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To all the people of Champagne, past, present, and future, who through their limitless passion, consummate skill, and unshakeable commitment make Champagne the superlative libation that it is.


And to Fernanda and Lucia, who put the sparkle into my life.









AUTHOR’S NOTE


THIS is a work of nonfiction, although I have taken the liberty to interpret events and motives, and some of the names of people I encountered on my visits to Champagne have been changed. Information deemed confidential or proprietary by Krug has been omitted.









PROLOGUE


GENIE IN THE BOTTLE


WINE exists on two different levels. One is earthly: a comestible beverage, a source of calories, an everyday ritual, a commodity, and, for some, a means of income. The other is extra-terrestrial: an agent of transformation, a mysterious elixir that can stimulate profound sensory experiences, stretching our capacities to smell, taste, see, and even touch; a potion that can magically lift us out of the daily routine and transport us to other times and places, nearby or far away, real or imagined, while at the same time locking us even deeper into a moment; a libation that can bring us from the earthly banal to higher realms of the poetic and even the divine.


These second-level transformational experiences don’t have to be earth-shattering events announced by the sounding of celestial trumpets. They are often quite subtle and very brief, and their occurrence is unpredictable and impossible to induce. But anyone who truly loves wine will remember having had experiences like this.


There is also, perhaps, a third level on which wine exists: non-existence. Some people don’t drink wine for medical reasons, some just don’t like it, and others have either never had it or not yet developed a taste for it. And that’s where I was for the first twenty years of my life.


I was born in Chicago and grew up in a suburb adjacent to the city that was “dry.” Illinois was not (and probably never will be) a wine-producing region, and wine was not a fixture on our table. Even on the rare occasions when it was there, such as Christmas dinner with the entire extended second-generation Italian family, the sour stuff was of no interest to me whatsoever. I much preferred the syrupy sweet carbonated beverage that midwesterners call pop.


Many years and two colleges later, I found myself in New York City and, with nearly two years of accumulated credits, decided to make a now-or-never push to finish my undergraduate degree in the facile, if not necessarily career-oriented, field of liberal arts. I enrolled in the undergraduate division of an alternative institution called the New School for Social Research and set about looking for a job to help finance my educational objective.


I got lucky: I walked into a restaurant and immediately got a job washing dishes (hey, a job is a job, I thought). Despite my lack of experience I did pretty well; I quickly got promoted to busboy, then waiter. Eventually I wandered into the open kitchen, and that’s where I stayed.


Before that, the idea of cooking had never crossed my mind, but I liked the work, the schedule was flexible, and the money wasn’t bad either. In addition to the exotic thrill of preparing food for paying customers, I also got the opportunity (thanks to the open kitchen) to watch them eat it, and much to my surprise, they seemed to enjoy it. I also noticed that many of them were drinking wine with their meal, and they seemed to be enjoying that too. I didn’t really understand what the fuss was about; I had no notion of the concept of wine-food pairing and no firsthand experience of what wine could bring to the table. But watching people night after night eating and drinking and having a good time, it wasn’t long before I became curious and wanted to try it for myself.


Not far from my school in the West Village was a tiny sliver of a restaurant called Chez Brigitte that consisted of a six-seat Formica counter and three tiny two-tops shoved up against the wall. Here, in the narrow kitchen behind the counter, Brigitte, with the help of a young French assistant, whipped up simple, inexpensive yet tasty food. In addition to the small printed menu, each day of the week featured a special dish such as coq au vin (Monday), gigot d’agneau (Wednesday), or boeuf bourguignon (Thursday). I soon became a regular. I would go two or three times a week after classes, take a seat at the counter, and practice my French with Brigitte and her assistant while I ate.


On my well-trodden path from school to Chez Brigitte I regularly passed by a wine shop, and one evening I decided to pick up a half-bottle to bring with me. The selection of half bottles was limited, but it was a fine place to start. I tried whatever they had and soon began selecting the wine according to the daily special I knew would be on offer that evening: bordeaux with lamb, beaujolais with chicken, gigondas with duck. The French women seemed to get a kick out of it. I began offering them a taste of whatever I had, which they graciously accepted, eliciting comments such as “Ah oui, c’est très bon!” or “C’est pas mal, pas mal de tout.”


I don’t remember any of the wines—indeed, while perfectly acceptable, they were all remarkably unremarkable—but having them was fun: the rough wine complemented the homey food nicely, and opening the little bottle contributed a festive air to what had already become something of a ritual.


Then it happened.


One night, while heading home to write a paper about George Sand that was due the next day, I happened to pass by a different wine shop. Just for the heck of it, I went inside. Amidst the multitude of dusty bottles on the shelves and counters, my eye fell upon a thick, bulbous bottle with a handwritten label and an unfamiliar but intriguing name: Amarone.


When I got home, I lifted the bottle out of its crumpled brown paper bag, figured out how to chip the shiny red wax off the top, and carefully twisted the screw into the tight yet porous cork, thinking to have half a glass before attacking my homework.


The moment I eased the cork out, a powerful aroma leapt out of the bottle and filled the room like the swirling smoke of a genie that then settled itself into the glass in front of me. An enticingly dark red-black liquid seemed to absorb and reflect all the light around it. Scents of black cherries, licorice, chocolate, soft rubber, rubbing alcohol, and fruitcake (which I had never actually eaten but had smelled on occasion) filled the air. And when I tasted it, flavors of extra-ripe cherries, dried cranberries, black plums, dried figs, and something like fresh tobacco exploded in my mouth and stretched all the way down my throat with a glycerin-like intensity that left a slight burn of bitter almond in its wake.


