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PREFACE

WHY A SCENT OF CHAMPAGNE?

THE WINE WORLD IS FULL of informative and beautiful books. However, in the jungle of wine books, it is extremely rare to find one focusing on both philosophy and enjoyment. A Scent of Champagne, which might be my last book with a focus on champagne, is an attempt to create a fragrant pleasure in the essence of my own bubbly champagne life philosophy. This book is much more personal, and given my previous writing, has been by far the most inspiring of all to write.

If you have read my previous books, you will certainly recognize a lot when it comes to vinification and technique. The history of Champagne and geography was also difficult to redraw. However, this time I wanted to take you on my inner journey and hope to inspire you to curiously explore the world’s most fascinating beverage in a way that is similar to mine. The moments and the scents I experience are what I want to convey in words. Champagne is one of life’s primary tools of enjoyment, and I am the messenger.

I want to stress that I in no way feel superior to have been blessed with a photographic fragrance memory, but rather I am humbly happy to have been awarded such a gift, which I can use to give myself and others knowledge and enjoyment. I simply want to share with you the intellectual joy I experienced via the magic of the wine growers and the chalky hills of Champagne.

The final part of the book is an evaluation of one of the greatest national treasures of France. I have largely gone through the history of the all-important champagnes in the same spirit as my great idol Carl Linnaeus did with the plant kingdom more than two hundred fifty years ago. The champagnes have all passed by my nose and palate before impressions were processed and analyzed to eventually end up as some paltry figures in this book. Most are worth a separate chapter, but as you can understand, a compilation of eight thousand champagnes needs to be shortened even in a large book like this. During the final phase of writing, I passed half a century as an organism on the planet Tellus, and many of my thoughts and philosophies are certainly helped and inspired by this developing midlife crisis. Halfway to a hundred, hopefully I have achieved some form of wisdom. Even though I am still as curious as a child at heart, I paused to reflect and was taken aback at how fast life goes and how important it is to take advantage of every moment. Wines should be enjoyed in the same way. Reverently, focused, as if every sip were the next to last. The longer you live, the fewer truths there seem to be, but one thing I know for sure after having tasted all these champagnes—life is too short to drink Spanish cava!

Richard


A GENTLEMAN IN CHAMPAGNE

RICHARD JUHLIN is incredibly gifted, born with the world’s best ability to smell and to taste any kind of beverage. Champagne is his passion, and thanks to his hard work, he has become the number one champagne expert in the world. On several occasions, both in my home and at various events, I have shared a table with him and drank Bordeaux or mineral water, and it’s obvious that he could have become the world’s leading expert on any kind of drink he chose.

His incredible ability to identify champagnes at blind tastings is both unique and legendary. In Paris, in 2003, he managed to identify forty-three of fifty champagnes whereas his nearest rival could name four. From my own cellar, founded in 1921, he has identified champagnes from 1922 to 1969. The bottles do not have labels, but we can identify them through handwritten notes lying on the wooden shelves. We have recordings on video from my house of when he tasted a Bollinger from 1934 and a Piper-Heidsieck from 1945. He can explain how and why he can identify the champagnes, and he can compare them with those in his memory bank from previous tastings of the same brand and/or year.

With this immense talent also comes a great sensitivity for the feelings of others, which is often the case with hypertalented people. Richard has a rare ability to feel and understand other people’s personalities and inner thoughts. Unfortunately, this can also cause him to be deeply hurt. But the joy and ability to indulge his passion—champagne—give him much-needed protection. Likewise, his impeccable behavior as a true gentleman further shields him against the modern world’s aggressiveness. Because he is the chief, he is always humble, honest, genuine, elegant, and generous. It is mainly his behavior—not his incredible endowment—that has made him fully accepted and profusely decorated in France and in the usually closed champagne circles. His passion for the sparkling wine involves strong emotions, understanding, and respect for the people in Champagne. For him, the wine begins with the people. It is an approach that is not common to other wine experts, who sometimes focus solely on the wine and neglect to understand the importance of the human factor.

None of this would have been possible without persistent work, searching, and constant trips to the Champagne region. He freely shares his knowledge. This priceless book, the result of decades of work, is a gift everyone can enjoy.

As Prince Alain de Polignac says, “It is not just his well-chosen words, his wealth of knowledge, and the almost physical symbiosis between wine and human being in equal parts that arouse our envy and joy, it is also the youthfulness, authenticity of his voice … Long live Bacchus! Long live Richard.”

To Richard, feelings are a part of wine tasting—to balance flavors, bubbles, textures, and years. He conveys it well to the readers of this book, or when he appears on television or in real life. He enhances everyone’s minds, and as a true gentleman, he gives so much without showing it.

Thank you, Richard!

Édouard Cointreau

Beijing, June 2012
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PROLOGUE

HOW BEAUTIFUL. So incredibly beautiful and rich in scent. It is the flowing sweet perfume of lily plants, cyclamen, bougainvillea, and yellow roses. Pointed, uplifting, fresh tones with citrus flavor, with lemon and acacia, mixed with fig leaf, thyme, myrrh, and coconut. A volatile cooling breeze that brings heated aromas of tanned pine bark, cork oaks, eucalyptus, and red-hot iron-saturated soil passing by. The Mediterranean breeze caresses my skin and swirls up scents of the Piz Buin sunscreen I smeared myself with this morning, although both salt water and chlorinated pool water washed away all visible traces of the cream.

Reluctantly, I get carried away by its scent. I like it, although it is so obviously artificial. To me, it has become associated with moments of happiness from my youth and the trips marked by both hopeful ease and the discovery of spirit that I felt in Europe at the time. I close my eyes and end up for some intense seconds in San Remo in 1981 before I think back on the glorious day we have had together here today on Corsica.

I think about my oldest son: Henrik’s brave jump straight from the Poseidon cliff into Les Calanques’ turquoise-colored bay. I think of my daughter Stella’s happy smile when she discovers her stomach is getting the right color. I think of how it feels to run my fingers through Ragni’s hair when the blow-dryer warm wind swirls among the golden curls. I see my youngest son Melker in front of me laughing, delighted at the front of the open Riva boat when skipper Luca increases the speed and the boat bounces on the waves. I try to store impressions and enjoy each moment and to notice that the moment just passed by and is replaced by another, which soon is turned into another memory. I know how important these two holiday weeks are for the whole family and want to get the maximum enjoyment out of every moment. Soon it will be winter again, and we will sit surrounded by our northern darkness, bringing back memories of the summer’s joyful and uncomplicated world relived through the razor-sharp details of a camera’s lens.

Today, however, we are in complete harmony with pleasure. It is not always easy when the expectations are high, and the children are developing and changing so rapidly. Today, everyone has had their moments, and our love for each other feels natural without having to be confirmed or tested. I would love to step into my children’s future brains and see how they remember this particularly perfect day. Who remembers what? Will this be an equally great experience for them as for me, and how will they remember their romantic father?

Cicadas and crickets vibrate through all frequencies, and happy birds sing melodically with their own favorite tune. I look up again and see the same bald Corsican eagle whose nest Luca showed us earlier this day. The sun has a couple of hours left to warm us before it descends beyond the dragon-back-shaped ridge. It is pleasantly quiet and feels as if nature’s entire existence—its sounds, colors, and scent symphony—expresses gratitude for yet another successful day in total harmony. A bus honks on the curves of the winding and steep mountain road in the distance, and a few scattered pool-splashing Dutch children in the background remind me that I am still in the Western modern world and not a part of a religious nature experience in the wilderness. Deservedly by this age, I have sat down comfortably in a chair under the olive tree, and I am taking in the fullness of life with all my senses.

