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	Preface 
 


 The first part of this guide discusses the region, and explains the character and range of Champagne. The second part profiles the producers. There are detailed profiles of the leading producers, showing how each winemaker interprets the local character, and mini-profiles of other important estates. 

 In the first part, I address the nature of the wines made today and ask how this has changed, how it’s driven by tradition or competition, and how styles may evolve in the future. I show how the wines are related to the terroir and to the types of grape varieties that are grown, and I explain the classification system. For each region, I suggest reference wines that illustrate the character and variety of the area. 

 In the second part, there’s no single definition for what constitutes a top producer. Leading producers range from those who are so prominent as to represent the common public face of an appellation to those who demonstrate an unexpected potential on a tiny scale. The producers profiled in the guide represent the best of both tradition and innovation in wine in the region. In each profile, I have tried to give a sense of the producer’s aims for his wines, of the personality and philosophy behind them—to meet the person who makes the wine, as it were, as much as to review the wines themselves. 

 Each profile gives contact information and details of production, followed by a description of the producer and the range of wines. For major producers (rated from 1 to 4 stars), I suggest reference wines that are a good starting point for understanding the style. Most of the producers welcome visits, although some require appointments: details are in the profiles. Profiles are organized geographically, and each group of profiles is preceded by maps showing the locations of producers to help plan itineraries. 

 The guide is based on many visits to Champagne over recent years. I owe an enormous debt to the hundreds of producers who cooperated in this venture by engaging in discussion and opening innumerable bottles for tasting. This guide would not have been possible without them. 

Benjamin Lewin MW
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	​ Méthode Champenoise 
 


Take regions where wine production is marginal and full ripeness occurs only occasionally. Most struggle to survive. But the genius of Champagne is to turn weakness into strength by making wine that is acidic and bland as a neutral base for introducing bubbles, with a touch of sweetness to counteract the acidity. The reason why almost all potentially competitive regions have failed to produce anything matching Champagne is that they can actually make reasonable wine: they are simply not marginal enough. You might think that as sparkling wines are far more manipulated than still wines, Champagne would be easier to imitate, but in fact very few alternatives are really competitive in terms of character and quality. Of course, Champagne’s advantage could be about to evaporate in climate change.

The same method is used to produce all quality sparkling wine: performing a second fermentation in the bottle to trap the carbon dioxide that is released in situ. This is called Méthode Champenoise, but the term means far more than merely a method for making sparkling wine. The fact that it is banned from use by anyone but the Champagne producers tells you a great deal about their commercial ruthlessness in enforcing their market position. The only term that is allowed for wine made elsewhere by the same method as in Champagne is Méthode Traditionnelle.

Fermentation to convert sugar into alcohol releases huge volumes of carbon dioxide. There is still controversy about the origin of the idea that you could make sparkling wine by trapping that gas in the bottle. Although Dom Pérignon is often given credit for introducing the second fermentation, in fact his career as cellarmaster at the Abbey of Hautvillers was devoted to trying to stop fermentation that was occurring in bottled wine and causing the bottles to explode. 

At the time, the major production of the region was still a conventional mix of dry red and white wine. Sparkling wine was first made in Champagne in 1695, but it was not until around 1720 (just after Dom Pérignon’s era) that it became fashionable, stronger bottles became available that could contain the pressure, and Champagne became the premier sparkling wine. (Today pressure is not usually a problem, but some Champagne houses make visitors wear protective glasses when visiting the caves, just in case a bottle explodes, and every so often you do see a hole in a stack of bottles where one has in fact burst.)


	​ Fermentation in the bottle 
 


The principle of Méthode Champenoise is that the first fermentation—which occurs in exactly the same way as fermentation for any other wine—continues to completion, generating a still base wine with low alcohol (10.5-11%). Most often the base wine is kept in stainless steel: at some houses it ages for a few months in oak barriques. Then a solution called the liqueur de tirage containing wine, sugar, and yeast is added, and the bottle is sealed with a crown cap. A second fermentation takes place, bringing alcohol up another per cent, and releasing enough carbon dioxide to create the required pressure of 5-6 atmospheres in the bottle.

 The second fermentation leaves a sediment of dead yeast cells. The method of dealing with this goes back to Madame Clicquot Ponsardin, who had taken control of Veuve Clicquot in 1805. The story goes that she was infuriated by the mess the sediment made at the bottom of the bottle. Simply turning the bottles upside down did not work because particles continued to stick to the sides. Experimenting at home, she cut holes in her kitchen table to hold the bottles, and discovered that the sediment would collect in the neck if they were kept inverted and periodically rotated.

	 [image: ] 
	Dom Pérignon spent most of his career trying to eliminate the bubbles that were spoiling the still wines of the Champagne region, but is remembered as the person who created Champagne. He is credited with developing techniques for producing white wine from black grapes, harvesting under cool conditions to preserve freshness, and introducing the idea of blending lots from different areas to make more complex wine.





It was later discovered that the process works best if the bottles start at an angle of 45 ° . Remuage (riddling in English) became a regular part of production, using a pupître, which consists of two boards hinged to form an inverted V. Each board contains 60 holes cut at 45 ° . The bottles are rotated gradually so that after a few weeks they come to a full vertical position. 

  	 [image: ]  
 
    	 Champagne is made by a conventional alcoholic fermentation, a second fermentation in the bottle, extended lees aging, disgorgement, and the addition of dosage. Aging lasts more than 18 months for nonvintage and more than three years for vintage Champagne.


