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INTRODUCTION

The steel door would not budge.

French soldiers had used everything from lock picks to sledgehammers in an effort to open it. Nothing had worked. Now they decided to try explosives.

The blast shook the mountain peak, sending rocks and debris cascading to the valley below. When the smoke and dust had cleared, the soldiers discovered the door was slightly ajar, just enough for Bernard de Nonancourt, a twenty-three-year-old army sergeant from Champagne, to squeeze through. What he saw left him speechless.

In front of him was a treasure connoisseurs would die for: half a million bottles of the finest wines ever made, wines such as Château Lafite-Rothschild and Château Mouton-Rothschild, Château Latour, Château d’Yquem and Romanée-Conti, stacked in wooden cases or resting on racks that filled nearly every inch of the cave. In one corner were rare ports and cognacs, many from the nineteenth century.

One thing, however, jumped out at de Nonancourt: hundreds of cases of 1928 Salon champagne. Five years earlier, while working at another champagne house, he had watched in amazement as German soldiers arrived in the little village of Le Mesnil-sur-Oger and hauled away case after case from the cellars of Salon. Now before him was the very champagne he had seen being stolen.

The young sergeant was thrilled and incredulous.

What was also hard to believe was that all this precious wine – sitting in acavenear the top of a mountain–belonged to a man who could not have




















































EPILOGUE

Intense heat, freezing temperatures, hail, then more heat. 1945 seemed like certain disaster.

But the peasants who worked the vines believed there was a special relationship between war and grapes. They had always said that the Good Lord sends a poor wine crop when war starts and a fine, festive one to mark its end.

And they were right.

1939, the year World War II began, was a horrendous vintage, whereas 1945, l’année de la victoire (the year of the victory), was one of the best ever recorded.

Wine critics ran out of superlatives: ‘I give it six stars out of five!’ one said. ‘These wines will not be ready to drink for fifty years,’ another predicted. Old-timers compared them to 1870, 1893 and other legendary vintages of the past.

Although the 1945 crop was minuscule, only half of what had been harvested in 1939, the wines were incredibly rich and concentrated, ‘a recompense,’ as one observer put it, ‘for the years of misery, war and deprivation.’

Mother Nature did most of the work. Because winemakers lacked sugar, sulfur and other chemicals, the wines had to be made in an extremely natural way. To make up for sugar, winemakers increased the time that the must, or fermenting juice, remained in contact with the grape skins. Those skins had been packed with extra natural sugar by the hot weather. Because of a bottle shortage, wines remained longer in the cask, developing even greater character and complexity.

In a sense, 1945 was the last great vintage of the nineteenth century. For winemakers and winegrowers, the end of the war marked the beginning of the twentieth century as high-axle tractors replaced horses, and bottling machines replaced women who traditionally did that job, leaving no doubt that a new era in winemaking had begun.

Vineyard life changed too. Time was no longer told by the church bells; vines no longer set the rhythm and pace of life. ‘Workers used to be part of the family; now they are employees,’ Robert Drouhin said. ‘Instead of a festival and big feast after the harvest, we pay them, give them a glass of wine and say goodbye.

‘The increase in economic well-being has led to a change in mentality. More and more people are thinking about the profitability of wine rather than the quality. I think there used to be a lot more pride.’

Robert fondly recalls the walks he and his father took through the vineyards and everything Maurice tried to impart to him. ‘He always said that when you are hiring someone, look at the quality of the person. It is very easy to find a good technician, it’s much harder and more important to have a good person.’

In 1957, when Maurice suffered a stroke, Robert, who was twenty-four, was forced to drop out of oenology school to take over the operation. It was a rough beginning. ‘I certainly made enough mistakes,’ he said.

Mademoiselle Tridon, who by then was working as Maurice’s secretary, remembers Robert coming into the office for the first time after his father’s stroke. ‘He was a very sad young man, but he listened very carefully to everything I had to say about the business, and he listened to others as well. That was something Maurice had always been very good at.’

