
 

BEAR on BUBBLES  
The Current State of Champagne 

The older I get, the more Champagne I drink. Well, Champagne and other sparkling wines. 
Those others include other French Fizz, Cava, British Bubbles, California sparklers and even sparkling 
wines from Australia. It all has a place at the table but the undisputed king of sparkling wine is 
Champagne. To really understand all the others, you have to understand Champagne.

And Champagne has gotten more complicated than it once was. If you were a US consumer 30-40 years 
ago (which is when I was getting started in and learning the wine business) and you knew 12-to-15 brands 
(all grand marques), understood the difference between vintage and non-vintage, were aware that there 
was pink Champagne (which no one then much drank),  and knew the names of a few luxury Cuvées 
(Dom Perignon, La Grande Dame, Comtes de 
Champagne, Cristal, Grand Siecle …), you were on top 
of your Champagne game. Much has changed.

Today’s informed Champagne buyer needs to know 
some things: How Champagne is made (Methode 
Champenoise), How dry is Extra Dry? Does Size 
Matter? Do Glasses Matter? Just who’s Brut is it? Other 
hot topics in Champagne include Grower Champagnes 
vs. Grand Marques, Sur Lattes (Champagne’s dirty little 
secret), the new wave of sweet Champagnse, Rosé 
Champagne, and Champagne with food. Read on for all 
of this and more on the current state of Champagne.
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Grower Champagnes vs. Grand Marques
For at least the last 15 years, there has been a growing discussion in the fine wine community about 
Grower Champagnes and how they compare with the big Champagne brands (Grand Marques). On the 
Grand Marque side is the marketing machine but there is also a legitimate tradition of quality. And 
without the Grand Marques, the Champagne we know today might not exist. While Grower Champagnes 
are fast growing but still a relative drop-in-the-bucket, these necessarily small production wines usually 
reflect the distinct character or terroir of the village (or a few neighboring villages) where the individual 
grower has his vines. These are generally non-commercial, often artisanal, sometimes highly idiosyncratic 
wines that offer a welcome sense of place (site-specificity) in Champagne. 

At their best, grower Champagnes are skillfully made wines from top terroirs (often 1er cru and grand 
cru vineyards) with great flavor, focus, and balance that often offer a superior bang-for-the-buck as the 
producers are all too small to need (or even be able) to build in big marketing budgets. The dark side of 
Farmer Fizz is that not all terroirs are worthy, not all the winemakers are skilled, idiosyncracy is 
sometimes just weirdness, and artisanship can degenerate into affectation.

The Grand Marques are the famous houses of Champagne that control over two-thirds of the 
Champagne sold world-wide. They are the Moet & Chandons, Veuve Clicquots, Taittingers, Mumms, 
Roederers, Perrier-Jouets, Laurent Perriers, Bollingers, Piper Heidsiecks, Ruinharts, Pommerys, Krugs, 
etc. As they all buy grapes or wine, they fallinto a class of producer know as negoçiant manipulants.They 
are not the Nicholas Feuillattes  or Castelnaus (both co-ops or cooperative manipulants) or the JP 
Marniquets, Bonnaires, Gaston Chiquets, or Jacques Picards (all growers or recoltant manipulants). The 
big houses are the great worldwide brands of Champagne. These companies, most now public but some 
still family-owned, built Champagne the place (for better or worse) and have established Champagne the 
wine and promoted Champagne the lifestyle. Some of these Grand Marque houses are huge (Moet, 
Clicquot, Perrier-Jouet, Mumm) and some are smaller (Pol Roger, Henriot, Bollinger). All the big houses 
make a range of styles and most all have a luxury Cuvée that they offer as a flagship wine (Dom Perignon, 
Cristal, Comtes de Champagne, La Grande Dame, etc.). The grand Marques buy most of the grapes (or 
grape must) they use from independent growers. The dark side of the Grand Marques is that they can and 
some often do buy bottle-fermented Champagne (usually from co-ops) that they (at least theoretically) 
bring in-house to finish (riddle, disgorge, and dose). For more on that, please see Champagne’s Dirty 
Little Secret on page xx). 

About Dosage and the new Sweet Champagnes
In modern western culture, many people see sugar as evil. Rather, sugar - like Chardonnay, oak barrels, 

and country music – is something good that has just gotten a bad reputation because of a few sloppy 
practitioners (and maybe a broader market consumer preference for sweet stuff). The key to any great 
wine is balance and Champagne is no exception. In order for highly acidic Champagne to be balanced, 
there almost must be some sugar present. If a Champagne is of high enough quality, the amount of added 
sugar can be reduced. If the wine is truly exceptional with an extraordinary amount of natural fruit, the 
residual sugar may be eliminated. If the wine has been given a chance to develop and was made with 
techniques to layer in richness, the sugar can be reduced or eliminated.

This balancing sugar is added to the bone-dry result of the second (in-bottle) fermentation as the 
dosage. Very nearly all Champagne needs at least some added sugar in order to stay in balance.

At the other end of the spectrum, some producers have realized that there is a market for high-quality 
sweeter Champagne. While Brut Champagne can be quite versatile, some more sugar is needed at times to 
deal with spice or circumstance. In these cases, a high quality Extra Dry, or especially Sec or Demi-Sec 
Champagne can be just the ticket. Until recently, these sorts of wines were unavailable at higher quality 
levels. You could buy wines in those dosage levels but they generally were just sugared-up versions of 
whichever producer’s cheapest Brut or maybe Extra Dry. Many houses didn’t and still don’t offer 
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anything sweeter than Brut but now a few producers are paying real attention to these sweeter expressions 
of Champagne. They are making these Cuvées from the beginning with the intent to sell sweeter wines 
that are in balance with their higher dosage. Grand Marque producers such as  Moet (Nectar) and Perrier 
Jouet (Nuits Blanches) are in the game but, increasingly, Certain growers (such as Jean Vesselle) are 
working with sweeter styles. Champagne aficionados are finding places and ways to serve them. And new 
markets are opening up.

Champagne and Food
In addition to its role as a toasting wine and as an aperitif, Champagne finds a place at the table with 

food. Saying “Champagne and food” used to bring to mind caviar and blinis, oysters-on-the-half-shell, 
and maybe smoked salmon on toast. These are the classic matches and they require very high quality food 
to go with very high quality Champagne. I remember eating oysters on the half shell topped with Beluga 
caviar with a 1978 Dom Perignon at the Heritage Club. Unbeatable.

Times have changed and so has the thinking on Champagne and food. I love Champagne with both 
popcorn or potato chips. Champagne is great not only with oysters-on-the-half-shell but with many 
cooked oyster dishes. A not-too-dry-Brut can be super with sushi, delightful with dim-sum, or terrific with 
tapas. Brut Champagne works well with salty foods such as Prosciutto or Serrano hams or Parmesan or 
Manchego cheeses. In fact Champagne is perfect for hard, crumbley, long-aged cheeses and also for goat 
cheeses. I love Champagne with flash-fried seafood. A fine lemony Blanc de Blancs can be brilliant with 
sole meuniere. My personal favorite Champagne appetizer is Champagne Nachos which consist of a 
potato chip topped with cured salmon topped with creme fraiche topped with caviar. 

As Champagnes have gotten richer and more flavorful, they are able to go deeper into the meal. Rosé 
Champagnes are especially adept with food as they can have more of a vinous character. An earthy dry 
Rosé Champagne can handle a mushroom brushetta, grilled salmon, beef carpaccio, steak tartar, a salad 
with smoked duck, or even rare roast beef. Rosé’s earthy richness can even allow some of them to handle 
game birds.
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Grower Champagne 
I first encountered a single vineyard, single varietal, grand cru Champagne back in 1983. It was Mumm 

Cremant de Cramant (now called Mumm de Cramant), a 100% Chardonnay Champagne from the grand 
cru village of Cramant in the Cote de Blancs. I was stunned and it immediately became my favorite 
Champagne, even though I could only rarely afford it. Since then, I have been exposed to a lot more high 
quality Champagne, some of it highly promoted and some not. As time has passed, I became an 
aficionado of quality Champagne. That journey led me away from a lot of the entry level Brut NV wines 
sold by the grand marques (Moet, Cliquot, Mumm, Piper, etc.). My initial destination was vintage 
Champagnes from the grand marques and even a few luxury Cuvées. Then in the early 1990s, I first 
encountered my first estate-bottled Champagnes from Lassalle, Guy Larmandier, and Egly Ouriet. 

Estate-Bottled Champagne? That was a new concept. Up to that point in my career, I had been taught 
about Champagne from the viewpoint of the big houses (the grand marques) that control over 90% of the 
Champagne market. I knew there were co-ops and I knew there were growers who grew grapes to sell to 
the big houses but no one had told me (and I didn’t know enough to ask) that some of those growers made 
and sold their own Champagne under their own labels. So my first introduction to grower Champagnes 
(aka Estate-Bottled Champagne, aka Farmer Fizz) was from Larmandier and Lassalle and Egly Ouriet. I 
liked the wines but really didn’t understand them. I had always thought house style and consistency were 
the hallmarks of good Champagne. At least that was what I had been taught in the Champagne gospel-
according-to-the-grand-marques. I didn’t know that idiosyncrasy and terroir specificity had a place in 
Champagne. But I was learning. 