What’s more, the playful genie kept changing. Each time I went back for another sip the wine was different, and it just kept getting better and better. Until it was all gone.


I can’t remember what I ate that night, much less the paper I was supposed to write, but the wine left me enthralled (not to mention a bit tipsy). I had never tasted anything like it before, and it felt as if my senses had been shaken awake for the first time.


That experience left an impression long after the wine was finished. It was a sort of turning point. After that, I began to take my part-time job in the restaurant a bit more seriously and even gained a new appreciation for the simple pleasures of Chez Brigitte. And, once I finally had my bachelor’s degree, I decided to pursue a career in the kitchen.


I got lucky yet again. I worked in a few superlative restaurants with great chefs (including the legendary Chanterelle with chef/co-owner David Waltuck, in a just-about-to-become-hot area of New York called SoHo, and the game-changing Lafayette with Jean-Georges Vongerichten) and formidable wine lists that helped broaden my vinous (not to mention culinary) horizons. This was not so much a conscious attempt to expand my knowledge as a spontaneous invitation to discover a whole new world that presented itself simply because I happened to be in places where wine was viewed as an essential part of the dining experience and, by extension, of life. Occasionally, bottles with a little leftover wine would make their way back to the kitchen, and each one brought with it a slight thrill of discovery. In this way I became acquainted with many different types of wine, such as vintage port, grand cru burgundy, and first growth bordeaux. This was intriguing and educational, but the genies were far and few between (as genies, I would later learn, usually are). I tried many Champagnes too, some of them quite fancy and expensive, but most of them left me underwhelmed.


Then I tasted Krug. I don’t remember which restaurant kitchen I was in or what the circumstances surrounding it were, but I have never forgotten the wine.


When the bottle made the rounds, the first thing I noticed was the name. It didn’t sound French, like the other Champagnes I had encountered, and the label featured four stubby letters instead of the usual elegantly italicized script. When someone passed me a glass, I saw a delicate double helix of bubbles slowly circling its way to the surface, and a sniff inside revealed a tightly knit collection of aromas that was subtle yet pungent: crunchy pear, creamy caramel, fragrant lemon, buttery brioche, dried spice, and chalky phosphate.


I took a sip.


Like the amarone’s beautiful, softer yet nonetheless potent little sister, the wine expanded on the palate and was full of apparent contradictions—it had grip and body but was elegantly sylphlike and gently effervescent at the same time; there was ripe fruit and tight lemon-rind acidity, rich caramel and flinty mineral. Even more compelling was that these contrasting elements all fit together into a beautifully balanced, cohesive whole that kept evolving on the palate up to a crescendo, then down to a long graceful fade.


I only got one sip: the wine, passed from cook to cook, quickly disappeared. But I took another look at the empty bottle; there was no vintage, which only increased the wine’s allure. Beneath the name, whose initial Teutonic gruffness was already beginning to take on an aura of exotic beauty for me, were the words Grande Cuvée.1


I had never tasted anything quite like it. It had the character, depth, complexity, and finesse that set truly great wines apart from the rest. And the delicate effervescence added a whole other dimension. I was smitten.


I went on to become a chef and restaurateur, and started writing about wine and food. At a certain point early on in my cooking career, before I had my own restaurant, I took a wine class. It was a basic introduction to wine, and the specimens themselves weren’t particularly exceptional. But it gave me three fundamental tools: it exposed me to the basic process of critically evaluating a glass of wine (look, smell, taste, spit, reflect, taste again); it forced me to try to describe my impressions of what I tasted, and then share and compare them with other class members’ impressions; and in doing so, while thrusting me face to face with the fundamental impossibility of precisely articulating in words something as elusive as a smell or a flavor (much less a particular combination of many), it helped me gradually develop a language to at least roughly indicate with some accuracy what I was experiencing.


As my food and wine career developed, I tasted many, many wines, as well as many Champagnes. Some of them were very good. But few could compare with my Krug experience.


I was not alone. Krug, I learned after that first encounter, holds a special place in the hearts and palates of wine aficionados and Champagne geeks; the name is whispered with reverence, and the unostentatious house routinely receives the very highest scores and accolades. It is the smallest of the so-called grande marques, a group of mostly large, well-established Champagne brands, and is quirkily unique and quintessentially classic at the same time.


In the spring of 2012, some twenty years after my initial encounter with the bubbly genie, I happened to receive an invitation to visit Krug in Reims and take part in a tour and blending seminar for journalists, and I jumped at the opportunity.


This was my first visit to the region, and whatever I might have been expecting, it was not what I found. Champagne was very different from any of the other wine areas I had visited, and much harder to get a handle on.


As I traveled by car from Charles de Gaulle Airport, the concentrated morass of urban industry dissolved into a wide expanse of flat fields, out of which vineyards began to emerge only as we neared Reims. Even then, the vine-growing area was less dramatic and less hilly than I’d thought it was going to be. It appeared to be oddly superficial and tightly controlled rather than spontaneous and natural, as if someone had attentively decorated his extensive backyard with well-placed accents of vineyard topiaries. In Reims, many of the famous Champagne houses we passed looked more like palaces than wineries, and outside the city the landscape was both concentrated and distended, with two distinct facets: some places were packed with short rows of perfectly spaced, closely cropped vines extending out as far as the eye could see, while others, completely devoid of vines, were given over to fields or woods or sleepy little villages.


I sensed something strangely mysterious, almost sinister, about the place, as if the placid surroundings of ordered vine rows and gently sloping vineyards were hiding some magical secret deep beneath them.


