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    PREFACE

    
    I enjoyed my fair share of champagne as a young wine professional, but the first magical champagne, the one that really pushed the boundaries of what I thought champagne could be, was the 1979 Salon. I tasted it in 1996 at the wine store in San Francisco where I worked: we were selling the 1979 for $99, which was expensive for the time, but not nearly as prohibitively priced as the same bottle would be today.

    Most champagnes are blended wines, which offer a multifaceted harmony, with diverse components coming together to create a complex whole. In contrast, the Salon, which comes exclusively from one village—Le Mesnil-sur-Oger—felt distinctly narrower in scope yet no less complete. Tasting it, I immediately knew it was different than any champagne I’d had before, and I was filled with questions: Where was Le Mesnil? Why did its wine taste this way? Did all Le Mesnil champagnes taste like this? And perhaps even more importantly, if the Salon was indicative of Le Mesnil, what did champagnes from other villages taste like?

    At the time, most of the dialogue surrounding champagne focused on house style: Perrier-Jouët and Taittinger made relatively delicate wines, Krug and Bollinger richer ones, and so on. This is still relevant today, and it’s a way that many people continue to approach champagne. Another way of understanding champagne, however, is by looking at the land itself. At its best, champagne is highly expressive of its vineyard origins, and the concept of terroir—the idea that a wine reflects the character of the place where it is grown—is as fundamental to champagne as it is to any other wine.

    To comprehend the terroir of a region, though, you need to be intimately familiar with the land. While I was fortunate as a wine professional to have unusually wide access to the greatest wines of the world, it was my travels to Champagne and to other wine regions that truly formed the core of my wine experience and education. There is no substitute for travel when it comes to learning about wine, and I don’t believe that you can fully understand a wine unless you have seen where its fruit comes from and sampled it in the cellars where it was made. A year after my first encounter with that Salon, I began making annual visits to the Champagne region, visiting producers, walking through vineyards, and tasting wines. For the next ten years, I’d go to Champagne for a week or two at a time, often multiple times a year, but it still left me unsatisfied—I was drawn to Champagne because it was a wine region that was rapidly changing as its producers were reconnecting to the land. I wanted to witness this transformation more closely and gain a perspective of Champagne and its wines that was deeper and more intimate. I wanted to comprehend Champagne in a way that was impossible to do from the outside.

    By 2004, I had become a wine critic for Wine & Spirits magazine in New York, which offered me opportunities to pursue a more comprehensive exploration of champagne. A couple of years later, I decided to leave New York and move to the Champagne region, becoming the only wine critic—of any nationality—to live in the region full time. I made my home in Dizy, a village of about one thousand inhabitants located just outside of Épernay. Among the Champenois, reactions to my presence ranged from admiration to puzzlement. Many were impressed by my commitment, while others were surprised that I would give up the sophistication of New York City to move to rural France, a place that isn’t nearly as idyllic as most people imagine it to be. And being of Asian ethnicity certainly caused me to stand out: even after living in the same house for years, among the same people in the same village, neighbors still stopped to stare at me as I drove down the street.

    In 2009, I started writing and publishing ChampagneGuide.net, my online guide to the Champagne region, its producers, and its wines. As one of the world’s few resources devoted entirely to champagne, it seeks to provide a context for understanding the wine as well as providing reviews and point scores. For me, the context of a wine is paramount: to truly understand a wine, it’s important to know where it was grown, how it was made, and who was responsible for it. Wine without context becomes a beverage reduced to a mere set of flavors. It was this context that I was seeking to build through my years of experience in Champagne, and my goal with both this book and with ChampagneGuide.net is to provide a similar context for others.

    The contemporary movement in Champagne is more than the rise of grower estates, or the reduction of dosage, or the creation of single-vineyard wines, or the practice of organic and biodynamic viticulture. All these things are emblematic of Champagne today, yet they are reflective of a larger transformation, which is, rather simply, the acknowledgment of champagne as a wine like any other. While both consumers and producers were content in the recent past to treat champagne as a brand, or as an object of lifestyle, or as an entity in the wine world that was somehow less serious than Burgundy or Barolo, the prevailing attitudes have shifted, at least in the arenas that matter. Champagne is now subject to the same questions asked of any other wine and held to the same standards—and now that it’s being held accountable, it must provide satisfactory answers.

    One of the primary functions of a truly fine wine, no matter where it comes from, is to say something about the place where it was grown. Terroir is a subject that hasn’t been adequately explored in Champagne, and yet, it plays a fundamental role in the creation of the wine’s character, just as it does in any other wine region. It’s for this reason that I’ve focused on terroir as the theme of this book.

    It is still not yet possible to write a comprehensive analysis of Champagne’s terroir, given the lack of tools and information available compared with other historic regions. However, it’s my hope that this book can in some small way help to push the dialogue further toward acknowledging champagne as a terroir-expressive wine, and to provide a foundation for envisioning that. The complexities of that discussion are still to be revealed as champagne continues to evolve, and that is part of what makes Champagne such an exciting wine region today.

    Peter Liem
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    CHAPTER I

    THE PRIMACY OF PLACE

    On a warm spring day in the city of Reims, I’m in the small private tasting room at the champagne house of Louis Roederer, a plethora of glasses arrayed in front of me on a large round table. I’m here tasting vins clairs, still wines from the most recent vintage, with the house’s chef de cave (or head winemaker), Jean-Baptiste Lécaillon. Vins clairs are fully fermented wines that have yet to be blended and bottled for the second fermentation, when champagne gets its signature sparkle, and these will form the base for Roederer’s vintage champagnes—in this case, from the 2014 harvest. I’ve been sampling vins clairs annually with Lécaillon for a decade, an exercise that has become one of my favorite events of the year.

    At Roederer, tasting these base wines is particularly intriguing because virtually all of these wines come from individual parcels. At this stage, most champagne houses blend together multiple vins clairs from a given village—a number of pinot noirs from Bouzy, for example, could be combined in the same tank, or many different chardonnays from Avize. Roederer, however, fastidiously isolates individual vineyards within these villages in order to create a more complex and diverse array of wines.

    “I have 410 different parcels and 450 different vessels in which to ferment them,” Lécaillon says. This creates a great deal of work in the cellar, as all these wines must be kept in separate tanks or vats until completion. Yet for Lécaillon, it’s vital that each of these parcels is allowed to express its own individual character.

    It’s often assumed—and even stated in much of the writing about champagne—that base wines are essentially neutral, light wines with low alcohol and little fruit flavor. Yet to say so undermines not only the wines themselves but also the way fruit grows in this colder, northern climate. Here, grapes can readily obtain physiological ripeness while maintaining a low degree of potential alcohol. This means that the wines are anything but neutral.

    Tasting through Roederer’s vins clairs shows that fine wine is, first and foremost, an expression of the place where it’s grown. In the village of Aÿ, for instance, with its south-facing slope and proximity to the Marne River, wines are ripe and succulent, yet distinctions are readily apparent between individual parcels. Among the 2014 wines on the table, a pinot noir from the vineyard of La Villers in Aÿ is elegant and subtly fragrant, marked by the finesse of chalky soils. Another wine from the nearby Goutte d’Or—an even sunnier spot—is more voluptuous, with complexity and length on the palate. In contrast to Aÿ, the village of Verzenay, which is on the northern side of the Montagne de Reims, yields cooler-weather wines that are less opulent. A pinot noir we taste from the Verzenay vineyard of Les Pisse-Renards is lively and focused, thriving on vibrant tension. But from a vineyard just 1,500 feet (450 meters) away, a wine from Les Basses Coutures is broader and richer, an expression of the heavier clay soils found there.

    Even if base wines are capable of expressing their origins, does the wine in the bottle demonstrate terroir? Detractors argue that since champagne is primarily a blended wine, its terroir plays less of a role in the formation of character. If hundreds of wines from different vineyards are blended together, the argument goes, individual voices are diluted, blurred, or canceled out. According to this line of reasoning, champagne derives most of its identity from the winemaking process—the second fermentation in bottle and the subsequent aging for many years on its lees (the spent yeast cells remaining from fermentation)—rather than from where it’s grown.

    Along these lines, it’s tempting to think that only single-vineyard wines can reflect terroir. In Burgundy, for example, the expression of a single-vineyard site is the ultimate goal, a winemaker’s highest calling. This is, after all, what drives Burgundy collectors to pay such astronomical prices for wines such as Domaine de la Romanée-Conti’s La Tâche, which is an identifiably different wine from the domaine’s Richebourg. And while Dujac’s Clos de la Roche and Clos Saint-Denis are grown relatively close to one another, it would seem downright sacrilegious to blend these grand cru Burgundy wines together, as the prized characters of each would be lost.