 
    
 
   

The romantic view of Champagne production is that a skilled remueur (or riddler) can turn several hundred bottles a day, adjusting the angle by tiny increments. Almost all tours of caves in Champagne take you past rows of pupîtres, but the fact is that today the process is largely mechanized. A machine called the gyropalette is used for virtually all Méthode Champenoise production. Holding bottles in a crate, it follows a program for rotating them en masse until they are vertical. It takes days, compared with weeks for conventional riddling. Less romantic, but more practical—and more economical.

  	 [image: ]  
 
    	 At the start of the twentieth century, Champagne house cellars were full of pupîtres for riddling.


 
    
 
   

How does quality compare? “It’s absolutely clear gyropalettes give better results than riddling by hand. I did not want to believe it, but the inventor of the machine visited and gave me a machine to test. After 6 months I looked and I could not see a difference between gyropalettes and hand riddling. So I took sample bottles to a lab to measure turbidity, and the machine was doing a better job. I decided I must not be nostalgic, I should take the best of modern technology,” says Bruno Paillard, whose modern facility on the outskirts of Reims is full of gyropalettes. “Gyropalettes have the advantage of being able to go from absolutely horizontal to absolutely vertical. Quality depends on how you use the machine: you can rush the process through in as little as four days, or spend a week to get it perfect.”

Except for a few holdouts who believe in the old methods, gyropalettes have taken over everywhere. There is a curious reversal for some of the prestige cuvées in which a house may use gyropalettes for everything except its very top wines. The houses like to say that these were produced with individual attention, but the fact is that riddling by hand is less reliable than gyropalettes. If the issue were really about quality, as opposed to marketing, gyropalettes would be used for the top cuvées, but then this is Champagne…

  	 [image: ]  
 
    	 Most riddling in Champagne or elsewhere is now performed by gyropalettes.


 
    
 
   

	Disgorgement and Dosage​ 
 


Once the sediment has collected in the neck it has to be disgorged. This is the most amazing part of the process. The bottles are inverted and the necks are dipped into a refrigerated bath. The sediment in the neck becomes frozen. The bottle is turned upright, the cap is taken off, and voila!—the internal pressure ejects the sediment. Dégorgement à la glace, to give the process its full name, was invented in the late nineteenth century. The original concept is the basis for more automated machinery today.

(An old manual technique called dégorgement à la volée — flying disgorgement — is sometimes used, when the cork is taken off, and the bottle is returned to vertical in the same moment. It requires great skill and is used by some artisans and occasionally for large bottles.)

After the second fermentation, the wine should be completely dry, but the natural high acidity of Champagne generally needs to be counteracted by some sweetness. The style of Champagne is determined by a topping-up process that follows disgorgement. A small amount of wine is added to compensate for material that was lost when the sediment was ejected. This is done by using a solution called the liqueur d’expédition, more commonly called the dosage, which consists of sugar dissolved in wine. Then a new cork is put on.

Champagnes (and other sparkling wines) are labeled according to the amount of sugar in the dosage: 

	 A wine without any added sugar is called Brut Nature or sometimes Zero Dosage.
 
  

	 A wine with less than 6 g/l of sugar can be called Extra Brut.
 
  

	 Brut (by far the most common label) can have from 0 to 12 g/l (so a Champagne with less than 6 g/l dosage can labeled either as Brut or Extra Brut).
 
  

	 In addition, there are various levels of sweetness in the Sec category (although Sec means “dry,” a Sec or Demi-Sec Champagne is actually sweet). 
 
  

However, perception of sweetness depends a great deal on the balance between the level of sugar and the acidity (sweetness is less evident at high acidity, or put another way, a wine with higher acidity may require higher dosage).

  	 [image: ]  
 
    	 The machine for dégorgement à la glace was invented in 1884.


 
    
 
   

Méthode Champenoise is the highest quality method for making sparkling wine because the second fermentation that generates the bubbles occurs in the very bottle that you will open. There’s an exception for very small bottles (splits) and for bottles larger than magnums, where riddling and disgorgement may not be practical: usually the Champagne is produced in a normal bottle, but is then transferred into smaller or larger bottles. This transvasage involves emptying the bottles into a vat, which is then used to fill the smaller or larger bottles, but although all this is done under pressure, it’s difficult to avoid some loss of gas. Bottles and magnums are therefore the way to enjoy sparkling wine under optimal conditions.

	 [image: ] 
	Modern equipment uses the old principle of dégorgement, but is completely automated.





The unique characteristic of sparkling wine is its mousse—the fine froth of bubbles that forms on the surface when it is poured. Once the initial rush has died down, the bubbles help to propel aromas out of the glass, contribute to the sense of acidity, and give the wine its characteristic prickle. Smaller bubbles are usually considered to be better, as they give an impression of finer texture. The 20 million bubbles in every bottle are not just for show.

	​ The Grapes of Champagne 
 


Sparkling wine was originally produced from black grapes. Lack of color was made possible when methods were developed early in the eighteenth century for gentle pressing that allowed juice to be obtained by running it straight off with minimal skin contact. Before then, most Champagne was probably rosé. This was one of Dom Pérignon’s accomplishments. 

It’s uncertain exactly what grape varieties were used in Dom Pérignon’s time, but Pinot Noir and Pinot Gris, known locally as Fromenteau, were major varieties. Juice from white grapes began to be included only in the second half of the eighteenth century. Before phylloxera arrived, no less than 80 different grape varieties were growing in the Champagne region. The replanting caused by phylloxera focused on the varieties that are dominant today.