The mid-1990s brought me more and more exposure to grower Champagnes but I had a hard time 
embracing them. Some were highly touted but did not give me any pleasure. Maybe they were over-hyped 
in the wine community and wine press because they were THE NEXT BIG THING. Some were just too 
dry (lots of Extra Bruts and no-dosage-Cuvées) without the aging or reserve wines needed to round them 
out. And some were frankly not very good but still got the buzz (not unlike a restaurant that a critic loves 
but consistently disappoints when you go in). 

After the turn of the millennium, I began to encounter more grower 
Champagnes that offered the idiosyncrasy and specificity I wanted combined with 
more accessible but still dry dosages and the richness and development that 
comes from reserve wines, years spent aging on the yeasts, and tweaking the 
winemaking. Now, more than ever, when I pick some bubbles to drink, I find 
myself selecting Grower Champagne. 

ANDRE CLOUET  
The Clouet family has been growing grapes in Bouzy and Ambonnay since 1751 
and been making and selling estate bottled Champagne since 1900. Some of the 
vineyards the family now farms (owned by Jean François Clouet’s mother 
Françoise) were a gift to her ancestor from Napoleon on said ancestor’s 
retirement. Andre Clouet’s 10 hectares of estate vineyards are still in the villages 
of Bouzy and Ambonnay The estate operation which specializes in Pinot Noir-
only Cuvées is now run by Jean François Clouet (owner, manager, promoter, 
motive force, force of nature). I’m  including Clouet in the grower section even 
though the wines (due to a technicality) currently carry an NM or negoçiant 
manipulant number. 

ANDRE CLOUET Cuvée 1911 Grand Cru Brut, Champagne, NV  ($75.99) 
This 12% alcohol, 100% Pinot Noir estate-bottled Cuvée comes from the grand 
cru village of Bouzy. The current blend is 50% from the 1996 vintage, 25% from 
1995, and 25% from 1997. Some of the component wines were fermented in used 
Sauternes barrels  (from Ch. Doisy Daene, won in a card game) and some were 
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aged in older oak barrels. The wine was laid down in early 1998 and disgorged on 
06/05/2014 – so it has 16 years on the lees.   Gold-straw in color, bright and clear 
and fully sparkling; dry, medium-plus bodied with a rich texture, still fresh acidity, 
and scant phenolics.  This is a stunningly good, beautifully developed sparkler with 
depth and richness to go with a perfectly integrated mix of mineral, toast, and 
developed citrus-tree-red fruit. Lovely, delicious, satisfying. BearScore: 98+. 

ANDRE CLOUET Brut Grand Reserve, Champagne, NV ($37.99) 
A Cuvée of 100% Pinot Noir (and so a Blanc de Noirs) all from mis-slope 
vineyards in Bouzy and Ambonnay given a full malo-lactic fermentation and aged 
4 years on the yeast and dosed to .6 grams per liter of sugar.     No hint of pink to 
say it is an an all Pinot Cuvée. Pale gold straw with a hint of bronze. Richer more 
red fruit with enough citrus to go with a mineral earth. The toast and yeast emerge 
on the palate. Great feel. Richer style But NV offering focus and development. 
BearScore: 92. 

ANDRE CLOUET Brut Silver (Cuvée Sans Dosage), Champagne, NV 
($37.99) 
A Cuvée of 100% Pinot Noir (and so a Blanc de Noirs) all from mid-slope 
vineyards in Bouzy fermented and aged in neutral oak barrels (including a full 
malo-lactic fermentation) and aged 4 years on the yeast. No dosage.     No hint of 
pink to say it is an an all Pinot Cuvée. Pale gold straw. Richer but focused more 
red fruit with enough citrus to go with a mineral earth. The toast and yeast emerge 
on the palate. Offers good development. This Cuvée can be too dry for me – except 
when it’s not. That’s more a function of my mood than anything the wine is doing. 
BearScore: 92. 

ANDRE CLOUET Brut Rosé, Champagne, NV ($47.49) 
A Cuvée of 92% Pinot Noir made as white Champagne blended with 8% Bouzy Rouge (the famous but 
rare red wine from the grand cru village of Bouzy). Ferment in stainless steel tanks but with a full malo-
lactic fermentation and aged 4 years on the yeast before a dosage of 6 grams per liter.    Decidedly pink 
(as opposed to orangey-salmon) in color and fully sparkling. dry and fresh with light but present 
phenolics (from the red wine component). Supple and juicy with red fruit accented with subtle earth. It 
hints at exotic spice with fine perfume and a balancing core of citrus and red fruit acidity. Its toastiness 
emerges in the mouth. Great feel. Yum. Excellent. BearScore: 94. 

 

BONNAIRE 
Founded in 1932, Champagne Bonnaire is located 
in Cramant and is synonymous with Chardonnay. 
Cramant is a famous (maybe the most famous) 
Grand Cru village in the Cote des Blancs. 
Following the economic crisis in 1930, Bonnaire 
founder, Fernand Bouquemont, decided to stop 
delivering his grapes to négociants and began 
vinifying himself. following the World War II, 
Fernand Bouquemont was joined by his brother in 
law André Bonnaire. Descended from a multi-
generational family of Champagne growers, André Bonnaire focused on the viticulture side of the 
property with the help of his son Jean-Louis. Jean-Louis modernized production which brought better and 
better wines. The estate is now in the hands of his two sons; Jean-Etienne who is in charge of production 
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and Jean-Emmanuel who looks after sales and marketing. Their mother (Madame Bonnaire) is the sister 
of Madame Clouet of Andre Clouet. Today Bonnaire domaine property covers and impressive 22 hectares 
(55 acres) of mainly Grand Cru vineyards planted mostly to Chardonnay. 

BONNAIRE Tradition Brut, Champagne, NV ($29.99) 
A blend of 40% Chardonnay, 30% Pinot Noir and 30% Pinot Meunier (from Cramant (Grand Cru), Cuis, 
Bergères-Les-Vertus (Premier Cru), Fossoy)  fermented in temperature controlled stainless steel tanks. 
Bonnaire blends several vintages and adds 25% reserve wine. After a minimum of 36 months on the 
yeasts, the wine is disgorged and a dosage of grams-per-liter is added.    This is clearly Chardonnay-
influenced Brut NV with more citrus than red fruit with chalky-mineral earth and a clean sort of 
yeastiness. Leans toward the middle of the stylisitic spectrum. A delicious drink. BearScore: 91+. 

BONNAIRE Blanc de Blancs Brut Grand Cru, Champagne, NV ($39.89) 
100% Chardonnay all from Grand Cru vineyards in Cramant. Fermented done in temperature controlled 
stainless steel tanks. Several vintages are blended with 25% reserve wines. Aged for a minimum of 42 
months and dosed to 7 grams per liter of sugar.     Real-deal Blanc de Blancs 100% Chardonnay 
Champagne offering richer riper lemony citrus with a bit of spice layered overchalky minerality and 
developed yeast flavors. It’s richness somes from the reserve wines and the extended yeast aging. 
BearScore: 92. 

BONNAIRE Brut Rosé, Champagne, NV ($44.39) 
A Blend of 60% Chardonnay and 40% Pinot Noir (Cramant (Grand Cru) and Fossoy) fermented in 
temperature controlled stainless steel tanks. The Pinot Noir component includes 12% Coteaux 
Champenois red wine). The Cuvée is made up from several vintages with 15% of reserve base wine. Aged 
on the yeasts for a minimum of 36 months and dosed to 9 grams-per-liter.    An unusual Rosé in that it 
tastes more of Chardonnay and citrus than of the red fruits you expect to dominate in Rosé. The red fruit 
notes are present more as essence of red fruit. The chalky minerality of Cramant is there and the yeast 
notes as well for a lighter more aperitif style of Rosé. BearSrore: 91+. 

BONNAIRE Variance Blanc de Blancs Brut, Champagne, NV  ($42.69) 
A 100% Chardonnay Champagne with 70% of the grapes coming from Cramant (Grand Cru) and 30% 
from Bergères-Les-Vertus (Premier Cru), fermented and aged in oak barrels with full malo-lactic 
fermentation prior to methode champenoise. 68 months on the lees before disgorgement. Finished with a 
dosage to bring it to a dry brut level of 6 grams of sugar per liter.      Seems almost a combination of fine 
bubbly and fine White Burgundy. The fruit is more in the lemony citrus range (typical of Blanc de blancs) 
but the mineral and oak are there as well. 
The mineral is Champagne’s chalk (The 
Cote de Blanc is the heart of Champagne’s 
chalk) rather than the Cote d’Or’s 
limestone. The oak is not new but the 
character of the barrels is there as a 
complement. The whole is a delicious, fresh 
but satisfying Champagne with a unique 
appeal. Delicious. BearScore: 94+.  Due to 
its depth and richness, this is a blanc de 
blancs that transends aperitif status and can 
be used with food at the dinner table. 
Recommended serving temperature is 
50-53°F. 
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CAMILLE SAVES  
The domaine was created in 1894 when agricultural engineer Eugène 
Savès founded the house as a grower and then realized how important 
it was to produce his own wine. The fourth generation of family 
ownership is represented by Hervé Savès, who replaced his father 
Camille in 1982. Herve tends 10 hectares (25 acres) of mostly Grand 
Cru vineyards in three of Champagne’s most important villages – 
Bouzy, Ambonnay and Tours-sur-Marne. All of the wines are 
fermented in enamel-lined steel tanks, but then go into a combination 
of steel tanks and neutral Oak for ageing, before the 2nd fermentation 
in bottle. All wines receive a minimum of four years on the lees, and 
malolactic fermentation is blocked for all wines. The style is based on 
crisp minerality and fresh, biscuit-laced fruit. There is an extra 
dimension of citrus cutting through, making these wines of great 
finesse with rich fruit lurking just beneath the surface.  