    Champagne, in contrast, functions under a different paradigm. It has always been a blended wine, even before it acquired its sparkle in the late seventeenth or early eighteenth century. While there are more single-vineyard and single-village champagnes being made today, the vast majority are composed of intricate blends. This occurs for a number of reasons. From a practical perspective, blending functions as a form of insurance against poor harvests. Champagne is the northernmost winegrowing region in France, with a cool, damp climate that is marginal for viable grape growing. The Champenois also have to contend with perennial threats of hailstorms, spring frosts, and mildew. By sourcing grapes from different places within the region, producers diffuse risk and ensure fruit supply, even in years of inferior harvests.

    Yet blending can also be used to make a wine more complex and complete. Here, terroir provides a diverse set of characteristics to base wines, allowing winemakers to use these as a chef might use different ingredients to compose a dish. For this reason, most champagnes are composed of dozens or, at houses such as Roederer, hundreds of base wines from different villages, different vineyard sites, and even different grape varieties. Terroir is no less important in a blended wine than in a single-vineyard wine. What changes is its role.

    Virtually all champagne houses have traditionally separated base wines by village. In Champagne’s Côte des Blancs, a growing area south of the Marne River, the village of Cramant produces wines that are rich in body due to the chalky clay soils there. Farther south, the village of Le Mesnil-sur-Oger produces leaner, racier wines, as the relative lack of topsoil there causes the chalky bedrock to be more prominently influential. Winemakers have long valued both of these villages for their contrasting characteristics and use them accordingly when making blends. Today, though, many of the best producers are seeking even narrower distinctions, making wines from individual parcels to produce even finer distinctions of terroir. Rather than relying solely on chardonnay from Le Mesnil-sur-Oger, a producer might prefer to have several from specific vineyards within Le Mesnil: Les Chétillons, Les Musettes, Champ d’Alouettes, and so on.

    This would not be news in Burgundy, with its long history of identifying and vinifying individual vineyards within a village, but the recognition of these marks a significant shift in Champagne. Furthermore, these practices of classifying base wines not by village but by parcel—or even narrower criteria, such as the individuals who grew the grapes on the vineyard site—is the opposite of diluting terroir. Instead, it proves the value of it.

    “We don’t just have an Ambonnay pinot noir,” Olivier Krug told me one year, while we were tasting vins clairs from this village in the area of the Montagne de Reims. “We have seventeen Ambonnay pinot noirs, from growers that we know well—we have the Ambonnay of Jacques, of Antoine, of Benoît, and many others. All of them have different identities, and we want to preserve each of them.” Like Roederer, the winemakers at the house of Krug are meticulous about retaining the identity of individual base wines, fermenting different vineyards separately in hundreds of small oak casks.

    There’s a good reason why a house like Krug makes these efforts. Many years ago, I had the privilege to taste base wines at Krug with Olivier’s uncle, Rémi Krug, the president of the house at the time. To illustrate the conceptual differences between Krug’s various cuvées, he was fond of describing the house’s wines in terms of music. He compared the Grande Cuvée, which is made from a blend of up to two hundred wines from a dozen vintages, to a symphony orchestra, where many different components come together to create a harmonious and complete whole. Krug’s vintage brut, which comes exclusively from wines harvested in the same year, was equivalent to a quartet, or chamber music. Even narrower in scope, the Clos du Mesnil, a vintage-dated, single-vineyard champagne, was akin to a soloist.

    This remains the most useful analogy to champagne that I’ve ever heard. As with a solo cello, a single-vineyard champagne highlights the virtuosity of the performer (whether it’s the producer or the site). A vintage champagne demonstrates the singular personality of the year, while a great blended champagne such as Krug’s Grande Cuvée expresses a multifaceted, encompassing experience akin to the London Symphony Orchestra playing Tchaikovsky’s Symphony no. 6, leveraging its components to create something larger than each of them represents individually. As with soloists and orchestras, a single-vineyard champagne is not necessarily better, or purer, or more expressive than a blended champagne, nor is a blended champagne necessarily more complex or complete than a single-terroir one. They simply express different things.

    Today, Champagne is in the midst of a profound change. Over the past two decades, I’ve seen a palpable shift in the attitudes and aesthetics of champagne producers as well as a change in perceptions about the wine among champagne consumers and wine professionals. Much of the discussion about champagne in the last half century has focused on processes that take place in the cellar, such as the art of blending, the creation of sparkle through fermentation in bottle, and the wine’s aging on its lees. These all play a fundamental role in creating champagne’s inimitable character.

    However, as is the case with others in the modern wine world, winemakers in Champagne are increasingly acknowledging that the most individual, authentic, and meaningful wines derive their primary identity from the vines, not the winemaking. While the twentieth century was about perfecting cellar practices, the twenty-first century is focused on the region’s vines, and it’s in the vineyards that Champagne’s contemporary philosophical, cultural, and intellectual debates are taking place.

    A more careful approach to vineyard work means a greater emphasis on a contemporary expression of terroir in Champagne, and this extends beyond single-vineyard or single-village wines. Rather, a new generation of producers is asking a more complex and detailed set of questions, employing more conscientious viticultural techniques and deepening their understanding of agricultural expression to present a more precise portrait of place. In turn, this proliferation of “new” champagnes offers an unprecedented opportunity to glimpse the intricacies of Champagne’s terroir, giving us a more sophisticated picture of champagne than ever before.

    Admittedly, these changes aren’t unique to Champagne—they are happening throughout the winemaking world. But the notion that Champagne has begun to take part in this global conversation is hugely important. Over the past century, champagne has been marketed much more by brand than by place. While this has contributed to unprecedented global success, it’s also de-emphasized the concept of champagne as a wine, marking it more as a beverage for celebrations and special events, or an aperitif—with “real” wines reserved for the dinner table. Yet one glance at the growing champagne selections of restaurants and wine retailers all around the world—whether in London, New York, Tokyo, Singapore, Rome, or Stockholm—demonstrates that champagne can be treated as a wine like any other.

    The most pressing issues of today among champagne connoisseurs—organic or sustainable viticulture, the movement toward vinifying individual parcels separately, the increased appearance of single-cru and single-vineyard champagnes, the phenomenal rise of grower estates, the lowering of dosage (the sugar added after disgorgement)—all relate back to the idea that champagne, as a fine wine, should be subject to the same scrutiny and the same set of questions as any other. What gives your wine its identity? Why does your wine taste the way it does? How do you tend your vines? How do you vinify your wine, and what are you adding to it? What is your wine intended to express? These are elemental questions, yet they haven’t necessarily been part of the dialogue when talking about champagne. The fact that they are now is not only meaningful to the wine buyer but also motivating for the Champagne appellation as a whole, and this is leading to an increased attention being paid to both the vines and the cellar. This can only result in better wines, and in that light, the future of Champagne looks exceptionally bright.
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    NOTE TO READERS

    When reading this book, there are a few details that will help with clarity. The first is terminology. Champagne, when capitalized, refers to the region of Champagne. When the word is lowercased as champagne, it refers to the wine. This book also uses many French winemaking and champagne terms. If any are unfamiliar, turn to the glossary starting on this page. Additionally, for more information on any of the producers mentioned in the text, such as what village they are from or which grapes they grow, turn to the producer section in part III, which is organized in alphabetical order.

    In Champagne, the spelling of vineyard names is notoriously inconsistent. When discussing individual lieux-dits, or vineyard sites, in this book, I’ve chosen to use the same spellings as the accompanying Larmat maps, where available. However, when quoting other texts or citing vineyard names on specific wine labels, I leave the names written as they are. While this may be confusing, it demonstrates how little standardization of place names there is in the region.
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    CHAPTER  II

    A HISTORY

    “There is no province that affords excellent wines for all seasons, but Champagne. It furnishes us with the wine of Aÿ, Avenay, and Hautvillers till the spring; Taissy, Sillery, and Verzenay, for the rest of the year.”

    So wrote the seventeenth-century French essayist Charles de Marguetel de Saint-Denis, seigneur de Saint-Évremond, in a letter to his brother the Comte d’Olonne, in 1674.1 Apart from being a man of letters, Saint-Évremond was a renowned epicure and connoisseur of wine who preferred the wines of Champagne to all others. “Spare no cost to get Champagne wines, though you were two hundred leagues from Paris,” he beseeches his brother in the letter.

    Saint-Évremond was known among his peers for his refined tastes in food and wine, and for some, he took his connoisseurship too far. In an exhortation that will sound familiar even today, the bishop of Le Mans complained of Saint-Évremond and his friends, saying, “These gentlemen, in seeking refinement in everything, carry it to extremes. They can only eat Normandy veal; their partridges must come from Auvergne, and their rabbits from La Roche Guyon, or from Versin; they are not less particular as to fruit; and as to wine, they can only drink that of the good coteaux of Aÿ, Hautvillers, and Avenay.”2 Saint-Évremond and his friends the Marquis de Bois-Dauphin and the Comte d’Olonne found this amusing, often joking about it, and upon repeating the story, were nicknamed “the three coteaux.”