I am not ashamed to say it straight out: I love life and I place high demands on it. We have a beautiful, but a very short life, and it needs both gravity and heel kicks to blossom into beauty. Here it blooms! I am healthy and strong and still experience all the visual nuances life has to offer even though I reluctantly have to admit that the former Juhlin falcon eyes begin to fail me when a list of wines is to be scrutinized.

Suddenly, something disrupts the harmony. In an instant, I cannot put my finger on what makes me lose focus, but I feel it becoming stronger. The wood oven is lit, and a disturbing fireplace smell pollutes the scent picture. It is not unpleasant, just so wrong here and now. It is a whispering forest fire warning, or worse, it evokes thoughts of mountain holidays. Fortunately, the wind turns, and a damp misty tone from the shadow side of the massif reaches my nose and puts me back in the right moment and room again. There it is again, the lovely, yellow, lemon-inspired jasmine relative whose name I do not know. The lavender’s smoky balsamic tone is mixed with a salty weak tone from the sea a few miles away.

Familiar steps behind me and the smell of Ragni’s saturated magnolia oil reaches me before her Norwegian-sounding voice asks if I am ready for a little blind tasting before dinner. She reaches out a glass with green-tinted, Chardonnay-dominated shades. But is the color derived from the wine, or is the greenery reflected in the shining transparent glass? Heavenly pleasure immediately occurs when I stick down my nose and am greeted by the sweetest bouquet one can perceive. There is lots of what we experienced in nature today. Besides the chalky soil character that only exists in Champagne, I find cédrat, a fresh, green, almond-scented local citrus fruit we tasted at lunch. Lime, lemon, mint tones from the bark of eucalyptus, acacia, yellow roses—everything is abundantly present and intense. A slight saltiness with a purity like the sea breeze strikes and caresses my tongue, and it is as numbingly beautiful as the sun's warm rays against a freshly bathed body. The pleasure is so complete that it takes a long time before my brain accesses the analytical detective tracks that are necessary in order for the find the blind test to start. Grand, ripe, but youthful prestigous champagne, so far, it is light and easy. Creamy and bold as a Comtes de Champagne or Des Princes and polished as a Belle Époque. A slight toasting and a lot of caramel and sweet citrus. Could it be a Blanc de Millénaires? Should that not have more coffee fragrance and be less lime-peel oriented? One sip, and Pol Roger Blanc de Chardonnay comes into the game. Perhaps Deutz or Louis Roederer? Belle Époque and Blanc de Millénaires are out! But what year then? How can there already be such abundant wealth with spring fragrance? A lovely bottle in its best condition from an older year perhaps? No, in the end I stuck to the contrary. It should be an amazing young champagne, a little premature given the beautiful creamy maturity tones.

My guess is a precocious Taittinger Comtes de Champagne from 1999. Ragni slowly reveals the bottle from behind her back. Yes, there it is after all. How could I doubt? It is clear that only “Comtes” can provide this kind of pleasure. But how old is the majestic, plump, rounded bottle with its appetizing yellow label? 1995! Ouch, that is a slowly evolving seventeen-year-old who is at the moment at one of her most enchanting and vibrant phases, with youthful curiosity combined with the aplomb that life experience brings. “Stella, come here so you can taste one of the most delicious champagnes available from your own year of birth.” I, of course, hope that she, the super-talented scent talent, will go into a spin over how insanely good the nectar is that she is privileged to taste, but she says quietly and a little uninterestedly that it was yummy and wonders if we can sit down now because she is crazy hungry after the day’s adventures. Melker may also taste a sip and spins the glass with concentration, sticks his nose down, and guzzles professionally. He is more impressed than his sister and notes that it was the most delicious champagne he ever tasted, in hard competition with Cristal. The rest of the family gets seated on the terrace of the restaurant and starts ordering tonight’s dinner. I remain under the olive tree, closing my eyes, and enjoying life by the scent of champagne.

Richard

Corsica, July 2012
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Krug’s famous vineyard, Clos du Mesnil.
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You often see roses next to the vines. Infections that affect the delicate rose can also spread to the vines, signaling that early action must be taken to protect the grapes.
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CHAPTER ONE

FROM GYMNASIUM TO PALACE—MY JOURNEY

As an exercise-addicted, sober teenager, it was hardly as a wine drinker that I saw my future. I wanted to be a professional footballer, rock musician, or movie star, but now it seems that it was my photographic scent memory that turned out to be my special gift. My mission in life became champagne because my passion developed there and deepened into genuine love over the years.



IS IT NOT STRANGE that we have only five senses to help interpret the whole world around us? Even stranger is it that today we communicate with each other by using only two of them, as the transmission of information from one human to another occurs almost exclusively through audio and visual stimuli. So we have three almost-forgotten senses—smell, taste, and touch—with enormous potential, with which we are able to find new and interesting ways to reach each other and experience life.

For the newborn, senses are equally important. It seeks out its mother’s breast by means of sight, touch, and fragrance. The growing child puts everything in its mouth to explore its environment. But in school, it is the “two-sense” model that is in charge, together with our sound- and picture-based media. Our ability to process, sift, and understand the flow of information quickly is far superior to that of other animals. But our senses of smell, taste, and touch are the exceptions. Unfortunately, our brain deteriorates as much from inactivity as it improves by training.

I have largely chosen to spend my time here on Earth developing my sense of scent and taste, and I cannot emphasize enough how much it has enriched my life. Obviously, it is important for my daily work, but it also brings a huge satisfaction for me personally. I think I simply enjoy it more than others!

Photographic Scent Memory

My main talent as a champagne expert is sensitivity. It has been my livelihood, and even my family doctor now encourages children and parents who are visiting him to take care of their sensitivity, because, with me as a living example, they will certainly benefit from it in the future. My childhood doctor did not share that perception. When I was little and could not drink milk that had been open in the refrigerator for an hour, not many appreciated my fussiness. You can perhaps understand what a kick it was when I suddenly found an interest where my sensitivity was an asset.

In the beginning, I did not understand that I had been blessed with a photographic scent memory. I thought that my buddies were just unusually untalented wine tasters. It was only when I met internationally recognized wine tasters that I understood I had been born with this rare gift. I cannot really explain how it works, but when I stick my nose down into an unknown wine glass, there are two ways to go. The initial hundredth-of-a-second meeting with wine triggers a recognize-reflex requiring no intellectual work at all. When it is not fully operational, I have to take the second road of wine tasting. Then, the intellectual and knowledge-based analysis comes in. I work as a detective and build much of my analysis on assumptions and generalizations. When I pin down the possible year I am dealing with, from which villages the grapes possibly come from, and identify the way the wine was made, I use the main track-and-elimination method. I work with the clues that convey the wine that I pick up with my senses before I supplement this with tasting experience and purely studied knowledge. The best of all is when I get to sit down quietly for a long time in total silence with numerous glasses in front of me, as was the case at the now famous champagne tasting in Paris in 2003 when everything came together. You can imagine what a feeling it was when wine after wine fell into place and fifty-fifty guesses hit their mark every time. When this flow and self-confidence are at their peak, I intuitively find those little vital details that make the difference between the two years of the same wine. When I work under pressure, however, and someone wants me to force an answer, it is then easy to get locked up.

Downsides of Sensitivity

Being equipped with an extra-sharp nose is not entirely positive. I think I suffer more than most others by staying so much of the year in fragrance-poor Nordic winter cities like Stockholm, Oslo, and Helsinki. I revitalize enormously when I get to warm and fragrant places. My everyday life is controlled by small scent decisions I barely am aware of myself. I rarely go, for example, by subway or bus anymore because I find it so difficult with all of the scents in the confined environments.