When the first appellation rules were defined in 1919, Champagne was limited to seven varieties. Only three are important today: one white variety, Chardonnay, and two black varieties, Pinot Noir and Pinot Meunier. The other varieties remain legal, but now are grown only in tiny quantities. 

Most Champagne is made from a blend of varieties, but a Blanc de Blancs comes exclusively from Chardonnay, and a Blanc de Noirs comes exclusively from black varieties (usually only Pinot Noir). In general a Blanc de Noirs is likely to have a slightly fuller body, while a Blanc de Blancs has a greater sense of precision and minerality..

  	 The Major Grape Varieties​


 
    
 
    	 Chardonnay brings freshness and elegance. It is most concentrated on the Côte des Blancs.


 
   Pinot Noir brings density and structure. It is most concentrated in the north on the Montagne de Reims, in the valley of the Aÿ to the east of Épernay, and in the south, on the Côte des Bar.


 
   Pinot Meunier is closely related to Pinot Noir, and brings more forward fruits, but is less refined. It is the most durable variety, and is concentrated in the Vallée de la Marne, because it resists Spring frosts best.


 
    
 
   

Aside from Blanc de Blancs or Blanc de Noirs, most Champagne is a blend of all three grape varieties. Chardonnay and Pinot Noir are held in distinctly higher esteem than Pinot Meunier, but Pinot Meunier has the practical advantage that it flowers later than Pinot Noir, so it is less susceptible to Spring frosts. “Pinot Meunier is the most rustic cépage in Champagne, but it’s the only one that resists difficult conditions,” says Rodolphe Péters of Champagne Pierre Péters. The warming trend has made this less of a factor, and the proportion of Pinot Meunier has been declining: it was the most important variety in the vineyards in the 1950s, when it was 45% of all plantings, but today it is only 32%. Pinot Noir is now the most widely planted variety at 39%, and Chardonnay is 29%.

A variant of Pinot Noir, Pinot Meunier takes its name from the white flour-like appearance of the underneath of its leaves (Meunier is French for miller). It brings more forward fruits and aromas, which help the wine when it is young: perfect for nonvintage Champagne. “We do consider Pinot Meunier as essential in the blend. It’s all a matter of selecting the terroir and using the proper proportion. On average we have a third of each cépage. It’s true that Pinot Meunier will mature a little quicker than Pinot Noir or Chardonnay and won’t last as long, but it helps create more harmony and balance,” says Jean-Marc Lallier-Deutz at Champagne Deutz. But it tends to bring an element of coarseness with aging, which is why it is often excluded from vintage Champagne.

  	 [image: ]  
 
    	 Gentle pressing is achieved in Champagne by the traditional basket press, in which the lid comes down onto the mass of grapes, and the juice comes out between the wooden slats. Courtesy CIVC.


 
    
 
   

Until the past decade, Pinot Meunier was relegated to obscurity: part of the blend, but rarely discussed. More recently, some producers in the Vallée de la Marne have been making cuvées specifically from Pinot Meunier (technically these can be described as Blanc de Noirs or Blanc de Meunier), and even occasionally producing vintage cuvées. While these are not likely to change the general perception of Pinot Meunier, some are very fine and show an unexpected ability to age.

	​ Nonvintage Champagne 
 


Everywhere wine is produced in France, the winemaker is the key person. (Even though sometimes in Bordeaux one is driven to think about the marketing manager…) But in Champagne, the cellarmaster (chef de cave in French) is king: he is in charge of blending, and the wine is a neutral basis for him to work his skill. The crucial fact is that Champagne is all about blending, by assemblage from different years, different locations, and different grape varieties.

The vast majority of Champagne is nonvintage, meaning that the base wine is a blend from several recent years. Each Champagne house prides itself upon maintaining consistency of style by blending, and it’s the nonvintage Champagne that best displays its skill. The blend may include as many as 30-40 different cuvées, coming from different parts of the region; possibly only perfume blending has the same complexity. 

A major factor in maintaining quality and consistency is the use of reserve wines. Some producers establish reserve wines by setting aside part of each vintage to be kept (under inert conditions) for later use, some keep their reserves as a blend of older vintages, and some maintain what is called a perpetual reserve, or solera, replenished each year by adding wine from the latest vintage to replace what is withdrawn.

A typical nonvintage Champagne probably contains up to three quarters of wine from the most recent vintage (sometimes called the base year), a fair proportion from the previous couple of vintages, and smaller amounts of reserve wine from older vintages. Reserve wines aren’t necessarily any better in quality than the current vintage; the significance is more that their different characters provide the basis for blending.

​Using reserve wines evens out vintage variation, and allows sub par vintages to be absorbed. But the disadvantage is that you do not see the maximum quality in nonvintage wines when vintages are good. Ann de Keyser at Nicolas Feuillatte was quite honest about it: “Reserve wines may be used to increase or decrease quality depending on the current vintage.” As Dominic Demarville, cellarmaster of Veuve Clicquot, explained, using all the wine in a good year would compromise quality in lesser vintages because there would be no high quality reserve wines. “It’s a delicate balance,” he says.