    Soon, the word coteaux (meaning “hillside”) came to refer to anyone who was extremely discriminating about what they ate and drank. While this usage died out by the French Revolution, it hasn’t been entirely lost to history: inspired by the original three members, a Champagne fraternity called the Ordre des Coteaux de Champagne was created in 1956, and it continues today, inducting members from around the world and continuing its mission to promote the wines of Champagne both in France and abroad.

    Yet the wines that Saint-Évremond was so fond of were not sparkling wines, but what we would perceive as light, pale red wines. It would be another fifty years before champagne producers carried out sparkling wine production in earnest. However, his observations demonstrate that certain areas of Champagne had already been singled out for their quality. The idea that wine derives its qualities from the place where it is grown—in effect, the concept of terroir—was already well established at this time.

    
    STILL BEGINNINGS: FIFTH TO SEVENTEENTH CENTURIES

    Long before it became famous for its bubbles, Champagne was a thriving and celebrated wine region. Yet it’s not entirely clear how long winegrowing has been practiced in Champagne: regional tradition asserts that wine-producing vines have been planted here since Roman times. In truth, there is little physical evidence for this.3 It’s widely repeated by the Champenois that in the first century CE, Pliny the Elder mentions the wines of Aÿ and the countryside of Reims in his Natural History, Book XIV, Chapter VI. In fact, that passage says nothing of the sort—while Pliny discusses ninety-one grape varieties, he talks almost exclusively about Italy and barely mentions the wines of Gaul.

    It’s probable that vines existed in Champagne by the fifth or beginning of the sixth century. Saint Rémi, the bishop of Reims, is supposed to have owned many vineyards in and around Reims, which he bequeathed to numerous individuals in his will, the Testament of Saint Rémi. Yet the primary documentation of the will comes from two sources written four hundred years or more after the event.4 However, we do know that vines were firmly established in Champagne by the ninth century, and that the understanding of viticulture and terroir in this region had already attained a certain degree of sophistication. It was during this period that the distinctions between vins de la rivière and vins de la montagne—wines of the river and wines of the mountain—first appeared.5 These distinctions remain important in Champagne today: vins de la rivière refer to wines from the Vallée de la Marne, which demonstrate pronounced differences in structure, ripeness, and soil character to wines from the mountain, the Montagne de Reims.

    By this time, there were already sites regarded as superior to others. Around 850, Pardulus, bishop of Laon, wrote a letter to Hincmar, archbishop of Reims, telling him:

    
    You must make use of a wine which is neither too strong nor too weak—prefer, to those produced on the summit of the mountain or the bottom of the valley, one that is grown on the slopes of the hills, as towards Épernay, at Mont Ebbon; towards Chaumuzy, at Rouvesy; towards Reims, at Mersy and Chaumery.6

    
    As with other wine regions of Europe, winegrowing in Champagne was intrinsically connected with the Catholic Church. Throughout the early Middle Ages, a number of abbeys and priories established themselves across the Champagne region, and making wine became an important source of revenue for them.

    It was hardly an easy time to grow grapes, though. Besides suffering from pestilence and famine, the Champagne region was almost constantly at war. In 882, the Normans invaded, pillaging Reims, Laon, and Soissons; in 926, Herbert II, Count of Vermandois, who ruled the area, launched a rebellion against King Rudolph, precipitating a bloody conflict that lasted nearly a decade. Shortly after, in 937, the Hungarians decimated the region. After a few centuries of quiet, turmoil picked up again. The Hundred Years’ War raged through most of the fourteenth century and the entire first half of the fifteenth, and Champagne was repeatedly devastated by English and Burgundian incursions. What wasn’t destroyed by war was ravaged by the Black Death, which began its march across Europe in 1348. In his 1985 book Le livre d’or du champagne, champagne historian François Bonal quotes Jules Michelet: “During these miserable years there was a vicious circle of death: war led to famine and famine led to plague; plague would then in turn bring back famine.”7 Bonal notes that the state of insecurity was so extreme that in 1350, Reims was temporarily deserted. Nearly a century later, in 1432, Philippe II, Duke of Burgundy, who was allied with the English at the time, took control of Épernay and banished its inhabitants for three years.

    ROYAL WINE

    Somehow, through periods of desertion, famine, and plague, vinegrowing not only continued but also spread and flourished. It helped that there were some periods of stability and prosperity. In the eleventh century, Reims became famous as the site of royal coronations and international fairs, attracting merchants from as far away as Italy, Spain, Germany, and the Netherlands. Champagne’s wines gained further renown in 1088 when Urban II—the instigator of the First Crusade—became the pope. Born in the Champenois town of Châtillon-sur-Marne, Pope Urban II is said to have preferred the wine of Aÿ above all others.

    Later, the coronations in Reims of successive kings—Louis XI in 1461, Louis XII in 1498, Francis I in 1515, and Francis II in 1559—required a great deal of imbibing, helping to increase the stature of the local wines. At the time, it was customary to present both the wines of Burgundy and Champagne at the coronation. While the wines of the latter had historically been deemed inferior to those of Burgundy, their reputation improved significantly during this period, surpassing Burgundy in price by the mid-sixteenth century. The coronation of Henri III in 1575 marked the first royal banquet in which wines of Champagne alone were served, thus heralding the start of a golden age for the region’s wines.

    Yet prior to 1600, the wines of the region were not referred to as champagne, or even as wines of Champagne, but instead as wines of individual villages—Aÿ, Épernay, Verzy, and so forth—which collectively fell under the broad category of vins français, or French wines. An example of this can be seen in the fable “La bataille des vins” (“The Battle of the Wines”), dating from 1224. Written by the Norman poet Henry d’Andeli, it recounts the story of a tasting of more than seventy wines, including some from as far away as Cyprus and Spain as well as many from France, at the court of King Philippe Auguste. In the fable, the king invites an English priest to judge the wines. He is to celebrate the good, excommunicate the bad, and select the finest for the king’s table. From the Champagne region, he singles out Épernay and Hautvillers as worthy of inclusion. (The wines of Reims and Sézanne also get a mention in “La bataille des vins,” as does Châlons-sur-Marne, although this last one, unfortunately, ends up being excommunicated.)

    The noble class particularly prized the wine of Aÿ. To secure a supply, prominent figures from all over Europe, including Francis I, Charles V, Henry VIII, Pope Leo X and, most famously, Henri IV, are said to have had personal commissioners or even their own presshouses in Aÿ. In 1601, Nicolas-Abraham de la Framboisière, Henri IV’s doctor, wrote a treatise on hygiene in which he says, “among the wines of Champagne, that of Aÿ occupies the first rank in goodness and in perfection.”8 Seventy-three years later, the reputation of Aÿ’s wines had escalated to the point where Saint-Évremond, in that same letter to the Comte d’Olonne, wrote:

    If you ask me which wine of all others I prefer, without yielding to tastes introduced by people of sham daintiness, I will answer that good wine of Ay [sic] is the most natural of all wines, the most healthy, the best purified from all earth smack; of a most exquisite charm, through the peach flavour which is peculiar to it; and is, in my opinion, the finest of all flavours.9

    We are left to wonder: what were the still champagnes of this era like? When Saint- Évremond writes of the “peach flavour,” what was he drinking? What’s surprising to modern wine drinkers is that most of the wines in Champagne for much of the region’s history were red wines (probably made from varieties of morillon noir and gouais noir, as well as the not-entirely-red fromenteau10) that would be considered light bodied by today’s standards. While white wines were made, most were mediocre.

    What’s more, prior to about the 1660s, it was common to throw both red and white grapes into the press indiscriminately, even when making a great wine such as Aÿ. (While the village is renowned today for its pinot noir, at one time it was planted with a significant proportion of white grapes.) In their Maison rustique of 1586, Charles Estienne and Jean Liébault described Aÿ wine as “claret and yellowish,” noting that it was subtle and fine. In its modern English usage, claret refers to the wines of Bordeaux, yet at this time, it described any red wine of a light, pale color. The yellowish color was typical of white wines of the day, which had a shorter shelf life than wines made from red grapes. A century later, Saint-Évremond cautions the Comte d’Olonne, “Do not keep those [wines] of Ay [sic] too long,” but he also follows this up by saying, “Do not begin those of Reims too soon.”11

    Up until the end of the seventeenth century, the delicate, pale wines of Champagne continued to be regarded as the finest in France. Like Henri III, Louis XIII served only Champagne wines at his coronation in 1610, and his successor, Louis XIV, is reputed to have spent most of his life drinking nothing else. Toward the end of the seventeenth century and the beginning of the eighteenth, however, tastes began to change, with more robust red wines, especially those of Burgundy, becoming increasingly more fashionable. A major catalyst for this came in 1694, when Louis XIV’s doctor, Guy-Crescent Fagon, insisted that the Sun King drink only Burgundy wines for health reasons, as he deemed those of Champagne too acidic. This was only one proclamation in a larger medical debate that had been going on for decades, arguing about the supposed health benefits of one wine over another. Yet the king’s defection to Burgundy brought the issue into the public spotlight, provoking a flurry of arguments from both sides.