Every time I sit in a café or restaurant, I am careful to position myself far from the toilet. I cannot manage distracting scents even when I eat the simplest meal. I am looking for scent trails from dishcloths, the most disgusting odor I know. Before I choose a table, I’ll check the smells from the people and the surrounding tables. Most often, I choose to sit far away from other people, even though I really am a very social person who loves people.

Unfortunately, people’s lack of hygiene is my biggest fragrance problem. What plagues me the most are long flights on which the narrow row seats can quickly be transformed into a pure torture chamber. On my last trip to the United States, for example, I ended up next to a person with breath so bad I fought the urge to vomit every time he turned his head in my direction. It is extra sad when, as in this case, it involves a person who is really nice and who is interested in having a conversation. He must have thought I was one of the shyest people he’d ever met because I constantly kept my hands over my face and looked away when I answered him curtly and brusquely. What else could I do? I could not very well tell him he promptly had to go and gargle with mouthwash so that we could continue the conversation.

Smoking is another scourge that plagues me tremendously. I am convinced that in future history books, you will be reading about the voluntary self-killing poison sticks as one of the most remarkable phenomena of the twentieth century. Right now, the number of smokers is decreasing rather quickly, and I am confident that my grandchildren will not have to see cigarettes outside of old movies. But they are still here now and poison our air. Try to imagine how it was for me as a child to sit in a car with a chain-smoking driver as we cruised down all the crooked roads to my friend’s country house an hour outside of town, or now how I can be disturbed by a smoker outside on the square fifty yards from the restaurant where I sit indoors with the windows closed and the front door half-open. If, in the unlikely event I end up in a restaurant’s outdoor seating area, I always check the wind direction and where the smokers are sitting before I sit down. Perfumes are another pest, although I love some fragrance creations in moderation. When perfume vapors get mixed in a thick fog in a duty-free shop, I quickly get nauseous, likewise if my dinner partner has used too much. I remember how my overly perfumed math teacher made me choke every time she leaned over to help me with counting. How could I take in mathematic formulas when I was drugged by her perfume? I also notice that my performance is affected by fragrance. There are areas where I always do better or worse in blind tasting. Every year, I go to a relaxed and lovely tasting dinner with a bunch of jovial Danes to the beautiful Søllerød Kro outside of Copenhagen. Although the wines are usually served half-blind, I have a hard time spotting the right wine in there. There may be several reasons, but the lovely, distracting, floral scent in the room can be a disturbing factor. In sports, it is even more obvious. I recently had an interesting conversation with the Swedish football team’s coach Erik Hamrén, during which I tried to convince him that one of the secrets behind why it is so much easier to win at home is partly linked to scents. Imagine how good we feel when it smells homey. Of course the pressure from the audience, psychology, and how accustomed one is to the playing surface are the most significant, but a sense of security and the feeling of home are also important parameters. The familiar scents along with the environment and routines create this particular feeling of security, provided that one associates the place with positive success.

My closest relatives do not always have an easy time. When my fiancée wants to paint her nails or use hair spray, she is banished outdoors, even in the middle of winter. And then, several hours later when we go to sleep together, I turn away and keep away all night. Sunscreens often smell too strongly, and a kiss with painted lips can completely ruin the experience of the champagne glass I hold in my hand and am about to drink. Oddly enough, I am also strikingly, egotistically tolerant when it comes to most of my own odors. I know, for example, my polluting, old sneakers smell disgusting, but oddly enough, I care very little when I wear them to play sports. There must be an innate self-preservation instinct that enables you to tolerate your own odors—because how would we ever be able to go to the bathroom without a clothespin?
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FRAGRANCE FASHION

FASHION IS AN exciting subject. I am especially fascinated by what and who rules fashion and the psychological processes that make people slavishly follow it.

You may have thought that fashion was something that does not exist in the fragrance and flavor world, but nothing could be further from the truth. Personally, I have a hard time believing that a fragrance becomes less attractive because some trendsetter just classed it to be hopelessly out of fashion. Do you enjoy the first spring lily of the valley scent less because a magazine described it to be too 1980s? Is the 1953 Château Latour less attractive today than it was yesterday or will be tomorrow? Hardly. No, fashion is about something else: the desire for constant renewal and consolidation of and participation in the present are two strong motivators. People have always been characterized by these needs, and of course, there is a lot of money to be made.

The perfume world, which I have recently gotten a little more insight into, is very special because skilled professionals turn to a large and unique—and at the same time ignorant—clientele. One could sell almost any discordant scent or anoint anything just by getting the right packaging and marketing it with some hot pictures in the major fashion magazines. We can be thankful that most perfumers have such pride that they primarily create perfumes they really like.

Sometimes, however, some joker creates a really unpleasant scent in the hunt for something new, packages it perfectly, and gets sales success as a result. In my fifty years of life, I have encountered this phenomenon clearly on a few occasions—without hearing anyone else complain, I must add.

In the late 1980s, I smelled for the first time the sickening smell of rotten fish, aloe vera, and roses. It first appeared once a week, but it was not long before it became synonymous with shoulder pads and curly-permed beauties. The awful perfume was named Poison and that is, of course, a very suitable name. Last year, it happened again. At Frankfurt airport, I ended up behind a woman who seemed to have generously sprayed herself with insect repellent, even though it was in the middle of the winter. Then, all of Stockholm’s trendy nightlife smelled like a group of insect hunters one night in June by the river.

Now there has emerged a horrible new men’s fragrance reminiscent of sweet, artificial strawberry powder. If against all odds, a girl likes this scent, it is certainly because she already is in love with the guy. This has actually happened to me. In the middle of a stormy love, I was forced to put up with an old-fashioned violet perfume my girlfriend wore that I really hated. When she was no longer with me, I was, however, so trained by the smell that I almost threw myself onto old ladies on the street wearing the same vulgar violet nonsense.

Otherwise, erotic scents are usually related to our body scents. Perfume makers have always worked to spice beautiful floral or fruity creations with fragrant essence from animal glands or urine to elicit our animal lusts more or less subconsciously. Because we are originally from the sea, our body fluids smell like the sea, and if you were to arouse lust with a sensual dinner, you would have much greater success if you keep the roses and apple cake away from the table and instead serve oysters and truffles.



I also think I am a bit unique because I always know in advance when I will be getting a cold: because I soon discover a sinister, lightly animal, slightly musty smell in the right sinus reminiscent of raw reindeer meat. Otherwise, I can stand way too many of my own dubious odors, although I always go straight home and shower after my lectures, which often trigger both sweat and stress for me.

Many people ask me how I was able to stand it during my ten years as a gym teacher in tiny and sweat-reeking changing rooms. In fact, I held my breath and quickly ran through the locker room when I had to pass through there. The young students I taught rarely smelled bad, although the occasional pubertal and profusely perspiring pimply guy should have changed his shirt a little more often, which meant I had to try a little harder to help him over the bar.

When I was playing football and sat in the locker room with the anesthetic vapors of liniments, tiger balm, and sweaty old socks, it was as if the adrenaline made me tolerate the odor-related pain. Only my teammate Hasse’s dishcloth-smelling clothes would make me explode. I also remember an incident on the field when I was in brilliant form but was marked by a sickeningly garlic-stinking defender who got me pulled from the game at break. Our coach, nicknamed “the mosquito,” asked why I was running around completely aimlessly like a headless chicken. I was silent because I could not tell him that I just wanted to escape the guy’s breath.