Maurice died in 1962. A few years later, while going through his father’s papers, Robert discovered a letter Maurice had written to his wife from prison in 1941:


In my meditations, I find that nothing in life counts more than the happiness we can give others, the good that we can do. This is what we must teach our children, to think of others more than they think of themselves, for it is in this way they will find the most noble satisfaction of all.



World War II was the defining moment in the lives of those who would run France’s vineyards. It shaped not only who they were but all they would become.

Like Robert Drouhin, May-Eliane Miaihle de Lencquesaing credits her father with instilling in her the principles of hard work and commitment to quality in the 1970s.

‘I owe everything to my father. He believed that discipline was the key to education, and the most important principle was to train children, especially the girls, to know how to handle all the tasks they would face in life.’

Today, Madame de Lencquesaing runs Château Pichon-Longueville, Comtesse de Lalande, a property that was severely damaged during the occupation and was hovering near financial ruin until she took it over. Under her direction, this second-growth estate, as defined by the 1855 Classification, has produced brilliant wines that rival and sometimes surpass those of first-growth properties such as Château Lafite-Rothschild, Château Mouton-Rothschild and neighboring Château Latour. The wines possess great finesse, richness and depth of flavor, qualities enhanced by significant investments Madame de Lencquesaing has made at Pichon since the early 1980s.

‘Those years during the war gave me all the basics,’ she said. ‘We had the feeling as children that we were heroes, that even while bombs were falling we were helping in the liberation of our country.’

Bernard de Nonancourt was eighteen when he went off to war, inspired by Charles de Gaulle. Over the next four years, however, his youthful enthusiasm would be tempered by the grim realities he faced in the Resistance.

When the war ended, Bernard was faced with a completely different challenge, reviving a moribund champagne house his mother had purchased. In 1945, Laurent-Perrier was ranked at the bottom of the heap, 98th of the 100 major champagne houses.

Today, under Bernard’s guidance, it is one of the top 10 with a staff of 360 people and an annual production of nearly 11 million bottles. Bernard attributes his success directly to what he learned in the Resistance, ‘the knowledge of organization and how to make a team work together.’

There was something else he learned as well. ‘Keep a love of risks,’ he says. ‘Don’t be too self-satisfied.’

Some years ago, when Bernard was trying to come up with a name for a luxury line of champagne he was planning to produce, he sent a list of possible names to President de Gaulle. The response came back immediately: ‘Grand Siècle, of course, de Nonancourt!’

Years later, after Grand Siècle had become the flagship of Laurent-Perrier, Bernard said, ‘I can still hear his voice whenever I read that message.’

Douglas MacArthur inspired him too. There is a plaque with a quote from the American general on his desk. ‘I look at it every day,’ Bernard said. ‘It says, “Be young.” I am seventy-eight now, but when I look back, I find that I miss those times. Although the war was awful for the world, it was the most beautiful moment of my life. I felt so full of patriotism.’

After five years as a prisoner of war, Gaston Huet quickly became one of France’s greatest winemakers. He also became mayor of Vouvray, a post he held for forty-six years.

At age ninety, he is still active. He spends a great deal of time visiting oenological schools and speaking to aspiring winemakers. His advice: ‘Forget everything you’ve learned in school. Get rid of bad habits. Come back to traditions.’

Until recently, the one other thing he treasured was the annual reunion with those who had been imprisoned with him at Oflag IV D. After the war, the men got together every year to share memories and remind each other that yes, they really had survived. Each year, however, fewer and fewer attended. The men had grown older; one by one, they began passing away.

In 1997, for the first time, there was no reunion. ‘There were not enough of us left,’ Huet said.

Huet’s belief in tradition is something Jean Hugel fiercely embraced. Over and over again, he told his three sons that ‘a well-treated wine is an untreated wine,’ and that the winemaker should allow Nature to follow its own course as much as possible.