    This event may have helped push champagne into reinventing itself as a sparkling wine. In fact, the region’s wines had already begun to change in the middle of the seventeenth century, as Champenois winemakers learned how to make white wine from red grapes, producing a so-called vin gris, or gray wine. They also found that by excluding white grapes and using only red varieties, they could make a wine of greater longevity, provided that they selected only the finest grapes and tended their wines carefully in the cellars. Champagne could not compete with the deeper-colored, full-bodied red wines of Burgundy, but it could produce wines of uncommon finesse, creating a new style of white wine that was much more palatable than the thin, acidic whites it had been making before. In pursuing an aesthetic of delicacy, elegance, and lightness over body or power, Champagne was setting the stage for the transformation that was to come.
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    ACQUIRING SPARKLE: SEVENTEENTH TO EIGHTEENTH CENTURIES

    Come quickly, I am drinking the stars!

    These famous words were almost certainly not uttered by Dom Pérignon, to whom they are ascribed.12 Did Dom Pérignon invent sparkling champagne, as tradition asserts? Did he even make sparkling wine at all? The evidence points against it. However, he remains an important and influential figure in Champenois winemaking and vinegrowing, and among his numerous achievements, he’s remembered today for his pioneering practices of blending and his ability to make clearer, cleaner wines.

    Pierre Pérignon was likely born in January of 1639 in the village of Sainte-Menehould, on the eastern side of the province of Champagne.13 Following his studies at the Jesuit college of Châlons-sur-Marne, he entered the Benedictine order in the Abbey of Saint-Vanne, in Verdun, at the age of eighteen.14 In 1668, he was appointed cellarer at the Abbey of Hautvillers, near Épernay, a position he held until his death in 1715. According to the wine writer Patrick Forbes, he did much more than simply take care of the abbey’s cellars and vineyards: he also oversaw the cutting and sale of wood, the distribution of provisions, building maintenance, and finances. “Apart from the abbot,” says Forbes, “he was the most important monk in the monastery.”15

    As there are no surviving notes written by Dom Pérignon himself, much of what we know comes from a text written by his pupil and successor, Frère Pierre, in 1724. In his book Traité de la culture des vignes de Champagne, Frère Pierre meticulously details what he learned from his mentor, noting that Dom Pérignon was “scrupulously concerned with details that to others appeared insignificant,” and that he insisted on practices that other winemakers would consider “impossible, even ridiculous.”16 Even nearly three hundred years later, the methods that Frère Pierre describes are not unrecognizable. He talks about how to plant and prune vines and how to care for them through the growing season. He warns against prematurely crushing the grapes at harvest by filling the baskets too full and advocates for keeping the grapes cool by shielding them from the sun on their journey to the press. He notes the differences in making wine in warm years and cool ones, and on how to clarify the wines to achieve the most refined results.

    My favorite chapter, since it seems to reflect Dom Pérignon’s greatest contribution to champagne, is titled “De la façon de mélanger les différents crus pour la plus grande perfection des vins” (or “How to Blend Different Crus to Attain the Greatest Perfection in Wines”). Here, Frère Pierre speaks about using the characters of different terroirs to achieve a better harmony and balance—for example, wine from stony soils should be blended with wine from lighter, chalkier soils to avoid making a wine that’s too heavy.

    Frère Pierre’s account does not include, however, a single mention of sparkling wine, which is telling: if Dom Pérignon had indeed made sparkling wines as well as still ones, Frère Pierre would surely have made comment of that, as he was otherwise so fastidious in his descriptions of Dom Pérignon’s work. But Frère Pierre isn’t the only one who recorded Dom Pérignon’s methods. As historian François Bonal points out, among the numerous people who wrote about Dom Pérignon over the next one hundred years, “we don’t know of anyone writing before 1820 who claims that Dom Pérignon was the inventor of sparkling champagne.”17

    So how did Dom Pérignon become connected with creating the region’s signature sparkle? This can be attributed to a certain Dom Grossard, himself a cellarer at the Abbey of Hautvillers. In 1821, he wrote a letter to a Monsieur d’Herbes, deputy mayor of the town of Aÿ, praising Dom Pérignon’s accomplishments and perhaps embellishing them somewhat:

    You know, Sir, that it was the famous Dom Pérignon who discovered the secret how to make sparkling white wine, and how to get it clear without having to decant the bottles…as before him our monks only knew how to make straw or grey wines; and it is also to Dom Pérignon that we owe the cork as now used.18

    While this letter has been used as evidence that Dom Pérignon invented sparkling champagne, it’s doubtful that all of it is accurate. It’s more likely that Grossard, wanting to stress the importance of Hautvillers and Pérignon, conflated a few facts.

    It is probable that a primitive form of sparkling wine existed in Champagne during Dom Pérignon’s time. In 1718, a book titled Manière de cultiver la vigne et de faire le vin en Champagne (or How to Cultivate Vines and Make Wine in Champagne) was published anonymously, although it’s commonly attributed to Jean Godinot, a clergyman of Reims.19 In it, he mentions vin mousseux, or sparkling wine, which is one of the first times we see a printed reference to sparkling wine in Champagne. Furthermore, Godinot claims that it’s not a new invention: “For more than twenty years,” he says, “the French taste has been established for sparkling wine.”20 If this were true, it would mean that sparkling wine was being deliberately produced in Champagne during the time of Dom Pérignon.21

    So we come back to the original questions: Who invented sparkling wine, and when? Ultimately, it depends on how you define it. Sparkling wine—in the sense of a wine that retains some effervescence from fermentation—has always been around; it naturally occurs in the cellar if the temperature drops in the autumn before the wines finish fermentation. When this happens, the yeasts go dormant. If the wines are bottled in the winter, the yeasts resume fermentation inside the bottle as the weather warms up in the spring, producing trapped carbon dioxide. The resulting effervescence was typically seen as a defect, and most winemakers would have attempted to avoid it.22

    So who intentionally started producing sparkling champagne? All evidence points to France’s historic rival to the north, the English.

    THE ENGLISH CONTRIBUTION

    In his 1962 book The History of Champagne, André Simon cites English satirist Samuel Butler’s poem Hudibras, published in 1664, as the first printed reference to sparkling champagne in England.

    Drink every letter o’it in stum,
And make it brisk Champagne become.23

    Stum is partially fermented still wine, or a wine that has been revived by adding stum to it, and Simon believes that Butler is prescribing the addition of stum to make a still champagne “brisk”—that is to say, sparkling.

    The evidence that demonstrates the English intent to deliberately produce sparkling wine—and makes the Hudibras reference plausible—is a paper titled “Some Observations Concerning the Ordering of Wines,” presented to the Royal Society in 1662 by Dr. Christopher Merret. He states: “Our wine-coopers of recent times use vast quantities of Sugar Molasses to all sorts of wines to make them drink brisk and sparkling and to give them Spirits.”24 This indicates the initiation of a second fermentation, and Merret goes on to say that this is performed by the addition of “raisins & cute & stum.”25 The English also had wine to work with, as they had been importing barrels of wine from Champagne since at least the beginning of the sixteenth century.

    There is also a practical reason why the English would have been more equipped than the French to bottle sparkling champagne: they made better glass. The thin, wood-fired glass bottles blown in France were never intended to serve as more than temporary storage, and wine was only transferred from barrel to bottle once ordered. In some cases it would resume fermentation, causing the bottle to explode from the resulting pressure. In contrast, glass bottles in England were stronger, as they were blown using coal fire.26 The English had also been using cork to stopper their bottles since the mid-sixteenth century, providing them with a hermetic seal to preserve carbon dioxide, while the French were still sealing bottles simply with wood wrapped in hemp. Even if the French had wanted to make wine sparkle, they didn’t have the technology.

    EFFERVESCENT STYLE

    The technique of making heavier glass eventually reached France sometime around 1700, and the use of cork as a stopper preceded it by a couple of decades. It was then, sometime around the start of the eighteenth century, that sparkling wines began to be deliberately produced in Champagne. The change was aided considerably by a royal decree issued on May 25, 1728, which permitted wine to be transported in bottle—before this it was only allowed to be shipped in cask. The decree was the result of a direct petition presented by the mayor and other officials of Reims, which stated that they could not transport their mousseux, or sparkling wine, in cask without losing its qualities.27 Thus freed from this constraint, the Champenois were able to commercialize their new wine and expand production. It’s no coincidence that Ruinart, the oldest established house in Champagne to produce sparkling wine exclusively, was founded a year later, in 1729.

    Despite the complaints of Saint-Évremond and the wine cognoscenti, who viewed the new fashion as “a depraved taste,” to quote Sir Edward Berry,28 the craving for sparkling wine from Champagne rapidly escalated.29 Granted, champagne was still expensive and in limited supply, but it became an indispensable part of French and English aristocratic life. Philippe II, Duke of Orléans and Regent of the Kingdom, lubricated his infamously debaucherous suppers with it; Peter the Great tasted it in June of 1717, when he passed through Reims; Louis XV embraced it at his court; Voltaire and other literary figures sang its praises.