Scent-Oriented Upbringing

My mother gave me a scent-oriented upbringing without being aware of it. When we went for walks, she often paused, reflected, and described the scents that we had passed. We could listen to and talk about the deep reverberation of the blackbird’s swirling melody or admire the color tint of the newly opened daphne bush. By means of the descriptive words she used, it was easy for me to continue developing my inner scent language and my ability to perceive and sort scent impressions for the rest of my life. Needless to say, I train my own children in the same way, and they are now so self-sustaining that each day we have an aroma and flavor discussion in a completely natural way. We probably are considered a little odd because we know each other through scent and taste in addition to all the usual ways that one knows someone.

One of my latest exciting projects has been the Norwegian TV series Nesevis on the Norwegian Broadcasting Corporation (NRK). The program, which delves into the sense of smell with me as cicerone, gave me the opportunity to travel around Norway and to try different things. As one example, we let a real estate agent use a cinnamon bun scent while showing houses, and the second time, less successfully, use a fish smell as a background scent. We used a gas station filled with different, strange aromas to see how buying patterns changed. That people were affected was quite clear, but very few were aware that we had manipulated their fragrance experience.

During my work with the TV series, I made the interesting observation that the scent-conscious upbringing I had, thanks to my mom, at least in a way reminded me more of tribal people in West Africa than of the neighbors in our residential town in Lidingö. Before one entered the industrial, modern age, the sense of smell was a natural and important part of our daily lives. Reproduction and survival are most central in all species, and during the time when there were no milk containers with expiration dates, it was essential to be able to smell whether the food was suitable for humans or not. On Nesevis, I met some Norwegian citizens originating from the Ivory Coast who told me that every family and village where they grew up had scent-sensitive women and men who could smell if someone was pregnant or ill, long before one knew something oneself. They now had a good life in Norway, but could be plagued by the scentless culture and Nordic citizens’ inability to experience and describe their aroma and flavor impressions. “The Norwegians live in a black-and-white fragrance world, whereas our upbringing took place in terms of a scent-rich crackling color film,” one of them accurately and graphically put it.

At a time like this, when we chase experience highs as never before, it is extremely odd that we do not actively work to experience better. Obviously, life becomes richer and the kicks greater if we can use our five senses optimally. I hope that this book—in addition to teaching all about champagne—teaches you how to use your nose better.

Next time you smell the first newly blossomed honeysuckle in a warm June twilight, or when you meet the autumn forest’s spicy damp mushroom flavor, I want you to stop and really take in the scents. I hope you will reflect and analyze them and then put them into your personal scent register. This aroma bank will give you lots of pleasure in everyday life, and the more stocked your fragrance account becomes, the greater the yield.

The Scent of Your Partner

Even though as a wine taster I mainly use the sense of smell for increased pleasure, the most important role is associated with procreation. At least 80 percent of all animals find their partner using the sense of smell. There are extreme examples of the moth males who can trace their female fifty miles away under favorable wind conditions. This is not how humans work, but the sense of smell is extremely central to our choice of partner. If you study our closest relatives, the great apes, you will see that the similarity is striking, although we managed to repress many of the basal biological drives.

Let us take a concrete example that fascinated me immensely during my work with the Norwegian television program Nesevis. Just like monkeys, we have a genetic code in our saliva that works or does not work together with different partners. It only takes a fraction of a second after the first tongue kiss for a signal to go up into the brain and provide a thumbs-up or thumbs-down for continued, serious play. In our scent-unconscious world, most have no awareness of this, but allow ourselves to fall in love with a person in response to a cloud of artificial camouflaging fragrances. Because of my ability, there are many couples who wanted me to smell them. Strikingly often, they have had a common tone in their scents that had united them, and when I found couples in which the scents were feuding with each other, they were often very close to an impending separation. This was so clear and so interesting that it became an important component of our Norwegian TV series, during which, through blind tests, I smelled the couple and tracked in a far more precise way than I imagined possible their age, sex, diet, and geographical origin. I am convinced that a large part of the high divorce rate has to do with our inability to understand fragrance chemistry. Because, for better or worse, we put so much emphasis on personality, interests, social status, and intellect, we skip the biological part, and the first intimate meeting may be a fiasco. Because you have determined that the person is the one, you oppose your animal instincts and impulses as long as possible until you get to a point that it can be blamed on other factors. “There is something in the chemistry.” “He is really great, but he does not really fit into my life in the phase I’m in right now …” “I do not know what it is. Maybe we have it too good, or we are too similar, or maybe too different.” I am convinced that we would change the divorce rates dramatically if we made sure to get together with those who sexually attracted us purely biologically, even if this subject is very taboo.

My Childhood

I remember my wonderful childhood very well, perhaps partly because my good sense of smell is so closely linked with the memory part in the brain. You have probably also been struck by how rapidly a smell can move you into a memory of another place and time. Of course, I have strong childhood memories of events, people, and places that are not at all related to fragrance, but I also know that if I close my eyes, I can almost smell my grandmother’s meatballs or our cat Felix’s fetid cat food breath when he yawned. It requires a lot of concentration, but I can actually remember how the 1983 Dom Pérignon tasted when I drank it twenty years ago, just as I remember those meatballs. I really do not know how common or uncommon this ability is, but basically it has to be the same as how we all grimace and salivate at the thought of a sour lemon. When I sat down to write this chapter and closed my eyes and tried to think of the smells I remember best from childhood, I felt that I needed to revive scent memories by smelling myself back in time. To test myself, I went to my childhood neighborhood on Lidingö outside Stockholm and took a nostalgic “walk of smell.” For the first time in a very long time, I stepped in through the gates where I spent the first fifteen years of my life. Then, like a tidal wave, suddenly all the memories swept over me. I remembered the crabby lady who took away the ping-pong room from us, and I suddenly felt how much it hurt to squeeze my little finger in the elevator door and have it turn blue. All those times when I staggered into the gate with hockey equipment and a screaming stomach after a day without food in the rink felt just like yesterday. But the scents gave me the strongest journey because they are still almost the same. The only scent missing was the smell of boiled cod, which Annika had made daily to feed the Siamese cat, Ansi. I looked at the name board and discovered that the signs for Wallander and Claesson were still there, but otherwise it was all new names. New people with new habits and new smells, yet the foundation was a scent of Fregattvägen 4! More than the visual impressions, this scent got me to play an inner movie where fifteen years growing up flashed fast with details I thought I had forgotten forever.


MY FAVORITE FLAVORS
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IN ORDER TO FULLY enjoy champagne, it is required to have built up a fragrance library in the brain. One way to do this is to keep up in everyday life and reflect on all the scents you pass. It can be difficult to describe scents with words, but a tip is not to complicate things—go on your intuition and what you directly associate it with. Smell your favorite scents and taste your favorite ingredients, and try to write down, or rather, tell someone else, what you’re experiencing. Here, I have done that with some of my favorite scents.

HONEYSUCKLE

A blooming marvelous scent, is it not one of the most lovely and joyful a person can experience? The rose has in all times come to symbolize love through its colorful splendor, sensuous sheet structure, velvety texture, and heady bouquet. Personally, I find, however, the rose scent gives a less tingling feeling than many other flowers.

To me, the basic tones of orange flower and lily of the valley are the cleanest forms of floral scent. They are the perfect representatives for spring in such different places as the Mediterranean and the dewy, fairylike Nordic forest glade.

Increase the intensity of the orange blossom scent, and it is not far from jasmine, geranium, magnolia, and acacia.

The intense fragrance of the lily of the valley is close to the white lilacs, and from there you easily go on to the darker, more saturated honey scents of light blue and purple lilac. Combine this fragrance branch with a completely different style, à la orchids and lily plants, and you will get my absolute favorite honeysuckle. In the honeysuckle, there is a clear kinship fragrance-wise with the pure lily of the valley, but also with the sweetest honey. Chinese smoked tea and oriental spices are other parallels I associate with this wonderful flower, whose exotic scent cuts through the cool Nordic summer night.