Most producers accept the model of “blend, baby, blend,” but a handful go another way. “The concept of nonvintage, of being completely consistent, began to frustrate us,” said Jean-Hervé Chiquet at Champagne Jacquesson. “In 1998 we were still making a classic blend, we were working on the 1997, and it was very good but it would be impossible to reproduce in another year. So we made another blend. But afterwards we realized that we’d made a wine that wasn’t as good. So we decided we should make the best wine (each year) and we identified it by the number of the cuvée.” Now each numbered release consists of an assemblage from a base year supplemented by the assemblages from the previous two years. Other producers, including Roederer, have now adopted this model for their nonvintage cuvées. There’s something of a trend to reflect vintage variation in nonvintage wines by using a greater proportion of base year (and less reserve wine) and using a number to indicate the annual release. There’s also a trend to indicate the base year for each release on the back label even when the front label stays the same.

Some producers, such as Pierre Moncuit, make what are effectively undeclared vintages by not using any reserve wine. There’s something of a trend at smaller producers to break out of the straightjacket of consistency and to allow more annual variation in nonvintage wines. But large houses are still committed to the consistency of the brand.

Another trend is to make nonvintage blends from (identified) specific vintages that are felt to be complementary. Each release of Laurent-Perrier’s Grand Siècle is a blend of three recent vintages in which the house made a vintage release, with the objective of producing a wine that is in fact more complex than any of the individual vintages.

  	 Interesting Nonvintage Wines that are Identified as Annual Releases​


 
    
 
    	 Jacquesson


 
    	 700 series
 (#746 = base 2018)


 
    	 70% from base vintage


 
    
 
    	 Krug 


 
    	 Grand Cuvée
 (#173 = base 2017)


 
    	 69% from base vintage


 
    
 
    	 Lallier


 
    	 Reflexion
 (R.021 = base 2021)


 
    	 70% from base vintage


 
    
 
    	 Pierre Paillard


 
    	 Les Parcelles Bouzy


 
   (XXI = base 2021)


 
    	 80% from base vintage


 
    
 
    	 Roederer


 
    	 Collection
 (#243 = base 2018)


 
    	 66% from base vintage


 
    
 
    	 Veuve Fourny


 
    	 MV rosé


 
   (MV16 = base 2016)


 
    	 70% from base vintage


 
    
 
   

	​ Vintage Champagne 
 


Vintage Champagne typically is made only in the better years, 3-4 times per decade historically, 5-6 times more recently. Here variation is expected to reflect the character of the year, as seen through the prism of house style. Whereas nonvintage Champagne is intended for consumption soon after release, vintage Champagne is intended to support some aging in the bottle.

Another significant feature of vintage Champagne is that it spends longer before disgorgement. The rules require nonvintage Champagne to rest on its lees for 15 months before it is disgorged; for vintage Champagne the period is increased to 36 months. Many producers age their wines—especially prestige cuvées—for longer than the minimum.

The process of aging is quite different before and after disgorgement. While the wine is on the lees, it is in a reductive environment (effectively oxygen is excluded) and it picks up flavor and richness due to the process of autolysis, as the dead yeast cells break down to release material that protects the wine against oxidation and aging, giving a fresh flavor. After disgorgement, the environment is oxidative, and this is what gives Champagne those biscuity notes of toast and brioche as it ages.

As a rough working rule, the longer a Champagne has spent before disgorgement, the longer it will age interestingly after disgorgement. But the basic moral is that if you like Champagne in a relatively fresh style, you should drink it soon after disgorgement, whereas if you prefer some toast and brioche, you should wait, perhaps a year for a nonvintage Champagne and three years for a vintage.

The objectives in producing nonvintage Champagne are somewhat different from those for vintage. Nonvintage Champagne relies upon assemblage to even out vintage variation, whereas vintage Champagne is intended at least in part to highlight the character of the year. Because vintage Champagne is produced only in the best years, the grapes are likely to be riper at the outset. A longer period before disgorgement increases richness; and the tendency to exclude Pinot Meunier increases refinement.

 So a vintage Champagne should be finer, more precise, and should show more complexity because it can be aged longer than nonvintage. Indeed, one of the criteria for making a vintage Champagne is that it should have aging potential. But maintaining house style is still a paramount concern: vintage variation is allowed to go only so far. “Many people making vintage Champagne are too shy, they make it like a sort of super nonvintage,” said cellarmaster Richard Geoffroy at Dom Pérignon.

	​ The Champagne Region 
 


Champagne’s beginnings as a wine-producing region were not propitious. The word “Champagne” was used in the fourteenth century to describe the poor area around Reims used for pasture and growing cereals. Until the sixteenth century, the wines of the region were lumped together with those produced around Paris as “wines of France.” By 1600, the wines of Reims and Épernay had their own identity and were known as “Champagne.” 

The areas considered to produce the best wines were to the east of Reims (devoted to red wines) and Aÿ (specializing in whites). Like Burgundy, the best areas were defined by the monks: in the 12th and 13th centuries, the Abbaye of Saint-Nicaise in Reims went on a buying spree of top vineyards.

Although sparkling wine was being produced by the early eighteenth century, it was a long time before it became the major product of the region. Until the nineteenth century, the wine was light (9-10% alcohol) and not highly sparkling (1.5-2 atmospheres). At the start of the nineteenth century, cheap red wine was 90% of production, and by 1850 it was still almost 75%. A dramatic transition took place in the twentieth century, when cheap wine production collapsed before the first world war. This left sparkling wine as the major product.

Where exactly Champagne comes from is not quite as simple a question as it might appear. Defining the area of Champagne has always been controversial. Reims and Épernay define the heart of the region, a little less than a hundred miles to the east and north of Paris. But 50 miles to the south, beyond the city of Troyes, is the region of the Aube, where the vineyards were regarded historically as belonging to Champagne.

