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CHAMPAGNE THE HISTORY

Champagne. The world’s benchmark sparkling wine brings with it connotations of celebration, exclusivity and luxury, reinforced
by a long history of royal patronage, foreign imitators and legions of connoisseurs that will be seen drinking little else.
The history of wine making in the region stretches right back to biblical times, although it was in 496 that Reims (and thus the Champagne region)
played host to an event that would shape its future for millennia to come. The Frankish warlord Clovis had declared himself King of the land around
Reims and was facing invasion by the Gothic army from the north. On the eve of the battle Clovis (who was a Pagan) was persuaded to pray to the
Christian God for protection in the battle and he promised to convert to Christianity if his forces were victorious. They won a historic battle, so on
Christmas day of that year Clovis was baptized by the Bishop of Reims. This became a tradition for Frankish Kings and 37 of his successors came
to Reims for their coronations (the last was in 1825), in the process making Champagne a wine of royal celebration.
So that is where the tradition of celebration comes from, but what about the bubbles? There are some respected commentators that claim it
was the English that made Champagne sparkle, thanks to their invention of glass thick enough to withstand the pressure of wine refermenting in
bottle. There are others that claim it was Pierre (or ‘Dom’) Perignon, the Benedictine monk that was cellar master at the Abbey of Hautvillers and
one of the most important figures in the development of wine in the region. Whoever did it first, the ‘Methode Champenois’ undoubtedly came
about thanks to the cold climate and late picking of grapes in Champagne, which meant that fermentations would seldom be finished before the
cold weather put the wine to sleep for the winter. When the wines awoke in the spring they would restart the fermentation process, triggering the
release of CO2 and thus giving the wines a natural prickle that became part of its personality. Once technological development had enabled the
Champenois to control and promote this process, they were able to make it the defining feature of their wine. Regardless of whether Dom Perignon
was responsible for making Champagne sparkle, he certainly introduced other advances that remain to this day. He introduced the aforementioned
stronger English glass bottles to the region; he invented the ‘Coquard Press’ and used it to make white wine from red grapes; he mastered the
art of making clean, bright and clear wines (rather than murky, cloudy ones) and pioneered the idea of blending together parcels from across the
region in order to make the finished wine more than the sum of its parts.
Although many producers were making Champagne in a sparkling style by the early 1700s (Dom P died in 1715), there were many of the old
guard in the region that continued to make the wine in a still fashion, calling the bubbly incarnation ‘the Devil’s wine’. This sort of talk was all the
encouragement that Louis XV’s decadent Regency court needed and they embraced sparkling Champagne wholeheartedly, removing many of the
restrictions that had previously made it difficult to trade (such as a ban on selling wine in bottle). This change in attitude, allied to the marketing that
came from royal patronage, led to a thriving trade in the region’s wines and in 1729 the house of Ruinart was established - Champagne’s original
commercial Champagne producer. The industry quickly established itself as an international force, with the Napoleonic forces followed wherever
they went by ambitious export managers from one of the numerous Champagne houses that were founded in the 18th and 19th centuries. When
the French were beaten at the battle of Waterloo, Moet & Chandon were keen to hand over the French army’s supply of his wine in the hope that
the Russian’s may develop a taste for it. They did, and Champagne became the wine of choice for the Russian court. Years later Louis Roederer
would develop a super sweet cuvée called Cristal especially for the Tsar and his family.
It was the British market that would become the most important from an export sales perspective, but the English would also come to dictate a
development in the style of the wines. Until the mid 1800s, the majority of Champagne was sweet, either in its still or sparkling form. The production
process continued to be perfected, with advances like Remuage (thanks to the cellar master at Veuve Clicquot) which enabled removal of the yeast
from bottles so that they didn’t re-ferment and explode. The liqueur expedition also began to be toned down in sweetness, as the English promoted
the idea of a wine that wasn’t solely for drinking with dessert. The drier, Brut style of Champagne really caught on when Madame Pommery
insisted on making her 1874 in the style. It captured the imagination of Victorian Britain and Pommery became the label of choice for London’s
Champagne congniscenti. While some houses continued to make sweet Champagnes, the majority moved to follow Pommery’s lead and before
long the drier style that we are familiar with today had become the default method of Champagne production.