LIME

There are few commodities that symbolize freshness as well as lemon and lime. Of the two, the lime in my opinion is the most interesting bouquet. I associate the acidity of the zest with a lovely, deep nuttiness and sweetness of almond macaroons. If you have a dish that is too heavy and overloaded, then lime peel is a safe bet to lift and freshen it up.

BLACK TRUFFLE

When talking about truffles as a luxury, it is usually in reference to the white Alba truffle from Piedmont in Italy. It has an almost narcotic intensity in its animal scent, but despite that—and its impressive price per pound of $5,000—it is the slightly cheaper black cousin from France that I choose when I have the opportunity. Although the intensity of the scents in the black truffle do not come close to the white variant, the composition is so much more harmonious and magnificent, in my opinion. The black truffle is the best when it comes from the region of Vaucluse or Châteauneuf-du-Pape in the southern Rhône Valley. It gives me goose bumps! One can often find traces of dark truffle tones in some of the great red wines, such as Château Margaux from Bordeaux or Romanée-Conti from Bourgogne.

If I am going to try to dissect the main components of the aroma from high-quality, fresh black truffles, it is not mushrooms I think of first. Here are instead tones of the finest Moroccan leather, salt licorice, black olives, tar, tobacco, earth, dark red roses, and walnut shells. Imagine the mixture and add the sweetest evening perfume that Grasse perfumers can create, and you are pretty close to the essence of black truffle. Unfortunately, 90 percent of the truffles we get in most countries are not even close to the most perfect specimens that can be found in France.

PASSION FRUIT

I really love tasty fruits and berries, and I remember from my childhood how wonderful it was sinking my teeth into a juicy Gravenstein apple, drinking homemade blackcurrant juice, or picking my own wild strawberries and eating them immediately. But I also really like the more exotic fruits such as nice mandarins, blood oranges, grapefruits, mangos, and pineapples. In my world, there is a fruit that unites the Nordic with the exotic. It’s a fruit that is very reminiscent of sea buckthorn and smells much more raspberry than one can imagine, a fruit with notes of mango, coconut, vanilla, and fresh pineapple: passion fruit offers a fabulous, aromatic, and complex spectrum unparalleled in the world of fruit—wonderful in desserts and condiments. Unfortunately, I get disturbed by the dominant seeds and flesh’s slimy texture. But when passion fruit ends up in the hands of a top-class chef, the fruit gets more than enough reasons for its seductive name.
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In retrospect, I have realized how much I had been guided by my scent and taste during my childhood. It sounds terrible, but I had classmates who were really nice and whom I liked to listen to when they were sitting at the back of the classroom, but I found it difficult to socialize with them because they smelled so repulsive. Mostly it was the parents who, by their way of living, would impregnate the clothes with an unappealing scent, so that the poor kids would give me discomfort. Other friends smelled certainly fine, but after being at their home once and having to eat the butter from an open package, which had amassed horrible refrigerator odors, there was no more playing there for me. For others, it was the opposite. Janne Berzéns’s home smelled so good and cozy that I never wanted to go home. His mother always baked vanilla donuts, and his father’s daily Havana Cigar gave a little sophisticated, exciting air to the exotic and colorful furniture. At age seven, I fell in love for the first time. Helen was the cutest thing I had ever seen, but I must admit that the flame slowed when I first smelled the moldy earth tones from the basement of her home.

The First Wine Experience

When my interest in food took off in my teens—after twelve years of hunger strikes—I started to analyze every ingredient in the food that was served, and I had a strong desire to discuss what I had experienced. Thanks to my equally sensitive mother, I have always smelled and commented on scents in different environments.

Otherwise, it is probably my dad I mainly have to thank for my interest in wine. He and my grandfather shared many interests such as classical music, sports, geography, and wines. I noticed how good they felt when they sat and spoke about some unattainable dream wine over a glass of simple German table wine. My sister and I got to drink cider or lemonade, and everything felt extra festive.

As an eight-year-old, I made my first wine tour to the beautiful Moselle Valley with its exquisite sweet wines. During a visit at a grower in Trittenheim, the winemaker insisted that even the little boy should join a small blind tasting. I only needed to smell and sip a little bit of the low-alcohol beverage. With his tasting of four Riesling wines from two vintages and two locations from his native village, he wanted to show how easy it was to see how much the habitat affected it and how clear the vintage’s character was. He was careful to point out that he had made the four wines in the exact same way. After he had described what was typical for Altärchen and Apotheke, and which fruit flavors the different vintages delivered, it was to me the easiest thing in the world to point out all four. But I was the only one who thought so. I remember so clearly how the other five or six adults laughed in amazement and how proud both my parents and I were, but mostly what I remember still is how the different wines tasted. Since that day, I did not at all think it was weird when James Bond revealed to the villain that he served the wrong vintage of Dom Pérignon at the dinner table. If it were so easy to find the differences between wines harvested from two neighboring hills, why would it be difficult to, for example, distinguish between a Spanish and an Australian wine?

Although I remember every little sip of the sweet German Moselle wines, as well as the three occasions as a child I got a taste of my parent’s New Year’s bubbly Veuve Clicquot with the orange label, my most transformative and memorable sip is blood red. As a twenty-year-old, I was already a cava drinker and had a passing interest in wine. I could recite most of the names of the world’s top wines after occasionally having distractedly browsed a bit in my dad’s wine books. In particular, one book noted that the finest red wine anywhere on Earth was the monumental Chambertin from Bourgogne. So, on a hot summer evening in 1982, I sat on the terrace with my girlfriend’s family when the neighbor was tipsy on simple red wine, and when I beat the drums, he went to fetch a bottle of 1978 Chambertin from Rousseau. He would probably rather not have shared with us young people, convinced that it was like throwing pearls to swine, but he reluctantly poured a glass for me. I devoutly smelled it and filled my mouth with a giant gulp. I almost panicked. My first impression was so scary that I had to fight hard not to spit out the precious drops. What was it that had happened? It had a rotten, decomposed, earthy flavor and there was a sense that the wine moved like a living thing in my mouth. A new peerless aroma followed one after another. It tasted of overripe cheese, mushrooms, diesel, fish, cooked vegetables, but—oh!—there was also a heavenly floral fragrance and lovely tones of purple berries, raspberries, licorice, and coffee ice cream. The wine caressed the palate with its velvety silkiness while a little teasing ardor brought a wonderful flavor that I never wanted to end. I sat there shocked and speechless, ashamed, exhausted, and mentally undressed in my own world, the same horror-mixed enthusiasm as when I had my first orgasm. There was something so incredibly powerful and impossible to stand up against. A wonderful jumble of titillating danger and irresistible enjoyment. I think I realized then that this wine orgasm would change my life.

The Road to Champagne

It took a few years before I discovered that champagne was my drink. I soon lost taste for cava and realized the precious drops of the French was the thing. But it was not really until I rented a house in Bretagne one summer, when my parents, my sister, and her boyfriend visited with a bottle of Pommery in hand that I got a serious eye for it. They were fired up because they had passed Champagne on the way down to me, and they vividly told me about their experiences.

On the way home from Bretagne, I could not help but visit Reims. A visit and a train ride in the Piper-Heidsieck’s cellar and some wine shopping around the Cathedral got me even more interested. Back home with my newly awakened interest in the subject, I threw myself into the few books that could be found on champagne, and soon several of my best friends were involved in this fascinating world. The unlikely subject matter and the discovery of my tasting talent created a snowball effect. And after that, everything moved at a faster pace. Today, I am one of the very few lucky people who has the pleasure of working with his hobby.