	 [image: ] 
	The vineyards of Champagne are the most northern in France. The major vineyards extend from Reims and Épernay, but Champagne also includes the Aube, which is farther south.​





In fact, the Aube is closer to Chablis than it is to Reims. The justification for its inclusion was basically that this allows Champagne to cover the entire administrative region of Champagne-Ardennes, as defined after the Revolution. So the Aube was included for administrative convenience, whereas geography might have made it more logical for it to be part of Burgundy.

Tension between the Marne and the Aube came to a head in 1907 when a commission established to define the limits of Champagne excluded the Aube. In 1911, as the rules came into effect, riots culminated in some of the major Champagne houses being sacked. The Aube remained excluded until the limits of Champagne were redefined in 1927. The conflict at this time was that the Aube had a large amount of Gamay, which was considered unsuitable for Champagne. However, the Aube was readmitted to Champagne on condition that the Gamay would be removed over the next twenty years. (In fact it was well into the 1950s before all the Gamay was gone.)

	Terroir and Grape Varieties​ 
 


The classic regions around Reims and Épernay account for three quarters of the vineyards. The key to understanding the terroir of Champagne is chalk: the best vineyards have thin topsoil on a subsoil of chalk beds. The limestone acts like a sponge to absorb the rain. The most pronounced outcrops of chalk are found around Reims, and south of Épernay, with a small stretch also running along the river in the Vallée de la Marne west of Épernay.

The chalk is evident in occasional cliff faces, and more dramatically in the cellars that have been excavated under Reims and Épernay, where there are a couple of hundred of kilometers of underground galleries. Farther south, at Vertus, the chalk is much softer. Pinot Noir and Chardonnay are concentrated on the chalk outcrops.

Most vineyards are on slopes, but the incline is not the determinative factor. “In Champagne you don’t have the same logic of position on the slope as in Burgundy. Quality depends on the depth of soil above the chalk. Some of my best vineyards are flat,” says Charles-Henry Fourny at Veuve Fourny in Vertus. The other major factor is exposure, with angles varying from south- to east-facing.

  	 [image: ]  
 
    	 The terroir throughout Champagne is based on chalk. Courtesy CIVC.


 
    
 
   

The Champagne area is quite spread out. It’s often described as extending around Reims, but it’s easier to think of it as a fan extending from Epernay, with the principal regions formed by blades to the north (Montagne de Reims), South (Côte de Blancs), and west (Vallée de Marne). The differences between the major areas have more to do with the lie of the land and climatic exposure than soil. Going back to the period when Champagne really was a marginal climate, Pinot Noir was planted on the warmest, south-facing slopes, whereas Chardonnay was planted on east-facing slopes.

	 � [image: ] 
	The region around Reims is divided into five subareas.​ 





The region extends almost 100 miles from north to south and some 50 miles from west to east. It does not give the same impression of monoculture as, say, Burgundy or Bordeaux. Going north-south from Reims to Epernay, most of the area is forest; going from the Montagne de Reims at the east to Epernay at the west, most is forest or other agriculture. The area that most obviously gives the impression of monoculture is the Côte de Blancs, running south from Epernay, where vineyards run continuously off the low hills to the west.

	 The forest of the Montagne de Reims separates Reims from Épernay, and around its circumference are the vineyards named after it. Vineyards are on the slopes running down from the forest. Historically this area was well regarded for red wine; today it has a high concentration of Pinot Noir in the villages facing south, and produces the most full-bodied sparkling wines. At the northern edge, the turn of land means the vineyards face north and there is more Chardonnay. The Petit Montagne to the west has lower elevations, and is less well-known than the Grand Montagne in the southeastern quadrant, which has a concentration of grand cru villages.
 
  

	 Lying just to the south of Épernay, the Côte des Blancs has a long series of east-facing slopes, running from Chouilly to Le-Mesnil-sur-Oger, that are protected from the wind and from Spring frosts, allowing the vines to mature slowly. It concentrates on Chardonnay and is known for its finesse. As a rough working rule, the wines become more saline and mineral going south. Many of the best-known individual sites in Champagne are on the Côte des Blancs. Along the Côte, there are variations in terroir between chalk and clay, and in exposure to the sun reflecting the exact lay of the land.
 
  

	 The Vallée de la Marne runs along the river to the west. There is a high concentration of Pinot Meunier it is more resistant to the frosts typically associated with the valley. (This may change with global warming.) There’s a difference in exposition, of course, between the north and south banks, with more tendency for vineyards to face north from the south bank, but the land turns enough that there is no fixed rule. The soils here have more clay.
 
  

	 The area at the eastern end of the Vallée de la Marne, running west to east around Épernay, is sometimes called the Grand Vallée. To the immediate west, Dizy and Cumières are not really considered part of the Vallée de la Marne proper. To the east, Aÿ is an important grand cru village, together with Mareuil-sur-Aÿ just a little farther along the river. Around Épernay, Pinot Noir is king. 
 
  

  	 [image: ]  
 
    	 The villages of the Côte des Blancs are nestled into a monoculture of vines on the hillsides.


 
    
 
   

  	 [image: ]  
 
    	 The Côte des Bar has extremely stony Kimmeridgian terroir.


 
    
 
   

The view that blending from all three major areas gives the best quality and complexity goes back to Dom Pérignon, and most large houses source grapes from all over the area. The grapes are usually taken to small press houses in each area, and after pressing, the juice is transported to the winery.