On the morning of the first day we gathered in the tiny walled estate of Clos du Mesnil, where our host, Olivier Krug, went around pouring amber-yellow liquid from a label-less magnum. After a formal welcome, we raised our glasses, made a toast, and had a taste. While you could tell right away by the color that this was not a young wine, the aroma was invitingly fresh and vivacious, and what had seemed barely bubbly in the glass turned into a persistent tingle on the palate. The first flavor sensation of crème caramel was followed by toasted hazelnuts, lively citric acidity, and a racy mineral finish. “Any guesses on the vintage?” Olivier asked offhandedly, with the slightest hint of mischievousness in his raised eyebrows. Silence. I am no expert on Champagne vintages, especially old ones, but 1996 first crossed my mind. Then I took another look at the color and remembered where I was. 1985 perhaps? Or maybe even 1979? Wrong on all counts: this wine, Olivier said, was vintage 1961. I was dumbfounded! Over fifty years old, still bright and fresh as a spring blossom after a shower, and showing no signs of fading any time soon. In an instant, standing in the gravel court of Clos du Mesnil on a crisp morning in early spring, time seemed to warp, to expand and contract simultaneously; time seemed to have become, well, timeless.


The next day, back in Reims, we had a tasting of still wines from the recent vintage along with a handful of older reserve wines, then broke into small groups and, seated at large round tables, got to play with a dozen different samples to try to come up with our own Grande Cuvée blend. It was a tough but fascinating exercise and we got to taste and critique all of our entries. Then we tasted theirs . . .


These experiences were stimulating and engaging but, like a good book or charming company, they left me wanting more. This first foray into the peculiar world of Champagne raised many more questions than it answered: How could a wine of such advanced age still seem so fresh and alive, being both a well-preserved relic of time gone by and yet somehow timeless? How is it that numerous different wines from different grape varieties, different places, and even different vintages can be blended together into a seamless whole that is much more than the sum of its parts, a whole in which each of the numerous constituents makes its own special contribution without sacrificing its individual identity? What was the mysterious secret that seemed to be lurking beneath the cool Gallic surface? And where did the genie that appeared late one night in a New York restaurant kitchen and left an indelible impression in my sensory data bank for over two decades actually come from?


These questions lingered long after I got home and persisted despite my best attempts to ignore or dispel them. Though I didn’t quite know how, the house of Krug seemed the portal to finding the answers and the Grande Cuvée, this strange composite of time and place, seemed the key. My nagging curiosity grew into an obsession: I had to somehow unlock that door and see what was behind it.


Not knowing what else to do, I wrote to Olivier Krug, director and sixth-generation descendant of the founder of the company, and Margareth Henríquez, its president and chief executive officer. A few weeks later Henríquez, much to my surprise, wrote back. Champagne houses have a reputation for being guardedly secretive, and part of me had expected to be flatly dismissed or politely ignored. Even more surprising, her response was not an outright refusal. Henríquez said she was intrigued but needed more information about exactly what I wanted to do.


We corresponded back and forth for nearly a year. Gradually, things began to take shape, though much still remained unavoidably blurry. It was hard to precisely articulate what I wanted to do because so much was unknown to me. But, like an archaeologist setting out to discover some lost civilization, I knew I wanted to trace each and every step in the process of creating Krug Grande Cuvée to better understand Champagne, as well as the method of making it and the place it comes from. In order to do this I would need complete and unfettered access to everyone and everything involved, including the sacred sanctuary of the tasting room. And in order to make any sense out of what I might find, I also knew I would have to learn much, much more about the Champagne region and the history and evolution of the wine.


Finally, after getting the approval of the chef de cave, Margareth said yes.


And the following spring I embarked on a new journey.









RUE COQUEBERT


IT’S a typical late-autumn day in Champagne. Dampness hangs heavy in the sky, as if it can’t decide whether to rain or snow or just sit there, while the pallid sun makes a halfhearted attempt to break through the haze but quickly gives up and crawls back under cover.


The vineyards that were green and vibrant and crawling with people just a few weeks ago are now mostly deserted, punctuated by the occasional vigneron (winegrower) on a low portable stool getting a jump-start on pruning, while the gnarly bare vines complacently slip into lethargy.


In the center of Reims, pâtisseries stock showcases with shiny tarts and creamy meringues while boutiques dismantle their now outdated window displays in anticipation of the coming holiday season. Industrious Rémois charge through their daily routines while stragglers linger inside cafés on the mostly deserted Place Drouet-d’Erlon, and tourists mill about the imposing Gothic cathedral that sits in stony silence, keeping to itself the multitude of glorious and infamous events it has witnessed over the centuries. Cars zip back and forth on the boulevards and mostly empty trams crawl along their rails, bells ringing hollowly, until the time comes to bring their patrons back home from work.


There’s an odd quiet, a pervasive feeling of suspension.


A pall has fallen over Champagne like a thick down blanket—well, over most of it.


Walk up boulevard Lundy, away from the cathedral and the center of town, past well-kept apartment buildings, the Anglican church, and several sedately ornate, elegant châteaux that are the palatial headquarters of some of the most famous Champagne firms. Before you get to the post office on the left and the airplane hangar-like Boulingrin market, turn right onto a narrow side street called rue Coquebert.


Several meters in on the left you come to a maroon gate, opening (if it happens to be open) onto a large rectangular courtyard bordered by a three-sided conglomeration of two-story neoclassical buildings. Each section looks a bit different, as if constructed at different times or designed by different people, though they are stylistically similar and fit together into a pleasant if decidedly archaic whole. Peaked eaves project above the upper edge of the second floor and the windows have decorative burnt sienna–colored brickwork over the top, which makes them resemble heavily mascaraed eyes.