GOOD AND BAD TASTE

I OFTEN END UP ON MY holidays in beautiful, warm regions where the local populations are extremely proud of their native wines. I still also have a certain interest in sampling the best a place has to offer, but I also know that it is rare that I get more than disappointment. Last time, on the stunning island of Corsica, it was impossible to get a single glass of good red wine, because all mainland wines were banned.

On another trip to Santorini in Greece, my fiancée and I found a wonderful restaurant that was so nice and cozy that we had almost every meal there. Quickly we became good friends with Alex Andros, the restaurant’s charismatic sommelier. Naturally, he wanted to show us every corner of the Santorinian wine world and tried with some unexpected success to reverse the skeptical Swede.

One evening, he said something very interesting. He argued that taste was subjective and only colored by habit. He said in all seriousness that it was only a matter of taste if you prefer Greek or French wines. He has, of course, a point in that one is ultimately shaped by one’s own upbringing and environment in terms of what one will like later in life, but I am struck by how afraid we are to highlight objective quality in terms of aroma and flavor.

Have you thought about how the word for our sense in the mouth—taste—is identical to the word we use to describe our preferences? My theory is that we use the same subjectively charged words because we understand this sense so diffusely and more subjectively than the other senses. This, in turn, is probably due to the fact that we are so ignorant of our own sense of taste and lack of the tools to communicate with each other about how our taste sensations are experienced.

It is always very convenient to refer to personal impressions and individual levels when you do not have sufficient knowledge about how things actually are. Many of us use emotive words when describing things we see or hear, but when it comes to describing flavors we are more conservative.

It goes without saying that you should be honest about your taste and stand up for it if you prefer synthetic raspberry flavoring instead of fresh raspberries, or cava instead of champagne, however sad it is. My point is, however, that anyone can get so much more pleasure if one trains the scent and taste senses to a level at which better-quality raw materials are preferred. The entire Western world’s food industry cleverly exploited our fear to speak of poor materials or poor taste. Purely from an economic interest, cheap products with high sugar and fat have lobotomized our taste since childhood. People who study art or music are also colored by their own life and background when choosing between Rubens and Picasso or Miles Davis and Mozart. But regardless of style preference, it will be agreed that the quality level is enormously high in all these cases. The same is true with wine. When you test yourself through the key parts of the wine world, you will surely realize that Petrus Hermitage, Krug, and Rauenthaler Baiken are magnificent wines no matter what style you prefer at a given time. The taste world is divided into different quality levels. This is a fact that we should not turn a blind eye to, but instead we should try to improve our ability in order to appreciate the best taste to enrich the pleasure.



I try world-class wines from different districts and countries every week, but I always come back to champagne because it is the most subtle and enchanting beverage.

As a former teacher who grew up in a teachers’ family, I have always felt a pedagogical call as soon as I had something to convey. When I entered the wonderful world of champagne, I instantly felt that I had to take the whole world in my arms and tell people that champagne was heaven and not just the luxurious bubbly New Year’s drink that so many degraded it to be. I wanted to democratize this festive drink wherever I went. Today, along with many other wine writers, and not least thanks to the gastronomic revolution in the Nordic countries, we have already achieved such a major change that makes me more than satisfied.

We have changed our wine-drinking habits so radically that approximately 70 percent of the Nordic region’s population claims to have a fairly great interest in wine. This is quite unique for a country that does not have the climatic opportunities to grow quality grapes. Champagne has become the wine region that most Swedes are interested in. As always in the German-inspired Nordic way, we have systematized and organized our interest and raised the level of knowledge to an international world-class level. I still think it would be a shame if we stopped here. It feels like it is time for the next step. The pairing of food and wine is a subject that engages more and more people, and because I also work a lot with it, I think it is more important to learn how to enjoy it. Because after all, it is what it’s all about.

Learn to Enjoy Champagne

I have found myself to be too focused on the theoretical and technical knowledge at my lectures on champagne. It is absolutely true that you can come a long way—and more knowledge almost always yields increased pleasure—but I have also always understood that a part of the reason why I did not quite achieve what I desired in my previous sports career was because I lived too ascetically and was too hard on myself. I did not allow myself the shortest pause and did not risk anything that I thought could lower my performance. I was so serious that the joy disappeared. When I realized that the race was over, I began to treat myself with life-enriching breathing spaces of all kinds and discovered, to my surprise, that my physical performance was unchanged despite the fact that the amount of training was greatly reduced and despite the occasional treats that crept into my diet (which had been previously banned).

I have never stopped training. I don’t know how many miles I have jogged in Central Park and Montagne de Reims. I have also made a successful bid to become Sweden’s fastest fifty-year-old, eagerly cheered on by the Olympic finalists Mattias Sunneborn and Robert Kronberg.

I also make sure to sleep well, I’m never careless with my meals, and I strongly maintain this means I’m able to better enjoy my duck liver and a glass of velvety Henriot des Enchanteleurs at a three-star restaurant in France. Our industry is unfortunately full of people who overindulge in wine and food and who also ignore exercise. Strikingly often, I find that the tasters whom I respect and am fascinated by share my joy of life, curiosity, and understanding that fit and healthy cells throughout the body make the enjoyment so much greater and also make for a sharper analysis.

Otherwise, concentration is probably the most important and most overlooked link to greater enjoyment. We live in a compartmentalized world where the ability to take the time has become a forgotten skill. There are many paths to inner peace and harmony, to sit still in silence and consider what is abundantly present in every moment of what we do. To discover details requires that you focus and guide your attention. Your attention acts as a magnifying glass, and it is only when you concentrate on the details of a person, a piece of art, or a wine that it becomes complete in its whole. The key to getting more out of your enjoyment when you open a bottle is the ability to focus, to block off all the unessential, and receive with an open mind what the wine conveys. The technique is always important, but the ability to be present in the action epicenter and get engulfed by what is happening is probably more important. I have gradually realized that it is on the mental level that I deviated from the norm, and this is what’s enabled me to achieve the success that I have. The tennis players Djokovic and Nadal are probably just as skilled and well trained, but it is the player who manages to focus who wins. The same applies to wine tastings.

Life as a Champagne Expert

There are certainly many people who wonder what my work as a champagne expert actually consists of. The best thing about my odd job is that I encounter so many positive and committed people. The second best thing is that I belong to the way-too-small group of people who work with their passion and hobby. Another nice thing about my job is that it is so amazingly diversified.

One day, I am lugging wine boxes, books, and glasses, and the next I am sitting in a meeting with some company CEO who has some exciting new projects in the pipeline. After the meeting, I may have a range test at a store in Sweden or at one of the country’s many importers, followed by an interview focused on our exciting sense of smell. In the evening, I may host a speaker’s event for a large company with hundreds of guests, and the next evening I may attend an intimate champagne tasting for a small VIP group at the Royal Opera House. The next day, I may be glued to the computer writing emails until the children need to be picked up from school. And then, I spend time at home with my family for a few days before I leave for a trip abroad for an assignment as a lecturer, testing leader, coffee tester, winemaking consultant, cellar consultant, tour guide, or restaurant critic, or to participate in a small commercial or other media event.

Because many people with top positions worldwide love champagne, I have had the privilege of meeting many of those who affect our world. Sometimes it feels unreal that little old me will sit and talk champagne stories with these well-known personalities and get to experience how they become like a child again when they receive a glass of Jacques Selosse. It is equally surreal when people travel a long way to get my autograph. It is a powerful kick for the ego, but fortunately, that is something that happens outside of Sweden.