To the south, there’s a disjoint when you go all the way to the Aube. The subsoil here is mostly Kimmeridgian (clay and limestone), which is more like Chablis and Sancerre than the vineyards in the Marne, and the surface is very stony. Bernard Dumont of Champagne R. Dumont describes the situation: “We grow grapes on the same soils as the growers in Chablis. There they produce white wine from white grapes, and here we produce white wine from red grapes.” 

It is only marginally warmer in the Aube, because the more southern location is compensated by slightly higher altitude. Harvest is usually a little earlier. The focus is on Pinot Noir. In fact, the Aube is the biggest supplier of Pinot Noir for blends; “Three quarters of the grapes from the Aube go to Epernay to be used in blends. Only a quarter of the grapes remain here to become grower champagnes,” Michel Drappier says. 

 Until relatively recently, the Côte des Bar was all but ignored. It has no premier or grand cru villages. Major houses would not even admit they purchased grapes here. Today there are growers making cuvées specifically from the region, and it is an attractive location for young winemakers (it is less expensive than the areas to its north). “The wines of the Aube are more vinous — they have more body,” Michel Drappier says. “This was not the fashion 30 years ago when the wine had to be light and fresh.”

The Champagne region also has an AOP for still wines, called Coteaux Champenois. Most Coteaux Champenois is red, and the wines are usually single varietals, most often Pinot Noir. The best known is the Pinot Noir from Bouzy. There are also Pinot Meuniers and some Coteaux Champenois Blanc from Chardonnay. Although some houses, especially around Bouzy or Aÿ, have always produced a little still wine, it has never been much of a focus. This may be changing with global warming. Bollinger makes a still red Pinot Noir, La Côte aux Enfants (which sells at a higher price than the Champagne), and Roederer is doing trials with still wines. Some producers who would never have mentioned Coteaux Champenois a decade ago now show it when you visit, with whites becoming more common.

	Grand Crus and Premier Crus​ 
 


  	 [image: ]  
 
    	 The 17 Grand Cru villages are located in the core of the Champagne region, mostly in the Montagne de Reims and the Côte des Blancs.​


 
    
 
   

Because Champagne is usually blended, it’s unusual to see individual sources indicated, but in fact Champagne has a classification system for vineyards dating from the end of the nineteenth century. The formal system of échelle des crus was established in 1911. Every village has a rating from 80% to 100%. 

  	 The Best Known Villages


 
    
 
    	 Montagne de Reims


 
    
 
    	 Facing full south, Bouzy is one of the warmest spots in the Montagne de Reims. Largely planted with Pinot Noir, it is well known for producing still red wine as well as Champagne.


 
   Its neighbor Ambonnay has vineyards facing southeast as well as east, with a little more chalk than Bouzy, but the same focus on Pinot Noir.


 
   Verzy and Verzenay have vineyards turning around to north-facing, but are dominated by Pinot Noir, giving strong wines, more powerful in Verzenay, more tension in Verzy.


 
   Villers-Marmery is an anomaly where Chardonnay predominates, giving Blanc de Blancs that are fleshier and more overtly powerful than those of the Côte des Blancs.


 
   Sillery was regarded as one of the top villages (together with Aÿ) in the nineteenth century. Vineyards are on slopes facing northeast. There is more Chardonnay than Pinot Noir. It’s known for steely Chardonnay that takes a long time to come around, which makes about a third of Ruinart’s Dom Ruinart prestige cuvée.


 
   Tours-sur-Marne has an ambiguous location, poised between Montagne de Reims (with which it’s usually affiliated) and the Grand Vallée. Pinot Noir predominates on south-facing slopes. Originally it was a grand cru for red, but a premier cru for white grapes. Laurent-Perrier is located here.


 
    
 
    	 Côte des Blancs


 
    
 
    	 At the very start of the Côte des Blancs, Chouilly has a richer, less mineral style than the villages to its south. Oiry counts as part of the Côte des Blancs, although it’s farther east, with vineyards that are the flat ends of the slopes in Chouilly, Cramant, and Avize.


 
   Cramant and Avize were the first villages to be classified as grand crus on the Côte des Blancs. They share a mixture of soils varying between chalk and clay.


 
   Oger is riper than the villages to its north, with vineyards where the sun is trapped in an amphitheater. 


 
   Le Mesnil-sur-Oger is famous for the minerality and austerity it brings to Champagne. The wines have the greatest sense of tension on the Côte des Blancs. Le Mesnil is its most famous producer, with steely wines that take years to open.


 
    
 
    	 Grand Vallée


 
    
 
    	 Aÿ is famous for Pinot Noir and provides the best combination of power and elegance in the region. 


 
   Mareuil-sur-Aÿ is nominally a premier cru, but many people think it should be a grand cru. The best vineyards, such as Clos des Goisses, overlook the river.


 
    
 
   

Villages classified at 100% are called grand crus, and villages rated between 90% and 99% are premier crus. Until a few years ago, the rating determined the price paid for all grapes from each village. Whatever base price was set for the vintage would be pro-rated according to the village’s position on the scale. The major problem with the échelle des crus was that the whole village was classified at the same level; there was no distinction for quality of grapes or individual sites. Imagine if all Vosne Romanée was classi-

fied at one level: no Romanée Conti, no premier crus, no separate village wine, all just one level. The échelle des crus was abolished in 2010, but the distinction between premier and grand crus remains.