Never were the wines he made better displayed than in June 1989. That is when the Hugels finally had their party – fifty years after they had planned it. The first one, scheduled to celebrate their 300th anniversary as wine producers in 1939, had to be canceled when war was declared. Now they were celebrating their 350th anniversary.

It was a glamorous event that included a tasting of some of the greatest wines from the Hugels’ cellar. They included the 1945 Gewürztraminer Sélection des Grains Nobles, a wine of extraordinary sweetness, complexity and concentration. ‘It’s a wine that tastes like it will live forever,’ Johnny Hugel said.

The tasting followed a plan laid down by Papa Jean Hugel in 1967. ‘These wines,’ he wrote, ‘should only be tasted under the following circumstances: on their own, outside the context of a meal, with your best wine-loving friends, in a respectful atmosphere and without the slightest reference to their price. In such a way, you will do homage to the skill and honesty of the winegrower, and equally to Nature, without whom the production of such jewels would be impossible.’

Sadly, Jean Hugel, who died in 1980, was not there for the celebration.

A few years after the war, young Armand Monmousseaux came running home from school waving his history lesson in front of him.

‘Papa, Papa,’ he hollered, ‘was this really you?’ Armand’s class had been studying the French Resistance when the boy came across a passage describing how a certain Jean Monmousseaux used his wine barrels to help the Resistance by smuggling arms and people across the Demarcation Line.

His father looked at the article. It was about a winegrower from the Touraine who joined Combat, one of the earliest Resistance organizations, and risked his life by hiding weapons, documents and Resistance leaders in his wooden casks, and then transporting them on horse-drawn wagons past German checkpoints. When Jean finished reading, he looked at his son and rather sheepishly admitted that the story was indeed about him.

Jean’s wife, who was English and had tried to live ‘very quietly during the war,’ overheard what had just been said and was furious. ‘All that time and you never told me?’ she exclaimed. ‘How could you? Did you think you couldn’t trust me?’

‘No, no,’ Jean replied. ‘I just didn’t want you to worry or put anyone else in danger.’

Al Ricciuti was feeling restless; he had a stack of work waiting for him, but instead of attending to it, he started a letter. It was one of dozens he had written to Paulette Revolte in the years since the war had ended. ‘I am thinking of coming back to France,’ he wrote. ‘I would like to retrace my wartime steps. May I stop by to see you and your family?’

Paulette’s response was enthusiastic. ‘We would love to see you again; please plan to stay with us. We have lots of new champagne for you to taste.’

Al packed his bags. Within two days he was back on Utah Beach, eighteen years after landing there with Patton’s Third Army. Memories came flooding back, some of them grim and others that made him laugh out loud. How could he ever forget the first time he met General Patton? ‘There were about a hundred of us, all naked and lined up, waiting to get into a portable shower, when someone yelled, “Ten-hut!” We snapped to attention still clutching our bars of soap when Patton marched up. He stopped right in front of the guy next to me and barked, “Soldier, when did you last take a shower?” The guy replied, “About a month ago, sir.” “Good,” said Patton. “Keep taking ’em regularly like that.”’

Following Al’s second ‘landing’ in Normandy, he was off to northern France and into the Ardennes Forest in Belgium. Finally, he arrived in Champagne.

‘That’s when it struck me, when I came back and saw her. It was love at second sight,’ he said.

Al and Paulette were married on January 21, 1963, in Avenay-Vald’Or. After a short honeymoon, they returned to Baltimore, where Al worked for the National Guard Armory and Paulette worked at not being homesick.

Seven months later they received a letter from Paulette’s brother saying he could no longer run the family’s champagne business. If Paulette did not want it, he was going to sell it.

Once again, Al packed his bags and, this time with Paulette, headed back to France. Al was planning on a U.S. civil service job there while Paulette ran the family business, but it did not turn out that way. France suddenly closed down all the American military installations in the country.

Paulette could not have been happier. ‘I need the help,’ she told him. ‘You can work here with me.’ He agreed to give it a try.

