of mousseux. Its proximity to Paris and the wealthy markets of northern Europe, and its location on the trade routes between Flanders and Switzerland and between Paris and the German states, made it an ideal base for industry and trade. As early as the 12th century, merchants in Champagne were trading directly with many markets across Europe – mostly in textiles, but also in wine. The city of Troyes was a major trading centre, and Reims was where the French kings were crowned – events that brought elites and trading contacts from far and wide. The region was an ideal hub for merchants and traders who specialised in exclusive wares.


The merchants of Champagne were then (and remain today) commercial opportunists, constantly on the lookout for new markets and new products they could sell to their wealthy clients. Prior to the rise of sparkling Champagne, the region was known as much for fabrics as anything, with a number of textile-trading families also dabbling in wine. In fact, in the 17th and 18th centuries, wine was rarely the primary income of Champagne’s merchants. Clicquot, to give the most famous example, was a textile business first, before it turned to wine. It was the profits these merchants made from their trade in cloth, among other things, that funded much of the early development of sparkling Champagne.


Those merchants who did focus on wine cast their nets far and wide. They had no special allegiance to the local wines of their region. Merchants in Reims and Troyes were among the major buyers of Burgundy in the 17th century, selling the wines on to the wealthy in northern markets. One well-known merchant, Claude Möet, sold a wide range of wines from different regions at that time, including Porto from Portugal. It was, of course, the same merchants who dominated and controlled the sale of their local wines. This control was only further cemented by the rise of sparkling Champagne.


To profit from the burgeoning trade in bottled wine, and mousseux in particular, the merchants of Champagne were forced to hold large inventories and to master bottling and sparkling wine production. They were forced to shift from being simple middlemen or brokers to being négociants, controlling the production of the wines they sold, and selling the wines under their own names. Local growers, who had historically sold their wines in barrel immediately after the harvest and traditionally relied on merchants to sell and distribute most, if not all, of their wines, moved easily into the role of base wine suppliers. The raw commercialism of Champagne’s négociants was reflected in the way they tailored their wine production to each market – adjusting the level of sweetness, for example – and in the way they blended wines from across Champagne and from other regions to create house styles, or brands. As we saw in the Prologue, this commercial expediency can be seen in the way the region markets its wines today.


Unlike in the Côte d’Or, in Burgundy, where monastic orders had established the practice of selling wines on the fame of the village or the individual vineyard, by the time sparkling wine production emerged in Champagne, its monasteries had been removed from the wine game by the French Revolution.19 This was why, as one historian recently put it to me, ‘in Champagne everything started with the négociants … from the very beginning, [sparkling] Champagne was a wine of brand’.20


Sweet, cold and bubbly, Champagne was to become the world’s first mass-market party drug. It not only went down a treat; it went straight to your head. And it was rare in the early days, since the process by which the wine came to sparkle was so poorly understood. Its scarcity, and the high prices that resulted from the hit-and-miss methods of its production, only made the wine more appealing to the elite. ‘Wealthy people are always looking for something new, something unique,’ a historian working for a famous house recently told me bluntly. The négociants of today want us to believe that sparkling Champagne was always a fine wine, as opposed to simply a novelty wine. To this end, they are constantly evoking the famous names that have enjoyed their bubbles: kings and their mistresses, tsars and generals, politicians and movie stars. Of course, such examples tell us nothing about quality. Elvis loved deep-fried peanut butter and banana sandwiches; that doesn’t make them haute cuisine.


Champagne’s négociants have long understood that once famous people start to buy a product, the marketing becomes very straightforward. It was common knowledge in the wine trade from the 16th century that if you could only get a monarch or an emperor (or his wife or mistress) to buy or serve your wine at court, you would be well on the way to fame and fortune. Today, film stars, fashion models, singers and musicians are the new royals, and it is the large, aptly named ‘royalties’ that encourage such celebrities to endorse Champagne. When it comes to marketing Champagne, very little has changed.





 





MYTH I
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In the name of the father: Dom Pérignon was the father of Champagne


There are so many myths about Dom Pérignon that it’s hard to know where to begin. The typical story we are told is that he was a blind monk who discovered the ‘recipe’ for producing sparkling Champagne and that when he did so he uttered these immortal words to his fellow monks: ‘Come quickly, I am drinking the stars!’


For a start, he wasn’t blind. He could see perfectly well. It’s also extremely unlikely that he ever said ‘I am drinking the stars!’ as these words first appeared in a print advertisement in the 19th century, well over a hundred years after Pérignon’s death. He was certainly not the ‘father of sparkling Champagne’.21 More remarkably, it appears that he never even made sparkling Champagne (at least not deliberately).


The records of the Abbaye Saint-Pierre d’Hautvillers where Pérignon was the cellarmaster from 1668 to 1715, do not contain any evidence of sparkling wine being produced under Pérignon’s reign. On the contrary, the records show that the abbey sold most of its wine during this period in barrel, so it could not have been mousseux. The limited number of bottled wines that were sold by the abbey at the time seem almost certainly to have been still, non-sparkling wines, as they were never described as sparkling in the correspondence between the abbey and its customers. Sparkling wines were still exceptionally rare during this era, and it would therefore have been remarkable for any orders and confirmation documents to not clearly describe the wine being sold as ‘mousseux’. But they do not, simply because it was for still wine that the Hautvillers abbey was in fact renowned under Dom Pérignon, and because, like all cellarmasters of the time, Pérignon worked hard to try to prevent the small amount of wine he bottled from becoming fizzy.22 As mentioned in Part I, bubbles were widely considered a fault in Champagne during this era; sparkling Champagne became a commercially plausible wine style only well after Pérignon’s death.



OEBPS/images/f0025-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/line.png





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
o~
A ] ‘The most engaging book
S) ; about leading Champagne
N growers I've read,
1)

full of insight and detail.”
From the foreword by
ANDREW JEFFORD

I

SWALTERS





OEBPS/images/pub.png
O

Quiller





OEBPS/images/f0011-01.jpg
Do na,
3 e
ysse Collin | 2=

ey

s
3
i

b
o |3

CHAMPAGNE =

Ulysse Colli

oy

SHAMPAG e

UIYSSG CO“ln





OEBPS/images/line2.png