THE PLACE CHAMPAGNE

As with the other classic wine regions that have such a rich history, the basis for all of it is the intrinsic quality of the product. With Champagne, like
Bordeaux and Burgundy (not to mention the Mosel, Piedmont, Tokaji etc), that quality comes from the land on which the vines are planted and
the identification of which grape varieties respond best to the different terroir to be found around the region. There is a wide variety of soil types in
Champagne, but nearly all of the best share a chalky subsoil that drains very well and infuses the grapes with an intense minerality and freshness.
There are differences between the numerous types of chalk, with some (like Belemnite) that are excellent for Chardonnay and others (with higher
sandstone content) that work equally well for Pinot Noir. There are also places that are rich in the Kimmeridge clay found in Sancerre and Chablis,
where both varieties make exuberant, fruity wines that maintain a core of minerality. It is the presence of this chalk rich sub soil in the south of
England that has prompted a number of Champagne houses to purchase land there.
The Champagne region can be divided into four sub regions, each renowned for the production of certain styles of wine. The Montagne de Reims
(famous for excellent Pinot Noir), Cote des Blancs (home of Champagne’s best Chardonnay) the Vallée de Marne (excellent for both red varietals
Pinots Noir and Meunier) and the Cotes de Bar (considered, perhaps unfairly, the ‘workhorse’ region). Within the various sub-regions there is a
classification (known as the Echelle des Crus - ladder of growths) that grades the various villages and their wines. At the top of this pile are 17
Grand Crus, followed by 43 villages at 1er Cru and then the lesser villages (many of which are in the Aube) come in below this on the scale. The
villages deemed worthy of Grand Cru status are: Ambonnay, Beaumont-sur-Vesle, Bouzy, Louvois, Mailly, Puisieulx, Sillery, Verzenay and Verzy in
the Montagne de Reims. Aÿ and Tours-sur-Marne in the Vallée de Marne and Avize, Chouilly, Cramant, Mesnil-sur-Oger, Oger and Oiry on the Cote
de Blancs.

CHAMPAGNE THE HOUSES

DOM PERIGNON

LOUIS ROEDERER

PERRIER JOUET

BOLLINGER

The man himself needs little introduction, but the brand was originally owned by Mercier. In 1930, Moet
& Chandon bought the rights to the name with the intention of making a prestige cuvée for export
markets. Although Cristal is credited with being the first of these prestige wines, Roederer never made it
commercially available as it was only for the Tsar and his court. Therefore Dom Perignon became the first
wine in this category to be released to the public, with the first shipments arriving with great fanfare to the
UK in 1935. It is apt that Moet should produce a wine with the famous monk’s name on the bottle, as it is
them that own the abbey and vineyards of Hautvillers when Dom P used to ply his trade.
The wine is an equal blend of Pinot Noir and Chardonnay, fermented and matured in stainless steel – made
in what is called a ‘reductive’ fashion where the wine is never exposed to oxygen. This creates a steely
freshness that can be lean in the early years but allows the wine to age superbly.
The House of Louis Roederer began as the House of Dubois P&F, but Louis changed the name once he
took control of the company in 1833. Roederer went on to become one of the most famous names in the
world of wine, thanks in large part to the success of its prestige cuvée Cristal. Originally produced for the
Russian Romanov royal family, Cristal was a super sweet wine packaged in clear bottles so that they could
be easily checked for poisonous deposits! Acknowledged as the first super-premium Champagne, Cristal
became a significant burden for Roederer following the fall of the Tsar. He was deposed while owing a lot
of money and left Roederer with unpaid bills and a cellar full of sweet Champagne to sell. They managed
to survive long enough for Cristal to become the choice of Rappers and Hip-Hop artists during the 1990s,
but after the family made it known they weren’t happy about the ‘bling’ connotations associated with their
wine, there was a backlash and the urban community appeared to shift their allegiance to Armand de
Brignac’s Ace of Spades Champagne!
Cristal is roughly an equal blend of Chardonnay and Pinot Noir, although Pinot tends to be the dominant
partner. Part of the wine is fermented in oak (25% ish) and part of the red component will be put through
the malolactic fermentation (approx 1/3).
PJ has one of the richest histories of all the major Champagne houses. Founded in 1811, the initial sales
strategy was one of export and it wasn’t long before the wines were being shipped across the channel to
England and the Atlantic to the USA. This, in turn, led to more prestige at home and by the latter half of the
19th century the wines were being served at the courts of numerous European heads of state (Napoleon
III and Queen Victoria among them). In 1854, PJ introduced the world to dry Champagne and before long
the Brut style had caught on (particularly in England) and was replicated by all of the other major producers.
Belle Epoque (or Fleur de Champagne as it is called in the US) was introduced with the 1964 vintage
and is the prestige cuvée at Perrier-Jouët. The wine is more famous for its bottle than its bubbles and the
story goes that the beautifully ornate vessel was discovered gathering dust at the PJ château in Epernay. It
had been designed by the famous glassmaker Emile Gallé back in 1902, an artisanal producer that is still
famed in France today and credited as one of the major players in the art nouveau movement of the Belle
Epoque. The wine itself is usually a blend of all three major varietals, split roughly between Chardonnay
(50%) and the two Pinots (50%).
This family owned firm dominates the village of Aÿ, where they own miles and miles of underground
cellars that store reserve wines that are famously matured in magnums. The house owns 178ha of vines,
supplying about 2/3 of their requirements, much of which were accrued by the famous Lily Bollinger after
World War II had left the region in dire straits. This was the making of Bollinger although the form had been
established back in 1829 and was already an important player in the major export markets. Lily’s bravery
during the war (she slept in the cellars and continued to produce wine throughout the occupation), not
to mention her opportunism after it, established Bollinger as one of Champagne’s most famous names –
particularly in the UK, which continues to be their biggest market (bigger than France).
The jewel in Bollinger’s crown is their fabulously expensive and fabulously rare ‘Vielles Vignes Francaises’,
a cuvée made from non grafted pre phylloxera vines. They are also famed for their other vintage wines,
Grand Année and R.D. Ostensibly the same wine, the key difference is that R.D (‘Recettement Degorge’)
is matured on its lees much longer (up to 20 years in some vintages) and is only released in the very
best years. The other difference is that a lower dosage is used in R.D, typically 4g/l rather than Grande
Année’s 9g/l. All of Bollinger’s vintage wines are fermented and matured in used Burgundy barrels and are
dominated by Pinot Noir (typically 2/3).