Al started by following her around. ‘I made notes about everything and kept a diary every day,’ he said. And he tasted as much as possible. ‘I didn’t really know anything about champagne but what appealed to me was seeing the end product. It wasn’t like other jobs where you work and work and never see what you’ve done.’

That is how Al Ricciuti became the first American to make champagne. However, it did not happen overnight. Some of the locals looked down their noses at him and wondered what an American could possibly know about making champagne. ‘They didn’t really show it outwardly but I knew how they felt,’ Al said. ‘There were some sarcastic remarks.’

Over the years, jealousy and sarcasm gave way to admiration. ‘He was a good student,’ Paulette said. ‘People were impressed with how hard he worked and how anxious he was to learn.’ A spokesman for Mumm’s, which buys 25 percent of Al’s grapes, said Al was as much a part of the community as any French person. ‘The Champagne community is tightly knit,’ said George Vesselle. ‘Penetrating the circle is difficult, especially for a foreigner, but Al succeeded.’

Al, however, is modest about his achievement. ‘I like to drink champagne but I do not have what you would call a good palate. My wife is the one with the palate.’

That brought a laugh from Paulette, who said, ‘I don’t have to taste champagne. It’s in my blood.’

Many of Al’s best customers are former army buddies. Usually, they sit in the kitchen, swapping war stories under the watchful eyes of President Truman and General Eisenhower, whose portraits adorn certificates commending Paulette and her family for saving the lives of U.S. airmen.

In 1959, the head barman of the Hôtel Meurice in Paris noticed a short rotund man ‘with impossibly correct posture’ wandering around the bar. He seemed to be in a daze, almost as if he were in another world.

‘May I help you?’ the barman asked.

‘Yes,’ the man replied. ‘I once lived here for a short while and was wondering if I could see my old room again.’

The barman, Pierre Lévéjac, recognized the man and asked him to wait while he phoned the hotel manager. ‘Sir, you’re not going to believe this but Dietrich von Choltitz is here and he would like to see his room.’

The manager rushed to the bar, where von Choltitz, elegantly dressed in a dark blue suit, introduced himself and repeated his request. ‘I would be delighted to show you your old room,’ the manager said. ‘If you will follow me.’

The two went to the fourth floor, where the former German commander of Paris once lived. Von Choltitz spent several minutes looking around the room, mostly in silence, before opening a door and stepping out onto the balcony overlooking the Tuileries. ‘Ah yes, this is what I remember,’ he said.

Within a quarter of an hour, the manager had escorted von Choltitz back to the bar and suggested they open up a bottle of champagne. ‘We must mark this occasion of your return, mon général.’ But von Choltitz declined. ‘I have done what I wanted to do and must now be on my way,’ he said.

Von Choltitz had another engagement, this one with Pierre Taittinger, the wartime mayor of Paris. Taittinger had organized a luncheon in von Choltitz’s honor, but the old general, who disobeyed Hitler by surrendering Paris intact, refused to be treated like a conquering hero. ‘Von Choltitz was not an easy man,’ said Taittinger’s son Claude, who attended the luncheon. ‘He was a Prussian and perhaps he felt uncomfortable about having once disobeyed his commander-in-chief. Later, however, while we were having coffee on the terrace, he told me something I shall never forget. He said, “I understood what your father was telling me. I made my decision not to destroy Paris after talking to your father.”’

Three years later, in 1962, Parisians were surprised to discover German flags flying alongside French ones on the Champs-Elysées. For the first time since the war, a French President was welcoming a German head of state.

That evening, Robert-Jean de Vogüé sat down to watch the news on television with his son Ghislain. When the cameras switched to President Charles de Gaulle as he was about to shake hands with Chancellor Konrad Adenauer, Ghislain jumped up and said, ‘Here, let me turn this off. I’m sure you don’t want to watch this.’

His father stretched out his arm to stop him. ‘No, stay where you are, leave it on,’ he said. ‘This is what I have worked all my life to see.’


GLOSSARY

APPELLATION D’ORIGINE CONTRÔLÉE(AOC) controlled place of origin. For French wine, it guarantees that the wine not only comes from the place listed (such as Burgundy or Bordeaux) but also meets the standards of quality for that area.