    The demand for sparkling wine encouraged a proliferation of champagne houses that continued throughout the eighteenth century and well into the nineteenth. By this time, the wine of Champagne was sought after not only in Paris and London, but also across all of Europe, and even in America. Veuve Clicquot has records of champagne being shipped to Robert and Co. in Philadelphia in 1782, and in 1789, George Washington ordered twenty-four bottles of champagne from Fenwick, Mason and Company, to be sent to him in New York.30

    And yet, even with the increasing popularity of sparkling wine, the majority of wine produced in Champagne continued to be still red wine and vin gris. No production figures survive from this time, but Bonal estimates that at the end of the eighteenth century, sparkling wine accounted for only six percent of the annual production of the growing areas of the Vallée de la Marne, Montagne de Reims, and Côte des Blancs.31

    Part of the reason was production difficulties. Without precise control over the amount of yeast and sugar in the bottle, the strength of the mousse, or effervescence, varied and breakage, even with stronger bottles, was all too common. Bonal quotes one of the principal merchants of the period:

    In 1746, I filled 6,000 bottles with a wine that was very high in liqueur [natural sugar content]: I ended up with only 120 bottles. In 1747, there was less liqueur: one-third of the bottles broke. In 1748, the wine was higher in alcohol and lower in liqueur: I only lost a sixth of the bottles.32

    This variability also led to different styles of sparkling champagne. The original nomenclature was mousseux, or sparkling, which could also be called pétillant. More effervescent than mousseux, grand mousseux—also called saute-bouchon (“jumping cork”)—was around 3 atmospheres of pressure (still lower than the 5 or 6 atmospheres common today). Meanwhile, demi-mousseux was a wine of lower pressure.33

    THE BUSINESS OF BUBBLES: NINETEENTH CENTURY

    One might think that the French Revolution would have diminished public thirst for champagne (after all, it was the wine of the aristocracy and monarchy). By the beginning of the nineteenth century, though, sparkling champagne production began to escalate and its audience expanded to the middle class. Sparkling wine began to be appreciated by connoisseurs, too, particularly as an entremet (or palate cleanser) served between the main course and dessert. It was at this time that champagne also became associated, as it still is today, with amorous endeavors both noble and louche.

    While the Napoleonic Wars disrupted civilian life across Europe during the early 1800s, war also provided opportunities for champagne houses to send agents into new territories to introduce their wares. Forbes writes, “Wherever French troops were to be found—in Germany, Poland, Moravia—a Heidsieck, a Ruinart, a Jacquesson or an agent of one of the other firms was never far behind.”34 As Napoleon was pushed back by the Allied forces, Champagne was occupied by the Russians and the Prussians, and the latter pillaged Épernay and drained its cellars of wine.

    Despite this, the champagne business thrived throughout the middle of the century, aided by its export markets. Under Napoleon III’s Second French Empire, transportation was modernized and a vast network of railways built, and with these new systems of access, Champagne experienced an unparalleled period of prosperity.

    Many of the elements used to make champagne today were developed during the latter half of the nineteenth century. Base wines were tasted, classified, and then used to construct the cuvée, a word used to describe a harmonious and intentionally conceived blend. Winemakers not only blended wines from different vineyards but also of different years: houses began setting aside stocks of wines from good harvests in the cellar as insurance to improve wines made in mediocre years. These became known as vins de réserve, or reserve wines. Some champagnes could also be the product of a single year, and vintage dates began appearing on labels around 1830, becoming more common after the 1870s.

    Winemakers also honed the process of creating the sparkle, which was notoriously difficult to control. Some wines wouldn’t develop any bubbles at all, while others would obtain a mousse so forceful that it would break the bottles. In the cellars, workers wore masks made of iron and wire mesh to guard against the hazard. But by the 1820s and 1830s, winemakers discovered that adding a little sugar to the wine in bottle would help create the mousse. By the end of the nineteenth century, it became possible to calculate how much sugar to add to create the desired mousse and control the amount of carbon dioxide, thus reducing bottle breakage.

    
    
    

    
        THE BIRTH OF THE CHAMPAGNE HOUSES

        Wine merchants existed in Champagne long before the wine became sparkling—the house of Gosset, for example, traces its ancestry all the way back to 1584. But the eighteenth century saw the creation of companies built on a larger scale, increasingly dedicated to the production and sale of sparkling wine. Most of these companies continue to exist today, including many of Champagne’s most famous names.

        1729 • Ruinart: Founded by Nicolas Ruinart, a textile merchant, in Épernay; his son Claude eventually moved the business to Reims, where it still operates today.

        1730 • Chanoine: Founded in Épernay; the Chanoine brothers were the first to dig cellars in the town.

        1734 • Forest-Fourneaux: Jacques Fourneaux began by selling red and white still wines but later produced sparkling champagne; since 1931, Forest-Fourneaux has been known as Taittinger.

        1743 • Moët & Chandon: Claude Moët had been a wine merchant since 1716, but the house recorded its first sales of sparkling wine in 1744.

        1757 • Henri Abelé: Founded by Théodore Van der Veken, it passed into the Abelé family’s hands in 1839 and was inherited in 1876 by Henri Marie Joseph Louis Abelé.

        1760 • Delamotte: Founded in Reims; in 1856, Jean-Baptiste Lanson, a former co-manager of the firm, took control. Marie-Louise de Nonancourt, of the Lanson family, inherited it in the 1920s, moving the house to Le Mesnil-sur-Oger, where it is today.

        1765 • Dubois Père et Fils: Founded in Reims by two wine merchants, Pierre-Joseph Dubois and Jean-Baptiste Dussaulois; in 1776, Dubois split with his partner, creating his own company. In 1833, an ambitious entrepreneur named Louis Roederer inherited the house.

        1772 • Clicquot: Philippe Clicquot, a banker and textile merchant, owned vines in Bouzy and Verzenay and began commercializing his wines that year. His son François passed away young in 1805, and his widow, Barbe-Nicole Ponsardin, only twenty-seven years old at the time, took over the business.

        1785 • Heidsieck: Founded by Florens-Louis Heidsieck, this house was the forerunner of today’s Piper-Heidsieck, as well as Charles Heidsieck and Heidsieck Monopole.

        1798 • Jacquesson: Founded in Châlons-sur-Marne, eventually moving to Reims; it was purchased by the Chiquet family in 1974 and moved to Dizy.
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    WAR, PHYLLOXERA, AND REPLANTING THE VINES

    At the same time, this period was difficult for the region. Champagne suffered in the Franco-Prussian War of 1870, and following Napoleon’s defeat, it was occupied by the Prussians. Just as the Champenois were recovering, the world was hit by global depression, which severely affected export sales. Furthermore, the phylloxera louse, which had been rampaging its way through France’s vineyards since its arrival in Europe in 1863, was discovered in the Aube in 1888.

    Previously, the Champenois had thought that their grapevines were somehow immune to this insect, which attacks the roots of the vine, depleting the sap and killing the plant. Even after its arrival in the Aube and its subsequent spread to the Marne in 1892, growers thought that the problem could be controlled. By 1901, though, phylloxera had spread throughout the Marne region, and despite initial protests from growers, the vines had to be replanted and grafted on American rootstocks (from hybrid varieties involving Vitis berlandieri, Vitis riparia, or Vitis rupestris), which are able to resist phylloxera in a way that European vines (Vitis vinifera) cannot. As was the case in many European wine regions, this was a long and laborious process, and it wasn’t until after the First World War that many of champagne’s vineyards were able to be replanted.

    Yet despite all of this, the nineteenth century was a period of remarkable growth for Champagne. Sometime around the middle of the nineteenth century, sparkling wine production began to overtake still wine production, putting champagne firmly on the path toward embracing its identity as a sparkling wine. There were about 300,000 bottles of sparkling champagne sold in 1785; by 1853, it had jumped to 10 million, and by 1871 to 20 million. By 1909, the total sales of champagne—sparkling champagne—had reached 39 million bottles per year.35

    CLASSIFYING CHAMPAGNE’S TERROIRS

    In April of 1788, just prior to the French Revolution and more than a decade before becoming the third President of the United States, Thomas Jefferson spent four days in Champagne as part of a European wine trip. An inquisitive connoisseur, Jefferson took extensive notes on his travels, which help to illuminate the state of Champagne at the time.

    Jefferson wrote that while champagne was made in both sparkling and still versions, the former was little drunk in France and the latter virtually unknown elsewhere. He preferred the still wines, and these were what he purchased for himself. Yet unlike most of his French counterparts (or Saint-Évremond a century before him), he favored white wines over red. “Their red wines,” he wrote, “tho much esteemed on the spot, are by no means esteemed elsewhere equally with their white, nor do they merit it.” He noted, however, that many white wines were made from red grapes; he also stated that chardonnay was not as fine a grape as pinot noir and was only planted in places where pinot wouldn’t grow as well.