THE HOUSES CHAMPAGNE

RUINART

KRUG

VEUVE CLICQUOT

SALON

Ruinart is the oldest commercial Champagne house in existence and was founded by Nicolas Ruinart
in 1729, immediately following the Royal decree that enabled the wines of Champagne to be sold and
shipped in bottle. Nicolas was well connected. His monastic uncle was Dom Thierry Ruinart – close friend
and colleague of Dom Perignon and latterly the inspiration behind the firm’s prestige cuvée. In 1826, one
Edmond Ruinart took the reins at this famous house, expanding sales of their wines in export markets
(USA being particularly successful), but more importantly he had a servant called Baldrick – was this duo
the inspiration for Blackadder?
Anyway....back to the wine. Introduced with the 1959 vintage, Dom Ruinart is a 100% Chardonnay (Blanc
des Blancs) from the firm’s best Grand Cru vineyards, two thirds of which are in the Côte des Blancs. The
rest of the blend is Chardonnay from some of the best sites on the Montagne de Reims which gives fuller
bodied wines than the Côte des Blancs. By expertly blending the two, Dom Ruinart has “the power and
body of Pinot Noir in a Chardonnay” according to chef de cave J-F Barat.
Krug was founded in 1843 by Joseph Krug, a man who had begun his professional life in Champagne
by working at Jacquesson before breaking free to establish his own house. Despite becoming part of the
LVMH empire in 1999, Krug is still managed by the family (now it is Olivier in charge) as it has been for
generations. As a ‘domaine’ Krug own about 20ha and the rest of what they need is bought in through
long term agreements with local growers, although this 20ha includes vines in some of the region’s most
prestigious vineyards like ‘Clos de Mesnil’ and the ludicrously expensive ‘Clos d’Ambonnay’.
The style of Krug’s vintage wine is singular enough for them to have a cult following. These ‘Krugistes’
are seduced by the hallmark fullness and richness that comes from primary fermentation in barrel, not
to mention the high proportion of Pinot in the assemblage (in only one vintage – ’81 – has Chardonnay
dominated the blend). The two single vineyard bottlings are treated in much the same way, although
the fruit obviously comes from a single source and is 100% Chardonnay (for Mesnil) or Pinot Noir (for
Ambonnay).
Clicquot is one of the most important houses in Champagne, not just in terms of the volume of wine they
sell (12 million bottles per year) and the amount of land they own (303 hectares), but also the historical
contribution Clicquot has made to the region.
The widow (‘Veuve’ en Francais) was left without a husband at the tender age of 27, but she was an
indomitable character that surrounded herself with great people and pushed the house into the Russian
market, which it came to dominate for much of the 19th century. It was during this period that her chef de
cave Antoine Muller invented ‘riddling’ – the twisting of bottles to move sediment into the neck so that it
can be easily removed. Today this technique is standard practice. In 1987, Clicquot was bought by LVMH
and today it is one of the world’s most widely sold and instantly recognisable wine brands.
In 1972 they introduced their prestige cuvée ‘La Grande Dame’, which has been described by Michael
Edwards (in ‘The Finest Wines of Champagne) as “One of the top three prestige cuvées on the market”.
The wine was released to celebrate the house’s bicentennial and is typically a blend of 2/3 Pinot Noir and
1/3 Chardonnay.
One of the region’s ‘cult’ wines and certainly a precursor to the movement of grower champagnes that
has such momentum today, the first vintage of Salon was 1911. The vineyard had been purchased by the
successful businessman, politician and all round bon vivant Eugene Aimé Salon in 1905. Monsieur Salon
was a native of Mesnil-Sur-Oger and had grown up harbouring ambitions to make a great Champagne from
the spectacular Chardonnay grown in his village. He set about doing that straight away after purchasing the
vineyard in Le Mesnil, but initially the wine was only served to house guests and his friends in Parisian high
society. Realising he was on to something, Salon decided to release the wine commercially and in the 100
years since that inaugural vintage there have been only 35 bottlings of Salon in the very best years. 1928
Salon has gone down in legend as one of the best wines ever produced in Champagne.
Today the 100% Chardonnay is fermented and matured in stainless steel before bottling, creating a wine
of precise freshness that takes many years to shed its mineral intensity. Previously (pre mid-90s) the wine
was made in old demi-muid casks and there are some commentators that recommend a return to this
slightly more oxidative style of winemaking. The wine never goes through its malo-lactic fermentation and
usually rests on lees for 10 years before disgorgement.
Today Salon is owned by the Laurent Perrier group, who purchased it in 1988.