ARRONDISSEMENT district or borough of a city.

BLACK ROT a fungal disease that attacks grapevines, leaving black spots on the green parts of the plant and shriveling the fruit. Most virulent in warm weather and high humidity. Treatment is with copper sulfate.

BOCHES derogatory name given the Germans.

BORDELAIS a resident of Bordeaux.

CAVE a cellar, generally a wine cellar.

CHAMPENOIS a resident of Champagne.

CHÂTEAU (PL.: CHÂTEAUX) literally, castle, but generally used to signify an entire wine estate–house (irrespective of whether it is a castle), vineyards, caves and other buildings. Most Bordeaux wine comes from châteaux.

CHEMINOTS railway workers, derived from the French for railroad, chemin de fer, literally iron road.

CHEVALIERS literally, knights; now frequently used for members of fa wine society, in French a confrérie, or brotherhood.

COMITÉ INTERPROFESSIONNEL DU VIN DE CHAMPAGNE (CIVC) the semi-governmental interprofessional body which regulates the Champagne industry.

COMITÉ NATIONAL DES APPELLATIONS D’ORIGINE the governing body for the guarantees on place of origin and quality in French wine.

COPPER SULFATE a copper salt, sometimes called blue stone, used to treat vines against fungus.

CÔTE D’OR literally, the Golden Slope or Escarpment; the area of Burgundy between Dijon and Santenay where some of the greatest Burgundies are made. Both red and white wines are made here.

CUVÉE contents of a wine vat or a special lot of wine.

DORYPHORES potato bugs, or Colorado potato beetles, probably brought to Europe in shipments from America in the 1930s. Came to be a derogatory term for German soldiers.

DOSAGE the sugar syrup made from champagne wine and sugar that is added to champagne before its final corking. The amount added depends on the sweetness of the champagne. The drier the champagne, the smaller the dosage used

EAU-DE-SANTENAY a laxative; purgative water.

EAU-DE-VIE literally, water of life, but the generic name for distilled spirits, including brandy.

FEUILLES MORTES literally, dead leaves; used to describe the traditional color of bottles for Burgundy wine, a brownish-green color.

FROGS a derogatory name for the French.

GOLDEN ESCARPMENT see Côte d’Or.

GRANDS CRUS the great vineyards.

GRAND SIÈCLE literally ‘great century’; the name of Bernard de Nonancourt’s luxury champagne.

HOSPICES DE BEAUNE the charity hospital in Beaune in Burgundy, founded in 1443. The hospital is funded by the sale of wine from its vineyards, which have been donated to the Hospices by area vineyard owners through the centuries. The annual auction of its wines in November is considered an indicator of prices for the vintage.

INSTITUT NATIONAL DES APPELLATIONS D’ORIGINE (INAO) the administrative organization for guaranteeing place of origin and quality in French wine. The organization is based in Paris, but has technical experts in each of France’s wine regions.

MADERIZED oxidized; a condition of older wines reflecting the gradual seepage of oxygen into the bottle as the space between the cork and wine increases.

MAIRIE French term for town or village hall.

MAISON DE TOLÉRANCE a licensed brothel.

MAISON DU VIN a wine business, usually that of a wine wholesaler, who buys wine from growers and bottles it under the house’s own label or who buys grapes from growers and then makes and bottles the wine. A maison du vin may also own some vineyards and make wine from those grapes under its own label.

MAQUIS literally, the Corsican bush. During World War II, a general term for the French Resistance, the underground.

‘MARÉCHAL, NOUS VOILÀ’ song composed in honor of Marshal Philippe Pétain, France’s head of state during the Vichy years. Especially popular among children in the early years of World War II, when it was regularly sung in schools and even at religious gatherings of young people. Title means ‘Marshal, Here We Are.’