    His notes were full of other details, such as descriptions of vine planting, observations on winemaking, and comments on vintage quality. (Writing specifically about sparkling wine in Champagne, Jefferson noted, “1766 was the best year ever known. 1775 and 1776 next to that.”36) What’s striking, though, is that he didn’t refer to the wines he tasted as champagne, but instead identified them by specific terroirs.

    Like many others before him, Jefferson had a fondness for Aÿ, which he found to make both red and white wines of the first quality, along with those of Hautvillers, Épernay, Cramant, Avize, Le Mesnil, and Mareuil. He rated Cumières in the second rank, while in Pierry he noted that the wines of Jacques Cazotte, the French author and philosopher who was later guillotined during the French Revolution, were formerly of the first rank, but that their quality had degraded in recent years.

    Jefferson also mentioned “Verzis-Verzenni” [Verzy/Verzenay], which “belongs to the M. de Sillery. The wines are carried to Sillery, and there stored, whence they are called Vins de Sillery, though not made at Sillery.”37 In his day, no name in Champagne was as hallowed as that of Sillery, the estate of the Brûlart family. The Brûlarts traced a noble heritage back to the early twelfth century, and in 1619, Nicolas Brûlart, former chancellor of Navarre and chancellor of France, was granted the title of Marquis de Sillery; he also held the titles of Vicomte de Puisieux [sic] et Ludes, Baron de Boursault, and a number of others. The Brûlarts were involved in winegrowing since at least the middle of the seventeenth century, and soon gained a reputation for their wines equivalent to that of Aÿ—if Aÿ was the ultimate expression of the vin de la rivière, the Brûlarts’ Sillery was the apogee of the vin de la montagne.

    The village of Sillery is little known today, and the village of Puisieulx is even more obscure. But the Brûlarts’ domaine extended to surrounding villages such as Verzy, Verzenay, Mailly, and Beaumont, thus encompassing some of the finest terroirs to be found in the Montagne de Reims. These were all sold under the name Sillery, and throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, they remained some of the most sought-after wines in Champagne.38

    A hundred years after Jefferson, the values of these terroirs were still reflected in their pricing. In 1880, the value of 1 hectare (2.47 acres) of vines in Aÿ and Dizy—what today constitutes the Grande Vallée—ran between 40,000 to 45,000 francs. For crus in the Montagne de Reims, prices were nearly as high: Bouzy and Ambonnay went for 38,000 to 40,000 francs per hectare while Verzy, Verzenay, and Sillery ran between 35,000 and 38,000 francs. In the Côte des Blancs, a hectare from the village of Le Mesnil fell between 22,000 to 25,000 francs while in Pierry, a village in the Coteaux Sud d’Épernay, a hectare fetched a mere 18,000.39 This demonstrates that while an official classification of vineyards did not yet exist (see “The Échelle des Crus,” this page), an informal hierarchy of Champagne’s villages was already in place, with grapes from the best terroirs commanding the highest prices.

    
    

    
        THE SECOND WAVE OF CHAMPAGNE HOUSES

        Production and sales of champagne grew rapidly in the early nineteenth century, allowing champagne houses to weather the difficult economic times. More firms appeared after the Revolution of 1830, as the market for champagne expanded.

        1825 • Joseph Perrier: Founded by its namesake in Châlons-sur-Marne (now known as Châlons-en-Champagne), and today it is the only champagne house to still be headquartered there.

        1827 • Mumm: Established in Reims by a German winemaking family, eventually becoming one of Champagne’s most well-known brands.

        1829 • Bollinger: Founded by Athanase de Villermont, the son of a noble family who inherited an estate in Aÿ, and his partners Joseph Bollinger and Paul Renaudin.

        1837 • De Venoge: Founded by Henri-Marc de Venoge, a Swiss merchant who initially set up shop in Mareuil-sur-Aÿ before moving to Épernay.

        1838 • Lambry, Geldermann et Deutz: Founded in Aÿ by two wine merchants from Aix-la-Chapelle, William Deutz and Pierre-Hubert Geldermann, with their partner Edouard Lambry.

        1843 • Krug: Joseph Krug, originally from Germany, was a partner at Jacquesson before founding this prestigious house in Reims.

        1849 • Pol Roger: Founded by Pol Roger when he was just eighteen years old. He received a Royal Warrant from Queen Victoria in 1877, sealing a relationship with the English that exists to this day.

        1851 • Charles Heidsieck: Founded by the charismatic “Champagne Charlie,” who traveled widely selling his wines, notably making several colorful trips to the United States.

        1858 • Mercier: With a keen eye for publicity and showmanship, Eugène Mercier established this Épernay house at the tender age of twenty.
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    ANDRÉ JULLIEN’S TOPOGRAPHIE

    The first comprehensive effort at classifying Champagne’s vineyards actually occurred in the early nineteenth century. In 1816, André Jullien published his groundbreaking book, Topographie de tous les vignobles connus (Topography of All Known Vineyards). Born in Chalon-sur-Saône in Burgundy, Jullien moved to Paris sometime around 1796 to pursue a career as a wine négociant, or wholesaler, and his career path led him to undertake the extraordinary project of describing and classifying all the world’s wine regions. In his book, Jullien discussed not only the vineyards of France, but also every conceivable wine region between Andalusia and the Caucasus Mountains. He ventured far beyond to Abyssinia, Hindustan, Peru, and Montreal, and even mentions winegrowing areas in California (which, at that time, was part of New Spain).

    Jullien’s commentary is even more impressive for its depth than its breadth. He classified Champagne’s red and white wines separately, noting that Champagne’s best red wines could be counted among the finest wines in France, while its white wines were valued by the general wine-drinking public for their light sparkle, even if, as he put it, this effervescence “isn’t what is most esteemed by real connoisseurs.” In addition, Jullien ranked crus within the context of Champagne itself, dividing them into five categories of quality, and then within the larger context of the wines of France. He placed Verzy, Verzenay, Mailly, Saint-Basle (a territory of Verzy), Bouzy, and the Clos of Saint-Thierry in the top rank—première classe—of Champagne’s red wines, and his opinion was that these wines could stand up to the best wines of Burgundy, but only in the warmest and driest years. Since this type of weather was rare in Champagne, he ranked these wines at the top of the seconde classe of French wines. Crus such as Hautvillers, Mareuil-sur-Aÿ, Dizy, and Pierry ranked as seconde classe in Champagne, but in the third class—troisième classe—in France; Villedommange, Écueil, and Chamery are troisième classe in Champagne but fourth class—quatrième classe—among French wines. Yet he believed that the top white wines of Champagne equaled those of Bordeaux and Burgundy. Among white wines, Jullien put Sillery, Aÿ, Mareuil, Hautvillers, Pierry, and Dizy in the première classe, along with a parcel in Épernay called Le Closet (a name related to the word clos, traditionally a walled-in vineyard).

    Even more detailed was Jullien’s third edition of the work in 1832, published the year he passed away. In this significant update, he not only ranked villages as before, but also singled out many individual sites within them for being the best. As a modern student of Champagne’s terroir, I was thrilled to discover that he explored places that continue to remain distinctly relevant and valued—and that produce wines that you and I can taste today.

    In Verzenay, for example, he named Basses-Coutures and Pisse-Renard, and in Verzy, Les Houles and Vinzelles: today, these are all vineyards that Louis Roederer regularly uses in its vintage and Cristal blends. In Aÿ, he mentioned Pierre-Robert, where Roederer now grows biodynamic pinot noir to make Cristal Rosé. He also favored Chaudes Terres, one of two parcels where Bollinger continues to grow ungrafted vines for its Vieilles Vignes Françaises; and Vauzelle Terme, which Jacquesson now uses to make a single-vineyard champagne of the same name. In Dizy, Souchienne is one of Gaston Chiquet’s prized parcels; Moque-Bouteille lies directly behind the house where I used to live; Léon is a little clos where Marc Hébrart recently began making a single-vineyard champagne. Jullien designated all of these as being among the village’s top sites.

    Reading his book, I imagine Jullien walking in the same places that I have, tasting wines and talking to growers about their terroirs just as we do today, nearly two hundred years later. It’s striking to me that many of the vineyards that Jullien mentioned are the vineyards that are still regarded as top sites in the modern day. The styles of wine may have been different, but the appreciation and valuation of terroir remains the same.40

    We don’t know if producers made single-vineyard wines from these parcels. Jullien noted that red and white grapes were habitually blended together to make white wine, and presumably this meant that these grapes came from different vineyards. Even though the winegrowing area of Champagne was divided into hundreds of named parcels, terroir continued to be discussed in terms of village rather than individual vineyards, a sharp contrast with its rival growing region, Burgundy. Even Jullien, despite taking pains to illuminate the top sites within many of the region’s best crus, continued to rank Champagne’s terroir by village, which is probably because that was how the Champenois themselves did it.