  	 Reference Wines for Important Villages 


 
    
 
    	 Montagne de Reims 


 
    
 
    	 Ambonnay


 
    	 Éric Rodez


 
    	 Blanc de Noirs


 
    
 
    	 Bouzy


 
    	 Paul Bara


 
    	 Grand Rosé de Bouzy


 
    
 
    	 Mailly


 
    	 Champagne Mailly


 
    	 Grand Cru Blanc de Noirs


 
    
 
    	 Trépail


 
    	 David Léclapart


 
    	 L’Amateur


 
    
 
    	 Verzy & Verzenay


 
    	 Jean Lallement


 
    	 Brut Réserve


 
    
 
    	 Sillery


 
    	 Françoise Secondé


 
    	 Blanc de Noirs, La Loge


 
    
 
    	 Côte des Blancs 


 
    
 
    	 Cuis


 
    	 Pierre Gimonnet


 
    	 Blanc de Blancs


 
    
 
    	 Cramant


 
    	 Diebolt Vallois


 
    	 Fleur de Passion


 
    
 
    	 Avise


 
    	 Agrapart


 
    	 Vénus


 
    
 
    	 Oger


 
    	 Jean Milan


 
    	 Blanc de Blancs


 
    
 
    	 Le Mesnil-sur-Oger


 
    	 Pierre Péters


 
    	 Les Chetillons


 
    
 
    	 Vertus


 
    	 Larmandier-Bernier
 Veuve Fourny


 
    	 Terre de Vertus
 Vertus Brut Nature


 
    
 
    	 Grand Vallée 


 
    
 
    	 Aÿ


 
    	 Gatinois


 
    	 Grand Cru Aÿ Tradition


 
    
 
    	 Mareuil-sur-Aÿ


 
    	 Philipponnat


 
    	 Mareuil-sur-Aÿ 


 
    
 
    	 Vallée de la Marne 


 
    
 
    	 Oeuilly


 
    	 Tarlant


 
    	 Cuvée Louis


 
    
 
    	 Côte des Bar 


 
    
 
    	 Urville


 
    	 Drappier


 
    	 Brut Nature


 
    
 
   

Today there is more discrimination. “The pricing of the grapes is not linked to classification any more, it’s a free market, we have private contracts 

with growers, with prices that are linked to the prices indicated by the CIVC. Everything is handled by parcel,” explains Jean-Marc Lallier-Deutz. As Hervé Deschamps, cellarmaster at Perrier-Jouët, said, “There are 180 tanks for base wine from 70 villages for our nonvintage. It’s very important to understand that each tank is different. If you have twenty tanks for one village they are all different, they are not the same. They differ in the slopes, the grapes, the time of harvest.”

Given wide variations in terroir between vineyards within the same village (and in the efforts of individual growers), it’s certainly not true that all grand cru vineyards are better than all premier cru vineyards. The classification was a blunt tool indeed. The échelle des crus may have become irrelevant, but “the most common question I am asked is whether the grapes come from grand cru or premier cru villages,” says Jean-Marc Lallier-Deutz. Individual crus are not identified on the label, but the terms Grand Cru and Premier Cru can be used if all the grapes come from the same class of village, indicating that the producer regards the Champagne as of higher quality.

	​​​ The Expansion of Champagne 
 


Champagne is bursting at the seams. The (potential) expansion of the vineyards is a continuing controversy. Under pressure to increase production, in 2003 the producers asked INAO to reclassify the area, this of course being a euphemism for increasing the approved area, which has reopened the controversy about where Champagne should really be made.

Champagne has contracted and expanded according to the rhythm of the day. Before phylloxera, there were 60,000 hectares of vineyards; by 1919 there were only 12,000 ha. When the Champagne production zone was defined in 1927, 40,000 hectares of vineyards were included in 407 villages. Responding to a decline in the market, this was reduced to 34,000 ha in 302 villages in 1951. Only 11,000 ha were used for Champagne production in the 1950s, but since then the vineyards have expanded steadily to fill the entire allotted area of the AOP. Today there are just over 33,000 ha.

INAO has been reviewing the areas where grapes can be grown and wine can be made. A leak to the press revealed that the proposal was to include 40 new villages and to remove two existing villages. Detailed examination of vineyards in these villages is still continuing, and no one knows yet exactly which plots will be included in the Champagne AOP. The original plan was to make decisions by 2017, but this has been put back, so it will be a while before the first new vineyards are planted. There is some scepticism in Champagne today as to whether the expansion will ever really happen.

The rationale for the reclassification is that there was much less knowledge about conditions for viticulture when the original limits were defined, and historical accidents influenced the outcome—such as the mayor of a village seeing no point in being included in the AOC. (When the vineyards were classified in 1927, grain, dairy, and cattle farming were more profitable than Champagne, and many landowners were aristocrats who were not interested in wine production.) Most of the proposed new areas lie close to or within the existing areas, the two outstanding exceptions being a large expansion around Troyes and also just below Château-Thierry.

  	 [image: ]  
 
    	 The Champagne production zone has 319 communes extending over 300,000 ha, and includes 33,000 ha of vineyards. Proposed new production areas include 40 extra communes, but vineyards have not yet been classified.​


 
    
 
   

The question is whether this is more than a ploy to increase production at the expense of quality. The precedents are not good: most expansions of the vineyards of classic wine regions have been associated with diluting their character. There seems to be some skepticism about the potential new villages at top producers. Will you buy grapes from the new villages, I asked Jean-Pierre Mareigner, cellarmaster at Champagne Gosset? “No—perhaps in a hundred years, but not now. We work essentially with grand cru and premier cru in the traditional villages. The new areas will be unplanted land which hasn’t had vines before; we look for the typicity of established vines.”