A chain across the entryway keeps trespassers out, and a guard behind a glass door attentively monitors comings and goings. Inside, blue-jumpsuited workers roll old barrels from one side of the courtyard into an opening on the other, moving slowly and methodically, as if thinking of lunch or the weekend or the holidays ahead.


Built into the center of the concrete façade under an eave at the far end of the courtyard is a large clock—the time is 10:54—and on the second floor, directly under the clock, is a room that looks out onto the courtyard.


The space inside the room is simple and functional, even a bit bare. The walls and ceiling are a neutral creamy white. A glass wall separates this room from the one on the other side, which is full of cluttered desks and a long counter covered with laboratory beakers; a refrigerator sits in the corner, and slatted blinds cover the windows. In the center of the room is a large smooth-topped kidney-shaped table with five round sinks built into it, each with its own faucet, waterspout, and drain. A cluster of tall, tapered, clear glass bottles sits in the center of the table. The liquid inside them varies from transparent beige to pale yellow, and each bottle sports a small handwritten label displaying a few letters and numbers.


The table is surrounded by five tall swivel chairs, three of which are occupied: Julie, assistant winemaker, supervises the harvest and vinification at Clos du Mesnil, one of the winery’s most prestigious estates; Laurent is in charge of overall vinification; and twenty-three-year-old Jérôme is the youngest member of the enology team and most recent arrival.


This day began like any other: as each arrived at Rue Coquebert and traversed the courtyard to their workplaces in the rear, there was the usual flurry of air kisses, handshakes, and “Salut, ça va?” with jump-suited workers and colleagues. At around nine o’clock the enology crew congregated in the coffee closet, as they do most every day, to chat and gossip over an espresso, then each went on about his or her business. But it wouldn’t be business as usual for long because, despite outward appearances, today is not just any day.


Today is the first tasting of the wines from the most recent harvest of 2013, the beginning of an exhaustive process that will last for months and result in critical decisions that will resonate for many years to come. And the young enologists, while they might try to feign otherwise, are well aware of it.


There’s a pervasive, barely contained sense of tension and anticipation in the air. All of them have done this before (except Jérôme, perhaps, who makes a noble effort to contain his excitement). But it happens only once a year, each year is different, and you never know exactly what’s going to happen. Even the most seasoned veterans cannot help feeling a bit curious and excited, even a little nervous, as if they’ve been dealt a hand of cards in a high-stakes game of poker and can’t wait to see what they’ve got.


But they can’t look yet.


So they sit in silence, swiveling back and forth or staring off into space, each in their own world. Their minds drift: they think back over the growing season, the harvest, and the fermentation, wondering whether they got it right, hoping they made the right decisions, wondering how this vintage will turn out.


The recent harvest was not an easy one—it rarely is—but it got done: the grapes were picked and crushed, the juice was fermented, the wines made. And now samples of fifteen of them, the first ones, siphoned out from the barrels, are sitting in the clear glass bottles on the table.


The clock ticks steadily on. These quiet minutes are a fulcrum, a luxurious moment of reflection and anticipation, a brief pause at a bend in the long road that lies ahead. In a way, their work is done. In another way, it is just beginning.


As the big hand inches straight up to twelve and the smaller hand settles squarely in front of eleven, the door opens and Chef de Cave Eric Lebel bounces briskly into the room in a black suit with open-collared white shirt, clutching a big black notebook. He says bonjour to no one in particular, slips into his seat, and pauses a moment to look up and around at the three individuals who have suddenly sat up to attention. As he opens the notebook and takes a pen out of his jacket pocket, the corners of his mouth crinkle into the slightest hint of a smile, black pen poised in readiness before the blank page. “So, shall we begin?”









PART I


IN THE BEGINNING


THE BIRTH OF CHAMPAGNE
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CHAPTER 1
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WHAT LIES BENEATH—LA CHAMPAGNE VITICOLE


CHAMPAGNE is not like other wine regions. It’s not as dramatic or picturesque as many of the other famous wine areas, and it’s much more spread out and disjointed. You can get an idea of this just by looking at the map: where most other wine regions appear as a contiguous blob or swath, Champagne looks as if someone splattered paint on a canvas, creating a hodgepodge of small irregular splotches over a wide-open space, more concentrated in some parts and sparser in others.


And that’s basically how it is: the splotches represent the official Champagne growing region (known as la Champagne viticole) and that’s where the vines are; no splotches means it’s not part of the appellation, which partly explains why it’s possible to find dense forests or fields of sugar beets right next to prestigious grand cru vineyards.


Now, if Jackson Pollock had designed it, this might be pure artistic fancy. But this map was essentially created by nature and articulated by farmers and winemakers over a long period of time. (See the map of the Champagne area on page 1 of the glossy insert.) The vines are where they are mostly because those particular places have been proven, by trial and error over hundreds of years, to be good places to grow grapes.1 And while many of the common factors of terroir, such as altitude and exposition, do have an impact, in Champagne what really makes these places good—and significantly different from the vineless ones right next to them—has much to do with what lies beneath the surface.2


The principal section of the Champagne zone, in the northern department of the Marne, lies on the eastern side of a geologic formation called the Paris Basin, a large indentation in the earth that extends from present-day Alsace in the east to coastal Normandy in the west, with Paris roughly in the middle. The dip was originally formed in the Triassic period about 250 million years ago and partially filled in during the subsequent Jurassic. Most of the critical activity, however, occurred during the turbulent Cretaceous period, when the earth was lifted by seismic activity, causing the water that covered it to retreat and leave behind a thick sludge of marine material, including huge deposits of a now extinct type of squid known as a belemnite and an ancient type of sea urchin called a micraster. Left high and dry, the stuff decayed, dried out, and, over millions of years, turned into a compressed layer of chalk.