I am very happy that I can still walk around the streets in Stockholm without many people recognizing me. My fame is actually quite ideal. I can travel overseas as a star and then, when I go to the country house outside Östhammar, I am still just “Erik’s kid” to the neighbors.

Some time ago, I was at the restaurant Gondolen in Stockholm with friends, and the waitress did everything wrong and behaved very nervously. I did not know why until one of the top football personalities, Pelé, walked by. I could no longer eat and was shaking like a leaf because one of this planet’s most talented people just passed by. I told the waitress that I now understood why she was so nervous, and she told me that it was me who made her so nervous and that I, in her world, was much bigger than Pelé. There are such different worldviews one can hold nowadays when the television no longer consists of two channels—we can decide what is important within the never-ending flow of information.

Dare to Ignore the Trends and Traditions

One thing I’ve reflected on is how the sensitivity to trends that prevails in our society has also crept into the wine world. The biggest trend right now is food and wine pairings. You almost cannot buy supper in good conscience without having figured out what grape blend and flavor go best with the food.

I think that this has gone too far, frankly speaking. Because even if the combinations are important, one should not underestimate personal taste and the simple fact that you might prefer something completely different at that moment. It is not every day you prefer truffles and Château Lafite. Sometimes it is good enough with a tasty pizza and a beer. Similarly, the most hardcore Bergman fan sometimes needs a break and watches a hard-boiled thriller.

I will never forget a conversation I had with a recently retired sommelier—actually one of the biggest we have had in my home country. He recently changed industries and said the primary reason was because there is too much bullshit. Just like me, he had experimented with combining various red wines with various fish dishes and tried all the possible combinations of whites to the darkest meat dishes. Our conclusion was the same: we both always preferred red wine with meat and white wine with fish. If you only looked at how well they suited each other… .

Obviously, people who do not like white wines prefer drinking red wine with cod, and your favorite wine will always taste better than a type of wine you do not like, however odd the combination.

If you like Bourgogne better than Bordeaux, you will prefer Bourgogne even with lamb, although the relationship is better between a Bordeaux and the small woolly bleating animal.

One thing I will never understand is that the same people who put great emphasis on “correct” combinations are seen gorging in a mindless way. Early last December, I was at the season’s first Christmas dinner at a highly regarded restaurant. Suddenly, it was okay to fill your plate with a plethora of mildly contrasting dishes: herring, ham, jam, ribs, beetroot salad, casserole, eggs, caviar, smoked and cured salmon on the same plate as the meatballs. How on Earth can one avoid stopping to reflect? Will not the salmon become metallic after mixing with the vinegar-cured herring? Does not the egg yolk become a sticky layer on the tongue, and is not the bitterness from the onion painful just as the subtle roe is going into your mouth? With this, we drink gooey root beer, a shot, and beer. Would you like to add a walnut, a mandarin, maybe a saffron bun or a half a box of chocolate pralines to the mulled wine while we are at it? Even in my taste-sensitive family, this is what happens on the bacchanal and burlesque Christmas Eve. And at the moment the gifts are opened, half of the ladies would like to have a little white social wine to sip on in their corroded and coated mouths. Help! Fine, keep traditions, but only if they have any qualitative value. Otherwise, the time has come to reform and improve them. Trends and traditions exist to create a connection, but dare to be critical and steer your own and other people’s way in a more qualitative direction!

A Tip

What am I trying to say anyway? I would like to try to learn something from everything that I have discovered over the years, but above all, I would like to encourage you to dare to believe in your own thing. There was hardly any red carpet rolled out for me as a young Swedish gym teacher who took his first faltering step into the world of champagne. It required me to live off of a troublingly large amount of black pudding in order to finance my tests from the monopoly liquor store—at that time, a rather scant assortment. But I promise you, it was worth it!

I hope that some of you who read this will go home and decide to take hold of that dream you have. Dare to give it a go! Dare to focus on what you enjoy doing and what you are good at. It does not matter what you are passionate about, the main thing is that you are passionate! There is no guarantee that you will leave a mark in the history books, but the possibility is there, and no one can take the journey away from you.


THE DETAILS OF PLEASURE–TWENTY YEARS WITH RICHARD
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ON A BEAUTIFUL AUGUST DAY, I join Richard, his fiancée, and a few close friends to have a picnic on Horssten, a small island on the outer edge of the Stockholm archipelago. On the boat, there are a couple of food baskets and, of course, some well-chosen and chilled bottles of champagne.

The long process of this book is done, and now it is time to relax. And when you ask if the notorious champagne taster can relax with a glass of champagne like the rest of us, the answer is both yes and no.

Richard acknowledges bluntly that he is almost pathologically careful about the details of pleasure, and that at dinner parties, he sometimes cannot help but “deal with” deficiencies in management. But on this day, he is the host, and as we arrived on the island, we needed to find a place where we could warm ourselves in the sun but still keep the champagne glasses away from direct sunlight. In addition, there had to be no wind so that the fragrances did not blow away. It is not the first time Richard has visited Horssten, and soon the blanket is spread out at the ideal spot. The wine glasses are the correct ones, washed and dried spotlessly with a clean towel. No one at the party has, of course, made the mistake of spraying oneself with perfume or used any unduly fragrant sunscreen. And when the first wine is poured, Richard’s attention disappears into the glass with the same full concentration as at a proper tasting.

Still, as all his friends, I would describe him as a social man. There is no doubt that his hypersensitive sense of smell has an extremely open throttle, but he is at least equally openhearted. One could describe him as a pusher, but the person he pushes hardest is himself.

He seems to be able to isolate the experience of a wine, whether sitting on a mountaintop or in a dark cellar, and assess it properly. But when it comes to food, the total experience is so much more important, and he thinks it should be that way. A restaurant with a good atmosphere serves food that tastes better; likewise a well-placed picnic blanket enhances aromas and flavors.

All of us equally enjoy food, drinks, and company on this paradisiacal archipelago island, and he soon opens the next bottle for a short tasting séance. When a Swede visits Champagne, it does not take long before Richard’s name pops up, referred to with a respect and enthusiasm you rarely see in the French. He has probably performed something startling in their cellar. Personally, I was equally impressed the first time we met in the mid-1990s. Richard had recently published his first piece, The Champagne Book, and received a condescending review by a senior colleague in our public radio program Culture News. The interviewer wondered just who this mysterious gym teacher from Lidingö was, full of pure enthusiasm for these noble beverages and who had already, without permission, tried many of them.

Our meeting was appropriately at a blind tasting for journalists, and I wildly suggested to Richard that perhaps he try something and impress the others. However, the tasting started out with a number of champagnes that were in Richard’s favor. He circled them as calmly and methodically as a detective. His answers were made with a frightening ease, but also without snobbery. And after that, I also wanted to join the turns of the champagne, even if my distance to the lead taster constantly increased with thousands of bottles.

It was probably after Richard had released the book Three Thousand Champagnes in September 2002—at the Royal Opera House’s dining room—that many finally understood his talent. There were winemakers from the five producers he had given top marks to in the book: Bollinger, Krug, Louis Roederer, Salon, and Jacques Selosse. Yes, prestigious producer Anselme Selosse had traveled abroad for the first time. The only problem was that it was too many people. It was crowded, and there was barely enough champagne. Later it felt obvious when the book was named Best Dining Literature of the Year in all categories by the Gourmand Cookbook Awards.

In Champagne, the growers like to open bottles and let people guess. And when Richard got there, he was a young gym teacher who thought it was fun and had nothing to lose. When he guessed the correct year, they brought a new bottle. And after the third correct guess, they called the neighbors. So the rumor spread down there. He was subject to many tastings like that, and at the time it was fun, as long as it happened on a small scale.