Vineyards are planted at high density, typically 9-10,000 vines per hectare. This is usually associated with quality: in regions such a Burgundy and Bordeaux, this is the planting density of top vineyards. A proposal to allow planting at lower density was first made in 1986, and various systems have been tried on a trial basis since then. It remains highly controversial, with proponents arguing it will allow modernization, such as better use of tractors, and respond to climate change by giving better resistance to drought, and those against arguing that it will reduce quality. From 2023, the minimum planting density was reduced from 8,000 to 5,000 vines/ha.

	 [image: ] 
	Champagne production doubled in the first half of the twentieth century, and in the second half increased almost ten fold.





 The major controversy in Champagne should be the extraordinary yields, but almost no one ever mentions this. The exponential growth in Champagne production in the past fifty years has partly been due to an increase in the vineyard area, but equally due to a tripling of the yields. Yields are calculated in an unusual way in Champagne. Elsewhere in France, the limits are in terms of the amount of wine that can be produced from a given area, as hectoliters per hectare. But in Champagne they are calculated as the kilograms of grapes harvested per hectare. This is a moving target, set each year with a primary agenda that regards market demand as a more significant factor than quality of grapes.

A great deal of misinformation is put out in an attempt to make yields appear lower than they really are. They are usually actually around 14,000 kg/hl, but with a restriction that only some of the harvest can be used for producing wine for current consumption; the rest, however, can be used to make reserve wines for future use. While this may serve its purpose for manipulating supply and demand, in terms of quality it’s the total yield that matters.

Converting to a more conventional measure, 14,000 kg/hl corresponds to a whopping 89 hl/ha, equivalent to table wine, and about double the usual limit for quality wine. The only relief is that pressing is divided into two stages: the first pressing, called the cuvée, is used by most producers, and a second, smaller pressing, called the taille, is usually not used.

	 [image: ] 
	Large Maisons source grapes from all over the region; to preserve freshness, they have local press houses where the grapes can be pressed close to the vineyard. 





The Champenoise defend their extraordinary yields by arguing that they need to make a neutral base wine: they are not looking for the same level of ripeness or flavor development that would be appropriate for a still wine, so higher yields are in order. This may be true up to a point, but does it really extend all the way to the dizzy heights of 89 hl/ha? Because Champagne is extensively blended, it’s hard to directly assess the effects of lower yields. 

Occasionally you get a chance to taste a Vieilles Vignes Champagne, where the vines are old enough that yields are significantly reduced. There’s distinctly more concentration on the palate, to the point at which you can see what would be gained if only they would reduce yields in Champagne. I think it’s very probable that if harvests were limited to, say, 10,000 kg/ha, there’d be a noticeable all-round improvement in quality. Of course, whether the consumer would want to pay for this is another matter.

	Growers and Houses 
 


“Elsewhere farmers make wine and then they figure out how to sell it, “ says Charles Goemaere, Directeur Genéral of the Comité Champagne. “Champagne is different. First we consider what we can sell and then we find a way to produce it.”

Many of the characteristics of Champagne are intrinsic to its production. The focus on nonvintage is a means to compensate for the vicissitudes of annual variation in a (historically) marginal climate, assemblage reflects the inconsistency between different areas each year, and the use of dosage compensates for the difficulty of getting to other regions’ standard of ripeness. But some are an indirect consequence of the organization of Champagne, in particular the dichotomy between grape growing and wine production.

They have a different sense of scale in Champagne. “We are a boutique house,” they say at one Maison—which produces one million bottles per year. The range goes from the Grand Marques, with multiples of millions of bottles, to the boutiques or growers with up to a few hundred thousand bottles.

  	 [image: ]  
 
    	 The Avenue de Champagne in Épernay is lined with major Champagne Houses. This was the private residence of Perrier-Jouët. It is now Perrier-Jouët’s museum. 


 
    
 
   

The leading Champagne houses produce two thirds of all Champagne, accounting for three quarters of its value, and 80% of all exports. But they own only 3,000 ha out of the 33,000 ha in Champagne; the other 30,000 ha are owned by some 16,000 growers. And individual vineyard holdings tend to be very small; those 33,000 ha are broken up into 276,000 individual parcels. Fewer than 2,000 growers make their own wine. Most production comes from 140 cooperatives and 320 Champagne houses. The extremely fragmented nature of the holdings makes it difficult to be organic: there are only 600 ha of organic vines and 200 ha of biodynamic vines in all Champagne.

Because the major Champagne houses own relatively few vineyards, they must buy most of their grapes. Roederer and Bollinger, in the exceptional situation of owning enough vineyards to supply most of their grapes, are much envied by other producers. Power in the inevitable clashes between growers and producers oscillates according to the state of the economy.

  	 [image: ]  
 
    	 Two thirds of Champagne is produced by the major houses of the large groups plus the medium houses.​


 
   

 
    
 
   

When times are good, the growers have the whip hand, and it’s dangerous for producers to turn away grapes, even if quality is not up to their standard. When times are bad, the growers may be squeezed on price. This makes for a tug of war when the CIVC decides on the yield limits each year: growers need to maximize returns, but the houses want no more than they believe is supported by the current market. The situation reduces interest in single vineyard wines: when parcels are tiny, and the producer may not even own them, it
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	Styles of Champagne 
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	​ Dates of Disgorgement 
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