MILDEW downy or false mildew that is the most ruinous of the fungal diseases that attack the vines. It originated in America and is spread by the wind, so it is difficult to contain once it attacks a vineyard. High humidity and heat are the key factors in its development. Most American vines are resistant to it, so do not have to be treated with the copper sulfate so necessary to the French vineyards.

MONUMENT AUX MORTS a monument to the war dead of a community. In France every village, no matter how small, has one, usually bearing names of more victims of World War I than of World War II. Soldiers who died in battle are those who are mort pour la France, died for France.

MUST grape juice before it ferments completely and becomes wine.

NACHT UND NEBEL German for Night and Fog, but also the term the Third Reich used to designate prisoners it did not want to survive, that it wanted worked to death. They were to disappear within the system, buried in mass and/or unmarked graves, with no information given to families.

NARQUER DES ALLEMANDS to taunt or make fun of the Germans.

NÉGOCIANTS wholesale wine merchants who buy wine and/or grapes in quantity from growers and resell the wine. If they buy grapes, they will make the wine and sell it under the house’s name. Prior to World War II, they also bottled most of the wine they bought, frequently selling it with the name of the maker on the bottles. This was particularly so in Bordeaux where most of the châteaux did not begin bottling on the property until after World War II.

OFLAGIVD the German prisoner-of-war camp for French officers in Silesia in Germany where Gaston Huet and more than 4,000 others were held for the five years of World War II.

OIDIUM powdery or true mildew, another fungal disease of the vines which came to Europe from America. Finely ground sulfur is used to combat it.

PANZERMILCH the derogatory term for the soy beverage prisoners of war got in camps instead of coffee or tea. Literally, panzer milk, the panzers being the German tanks that so effectively routed the French in 1940.

PHONYWAR the period between when war was declared (September 3, 1939) and when fighting actually began (May 10, 1940). Known in French as le drôle de guerre.

PHYLLOXERA a burrowing plant louse that destroyed the vineyards of France at the end of the nineteenth century. Another import from America, but the cure also came from America when native American vine rootstock was found to be resistant to the louse. All French vines had to be ripped up and burned, with new vines grafted onto the American rootstock.

PIQUETTE wine made by adding water to the already pressed skins and husks of grapes. It is very low in alcohol and is usually given to vineyard workers as a daily ration. Also used as a derogatory name for any bad wine.

RUE street

ST. VINCENT the patron saint of French winemakers. His feast day is celebrated near January 24. He was chosen as the winemakers’ patron saint because the first syllable of his name is the French word for wine, vin. For winegrowers, there is one other point in his favor: January is about the only month when there is almost no work to be done in the vineyards; hence they can take the time to celebrate. This they usually do with a procession to the church, then a mass where the local priest blesses the wine and the statue of the saint is passed to the winegrower who will look after it for the coming year.

SERVICE DU TRAVAIL OBLIGATOIRE (STO) the forced labor program set up by Vichy in 1942 to meet German demands for labor. It did more to recruit members for the Resistance than anything else. Those called up for STO generally preferred to go into hiding with the Maquis than to go to Germany to work for the Third Reich.

TERROIR all the natural conditions influencing the vine and the grape (climate, soil, landscape).

TOUR D’ARGENT, LA one of Paris’s best-known and oldest restaurants, especially famous for its duck. A favorite with German officers based in Paris during World War II. Owned then, as now, by the Terrail family.

TRÈS ANCIENNE literally, very old. Old-fashioned.

TRICOLORE literally, three-colored. The French flag with its wide stripes of blue, white and red.

VIGNERONS winegrowers.

VIN CHAUD DU SOLDAT literally, hot wine for soldiers, usually served at special canteens during the winter months. Considered a preventative against disease during cold weather. Kits for making hot wine were also sent to soldiers at the front lines.

VINORDINAIRE literally, ordinary wine. Common wine with nothing special about it, drunk with routine meals at home.

VINIFICATION winemaking.

WEINFÜHRERS a German-sounding word made up by the French to designate the men sent by the Nazis to buy French wine and oversee its distribution.
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