CAMILLE SAVES Brut Rose Grand Cru, Champagne, NV 
($59.84) 
60% Chardonnay (Bouzy Grand Cru), 40% Pinot Noir (Bouzy Grand 
Cru) from 40 year average age vines. Disgorged in Mar 2014 with 3 years on lees. Dosage 9g/L.     Pale-
salmon-pink color; dry, medium-full-bodied with freshly balanced acidity and scant phenolics. Richer 
rounder more focused Rosé with lots of red fruit balanced with a range of riper complex citrus. Has plenty 
of yeast and earthy minerality but the rich, integrated complete fruit here is the thing. This is great terroir 
talking without too much winemaking input. YUM. BearScore: 95+. 

CAMILLE SAVES Carte Blanche Brut 1er 
Cru, Champagne, NV ($39.89) 
75% Pinot Noir from Bouzy, Ambonnay and 
Tours-sur-Marne Grand Cru terroirs. 25% 
Chardonnay from Tauxières 1er Cru. Disgorged in 
Feb 2013 after 3 years on yeasts. Dosage 9 g/L     
Pale-straw color; dry, medium-bodied with 
freshly balanced acidity and scant phenolics. Very 
much in middle of the stylistic road with fresh 
crisp white fruits followed by a bit of red fruit 
essence and mineral earth. The toast is there but 
everything is knit together. Elegant, intriguing, 
integrated; delicious. BearScore: 93. 

 

CHATEAU de BLIGNY 
Owned by the Rapeneau family, the estate vineyards 
of Chateau de Bligny are in the Cote de Bar in the 
southern part of Champagne. Ch. de Bligny is one of 
the few producing chateaux in Champagne and 
processes one of t few old clos (walled vineyard) of 
Champagne. They are also unique in growing all the 
legal grapes for Champagne. 

Winter 2017 -  2018 BearOnWine.com Page �7

http://BearOnWine.com


Chateau de BLIGNY Brut Grand Reserve, Champagne, NV ($39.89) 
A blend of 50% Pinot Noir and 50% Chardonnay, 100% estate bottled & 
produced from their vineyards in the Cote des Bar. 15% Reserve wines and 
full malo-lactic fermentation. Aged 24 months on the yeasts. Dosed to 10 
grams per liter sugar.   Straw-colored and fully sparkling; dry, medium-bodied 
with freshly acidity; scant phenolics.  Clean, fresh and focused with citrus and 
some tree fruit and more mineral than toast but the toast is present and 
accounted for. Very much in the stylistic middle of Champagne. Evolves 
nicely in the glass. BearScore: 91. 

Chateau de BLIGNY Blanc de Blancs, Champagne, NV  ($49.99) 
A 100% Chardonnay estate bottled Cote des Bar Champagne with 15% 
reserve wine, gets a full malo-lactic fermentation and is aged 24 months on the 
yeasts. Dosage at 10 grams per liter.   Straw in color and fully sparkling; dry, 
medium light-bodied with fresh acidity and scant phenolics.  Clean, pure, 
focused, fresh mostly citrus fruit with limestone mineral and subtle toast. Delicious. Made more in the 
blanc de blancs aperitif style but with enough richness to handle some food. BearScore: 91+. 

Chateau de BLIGNY Brut Rose, Champagne, NV   ($49.99) 
A 50% Chardonnay, 50% Pinot Noir (30% of which is red Coteaux Champenois). 15% of the total Cuvée 
is reserve wines. Full malo-lactic fermentation and and aged at least 24 months on the yeast. Dosed to 10 
grams-per-liter of sugar)  Orange-salmon in color and fully sparkling; dry, medium-bodied with fresh 
acidity and very light phenolics.  Clean and fresh with red (strawberry and raspberry) fruit and citrus over 
limestone mineral and notes of toast and spice. Rich enough to drink with dinner. BearScore: 93. 

Chateau de BLIGNY “Clos de Bligny”  6 Cepages, Champagne, NV 
($94.99) 
An estate-bottled, single-clos blend of equal parts Chardonnay, Pinot 
Noir, Arbane, Pinot Meunier, Petit Meslier,  and Pinot Blanc (six of the 
seven varieties legal in Champagne) from the Bligny estate’s clos 
(walled vineyard) in Champagne’s Cote des Bar given a full malo-lactic 
fermentation, aged 3 years on the yeasts and dosed at a very dry 5 grams 
per liter.  Pale-gold-straw in color and fully sparkling; dry, medium-
bodied with freshly balanced acidity and very light phenolics.  Richer 
riper more complex and developed style of Champagne with more earthy 
vinous character. Fine mix of citrus and tree fruit with mineral and toast. 
complex, textured, and dimensional. Excels both as wine and as 
sparkling wine. Stunningly good if unknown effort from a newish estate. 
BearScore: 95. Seriously good, check it out. 

EGLY OURIET 
Domaine Egly-Ouriet is known for vinous Champagnes offering concentration and complexity. 
Winemaker Francis Egly harvests very ripe grapes and ages his wines in barrel for longer than almost any 
other Champagne house producing Champagne that is age-worthy, complex, and often compelling. Based 
in Ambonnay, the estate’s grand cru vineyards are located in the villages of Ambonnay, Verzenay and 
Bouzy; premier cru Pinot Meunier vineyards are located in the village of Vrigny (on the Petite 
Montagne). Grand cru vineyards are planted to 70 percent Pinot Noir and 30 percent Chardonnay with an 
an average vine age of 40 year. Working in the vineyards to control yields with the goal of obtaining truly 
ripe grapes is Egly’s primary philosophy. Grapes are hand harvested and fermented on indigenous yeasts, 
partially in French oak barrels  and partially in tank. Malolactic fermentation is allowed or blocked 
depending on the needs of the vintage. Wines spend an especially prolonged time on fine lees, with three 
to four years the minimum. Dosage before bottling is very low, seldom more than 2 grams-per-liter.  
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EGLY OURIET Blanc de Noirs Les Crayères Grand Cru Vielles Vignes NV  ($174.79) 
A single-site, multi-vintage 100% Grand Cru Pinot Noir Cuvée from 70 year old vines fermented and 
aged in a mix of Burgundy barrels and stainless steel tanks. Aged 5 years on the yeasts and does to less 
than 2 grams per liter.     The hallmark of this wine is its richness and depth with layers of tflavor coming 
from terroir, technique and ripe fruit. Red fruit with some ripe citrus accented with an earthy-chalky 
moinerality and lots of yeasty lees notes. Lovely rich compelling Champagne. As much wine as sparkling 
wine. Almost Champagne as an intellectual exercise. BearScore: 96+. 

EGLY OURIET Brut Rose Grand Cru Champagne NV  ($132.69) 
A Grand Cru (Ambonnay, Verzeneay, and Bouzy) blend of 70% Pinot Noir with 30% Chardonnay (40 
year average vine age) blended with some of Egly Ouriet’s excellent still red Ambonnay Rouge for color. 
Fermented and aged in a mix of Burgundy barrels and stainless steel tanks. Aged 3 years on the yeasts and 
does to less than 2 grams per liter.      Quite vinous with some red wine character to go with its 
Champagne focus and minerality. Layers of technique and terroir add to the richness of the fruit. Hints at 
exotic and spice. Great food Champagne. BearScore: 94+. 

 
GODME  
Godmé was established in 1930 in the grand cru village 
of Verzenay in the Montagne de Reims area 17 
kilometres south east of Reims.  The Godmés have been 
vignerons (wine-growers) in Verzenay since the 19th 
century. Joseph Godmé, Hugues’ grandfather, began 
bottling just after WWII. A rarity at that time for a small 
grower and a great testament to the quality of the wines, 
he was soon bottling all of his production. Today 
Hugues Godmé is in charge of winemaking and 
marketing. The Godmés have 70 individual small plots 
totaling 11 hectares (27.5 acres) of vineyard spread 
across the villages of Verzenay, Villers-Marmery, 
Beaumont sur Vesle, Verzy and Villedommange. Godmé 
has an organic approach to grape growing and follow the philosophy of Culture Raisonnée or reasoned 
farming practices.  The estate is working toward a biodynamic certification. Hugues Godmé’s stated goal 
is to make “light and sensual wines.” Godmé’s champagnes range from the aperitif style Blanc de Blancs 
to the more robust Blanc de Noirs and vintage wines. Winemaking bells and whistles include indigenous 
yeast alcoholic fermentation, no malo, low dosages, elevages in old wood, elevage sur lies, and single-
site, single-variety wines. 