Finally, during the Tertiary period (about 68 to 1.8 million years ago), a series of geologic events lifted some portions of the chalk into cliffs and displaced others, covering just about everything with a sedimentary layer of varying thickness consisting of various combinations of limestone, clay, sand, and marl.


In some places the chalk is hundreds of feet thick and vine roots are forced to grow deep down into fissures to find moisture, while in others the chalk layer is thinner or broken up and mixed with other types of matter, all of which makes a big difference to the grapes that are grown in it. Most of the belemnite chalk is found on higher elevations, while the micraster is usually present on lower slopes and valleys. But even more important than the type of chalk is how it was displaced and reshaped by geologic upheaval. The Vallée de la Marne, for example, is a flatter valley with more soil on top of the chalk and alluvial deposits left by the river that cuts through it, while certain areas of the Montagne de Reims and Côte des Blancs consist of very deep veins of chalk with a shallow layer of topsoil.


“Champagne owes its greatness as a wine province to the chalk of the Upper Cretaceous,” says geologist James E. Wilson. “Champagne’s vines have their heads in the Tertiary and their feet in the Cretaceous. . . . The trunks and branches of the vineplants, the ‘heads,’ grow upward from the soils of the Tertiary slope wash, while the roots, the ‘feet,’ explore the underlying, fractured Cretaceous chalk.”3


So what’s so great about chalk?


Chalk is softer and more porous than limestone and less dense than clay. This means it offers excellent drainage, which is important for avoiding root rot, but also acts like a sponge to retain water and release it to the roots of the vines when they need it. Deposits of chalk under a thin layer of topsoil absorb heat from the sun during the day and release it at night, helping to protect the vines from cold temperatures, which helps explain why vines in Champagne are densely planted and trained low to the ground. Finally, the organic composition of chalk gives the wines made from grapes grown in it distinct mineral flavors, crisp acidity, a lighter, more elegant body, and even a natural tendency towards a slight fizz (known as pétillance in French), all of which helps increase the wine’s potential for longevity.


But geology is just the tip of the iceberg.


Besides soil, the other critical factor in understanding la Champagne viticole is the climate.


The region is located in northeastern France near the 49th parallel north, the invisible boundary beyond which it becomes too cold for grapevines to grow.4 Days of sunlight are relatively few and annual rainfall is moderate.5 While oceanic influences help mitigate extreme temperatures in both winter and summer, the continental effects of an inland location often get the upper hand, resulting in devastating spring frosts and sporadic hailstorms during summer and early autumn.


The combination of a northern climate and complex geology makes for a unique, extremely fragmented, and particularly challenging environment in which to grow wine grapes. Were it not for the stubbornness, stoicism, and ingenuity of its inhabitants (as well as, perhaps, their determination not to let their southern neighbors in Burgundy get the upper hand), winemaking in this area would probably have been abandoned long before the name Champagne became familiar throughout the world.


La Champagne viticole covers a vast surface area comprising five départements (the French equivalent of a county) in three different regions: Marne, Haute-Marne, and Aube in the region of Champagne-Ardenne; Seine-et-Marne in the region of Île de France; and Aisne in the region of Picardy.6 It contains 320 towns and thousands of named vineyard sites (known as lieux-dits) extending over a huge surface area of over a hundred miles from north to south and over sixty miles from east to west. But of this extensive area, only 33,500 hectares (nearly 83,000 acres) under vine (represented by the splotches all over the map) comprise the Champagne AOC appellation.7


There are four main growing areas. In the north, the Marne, with its two commercial and administrative capitals of Reims and Épernay, is divided into three main sections: the Montagne de Reims, the Vallée de la Marne (also known as the Rivière), and the Côte des Blancs. The fourth main area, the Côte des Bar in the department of the Aube, consists of two parts, the Bar-sur-Aube and Bar-sur-Seine. Besides these four main sections, there are a number of satellite areas, including the Vallée de la Vesle, Vallée de l’Ardre, and the Massif de Saint-Thierry to the northwest of Reims; the Côte de Sézanne just south of the Côte des Blancs; Vitry-le-François off by itself to the southeast; and the towns of Les Riceys and Montgueux in the Aube.


While each area, each town, and indeed each vineyard has its own unique features, there are major differences between the north and the south: the Aube has a different geologic composition than the Marne, with significantly less chalk and more limestone and clay.8


Adding to the complexity of terroir is the fact that there are a number of different grape varieties.


Seven different grape varieties may legally be used to make Champagne; three of them—the white chardonnay, red meunier, and pinot noir9—are by far the most important and most widely planted. The four other permitted grapes, the so-called lost varieties—arbane, petit meslier, pinot blanc, and pinot gris—are quite obscure and today make up less than 0.3 percent of the vines planted.10


Over time certain areas have demonstrated themselves to be particularly well suited for certain grape varieties. The Montagne de Reims is most renowned for its pinot noir, the valley along the Marne River is ideal for meunier, and, as its name suggests, the Côte des Blancs is almost entirely devoted to white grapes, principally chardonnay.11 The Aube grows pinot noir and chardonnay as well as its local specialty, pinot blanc, though with its more southern position and limestone-clay soil, the character of the grapes is distinctly different from those of the Marne—riper, rounder, and darker in color, with a bit less mineral finesse.