    DRAWING THE BOUNDARIES OF THE CHAMPAGNE REGION

    In 1904, the Fédération des Syndicats Viticoles was created to suppress wine fraud in the Champagne region. This was hardly a problem specific to Champagne. Wine regions across Europe were wrestling with dishonest sourcing—wineries purchasing grapes from elsewhere but labeling their wines as if they were made with local grapes. Meanwhile, Champagne growers were unsettled because the prices of grapes were falling. While the best houses continued to buy exclusively from the region’s vineyards and villages, there were some large and unscrupulous firms who were buying cheaper grapes elsewhere—the Loire, the Languedoc, even Algeria—yet their labels showed no indication that anything other than grapes from Champagne made it into their bottles.

    In 1905, the French government drew up the first law addressing the regulation of the origin and composition of wine, which was followed by a 1908 law allowing for regions to set boundaries to ensure the provenance of products. That December, a decree was issued that defined the vineyard area of Champagne for the first time: it included the Marne département around the cities of Reims, Épernay, and Châlons-sur-Marne (today called Châlons-en-Champagne); the area around Vitry-le-François to the east; and the vineyard areas around Château-Thierry and Soissons in the Aisne département to the west. The Aube département was excluded entirely, which infuriated the growers there.

    In February of 1911, a bill passed stipulating that the word champagne could only be used on bottles that contained genuine champagne. Houses could still produce sparkling wine made with grapes from other regions, but they would have to do so in separate facilities and label the bottles accordingly. In theory, this was a victory for the Champenois. But this new ruling still did not include the Aube in the delimited vineyard area of Champagne, causing the growers of the Aube to hold demonstrations in Troyes and Bar-sur-Aube that threatened to turn violent. Eventually, the Senate issued a resolution on April 11, 1911, recommending that the decree of 1908 be overturned.

    The growers of the Marne heard that the Senate was taking away their protection and reacted with violence. That evening, they ransacked the cellars of two houses in Damery and Cumières that were suspected of importing foreign grapes and selling the wine as champagne. Early the next morning, a group of growers estimated to be between five thousand and six thousand people marched through the village of Aÿ, causing widespread destruction. Cellars of firms believed to have been buying grapes from elsewhere were broken into, their wine emptied into the streets. Merchants’ houses were looted and buildings were burned. The scale of the riots was impossible to ignore, forcing the government to draw up a new bill. This bill still protected the origin name of Champagne, but it also gave the Aube the title Champagne deuxième zone. This was hardly satisfactory to anyone, but at least the Aube was now included as part of the region.

    In 1927, a new law passed that abolished the deuxième zone and outlined standards for quality production and grape growing, including which grape varieties would be permitted. In 1935, the French government created the Comité National des Appellations d’Origine (forerunner of the INAO, or Institut National de l’Origine et de la Qualité 41), a body specifically intended to address the production of the country’s wine regions and protect them from fraud, and in July of 1936, the official appellation of Champagne was created. 

    Today, the Champagne region is a strictly defined area of France and the viticultural appellation encompasses 320 villages in five different départements: the Aisne, Aube, Haute-Marne, Marne, and Seine-et-Marne. Champagne, the wine, can only come from Champagne, the region. In the European Union, as well as in those countries who have agreed to reciprocal arrangements with the EU, the use of the word champagne to refer to any other products is strictly forbidden. Unfortunately, in other places in the world, including the United States, the term champagne is still sometimes used to refer generically to any sparkling wine. 

    
    
  
    
        
            THE ÉCHELLE DES CRUS

            Established in 1911, the échelle des crus system was meant to formalize grape prices, with the ranking determining what percentage of the fixed price per kilogram that a village’s grapes would be worth. The grands crus, rated at 100 percent, would fetch the full price, while everything below that would be awarded a percentage of the full price according to its rank. Over the next eighty years, this transformed into a system where all the villages in Champagne were ranked between 80 and 100 percent, with seventeen villages classified as grand cru and forty-two as premier cru. In 1990, the price of grapes ceased to be fixed, and houses began negotiating directly with growers over pricing. This eventually led to the abolishment of the échelle des crus in 2010. However, the terms grand cru and premier cru are still permitted to be used on champagne labels for villages classified as such under the old system. A list of the last edition of the échelle des crus, with all villages and percentages, is included in this book (see this page).

        



    
    
  
    EVOLUTION OF THE MODERN STYLE: TWENTIETH CENTURY

    Champagne survived the onslaught of history: it remained a symbol of status and luxury, drunk with abandon by the upper classes and ubiquitous in the bars, restaurants, and brothels of Paris. This was in spite of the First World War, which devastated the region and left Reims almost completely destroyed by nearly three years of incessant bombing. (Forty percent of the region’s vines were ruined.) It was also in spite of the major burden on winemakers up through the 1920s to replant vineyards on American rootstocks, after the phylloxera epidemic in the late nineteenth century. When war returned in 1940, Champagne was again occupied by the Germans. In contrast to the First World War, however, the wine-producing areas remained outside the combat zones and emerged with significantly less damage.

    The second half of the twentieth century was much brighter, ushering in exponential growth in the industry. In 1950, annual sales of champagne were about 33 million bottles. By 1980, Champagne was selling 176 million bottles a year, and by the end of the century, sales hit a record high of 327 million bottles.42 This boom period necessitated an expansion of vineyard land from 28,400 acres (11,500 hectares) in 1957 to 84,750 acres (34,300 hectares) today.

    Throughout this entire time—from the invention of sparkling wine up until today—champagne has been predominantly a blended wine. Blending has been a part of champagne since at least the time of Dom Pérignon, originally performed as a way to combine the characters of different terroirs to create, ideally, something greater than the individual parts.

    As recently as the 1990s, I often heard winemakers tell me that vins clairs were essentially neutral in flavor. In the 1997 vintage, when I first began tasting vins clairs, the wines were praised for high acidity and restrained flavors, not an abundance of character. Winemakers were even surprised when I requested to taste them.

    Today, tasting vins clairs is commonplace, and no one talks about neutrality. It’s true that most wines are much riper in flavor now than they were twenty years ago, making them more palatable. Even so, these wines aren’t meant to be complete on their own. Some might show ripe fruit but lack complexity; others might have length but lack depth; still others might possess a strong mineral signature but feel thin on the palate. And all of them need a high level of acidity to provide structure for the secondary fermentation and aging.

    Yet even knowing that tasting vins clairs is a different exercise than tasting the end result, I believe that these base wines were never really neutral. If the goal of a base wine was to be neutral, then why would a hierarchy of crus (see “Échelle des Crus,” this page) exist? And how would it explain the increased interest in champagnes made from a single village or vineyard?

    
    
    

    
        THE ROLES OF NÉGOCIANTS AND GROWERS

        Historically, the Champagne region has had an established business structure: growers grow the grapes, while houses, or négociants, purchase grapes from growers to make and market champagne. (An intermediary tier is the courtier, who facilitates the sales between the two.) Today, however, many growers also make champagne, and some have done so since as early as the late nineteenth century.

        Every bottle of champagne has a two-letter code indicating the status of the company that markets it, the most common on the market being NM (négociantt manipulant, or house) and RM (récoltant manipulant, or grower-producer). There is a misconception that these codes somehow indicate quality, as if RM were superior to NM. This is categorically false. There are excellent RMs and mediocre RMs, just as there are excellent NMs and mediocre NMs. For example, among those registered as NM today are Bérêche, Diebolt-Vallois, Laherte Frères, Jacques Lassaigne, Marguet, and Vouette & Sorbée—and few would doubt the credentials of these producers. In fact, as vineyard land in Champagne increases in price and decreases in availability, more high-quality RMs are switching to NM in order to have greater access to grapes.

    

    
    
        [image: ]


    
    
        CODES

        These are the codes that champagne producers can be categorized by. The code will be found on every bottle of champagne, accompanied by the producer’s individual identification number.

        NM

        Négociant manipulant. A producer that purchases grapes, grape must, or wine to make champagne. A négociant can own vines, too.

        RM

        Récoltant manipulant. A producer that makes champagne exclusively from its own vineyards.

        RC

        Récoltant-coopérateur. A grower that sells grapes to a cooperative and then receives champagne to market under its own label.

        CM

        Coopérative de manipulation. A cooperative that sells wine made from its members’ grapes.

        SR

        Société de récoltants. A group of growers, usually family members, who make champagne from their own vineyards.

        ND

        Négociant distributeur. A merchant that buys bottles of finished champagne and markets them under its own label.

        MA

        Marque auxiliaire or marque d’acheteur. Buyer’s own brand. For example, a supermarket that purchases bottles of champagne and sells it under its own label.

    

    
    
    THE RISE OF SITE-SPECIFIC CHAMPAGNES

    In modern times, the first champagne known to be sourced exclusively from a single cru, or village, was Salon, in Le Mesnil-sur-Oger. This legendary Côte des Blancs champagne, of which, at the time of writing, has only been made in thirty-eight vintages, was initially produced solely for the private consumption of its founder, Eugène-Aimé Salon, beginning in 1905. Though highly unusual at the time for being so narrowly focused in its provenance, Salon acquired a devoted following, becoming the house champagne of Maxim’s in Paris. Even today, it continues to maintain an aura of luxury and exclusivity.