GODME Champs St. Martin Brut Blanc de Noirs 1er cru Champagne, 2006 ($119.99) 
This 100% Pinot Noir single vineyard Champagne from Les Champs St-Martin is from vines nearly 30 
years old, located in a chalky parcel near the base of the slope in Verzenay. It's vinified entirely in barrels 
and aged for 6 years on the yeasts. Was disgorged in September 2014 and given a very dry dosage of 3 
grams per liter. 

GODME Les Romaines Brut Blanc de Noirs 1er cru Champagne, 2006 ($119.99) 
100% Pinot Meunier from 30 year-old vines in the single vineyard Les Romains vinified entirely in 
barrels without malolactic fermentation and aged for 6 years on the yeasts. It was disgorged in September 
2014 and given a very dry dosage of 2 grams per liter.    This is a stunning, complete, elegantly balanced 
Champagne offering pristine red fruit with enough citrus and Pinot Meunier’s distinctive biscuity toast 
note over a subtle earthy mineral and yeast base. Lovely, Pure, Satisfying. BearScore: 96+. 
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GODME Alouettes St. Bets Brut Blanc de Blancs 1er cru Champagne, 
2006 ($119.99) 
100% Chardonnay from 46 year-old vines in the single vineyard Les 
Alouettes St-Bets in Villers-Marmery (on the border of Verzy), this is a 
chalky vineyard, with little topsoil, and it’s considered to be one of the 
village’s top sites. Vinified entirely in wood, without malolactic. Aged for 7 
years on the yeasts and disgorged September 2013. Dosage 3g/L.   Rich 
straw in color; dry, medium-bodied with freshly balanced acidity; light 
phenolics. Super rich delicious, integrated, layered, textured, and complete. 
All the fruit and yeast and mineral are harmonized into a lovely whole. Wow. 
BearScore: 96+. 

GODME Brut Reserve 1er cru, Champagne, NV ($43.39) 
60% Chardonnay, 30% Pinot Meunier, and 10% Pinot Noir.   All parcels are vinified separately or in 
small groups (small sites with similar terroir). 40% was aged in oak casks. The champagnes are not 
filtered. 50+%) reserve wines. Disgorged August 2014 after 3 years on the lees. Dosage: 7 g/l (true brut).   
Rich strraw in color; dry, medium full-bodied (for Champagne) with fresh acidity. Supple richer style 
Champagne with taste and depth to go with full range citrus and tree fruit and a bit of red fruit. The 
richness and texture comes from the high proportion of reserve wine. Textured and dimensional. 
BearScore: 93+. 

JACQUES PICARD 
In the late 1950s, Roger Picard (who was then mayor of Berru) planted vines on parcels of land that had 
just been granted the Champagne Appellation d’Origine Controlée. In the early 1960s, his son Jacques 

Picard started his business and produced the first bottles of champagne 
under his own name. Over the years Picard invested to build and sustain 
the champagne house and build its reputation for quality. The vineyard 
was developed, the cellars were enlarged and the buildings were 
extended. By then, Jacques Picard performed all the different tasks of 
champagne production - everything from  planting grapes to selling the 
finished wine – at their Champagne estate. In the 1990s, Jacques Picard’s 
two daughters Sylvie and Corinne (with their husbands) took over the 
business. Together, the family has continued to develop and modernize 
the business, respecting its traditions, philosophy and high-quality 
production which characterizes the brand Jacques Picard. 
As winegrowers and producers, the whole production 
process from growing the grapes to putting the finished 
bottles into cases still takes place on the Picard estate. 
The winemaking now falls to José Lievens, husband of 
Corinne and son-in-law of Jacques Picard. Here are his 
three Cuvées brought into Texas. 

JACQUES PICARD Brut, Champagne, NV ($39.89) 
A blend of 60% Chardonnay, 35% Pinot Meunier, and 5% Pinot Noir (Chardonnay and 
Pinot Noir are from Berru. and the Pinot Meunier is from nearby Montbré). This Cuvée is 
based on 2011 with 50% reserve wines (2010, 2009, 2008, and 2007 and 5% of the 
estate’s solera). After the second fermentation in the bottle, it is aged three years on the 
yeasts and dosed to 8 grams per liter (true Brut). Straw in color with green highlights and 
fully sparkling; dry, medium-bodied with fresh acidity and scant phenolics. The nose 
offers coconut, toast, spice, citrus and some red fruit and the palate follows. A core of 
mineral earth holds it together. This is a bigger richer style of Brut NV. BearScore: 91+. 
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JACQUES PICARD Brut Rosé, Champagne, NV ($52.99) 
A unique estate-bottled blend of 90% Chardonnay with 10% Pinot Noir Champagne Rosé. The color 
comes from the red grapes/juice getting a 6-7 day maceration (with no alcoholic fermentation) before 
being blended and co-fermented with Chardonnay and 8 months of vat aging before bottling. This bottling 
is based on 2010 with 30% reserve wines added for depth and richness. Aged over 4 years on the yeasts 
before it was disgorged in October 2015. Dosage at 8 grams/liter.   Pale-salmon-orange in color; dry, 
medium-bodied with fresh acidity and scant phenolics. Integrated complete style of Rosé with enough red 
fruit and lots of Chardonnay (citrus and focus) character. the fruit, mineral earth, and yeastiness all knit 
together. More elegant aperitif style of Rosé. BearScore: 92+. 

JACQUES PICARD Art de Vigne, Champagne, 2005 ($69.99) 
An estate-bottled blend of 60% Chardonnay, 20% Pinot Noir, and 20% Pinot 
Meunier all from vineyards over 40 years old in Berru to the northeast of 
Reims. Barrel-fermented and aged with batonage (lees stirring) in a mix of 
used Burgundy barrels and some new barrels. 5 years en tirage (on the yeasts) 
as it develops in the bottle. Finished with a dosage of 4 grams of sugar per 
liter.   Medium gold straw in color and fully sparkling; dry, medium-full-
bodied with fresh acidity and scant phenolics. Focused and fresh with lots of 
depth and development. Contrasty and complex but with good integration. 
Complete. The citrus is more dominant but the red fruit is there along with 
lots of richness from the barrels and the extended lees aging. Textural complex compelling Champagne. 
BearScore: 94+. 

JEAN VESSELLE 
The Vesselle family have been grape growers in Bouzy for nearly 300 years. Their 37 acres of vineyards 
are planted to 90% Pinot Noir and 10% Chardonnay. Farming is according to lutte raisonée principles, 
concentrating mostly on organic practices and avoiding chemical treatments. Vineyard rows are plowed to 
avoid the use of herbicides. The estate too uses solar energy and recycles rainwater to reduce its energy 
footprint. Soils in general are the classic chalk of the Montagne de Reims. Grapes are harvested 
exclusively by hand and pressed gently, then fermented in temperature-controlled, stainless steel tanks.  

JEAN VESSELLE Le Petit Clos (Bouzy), Champagne, 2003    ($166.24) 
An all estate 100% Pinot Noir from the smallest clos in Champagne (.08 Hectare) farmed using lutte 
raisonee, vinified in 1yr old aak (from Champagne region) barrels with no ML. Aged 10 years on Lees. 
Dosage 4g/L using MCR (moût concentré rectifié). 700 bottles produced. Not Produced Every Year.  
Farming lutte raisonee.     Gold straw in color; dry, medium-full-bodied with fresh acidity and scant 
phenolics.  Deep rich and somehow dense. integrated and 
complete. Unique Champagne. Stunning wine. BearScore: 97+. 

JEAN VESSELLE Oeil De Perdrix Rose, Champagne, NV  
($59.84) 
An estate bottled 100% Pinot Noir (all from Bouzy) Cuvée from 
15-30 year old vines farmed according to lutte raisonée 
principles. Grapes are macerated briefly for color then pressed 
(which is the original but now very rare way of making Rosé 
Champagne) and fermented using indigenous yeasts in stainless 
steel tanks. Aged for three years on the yeasts and dosed to 6 
grams per liter.    A very pale salmon color; dry, medium full-
bodied with fresh acidity and light phenolics.  Supple and riper 
but still fresh. Lovely red fruit with a hint of citrus and a sort of 
earthy minerality. Has a sort of red wine sensibility. Fine Food 
Fizz. Delicious. BearScore: 93+. 
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JEAN VESSELLE Extra Brut (Bouzy), Champagne, NV     ($58.59) 
A sustainable blend of 80% Pinot Noir and 20% Chardonay (30year average age vines) based on the 2012 
vintage given an indigenous yeast fermentation and aged 3 years on its yeasts. No dosage.     Pale-copper-
straw in color; very dry, medium-bodied with freshly  balanced acidity and scant phenolics.  Supple, 
elegant, balanced, very dry but rich enough to handle it. Rich citrus with hints of drier tree fruits and some 
essence of red fruit. Vivid, fresh and alive. Mineral and toast and somehow ethereal. BearScore: 93. 