In most areas, winemaking is a fairly straightforward process: grow the grapes, pick them when they’re ripe, crush, ferment (red grapes are typically macerated with the skins to extract color), and voilà!—wine. Not so in Champagne.


Ripening is not always easy in the volatile northern climate, and due to the diversity and expanse of the growing area, some subzones and some grape varieties do significantly better in some years than others.


Over centuries of grappling with the unpredictable forces of nature only to have the fruit of their labors destroyed by a flash hailstorm or other devastating act of God, winemakers in Champagne, unable to change the weather and unwilling to go anywhere else, eventually realized that the best, if not only, way to hedge their bets was to source different grape varieties from different areas throughout the zone.


Besides helping to ensure they would have something to make wine with, the superior qualities of one grape variety from a particular area in a given year helped compensate for the shortcomings of another. Given the great variations in quality and quantity from one year to the next, winemakers began to set aside some wine in excellent bountiful years to help make up for shortfalls in the inevitable poor ones.12 Thus, blending—an essential and fundamental aspect of the wine that developed into what we now know as Champagne—was born.









CHAPTER 2
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INTO THE VINEYARDS—VINTAGE 2013


“C’EST pas gagné cette année, non, pas du tout.” We haven’t won this year yet,1 says Eric in response to my casual question about how the vintage is shaping up. His low, scowling voice suggests a French version of Clint Eastwood on his way to a shoot-out.


We’re sitting in his Audi, which has been decked out like a mobile command post with his smartphone hooked into the car’s audio and digital display, radar detection device, and GPS navigation, crawling through morning traffic out of Reims, on our way to visit some of Krug’s suppliers and their vineyards. Eric’s been doing this for nearly a month now and has already logged over a thousand miles on his odometer.


“It’s mid-September,” he says. “Usually harvest is starting to wind down about now. This year we haven’t even started yet.”


Without taking his eyes off the road, he takes a square piece of chewing gum from the plastic receptacle in the cup holder and, popping it in his mouth, gives me a snapshot of the growing season thus far.


Heavy snows along with frequent subzero temperatures were recorded from mid-January to mid-March. The month of March was the coldest since 1971 and the cold hung on through the spring, except for a mini heat wave in mid-April that shot temperatures up to a balmy seventy-seven degrees Fahrenheit.


This burst of warmth had a positive effect on the vines, he tells me, causing bud break, the first step in the annual growing cycle of the grapes, which took place between the twenty-fourth and twenty-ninth of April, about two weeks later than usual. But the clement weather was short-lived.


While May began relatively warm, things quickly deteriorated into a burst of exceptional cold, as if winter was trying to make a comeback, with heavy, nearly continuous rain that dumped four and a half inches on Épernay and nearly eight on the Côte des Bar.


Luckily, spring frosts were relatively few, but warmer temperatures in June brought with them a series of violent thunderstorms accompanied by scattered hail that did substantial damage while strong winds broke branches and upset the fragile baby grape clusters.


Happily, the end of June segued into a warm, sunny, and mostly dry July, and, as if seizing their opportunity, the nascent clusters went quickly into flower and pollination. Conditions stayed favorable for the most part, with the exception of sporadic hailstorms, and the pinot noir and meunier began to change color around mid-August, a good two weeks later than what is normal for the region.2


“Et voilà. That’s it, up till now,” he concludes. “It’s like being on a roller coaster at Disneyland, except there you know how it will end: the ride stops, you get off, you go get an ice cream. Here we have no idea.”


Outside Reims we enter a traffic circle, and Eric accelerates quickly to prevent another car from entering in front of him. Eric likes driving and likes cars. He helped locate and supervise the acquisition and restoration of a stunning 1979 Rolls-Royce Silver Shadow II, and he has a vintage automobile of his own that he uses for relaxed cruises around Champagne. But now is no time for relaxation.


It’s the beginning of the third week of September and the grapes are only at 65–70 percent veraison, a term of French origin that refers to the color change of grapes from green to red (or golden yellow in the case of white grapes).


“That means we’re going to harvest pinot noir and meunier around mid-October,” Eric continues. “That hasn’t happened here since 1979. A late harvest can be very tricky. The light is different, less intense, so it’s harder for the grapes to mature properly. I suspect we’ll see many cases of clusters that haven’t ripened sufficiently or evenly. There’s a much greater risk of problems due to rain, like mildew, oidium fungus,3 and rot. Then there’s the human factor: it’s uncomfortable to pick in the rain and the vendangeurs [grape pickers] don’t work as well.”


What’s more, because of the wet spring, the grapes have already absorbed an excess of water. At a certain point they can’t take anymore and the skin explodes, which causes surrounding parts of the cluster to rot and attracts fruit flies that puncture the grapes. “It’s not very pretty,” says Eric. “And the meunier, with its soft skin, is especially vulnerable this year.


“It’s a very delicate moment,” he sums up, quickly accelerating along a straightaway to pass a slow-moving tractor. “Anything can happen.”
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WHEN the ancient Romans first began colonizing the Champagne area around 300 AD, they quickly discovered that the thick vein of chalk beneath the soil made an excellent building material that was fairly easy to excavate, and excavate they did, leaving large conical caverns beneath the ground. (These underground caverns would turn out to be the perfect environment for the aging of Champagne, but that comes later.)


Once they had constructed their fortifications and settled in, the Romans started planting vineyards.4 Then they discovered something else: despite the difficulties caused by the northerly climate, the poor, chalky soil made exceptional wine.