    An even more specific look at terroir began to emerge from wines made solely from one vineyard. The first time in the modern era that a single-vineyard site in Champagne was showcased in this fashion was 1935, the year Pierre Philipponnat purchased a vineyard on an unusually steep slope overlooking the Marne River (see this page). Philipponnat was so convinced of the vineyard’s quality that he began making a single-vineyard champagne that year, naming it after the site, the Clos des Goisses. Cattier made the second significant single-vineyard champagne of the twentieth century, from the Clos du Moulin in the village of Ludes. First bottled in 1952, this site had once belonged to the family of Allart de Maisonneuve, an officer under Louis XV, and wines from this vineyard have been mentioned in documents dating from the nineteenth century.

    Following this, it took a couple of decades for more notable single-vineyard champagnes to appear. In 1975, Drappier, an Aube house that was renowned for being the favorite of Charles de Gaulle, started bottling the Grande Sendrée, a champagne made with grapes from a slope that lies above the village of Urville. Following the Grande Sendrée were Tarlant’s Cuvée Louis, Jean Milan’s Terres de Noël, and more. But the single-vineyard champagne that had the most impact during that era was Krug’s Clos du Mesnil, first vinified in 1979 and released in 1986. Krug is a house renowned for the depth and complexity of its blended champagnes. For a house as respected as Krug to release a single-vineyard champagne was groundbreaking indeed.

    Perhaps Krug’s daring encouraged others to follow suit, or maybe it was simply a reflection of a willingness to experiment at the time, but in the late 1980s and 1990s, interest in single-vineyard or other highly site-specific champagnes grew rapidly. More than anything, it may have been a result of winemakers treating champagne as a fine wine like any other. While it’s a gross generalization to say so, viticulture in Europe was not at its highest quality in the 1970s and 1980s, following the adoption of industrialized styles of farming and the widespread use of synthetic herbicides, pesticides, and fungal treatments. The movement toward organic and sustainable viticulture that is so prevalent today began planting its roots among a new generation of winegrowers who took over estates in the 1980s or 1990s. While high-quality farming doesn’t necessarily translate to the bottling of single-vineyard champagne, the more you pay attention to vineyards, the more acutely aware you are of how individual parcels behave and the sort of wine that they produce. It’s easy to see how one might want to preserve these characteristics.

    THE BIGGER PICTURE

    It’s tempting to think that the current trend is somehow a renaissance, or a rediscovery of terroir—Champagne going back to its roots. Looking back at records such as André Jullien’s incredible Topographie (see this page), it seems as if there was a knowledge that was lost, or at least ignored. Somewhere in the latter half of the twentieth century, champagne became a wine of process rather than of place, and the Champenois today are rectifying this error and rediscovering the identities of their vineyards.

    But does the increased production of single-vineyard or single-terroir champagne mean that these wines are intrinsically better? I believe, emphatically, that the answer is no. For me, as a devotee of Burgundy, it’s thrilling to be able to experience Champagne in a similar way, comparing the wines of one parcel to the next. But Champagne is not Burgundy. Its soil is not as diverse, nor is its climate as accommodating. Certain vineyards in Champagne have the capability to create marvelous and complex wines, and many of these number among the very finest wines of the region. Yet when you taste vins clairs in the spring after the harvest, it’s immediately apparent that not all parcels in Champagne are able to produce a wine that’s complete enough to stand on its own. Dom Pérignon knew this, even in the seventeenth century.

    This is a major reason why a Burgundian-like single-vineyard or single-cru model won’t replace the hegemonic regime of blending in Champagne. There is a place for single-vineyard champagnes, and they offer us an unprecedented opportunity to explore the vineyards of Champagne in a more detailed fashion. But there will also always be a place for the complexity and completeness of a blended champagne, and the quality of these will increase as their vineyards are rejuvenated. The contemporary focus on vineyards is the beginning of a close reading of the land that will continue to evolve over the coming decades and beyond. Winegrowers today are studying their terroirs with more depth and precision than those of André Jullien’s time ever could, and they are learning to express these sites with unprecedented clarity. If there was ever a golden age of champagne, this is it—or rather, this is the beginning of it.
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        SITE-SPECIFIC CHAMPAGNES: A TIMELINE

        While the majority of champagnes continue to be blended, the past thirty years have seen a remarkable emergence of single-vineyard and single-terroir champagnes. This movement has included some of the region’s most respected houses, such as Krug and Jacquesson, as well as grower-producers like Tarlant, Larmandier-Bernier, Jérôme Prévost, and Marie-Courtin. A couple of estates, in fact, make nothing but single-vineyard champagnes: Ulysse Collin currently has four, plus a rosé, while Cédric Bouchard is even more extreme at his Roses de Jeanne estate, bottling no fewer than seven different single-vineyard wines. Chartogne-Taillet and Marguet are two other producers who are placing increasing emphasis on single-vineyard and single-cru champagnes. Below is a list of some notable releases.

        1905:This is officially regarded to be the first vintage of Salon, although the house’s champagnes wouldn’t be commercially available for another two decades.

        1935:Philipponnat makes the Clos des Goisses for the first time.

        1952:Cattier makes a wine based on the Clos du Moulin in Ludes.

        1971:Pierre Péters introduces Cuvée Spéciale from Les Chétillons, first made as a Spécial Club.

        1975:Drappier begins making the Grande Sendrée from a vineyard above the village of Urville.

        1979:Krug begins bottling Clos du Mesnil from a walled vineyard in the center of Le Mesnil-sur-Oger.

        1982:Tarlant bottles its Cuvée Louis.

        1985:Jean Milan makes Terres de Noël in the village of Oger.

        1989:Egly-Ouriet introduces a blanc de noirs from a parcel of old vines in Ambonnay’s Les Crayères; Vilmart inaugurates its Coeur de Cuvée, from the vineyard of Blanches Voies in Rilly-la-Montagne; Pierre Callot bottles Avize Les Avats for the first time.

        1990:Larmandier-Bernier bottles a pure Cramant from the estate’s oldest vines; it eventually evolves into the Vieille Vigne du Levant.

        1993:Veuve Fourny isolates a parcel outside its estate in Vertus called the Clos Faubourg Notre Dame.

        1994:Anselme Selosse of Jacques Selosse purchases a small parcel of pinot noir in Aÿ’s Côte Faron and begins bottling it as a separate cuvée called Contraste. Also, Georges Laval begins making Les Chênes, from the Cumières vineyard of the same name. Larmandier-Bernier creates Terre de Vertus.

        1995:A remarkable number of single-terroir wines emerges during what is the first high-quality vintage since 1990. Jean Vesselle begins bottling Le Petit Clos from a tiny vineyard in Bouzy; Diebolt-Vallois introduces Fleur de Passion from some of its oldest vines and finest terroirs in Cramant; Agrapart et Fils makes L’Avizoise, from two parcels on the hillside above Avize; Pierre Callot bottles the Clos Jacquin, also in Avize; Jacquesson makes chardonnay from the Corne Bautray vineyard in Dizy as an experiment; Krug isolates a small, walled parcel that it calls Clos d’Ambonnay; Billecart-Salmon makes a wine from Clos Saint-Hilaire in Mareuil-sur-Aÿ.

        1996:Jacquesson isolates the Vauzelle Terme in Aÿ, making a wine that plants the seeds for a radical rethinking of the house’s philosophy.

        1998:Jérôme Prévost bottles the first vintage of Les Béguines.

        1999:David Léclapart bottles L’Apôtre from his oldest parcel of vines, planted by his grandfather. Tarlant creates two other single-vineyard wines—La Vigne d’Antan, a chardonnay from ungrafted vines, and La Vigne d’Or, from an old parcel of meunier vines.

        2000:Cédric Bouchard of Roses de Jeanne begins making Les Ursules.

        2001:Agrapart et Fils adds Vénus to its lineup, named for the horse who plows the parcel from where it’s sourced.

        2002:Emmanuel Brochet begins making wine from his vineyard of Le Mont Benoît. Taittinger also begins making Les Folies de la Marquetterie.

        2003:Anselme Selosse begins a remarkable exploration of the terroir of six single-vineyard sites; Vouette & Sorbée makes a Saignée de Sorbée for the first time.

        2004:Vouette & Sorbée makes Blanc d’Argile from chardonnay vines in Buxeuil. Ulysse Collin begins bottling Les Pierrières (labeled simply as Blanc de Blancs).

        2006:In the Aube, Marie-Courtin makes Resonance and Eloquence, and Coessens begins making wine from Largillier. From a walled vineyard within Reims itself, Lanson makes the Clos Lanson. Chartogne-Taillet bottles Les Barres for the first time, from a parcel of ungrafted meunier vines.

        2008:Marguet inaugurates a new series of single-vineyard champagnes with the first bottling of Les Crayères.
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