JEAN VESSELLE Brut Reserve NV  ($47.99) 
An estate bottled blend of 80% Pinot Noir and 20% Chardonnay all from Bouzy farmed using lutte 
raisonée (sustainable) principles from 15-30 year vines. Fermented on indigenous yeasts in temperature-
controlled stainless steel tanks. Aged for three years on the yeasts and then dosed 11 grams-per-liter.       
Straw with a hint of copper; dry, medium-bodied with fresh acidity and light phenolics.  Supple, but still 
fresh, rounder style of brut Champagne with red fruit and more citrus. mineral earth and the right level 
toast. Stylisticly in the middle. BearScore: 93. 

JEAN VESSELLE Rosé de Saignee Demi Sec, Bouzy, NV     ($66.39) 
Estate-grown, sustainably-farmed 100% Pinot Noir base wine from 2012 given a 48 hour maceration 
before in tank indigenous yeast fermentation. Aged 3 years on its yeasts and given a demi-sec dosage of 
32 grams per liter.    Pink-salmon-red in color; semi-sweet, medium-bodied with fresh acidity and very 
light phenolics.  Supple, riper, more colored, more elegant but very red fruit flavorful style of Rosé with 
depth and richness to go with spicier foods. Unique. BearScore: 93. 

JOSE DHONDT  
Long time Champagne grower Jose Dhondt made his first wine in 1974.  

Dhondt now makes three wines, a NV Rosé, a NV Blanc de Blancs and 
what he calls “Mes Vieille Vignes,” which, although always made from 
grapes of a single year, he vintage dates in its best years.  

The Dhondt family’s 6 hectares are split across several parcels, equally 
divided between the Cote des Blancs (Oger and le Mesnil sur Oger) and the Sézannes regions.  The vines 
average 25 years of age, though grapes for his “Vieilles Vignes” cuvée come from 56 year old vines on a 
tiny parcel on a slope of Oger that was planted by José’s grandfather.  Dhondt avoids chemicals as much 
as possible, parcticing “culture raisonnée. The estate is headed toward organic and biodynamic 
certification (which is very difficult to achieve and Maintain in Champagne. He keeps yields low with a 
severe debudding and merciless sorting before the grapes go into the press.  Pressing is done in a 
traditional wooden vertical press and only one “retrousse” is allowed.  Vinification is in small temperature 
controlled stainless steel vats with individual lots kept separate. Some grapes are sold to Moet. 

JOSE DHONDT Rosé de Saignee, Champagne, NV ($55.99) 
This 100% Pinot Noir (from a a single site called La Cote aux Lièvres) Rosé is fermented in small 
stainless steel tanks with 12 to 24 hours of skin contact and allowed a full malo-lactic fermentation. Given 
three years on the yeasts and dosed to 8 grams-per-liter.     Offers more color (a vivid pink-red) and depth 
than most Rosé Champagne with lots of almost sweet tred fruit and just enough citrus to go with some 
mineral earth and toasty richness. Excellent food Champagne for drinking all the way through a meal. 
BearScore: 94. 

JOSE DHONDT Brut Blanc de Blancs, Champagne, NV ($49.99) 
100% Chardonnay. The vines average 25 years of age, Pressing is done in a traditional vertical wood 
press and only one “retrousse” is allowed. Vinification is in small temperature controlled stainless steel 
vats with individual lots kept separate. Disgorged in may 2016 after 30 months on the yeasts, Dosage 8g/
L.     Pale-straw color; medium-bodied with fresh acidity. An earthier style of Blanc de Blancs with citrus 
and toast but some earthier richness and a different sort of toasted brioche (how’s that for a ciché?) 
yeastiness. Delicious. BearScore: 92+. 

Winter 2017 -  2018 BearOnWine.com Page �12

http://BearOnWine.com


J.P. MARNIQUET 
Champagne J.P. Marniquet is almost a one-man show with Jean Pierre 
Marniquet (with help from his daughter) handling most of the heavy 
lifting including hand-riddling and disgorging the wines. As they are in 
the Valle de la Marne which is the land of Pinot Meunier, they embrace 
that sometimes denigrated variety and make it the centerpiece of their 
main Cuvées. Marniquet makes real-deal farmer-fizz (estate-bottled 
Champagne) from grapes he grows on his own vineyards. He ages the 
wines in his cellar, the entrance to which looks like a Hobbit hole in the 
hill side across from his house. The vintage is released in the tenth year 
after the vintage. The prestige is released in the twentieth year after 
then vintage. This Prestige is unusual (in the larger world of Champagne) because 
it is largely Pinot Meunier (an under-rated and misunderstood Champagne variety 
in which Marniquet specializes) and because it got almost 19 years on the yeasts 
before it was disgorged. Trust me, you will be amazed. 

Jean Pierre MARNIQUET Prestige, Champagne, 1995 ($99.74) 
A cuvée of 60% Pinot Meunier and 40% Chardonnay laid down in 1996 and 
disgorged in 2015.    Gold-straw and fully sparkling; dry, medium-full-bodied 
with still fresh acidity and scant phenolics.  Rich and toasty with the pure rich 
developed flavors of long aging. Deep mix of toasty red fruits and yeast notes 
with elegance from the Chardonnay and chalk. Brilliant, delicious. Gets deeper 
and better as it opens, breathes, and develops in the glass (use a wine glass). A 
masterpiece. BearScore: 100. Trust me, you will be amazed. 

Jean Pierre MARNIQUET Brut Vintage, Champagne, 2005     ($55.49) 
An estate-bottled blend of 50% Pinot Meunier, 35% Chardonnay, and 15% Pinot 
Noir from a small grower-producer located in Venteuil in the Valle de la Marne 
west of Reims. Aged over 10 years on the yeasts in a cold, deep cellar. Dosage is 
quite Brut at 6 grams per liter dissolved in reserve wines.     Richer straw colored 
and fully sparkling. Dry, medium-bodied with refreshing acidity. Toasty-yeasty-
biscuity with developed lemony citrus and red fruit. Notes of limestone-mineral 
earth. Really very long finish. Delicious, focused, deep. Offers a textured 
dimensioinality. Lovely vintage Champagne at a value price point. BearScore: 95. 

Jean Pierre MARNIQUET Brut Tradition, 
Champagne, NV ($29.99) 
An estate bottled blend of 50% Pinot Meunier 
(which is rather a lot of Pinot Meunier), 35% 
Chardonnay, and 15% Pinot Noir with reserve 
wines in the mix from a small grower-producer 
located in Venteuil in the Valle de la Marne west of Reims. Aged over 
3 years on the yeasts in a cold, deep cellar that was originally a World 
War One underground hospital. Dosage is quite Brut at 6 grams per 
liter dissolved in reserve wines.     Straw colored and fully sparkling. 
Dry, medium-bodied with fresh acidity. Toasty-yeasty-biscuity with 
lively lemony citrus and red fruit with limestone mineral earth and a 
hint of spice. Really very long finish. Delicious, focused, fresh, alive-
in-the-mouth. I really like the biscuity taste. Yum. BearScore: 92. 
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MARCEL MOINEAUX 
Founded by Marcel Moineaux in 1942, Moineaux is a small grower with all 
Grand Cru vineyards in Chouilly in the Cote de Blancs.  All the wines are 100% 
Chardonnay. Marcel’s three daughters now run the estate and one of their 
children, Thibault, has recently joined the business.  Moineaux practices 
sustainable agriculture. All fermentations are in stainless steel tanks with no 
malo-lactic fermentation. Moineaux is quite unusual in that over have of their 
production is vintage Champagne. 

Marcel Moineaux Chouilly Blanc De Blancs Brut Grand Cru 2008 ($53.99) 
100% Chardonnay from Grand Cru vineyards in Chouilly in the Cote de Blancs. Fermented in stainless 
steel with full malo-lactic fermentation, aged 7 years on the yeasts with a dosage of 4 grams per liter.  
Focused pure, classic Chardonnay Champagne offering full range citrus and a bit of tree fruit with fine 
development (from the aging and the ML) to go with chalky terroir and focused yeastiness. Integrated and 
compete. It would be easy to call this an aperitif Champagne but there is richness here that takes it into 
another dimension. BearScore: 94. 

Marcel Moineaux Chouilly Brut Blanc De Blanc Grand Cru NV ($39.89) 
100% Chardonnay from Grand Cru vineyards in Chouilly in the Cote de Blancs. Fermented in stainless 
steel tanks with full malo-lactic fermentation, blended with 40% reserve wines, and aged 3 years on the 
yeasts with a dosage of 7 grams per liter.  Again, a classic Chardonnay Champagne offering ripe and 
developed full range citrus fruit over chalky terroir and developed yeast. Delicious in more of an aperitif 
style but the texture and dimensionality are present. BearScore: 92+. 

MICHEL MAILLIARD 
The Mailliard family has been the Champagne business in Vertus through four 
generations. The family winery was formally established in 1984 by Michel 
Mailliard. Michel and his son, Gregory, the third and fourth generations, currently 
manage the 23 hectare estate. Half the estate’s vineyards are located in Vertus (all 
1er cru vineyards) and the majority of the estate is planted to Chardonnay. 