With the fall of the Roman Empire and the rise of Christianity, winemaking shifted to the monasteries.5 Besides being necessary for the celebration of the Mass, wine was an important part of the monks’ diet as well as a source of income for monastic communities. Monasteries often received land as a gift and, more importantly, had the labor force to cultivate it and the knowledge to transform the grapes into wine. Winemaking thrived in the monasteries of northeastern France during the Middle Ages, and viticulture made significant advances. Most of the monks who orchestrated these advances remained anonymous; some of them did not.


In the eleventh century, the Cistercian Order was flourishing in Burgundy and the Cistercians were as renowned for the cultivation of grapes and the making of wine as they were for their pristine architectural style. In 1115, a Cistercian monk named Bernard—later Saint Bernard—was sent to the Aube in the southern part of Champagne to start a monastery, and he brought his wine savvy along with him, planting vineyards and building wine cellars to support the fledgling community. Thanks in part to the success of its winemaking activities, the monastery, which became known as Abbaye de Clairvaux (Clear Valley Abbey), thrived. The charismatic Bernard rose to great heights in the church and developed a reputation for his holy powers, which attracted so many new monks to the monastery that additional monasteries had to be built to hold them all. Trois-Fontaines Abbey was created near Châlons in 1118 and many other offshoot communities quickly followed, spreading sophisticated winemaking operations throughout the region.


Five hundred years later, another monk had an even greater impact on the development of winemaking in Champagne.


Pierre Pérignon was born to a well-to-do family in early 1639 in the Marne town of Sainte-Menehould and was baptized on January 5 of that year. His father held the respectable position of clerk for the local marshal and was a vineyard owner. At the age of seventeen, Pierre entered the Benedictine Abbey of Saint-Vanne in Verdun and shortly thereafter took his monastic orders.


Dom Pierre evidently distinguished himself during his years at Saint-Vanne because in 1668, at the age of twenty-nine, he was sent to the Abbey of Saint-Pierre in the town of Hautvillers as procurer, an important position that involved overseeing everything that came into and went out of the institution. The monastery, founded in 650, had been devastated during the French Wars of Religion, leaving it with only a handful of monks, crumbling buildings, and sparse resources, and the substantial holding of land it had acquired was in pitiful condition. Pérignon’s task was to help get the religious community back on its feet.


The first thing he did was to get the vineyards in order, instructing his fellow monks to prune the vines short and low to the ground in order to obtain high-quality grapes.6 In addition to the grapes from its own vineyards, the monastery also received grapes as tithes from landowners, and Pérignon insisted that vignerons supply only fruit of optimal quality. He was a stickler for harvesting at just the right moment and demanded that the picked grapes be brought immediately to the winery for pressing.


Dom Pérignon was one of the first on record to recognize the distinct differences of various micro-terroirs in Champagne and was one of the earliest advocates of conscientious blending. It was said he tasted the various lots of grapes as they arrived at the monastery (it was rumored he could tell exactly where they came from just by tasting them) and composed blends of complementary parcels to go into the press. Because at that time the wines of Champagne were prone to spoil quickly,7 Pérignon favored pinot noir over chardonnay and made major advances in the specialized technique of extracting white juice from red grapes. He also recognized the qualitative differences in the juice produced at various stages during the pressing process—he found the first free-run liquid too weak and the juice extracted by heavy pressure at the end too bitter—and developed sophisticated practices of grape pressing that formed the basis for what became standard procedure and remains so to this day.


Dom Pérignon died in 1715 and was buried in the church at Hautvillers, but the popular myth of him as the father of Champagne was invented much later. Actually, it was invented twice: In 1821, one of his successors at Hautvillers named Dom Groussard attributed the creation of Champagne to Pérignon in order to enhance the reputation of the struggling monastery. A hundred years after that, the image of the monk as the creator of Champagne was put forth yet again by market-savvy entrepreneurs at a company called Moët & Chandon who were getting ready to launch a new Champagne called Dom Pérignon.8 They were also probably the ones who were responsible for coming up with the now famous image of a blind monk who had just created sparkling wine exclaiming, “Brothers, come quickly! There are stars in my glass!”


In reality, Pérignon, like most other Champenois at that time, viewed bubbles as a flaw and did everything he could to prevent them.9 Oddly enough, it was his unrelenting efforts to get rid of the bubbles and his strict insistence on quality that led him to make major improvements in winemaking, which spread throughout the area and paved the way for the development of the Champagne we know today.


Another monk who made a significant contribution to the development of viticulture in Champagne was a contemporary of Pérignon named Jean Oudart, of the Saint-Pierre-aux-Monts Abbey in Châlons-sur-Marne, who managed the abbey’s vineyards and cellars in Pierry.10 As Saint-Pierre-aux-Monts and Hautvillers were sister abbeys, Oudart and Pérignon surely collaborated in their winemaking activities and Oudart surely adopted the practices devised by his illustrious colleague. What’s more, because Oudart was active nearly thirty years after Pérignon’s death (he died in 1742), he was part of the evolution of Champagne from a still wine into an intentionally sparkling one and thus carried Dom Pérignon’s legacy into the bubbly era. Oudart made significant contributions to the development of the Champagne method, and the wine of Pierry became quite well known.11 Unlike Dom Pérignon, however, Oudart was largely forgotten and stayed that way until his tomb was rediscovered in 1972 by Claude Taittinger, who was then director of the house of Taittinger.12


During the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, as Champenois continued to strive to refine their winemaking techniques and gradually come to terms with its natural inclination to sparkle, they also began to focus on solidifying the market for their wines, especially at the influential royal court of Paris. But they were not alone. The neighboring regions of Burgundy and Champagne—along with their respective noble rulers, the dukes of Burgundy and the counts of Champagne—had vied against one another for power and influence since at least 987, when Hugh Capet became king of France and instituted the Capetian dynasty, which would rule the country for more than three hundred years. And this competition naturally extended to the regions’ wines.