But after the publicity surrounding the high-profile test in Paris, organized by the magazine Spectacle du Monde, where Richard spotted forty-three out of fifty champagnes, and where sommelier world champion Philippe Faure-Brac got second place with four right, things began to take off.

He was soon treated like a horse at the circus—continuously asked to perform by guessing what was in the glass.

A few years later, it was two hundred non-vintage champagnes, which is more difficult because the base varies in different countries and the disgorging date has a great significance. But now he did not want to do it anymore. There was more to lose, and the pressure had a negative effect. They agreed that the wines should only be assessed without the guessing game. But at the end, the organizer came with a surprise: Richard would compete against that year’s European champion sommelier and guess some Prestige Rosé champagnes, selected according to Richard’s reviews. This time, his opponent got a couple correct. Richard spotted them all, but he insists that these were his favorites on the market, neither odd vintages nor collectible wines. After that, however, he managed to get them to understand that enough was enough—he did not need to do more.
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At home, the Swedish daily newspaper, Göteborgs-Posten, succeeded to persuade him to do one more round, and he spotted all six sparkling wines, even outside of Champagne. Nevertheless, he now prefers to do only blind tastings in the company of good friends. And then he usually spots about half of the amount.

But this has had a significant meaning. He knew that the other famous experts of champagne, such as Tom Stevenson and Serena Sutcliffe & Co, were excellent when describing wines, but not always in spotting the right wine at blind tastings. Today, everyone knows when Richard arrives in Champagne, so he can no longer take advantage of being an unnoticed gym teacher. The major champagne houses’ non-vintage cuvées are actually not “perfect” when released, but mature in storage after several years. And there are small growers who make fabulous wines without blending grapes from umpteen villages. What has his success brought?

His focus on older champagnes has contributed to higher prices, and the large houses now often put up special vinothèque series.

The other change is that growers from the top villages have refocused and started to take advantage of their grape quality and subsequently gained a market share. Previously, he was often told, “It is just farmer’s champagne, it is barely drinkable,” but today that has changed.

Personally, I think that he is the same Richard he was twenty years ago, although somewhat hardened by life’s turns. Sometimes, even he notices that he appears to be someone else because of people’s nervous response to him. His celebrity status has made the red carpet roll out for him more often, and it has become easier for him to set picky requirements. The sensible nose is likely to be even more famous now that it also breathes the outside world’s own scents, outside the wine glass.

Karsten Thurfjell, Food and Wine Writer

Stockholm, September 2012
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Vast landscapes with vineyards outside the village Hautvillers.
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Moët & Chandon’s press house south of Épernay.
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CHAPTER TWO

A BEVERAGE AND A REGION

It is the geological conditions and the cooler climate that characterize the Champagne wine region. The mineral-rich soil gives the beverage unique features, and the grapes develop complicated chemical compounds during the long maturation process that provide particularly elegant healthy and balanced flavors. In a climate that is only marginally warmer than Champagne, the sparkling wines become immediately clumsy and unbalanced compared to the original. It simply is not possible to make champagne outside of Champagne.



ALL FRUIT AND vegetables are most sublime if they are grown on the northern border of the northern hemisphere and the southern border of the southern hemisphere. In a cooler climate, the crop has to fight harder for survival, and during the long maturation process, it develops complex chemical compounds that provide particularly elegant fresh and balanced flavors.

A fully ripened strawberry grown in Sweden has exactly the same sugar amount as an Italian strawberry, but the acidity is higher in the Swedish one. The high level of sweetness and acidity together acts as a bridge for the formation of new subtle and complex aromas. This phenomenon applies strongly to grapes that are to be turned into wine by fermentation.

All grape varieties require unique conditions in terms of soil and climate. Some thrive in the heat, whereas others are able to bear fruit even though they are grown farther north. When making a sparkling wine, it is a requirement that the ripe grapes have such a large excess of acidity that they would not be suitable in a still wine. The Chardonnay grapes harvested in Champagne, for example, would be considered immature in Bourgogne. What the grower always strives for is the balance between acidity and sweetness, but the measure method varies depending on the type of wine that is to be produced. In a climate that is only marginally warmer than in Champagne, the sparkling wines become clumsy and unbalanced compared to the original.

The low annual average temperature of 51°F in Champagne forces the vine roots to search deep down for food and water. At a deeper depth, the vine also takes a large amount of minerals from the soil, which give the champagne its unique feature. An interesting observation is that the average temperature outdoors is identical to that of the original Gallo-Roman cellars in the area and that are currently used for storage of champagne. The wines then thrive best in a temperature similar to the one the vine is grown in.

The right amount of rain at the right time is also essential for the wine growers. Champagne is well stocked with water because the area has an extensive amount of rivers and canals within its borders. The river Marne, which is the area’s main water carrier, also acts as a reflector of the sun’s rays to the river’s southern slopes. It also helps to create a more even temperature year-round.

Champagne’s Unique Soil

Many places in the world would match the description of the climatic conditions needed for growing champagne grapes, but a prerequisite for success is that the soil is also correct. The geology in Champagne is really quite unique and definitely the most important factor in distinguishing champagne from other sparkling wines.

Although a wide limestone belt extends from Dover’s white rocks for miles eastward into Europe, no other place in the world has such a concentration of belemnite chalk in the soil surface as Champagne. Often belemnite chalk is found on the slopes, and micraster is found on the ground below. The unique tones of high-quality, mineral-rich champagne are best achieved from grapes grown on belemnite-based soil, and this soil predominates in the grand cru villages.

During the Tertiary period, some thirty million years ago, the center of the geological area currently designated as the Paris Basin was subjected to agricultural shifts caused by a massive rising of the seabed. Twenty million years later, an additional shift occurred as the land was elevated around 160 yards and formed a chain of relatively steep cliffs. It is these hills that today are so ideal for viticulture. Champagne roughly means “open country,” and it is a good description of the region with its elongated hills, surrounded by a flat, vast farmland. The province of Champagne is divided into four départements: Ardennes, Marne, Aube, and Haute-Marne. From north to south, the province is two hundred miles long and about ninety miles wide, approximately equal to the size of Belgium.

It is perhaps easier to understand the importance of the soil when looking at the differences in quality that exist within the district. Aube in the south, with its Kimmeridge clay instead of chalk, never reaches the same dizzying heights with its champagne as the grand cru villages do. We do not even need to go as far as to Aube to understand the essential differences the soil has and what it means for the champagne produced. Adjacant villages, with an otherwise similar basis in terms of climate and water supply, can produce grapes with very different characteristics.
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The belemnite chalk, Belemnita Quadrata, was named after the belemnite mollusk, a type of octopus that lived in the Paris Basin and left plenty of fossils behind. The basin contained large amounts of limestone, which can then be transformed into chalk.


THE CHAMPAGNE VILLAGES CLASSIFICATION

GRAND CRU

Ambonnay, Avize, Aÿ, Beaumont-sur-Vesle, Bouzy, Chouilly, Cramant, Louvois, Mailly, Le Mesnil-sur-Oger, Oger, Oiry, Puisieulx, Sillery, Tours-sur-Marne, Verzenay, and Verzy.

PREMIER CRU







	99 %

	Mareuil-sur-Aÿ and Tauxières.




	95 %

	Bergères-lès-Vertus (only green grapes), Billy-le-Grand, Bisseuil, Chouilly (only black grapes), Cuis (only green grapes), Épernay Grauves (only green grapes), Trépail, Vaudemange, Vertus, Villeneuve-Renneville, Villers-Marmery, and Voipreux.
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