MICHEL MAILLIARD Cuvée Gregory 1er Cru Brut, Champagne, NV 
($49.99) 
An all estate blend of 95% Chardonnay with 5% Pinot Noir all from 1er cru 
vineyards.  Vinified (with no malo-lactic fermentation) and aged in stainless steel 
tanks for 8 months.  After methode champenoise, it was aged for over 4 years on the 
yeast in bottle. Finished quite brut at 5.65 grams-per-liter of sugar.   Green-straw in 
color and fully sparkling; dry, medium-bodied with fresh acidity and scant 
phenolics. Has some richness and depth but still offers vivid citrus fruit with ample 
mineral and just enough toast. There is texture and dimension here. Focused and 
delicious, more linear style of Champagne. BearScore: 93. 

MICHEL MAILLIARD Cuvée Alexia Brut Rosé, Champagne, NV  (49.99) 
An unusual blend of 90% Chardonnay and 10% Pinot Noir (all which is red wine).  
Vinifcation and aging for 8 months in stainless steel with no malolactic fermentation. Aged 4 years en 
tirage (on the yeasts). Finished true Brut with a 7g/l dosage (0.7%).     Deep salmon-pink color and fully 
sparkling; dry, medium-light-bodied with fresh acidity and scant phenolics. Riper darker rosé with lots of 
red fruit. The 10% red wine in the blend gives it a strong red fruit character but the 90% Chardonnay 
keeps it elegant (with a citrus balance) and keeps it from any heaviness. It is toasty-yeasty and mineral but 
the driving force is the tension between the red fruit character and its Chardonnay elegance. Ultimate food 
Champagne. BearScore: 92+. 
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VAZART COQUART  
The 11 hectare (27.5 acre) Vazart Coquart estate run by Jean-Pierre Vazart, makes is entirely in Grand Cru 
Chouilly (one of only 17 ‘grand cru’ top communes in Champagne and the most northerly wine commune 
of the Côte des Blancs). Camille Vazart began growing Champagne grapes in Chouilly the late 1800s. His 
son Jacques began making Champagne form these estate grapes in 1954. In 2005 Jean-Pierre (grandson of 
Camille, son of Jacques) took over from his father after a 16 year ‘apprenticeship’.  As Chouilly is in the 
Côte des Blancs, mostly Chardonnay is grown here, but Jean-Pierre Vazart has one small plot of Pinot 
Noir to make a Coteaux Champenois (which colors his Chardonnay dominant Rosé Champagne). The 
estate has parcels of vines in most great sections of the Chouilly vineyard, including on the prized 
Montaigu.  The estate has gradually reduced synthetic chemical use to an absolute minimum; in 2012 the 
estate was the third wine domaine to be awarded the highest level of Haute Valeur Environmentale 
certification (a stringent set of sustainable target).  Vinification is in small stainless steel tanks (no barrels) 
to preserve the mineral delicacy and buttery floral fruit which is the signature of Chouilly. Complexity 
comes from full malolactic fermentation and a perpetual reserve wine solera begun in 1982 (which is also 
used for dosages. Vazart Coquart has been a member of the Special Club since 1996. 

VAZART COQUART Brut Reserve Blanc de Blancs Grand Cru, Champagne, NV ($39.99) 
100% Chardonnay (all from Chouilly in the Cote de Blancs – average age is more than 30 years) blended 
from several years with 25% reserve wines from a “solera” implemented by Jacques Vazart in 1982. 
Disgorged in May 2015 with 2.5 years on lees. Dosage 8g/L.   Straw with green highlights; dry, medium-
bodied with fresh acidity and scant phenolics. Supple richer but still focused style of Blanc de Blancs. 
Layered and textured with mostly citrus (and some tree) fruit. Adds richness in the mouth. Delcious. 
Dimensional. BearScore: 93+. 

VAZART COQUART Special Club Brut Blanc de Blancs Grand Cru, Champagne, 2008 ($89.99) 
100% Grand Cru Chardonnay made in the “Special Club” rules. Disgorged in June 2016 after 7.5 years 
on yeasts. Dosage 8 g/L.   Pale-straw color with green highlights; dry, medium-bodied with freshly 
balanced acidity and light phenolics. Very rich and developed with juicy ripe citrus Chardonnay ripe fruit. 
Dimensional, layered, ripe, and textured. Delicious. BearScore: 95+. 

WARIS-HUBERT 
Stéphanie and Olivier Waris are the fourth generation of this family to make 
Champagne at the Waris-Hubert estate in Avize (Grand Cru) in the Côte des Blancs. 
Their vineyard range across the Grand Cru villages of Avize, Oger, Cramant, 
Chouilly, and Ay, as well as the fine communes of Grauves, Bisseuil and Sézanne. 
Each plot is separately vinified in stainless steel vats. Every cuvée is cold settled for 
72 hours and given a low-temperature fermentation. After the alcoholic 
fermentation, the base wines are aged on lees for another month before racking and 
malolactic fermentation. 

WARIS-HUBERT Blanc de Blancs Grand Cru, Champagne, NV ($49.99) 
Estate-bottled 100% Chardonnay from 25-year-old (average age) vines in the Grand 
Cru villages of Cramant and Avize (Calcareous clay soil). 80% from the 2011 
harvest and 20% reserve wine from 2010. Cold settled for 72 hours and vinified in 
stainless steel tanks with a full 6 months of tank aging before champenization and 
aged en tirage (on the yeasts) for 3 years. Finished with a brut dosage of 7 grams-
per-liter of sugar.     Straw in color; dry, medium-bodied with freshly balanced 
acidity and minimal but present phenolics.  Focused, vivid, fresh. Laser beam pure 
and precise with mostly lemony citrus fruit and clean chalk minerality but there is 
enough richness from the yeast and development to balance it. The pure 
Chardonnay fruit is stunning. BearScore: 94+. 
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A CHAMPAGNE PRIMER 
Here’s my primer on the basics you need to know about Champagne: how it gets its bubbles, where the 
flavors come from, levels of dryness, how to know who makes it, proper glassware, etc. Read this and be 
more prepared to buy, order, serve, taste, drink, and enjoy Champagne. 

Champagne is a place and a wine and maybe a lifestyle. The place is the Champagne region, a historic 
wine region within the larger Champagne administrative province in the northeast of France. Best known 
for making of the sparkling wine that bears the its name, Champagne is about 100 miles east of Paris. The 
legally delimited viticultural region of Champagne is split into five growing areas: the Cote des Blancs, 
Montagne de Reims, and Vallée de la Marne, the Cote de Sézanne, and the Aube. The cities of Reims and 
Épernay are the main commercial centers of Champagne. 

The Champagne Process 
As the name indicates, the Champagne process or Methode Champenoise evolved in France’ 

Champagne region. Champagne started off as still wine - sometimes red, sometimes white, sometimes 
pink - that nature occasionally made fizzy. Methode Champenoise is the process by which the Champagne 
producers artificially and consistently reproduce that frothy outcome. 

In the strictest sense, Methode Champenoise starts in the vineyard. The right clones of the correct grape 
varieties must be grafted to the correct rootstocks planted in the right soils in the right climate to produce 
high acid, physiologically mature fruit with low sugar contents. Common knowledge says that Pinot Noir, 
Pinot Meunier, and Chardonnay are the only permitted grape varieties in Champagne. The big three make 
up the vast majority of the plantation but there are others that are allowed. Other permitted varieties 
include Petit Meslier and Arbanne which are both white varieties grown in the southern Aube area of 
Champagne. Others that may still linger in the Champagne vineyards include Bachet and Beaunoir and 
even a bit of Gamay and Pinot Blanc. Most of these “other varieties” that still exist in Champagne are 
grown in the southern Aube sub-region. 

Each of the big three varieties brings certain elements to the finished wine but each variety expresses 
differently depending on the soils in which it is planted. Chardonnay is grown mostly in the Cote de 
Blancs and in a few other special sites. It likes the white limestone clay soils. Chardonnay brings lemony 
citrus and apple fruit with lots of acidity and a distinct white earth minerality not unlike the smell of 
children’s vitamins. Pinot Noir is grown all over Champagne but is at its best in the Montagne de Reims. 
The Montagne de Reims is notable for north-facing chalky slopes that derive warmth from the warm 
winds rising from the valleys below. It is oriented east-west to the south of Reims in northern 
Champagne. The Vallée de la Marne, south of the Montagne de Reims and above the west-east running 
River Marne, contains south-facing chalky slopes. Pinot Noir brings red fruit and earth with some 
richness and vinousity but the is where the sometimes maligned (unjustly) Pinot Meunier reaches its 
fullest potential.  Pinot Meunier (sometimes shortened to “Meunier” by some of the growers) brings 
biscuity richness and forward fruit for early drinkability but can age for 30 years or more if made 
properly. 

Not that you’re ever likely to taste it but Arbanne can taste of green flavors (peas and herbs but not 
under-ripeness), along with lemon, spice, and grass. And Petit Meslier can brings melons and apples and a 
bit of mint. Both need to be complementary parts of blends rather than the base. 

Picking begins when the grapes reach 18 to 20% sugar and still have very high acid levels. After 
picking, the better houses practice a hand sorting or triage of the bunches to remove any rotten or 
damaged grapes. 