Burgundy and Champagne have always been among France’s most important wine-producing areas, and while the chief protagonists of both areas are the same—pinot noir and chardonnay—the wines they produce have always been quite different.


Lying to the south of Champagne, Burgundy has a slightly warmer and slightly less volatile climate, and the soil of its most important grape-growing area, the Cote d’Or, consists primarily of limestone and clay. These factors conspire to produce darker, riper, fuller-bodied wines, while those from Champagne’s cooler climate and predominantly loose, chalky soil typically result in lighter-bodied, slightly transparent wines with more pronounced mineral characteristics.


Both Burgundy and Champagne were close to Paris and along the path of the lucrative trade routes to the north, and their wines competed for the favor of the court, just as their respective noble families did. Royal preference in wine, as in most everything else, dictated fashion and had a trickle-down effect that impacted heavily on the image and success of the region that produced it.


On the advice of his doctor, Antoine Daquin, Louis XIV drank nothing but Champagne at every meal, medical advice with which the Sun King was more than happy to comply. But as the king got older, his ailments inevitably increased. In 1693, a doctor named Guy-Crescent Fagon conspired with the king’s mistress to undermine Daquin and get appointed as royal physician. Fagon attributed the king’s health problems to the unstable nature of the wine from Champagne and insisted that only Burgundy be poured at the royal table. While this certainly came as a big blow to the Champenois, when Louis XIV died in 1715, Dr. Fagon was disgraced and sent into exile, and the competition between the two regions, along with the polemical debate about the relative health benefits of burgundy versus Champagne, raged on.13


It should be remembered that the Champagne Louis XIV drank was not the bubbly beverage we know today but rather a still wine (albeit one that frequently had a slight fizz or pétillance). And on this playing field, even with Dr. Fagon out of the way, the Champenois were at a distinct disadvantage: their reds were paler and their whites more volatile than those of their southern neighbor. Eventually they came to the realization that the best (if not only) way to gain the upper hand was to play an entirely different game. It would, however, take them a while to figure out what the “other game” was, and the answer would come from a rather surprising place.
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VOLATILITY and paleness aside, and long before the game-changing ace in the hole (bubbles) would become apparent, the wine of Champagne did have its loyal admirers. And one of the most fervent of them was Charles de Marguetel de Saint-Denis, seigneur de Saint-Évremond. Saint-Évremond, as he was known in later life, was born in 1613 at the family seat in Saint Denis du Guast in Normandy and studied at colleges in Paris and Caen before joining the military at sixteen. Starting out as a soldier, he was quickly promoted to captain, then field marshal. He later became a statesman and an aide to the influential Cardinal Mazarin, while continuing to study philosophy and pursue literary activities as an essayist, satirist, and political commentator.14


But don’t be misled by his pious-sounding moniker. More than anything, Saint-Évremond was a gourmand and a hedonist. He loved good food and wine, arguing that sensual pleasures stimulated the intellect, and sought to engage in these experiences as often as possible in the company of like-minded bons vivants.


During the coronation festivities of Louis XIV in 1654, Saint-Évremond and some of his colleagues organized a dinner in Paris that was attended by the bishop of Le Mans. And the bishop was appalled: “These gentlemen, in seeking refinement in everything, go to extremes: they can only eat Normandy veal; their partridges must come from the Auvergne, and their rabbits from La Roche-sur-Yon. They are no less particular as regards fruit and as to wine, they can only drink the good coteaux [growths] of Aÿ, Hautvillers and Avenay.”15


The bishop’s comments echoed throughout Paris, much to the amusement of Saint-Évremond and his young friends. As their notoriety spread, people started referring to them as les coteaux, and before long they decided to form an association to pursue their gastronomic interests known as the Ordre des Coteaux.16


In 1661, Saint-Évremond fell out of political favor and fled to London, where he settled into a pleasant life at the center of the freewheeling circle of English high society, which included a beautiful, flamboyant, and apparently irresistible Italian woman named Ortensia Mancini, Duchesse de Mazarin.17


Though Saint-Évremond never returned to France, he was never without his preferred beverage. He continued to drink the wine of Champagne, especially “the good coteaux of Aÿ, Hautvillers and Avenay,” and he rarely drank alone, becoming something of an unofficial but very vocal and very effective ambassador. “Spare no cost to get Champagne Wines, tho’ you were 200 Leagues from Paris,” he advised.


There is no Province that affords excellent Wines for all Seasons, but Champagne. It furnishes us with the Vin d’Ay, d’Avenet [Avenay], and d’Auvilé till the Spring; Tessy, Sillery, and Versenat [Verzanay], for the rest of the year.


If you ask me which of all these wines I prefer, without being swayed by the Fashion of Tastes, which false Pretenders to Delicacy have introduced, I will tell you that the Vin d’Ay is the most Natural of all wines and the most wholesome, the most free from all smell of the Soil, and of the most exquisite Agreeableness, in regard to its Peach-Taste which is peculiar to it, and is in [my] Opinion, the chief of all tastes and flavors.18


Though Saint-Évremond never intended his writings to be published in his lifetime and remained staunchly antireligious throughout his entire adult life, after his death in 1703 he was buried in Poets’ Corner in Westminster Abbey.


Thanks in large part to this witty sensualist with impeccable taste, the wine of Champagne became all the rage in English society, a rage that would take an unforeseen trajectory and later bounce back across the Channel to have a decisive impact on the development of the wine itself.
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