Once in the winery, the grapes are pressed in either the traditional Champagne basket press or the more 
modern bladder press. In either case, the object is to remove the juice from the skins as quickly as 
possible so as to reduce or eliminate extraction of color and tannin. The juice is then allowed to settle and 
clarify in preparation for the primary fermentation. The initial fermentation is usually carried out in 
temperature-controlled tanks to insure a fresh, non-oxidized result. Some houses still barrel-ferment a 
portion or even all of their wines. After the newly fermented wine falls bright, it is kept in large tanks 
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until needed for a particular blend. Some of these base wines go through a full malo-lactic fermentation. 
The result is a thin, acidic, usually white wine low in alcohol and bone dry. It is the raw material from 
which Champagne is made 

The chef de cave's special skill is blending a wine to undergo the second fermentation that will make it 
Champagne. He has to predict what a blend of low-alcohol, high-acid, bone-dry base wines will taste like 
after another fermentation, aging en tirage and the addition of the dosage. Once the chef de cave decides 
on the blend or Cuvée, it is assembled in large quantities and bottled. 

As the Cuvée is bottled, a carefully proportioned mixture of sugar and yeast known as the liqueur de 
tirage is added to it. The yeast ferments the sugar and, as in all fermentations, produces alcohol, carbon-
dioxide, and heat. The alcohol brings the alcohol content of the Champagne to the desired level. The heat 
passes through the glass and out of the bottle without any effect. The carbon dioxide is trapped in the 
bottle and dissolves into the wine. 

When this second fermentation is completed, the spent yeast falls to the side of the bottle where it 
breaks down and gives the distinctive yeasty-toasty-bready-doughy character to the wine. This aging 
process, en tirage, must continue for a minimum of one-and-one-half years for the wine to be called 
Champagne. Some Champagne houses will shake the aging bottles to stir-up the yeast sediment and aid 
extraction. Some, such as Bollinger, will continue this aging process for ten or more years to draw out the 
most yeast character possible. 

Riddling and disgorgement are the processes by which the yeast and sediments are removed from the 
bottle to yield a bright, clear wine. Riddling may now be done by hand or machine. Either way the 
process uses sharp twists and gravity to slide all the sediments into the neck of the bottle. Disgorgement is 
the way the neck is then cleared of the sediment. The neck of the bottle is dipped into freezing brine 
which causes the wine in the neck to freeze into a plug of ice containing the sediment. The bottle is then 
opened and the pressure of the dissolved carbon-dioxide gas causes the sediment-filled ice plug to shoot 
out. 

Once the sediment is gone, the dosage is added, the wine is topped up, and the bottle is corked with its 
final closure. The dosage is a small amount of sugar that is added to the bone dry product of the second 
fermentation to bring out a little more fruit flavor and balance the crisp acidity that is the hallmark of 
Champagne. The sugar for the dosage is dissolved in a liquid which may consist of a number of different 
things. Different producers use varying blends of old Champagne, still wines (young or aged, some in 
oak), unfermented grape must, and even brandy and Calvados. As the medium for the dosage has an 
enormous influence on the character of the finished product, the exact mixture used by each producer is 
often a closely guarded trade secret. 

After the dosage is added the wine is ready to be corked and to have its wire harness, labels, and top 
dressing applied. The sealed bottle is then shaken to better mix the dosage with the new Champagne and 
left to rest for a time to allow the disparate elements to merge. Except for large format bottles and 187ml 
splits that are decanted to order, Champagne must be fermented in the bottle in which it is sold. 

How Dry is Extra Dry? 
In the beginning, most Champagne was what is now called Sec or “dry.” These wines were in the 2-4% 

residual sugar range. While today we would hardly call them dry, they were what was available and were 
very popular in the late 18th and early 19th centuries. In the latter middle of the 19th century, the British 
market asked for a drier style of Champagne. This same sort of request came twice more from the Paris 
Market. At the same time, some export customers were asking for sweeter styles of Champagne. From 
these market driven requests, the six levels of sweetness used for Champagne were developed. Most of 
the rest of the world has adopted the same wording to describe sweetness levels in sparkling wines 
whether produced in France, Spain, California, Argentina, or even India. 

The dosage (doe-sahj) is the sugar added in the liqueur d’expedition that sweetens the Champagne into 
balance after riddling and disgorgement.  

Sec was the starting point from which the other levels of dryness in Champagne and sparkling wines 
evolved - but it is little seen now and that is a shame. Typically in the 3-4% residual sugar (RS) range, Sec 
is now defined in the Champagne regulations as a range of from 1.7% to 3.4% RS. Sec tastes from off dry 
to pleasantly sweet but it is still in balance. Although hard to find, Sec is ideal with spicier foods and can 
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be super with ham and melon. The fashion is now for much drier wine but good quality Sec Champagne 
remains useful at the table. 

In the latter middle of the 19th century, the British market asked for Champagne drier than Sec. The 
producers obliged (reducing the sugar of the dosage to about 1.8% with a range from 1.2% to 2%) but 
they thought the wine wouldn’t sell anywhere but England so they used the English words “Extra Dry” 
rather than the French “ultra sec” to describe the new style in the official regulations. Within a few years, 
the new Extra Dry had surpassed Sec to became the best selling style of Champagne. Although it doesn’t 
say “Extra Dry” on the label, Moet & Chandon’s Extra Dry “White Star” is the world’s best selling 
Champagne. 

In the 1890s, the Paris market requested a style of Champagne drier than Extra Dry. Again the 
Champagne producers obliged (this time reducing the sugar dose to a mere 1% or so for a dry but still 
balanced taste) but, again, they thought this new, very dry style was going to be a passing fad. It was so 
“brutally dry” they named it Brut. With in a few more years, Brut had supplanted Extra Dry as the best 
selling style of Champagne. The Champagne regulations now define Brut in a range of from .6% to 1.5% 
RS. 

The 1930s saw the introduction of Champagne with little or no dosage. These bone-dry Cuvées were 
given different names by different producers. Examples include Cuvée sans Dosage, Ultra Brut, and Brut 
Sauvage. Most properly, Extra Brut indicates a very low dosage and Brut Nature or Natural indicates no 
dosage. In regulation, they all indicate a dosage of .5% or below – very dry indeed as the recognition 
threshold for most people is around .7% for sugar. This driest of all possible styles did not take off as had 
its increasingly dry predecessors and now enjoys only a limited but higher end (and by some highly 
regarded) market niche. 

The two sweetest styles of Champagne, Demi-Sec and Doux were developed for other markets 
including Switzerland and Russia. Demi-Sec (or “semi-dry”) builds on the sweetness of Sec with an in-
the-regulations dosage level ranging from 3.5% to 5% RS. Demi-Sec, if purpose made and in balance, can 
be delightful when served with spicier or mildly sweet dishes. This is becoming more common as more 
houses are purpose-making wines for Demi-Sec rather than merely adding more sugar to their Extra Dry 
or Brut Cuvées. Doux (pronounced “dew”) is the sweetest style of Champagne with a dosage that is 
required to exceed 5% RS. While I have tasted a couple of  Doux Champagnes in France (they weren’t 
very good), I have never seen a bottle for sale in the US. Doux fails because there is too much sugar for 
the amount of acidity in the wine. If you want something this sweet with bubbles, go with Asti Spumante 
and save $20 or more per bottle. 

Champagne Buzz Words 
Brut Non-Vintage (Brut NV) is the standard quality for Champagne. Ideally, these wines are blended of 

one or more years’ production with reserve wines to hit a consistent house style and to reflect the base 
vintage as little as possible. Some of the better producers (Krug for instance) like to refer to their Brut NV 
as “Multi-Vintage” rather than “Non-Vintage.” Many of the wines labeled Brut NV are in fact from a 
single vintage. As Brut NV is most often the highest volume and lowest priced wine from a particular 
Champagne house, it is likely to contain the largest percentage of purchased grapes or juice (if grapes or 
juice are purchased) and in some cases may not even be bottled by the company selling it. Most of the 
wines bought sur latte by the Champagne houses are ultimately sold as Brut NV or Extra Dray It tends to 
be easily accessible and can be commercial (in the best sense of the word) in style. Here’s a tip: If you 
want the best possible Brut Non-Vintage from a particular producer, buy it in magnums. 

Vintage Champagne is usually Brut and always from only one usually superior vintage which is 
indicated on the label. Most houses do not make vintage Champagne every year so the vintage-dated 
wines are special. These wines reflect both the house style and the vintage. As Brut Vintage is frequently 
closer in quality to Luxury Cuvée offerings but is priced closer to Brut NV, it is often the best value in a 
particular Champagne house's line-up. Some Vintage Bruts are labeled “Brut Millesime” which is literally 
Brut Vintage. 
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Luxury Cuvée Champagne (aka Tete de Cuvée) is the highest quality Champagne but, as with many 
other luxury items, often draws a disproportionately higher price. The luxury Cuvées are intended for 
when only the best will do, no matter how expensive. All the luxury Cuvées that I am aware of are 
finished Brut. 

There are other sorts of Champagne that may fit in one or more of the above quality levels. Blanc de 
Blancs are made from 100% Chardonnay grapes. Blanc de Noirs are made from 100% black grapes 
(Pinot Noir and Pinot Meunier). Cremant is a old style of Champagne with two-thirds the effervescence 
of most Champagne (four as opposed to six atmospheres of pressure). Rosé Champagnes usually are 
produced by adding red wine to the Cuvée, often as part of the dosage. All these types are usually sold as 
“Brut” but may be Non-Vintage, Vintage, or Luxury Cuvée. In fact, it is possible to have a wine that is a 
Blanc de Blancs Cremant Brut Non-Vintage or a Blanc de Noirs Rose Brut Vintage. 

The terms Grand Cru and Premier Cru (or “1er cru” as it is most often notated) on Champagne labels 
refer to the recognized quality of the villages as opposed to single vineyards. In Champagne, a village is a 
Grand Cru or a Premier Cru. If all the villages providing grapes for the wine are designated Grand Cru, 
the wine is entitled to say Grand Cru on the label. If all the villages providing grapes for the wine are 
designated Premier Cru, the wine is entitled to say Premier Cru on the label. A wine coming from a mix 
of Grand Cru and Premier Cru villages also may have Premier Cru on the label. As with anything else, 
there are Grand Crus and there are Grand Crus. Even in the best villages, some sites (and some farmers) 
are better than others. Nevertheless, wines labeled Grand Cru are usually a very good bet. Wines labeled 
Premier Cru may be less so although it is certainly no knock. 

Sur Latte is the economically expedient practice wherein a producer (usually a negociant) buys 
unfinished bottled Champagne from a grower or co-op or even another negociant and finishes (disgorges 
and add the dosage) the wine and sells it as if it had been made by the producer. Because of differences in 
grape variety, sourcing, terroir, and cellar practice, sur latte wines are very generic tasting. Most quality 
proponents in Champagne deplore the practice and several of the best negociants (Bollinger, Henriot, 
Taittingr, etc.) have “taken the pledge” not to buy sur lattes. 

Grower Champagne refers to Champagne made by the grower who grew the grapes in his own 
vineyards. These wines are also referred to as Estate Bottled Champagne and Farmer Fizz. The wines 
must be made, bottled, re-fermented, aged, and (generally) disgorged on the grower’s premises. They may 
be disgorged and dosed at a co-op of which the grower is a member. 

Size Matters 
Champagne, more than any other kind of wine, comes in lots of sizes. And size matters … and, at least 

when it comes to Champagne bottles, so do the names that describe it. The standard Champagne bottle is 
750ml and all the Champagne bottle sizes are based on it. So there are bottles and half-bottles and splits 
… and there are magnums (aka “mags”) and double-magnums and so on. 750ml bottles are the most 
common and least expensive way to buy wine. There is an up-charge for small formats (bottles smaller 
than 750ml) because the packaging materials cost more and there is more labor involved. And there is an 
up-charge for large formats (bottles larger than 750ml) because there is more cost in the actual bottles and 
the sizes above a magnum are generally bottled by hand which greatly increases the labor cost. 

Small formats are desirable for convenience sake, for portion control, and in some cases for quality 
control. A half-bottle (375ml, aka as a half or a demi) of sparkling wine may suffice for two people for a 
glass of Champagne before dinner (Although I have long subscribed to British wine-writer Serena 
Sutcliffe’s notion that “the perfect size Champagne bottle for a romantic evening for two … is a 
magnum.”) By the same token, a split (187ml, aka a quarter or quarter-bottle) may be the right size for 
someone who wants just a glass of bubbly. 

Large Formats (aka party jugs) are those bottles that are larger than the standard 750ml. A one-and-a-
half-liter bottle (2-x-750ml equivalent) is called a magnum. A three-liter of sparkling wine is known as a 
Jeroboam (king of Israel in from 922 BC to 901 BC).  Larger sizes include the four-and-a-half-liter 
Rehoboam (king of Judah from 922 BC to 915 BC), the six-liter bottle Methuzelah (named for an 
extremely long-lived fellow mentioned in Genesis), and a nine-liter Salmanazar (named for Shalmaneser, 
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an Assyrian king mentioned in the Bible’s Second Book of Kings). A standard case of wine (12x750ml 
bottles) holds nine liters so a Salmanazar is the equivalent of a case of Champagne. A Balthazar (named 
for one of the three Magi who followed the Christmas star to Bethlehem) holds 12 liters. A 
Nebucadnezzar (named for Babylonian king Nebuchadrezzar II who lived from 605BC to 562BC) holds 
15 liters. Whether it is called a Melchior (another of the three Magi) or a Solomon (after the third king of 
Israel and Judah) the bottle holds 18 liters (however a Solomon may also be a 20L). The Primat holds 27 
liters. The 30L Melchizedek is named for the “King of Shalem and Priest of God Most High” encountered 
by Abraham on his mission to rescue his nephew Lot. 

It is generally accepted that magnums are the best size for aging wine whether still or sparkling. The 
1.5L size, due the ratio of wine to air in the bottle, seems to be the ideal for development. 

In general, the full Champagne process is carried out only in bottles and magnums with some houses 
also working in halves and Jeroboams. Splits of Champagne (quarter-bottles) are usually made in 
magnum and decanted into splits at disgorgement. Larger sizes likewise are disgorged from bottles or 
magnums and re-bottled to order. As the larger sizes generally are not made “in-this-bottle”, they do not 
retain their fizz nearly as well as bottles or magnums and so are not good candidates for keeping. Think of 
sizes larger than magnums as party jugs for immediate consumption. 

Name Capacity # of “bottles” 
Split (Quarter Bottle) 187ml 1/4 
Half-Bottle 375ml 1/2 
Bottle 750ml 1 
Magnum 1.5L 2 
Jeroboam 3L 4 
Rehoboam 4.5L 6 
Methuselah 6L 8 
Salmanazar 9L 12 
Balthazar 12L 16 
Nebuchadnezzar 15L 20 
Melchior 18L 24 
Solomon 18L or 20L 24 or 26.66 
Primat 27L 36 
Melchizedek 30L 40 

TYPES OF CHAMPAGNE PRODUCERS 
NM: Négociant manipulant. These companies (including most of the larger brands) buy grapes and make 

the wine. Many also grow grapes. All the the Grand Marques are “NM” producers. 
CM: Coopérative de manipulation. Co-operatives that make wines from the growers who are members, 

with all the grapes pooled together. The wines are sold under the co-op’s brand name. 
RM: Récoltant manipulant. A grower that also makes wine from his own grapes (with a maximum of 5% 

purchased grapes allowed). These Farmer Fizz producers are the Champagne equivalent of the 
domaine in Burgundy. Co-operative members who make their own second (bottle) fermentations but 
take their bottles to be disgorged at the co-op may now label themselves as RM instead of RC. 

SR: Société de récoltants. An association of growers making a shared Champagne but who are not a co-
operative. Very rarely seen. 

RC: Récoltant coopérateur. A member of a co-operative selling Champagne produced by the co-operative 
under his own name and label. Rarely seen in the US. 

MA: Marque auxiliaire or Marque d'acheteur. A brand name unrelated to the producer or grower; the 
name is owned by someone else, for example a supermarket. This is seen on “Buyer’s Own Brands.” 

ND: Négociant distributeur. A wine merchant selling under his own name 
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GLASSES MATTER 
To enjoy wine, you need some tools and to really get the most from a wine, 

you need the right tools. You can drink Champagne out of a foam coffee cup 
– and I have – but it shows and actually tastes better out of a glass. But which 
glass? There are coupés and flutes and tulips and trumpets. As pretty as some 
of them are, I think you immediately eliminate the coupés (the saucer-on-a-
stem shape that traces back to a scandal involving Marie Antoinette) and the 
trumpets as impractical. That leaves the flutes and the tulips. Flutes are 
stemmed but tall and narrow with little surface area - which means that there 
is a nice rise for the bubbles and that they last longer. But flutes have little in 
the way of a chimney in which the aromas can develop. 

While flutes are OK for lower-priced fizz and fine for Asti Spumante 
(which is very aromatic), they are not the best choice for Champagne. 
Remember, Champagne is sparkling WINE and wine needs to be smelled to 
be appreciated. For most, a tulip filled no more than 2/3 full is the is a very 
good champagne glass. I particularly like the Riedel Overture Champagne 
Glass  and the  Riedel Vinum Prestige Cuvée Champagne glass. 

The observant among you may have noted the words very good in the 
previous paragraph and wondered “What does he think is an excellent or even 

outstanding Champagne glass?” Ah Grasshopper, 
you’ve been paying attention. For people who are 
more focused on the fizz (and keeping the bubbles 
in the wine longer), those glasses are excellent. But 
I love the Wine part of Sparkling wine. I love the 
way it smells and develops and changes in the glass 
as it flattens and warms. 
For higher quality Champagnes and most Rosé 
Champagnes, I prefer a Riedel glass that is not intended for Champagne: the 
Grand Cru Riesling/Sangiovese/Zinfandel glass (which I also prefer as my go to 
tasting glass; I taste all the wines served in my office from these.). This is an 
excellent wine glass - which allows the developed vinous character of fine 
Champagnes whether white or Rosé Champagnes to come through. 
I spend a bit more on Riedel than I might have to spend on seemingly equally 
nice Brand-X glasses but I make up for it in not having odd lots of glasses (3 of 
these, 4 of those) that I can’t replace when I break some (and I do break them). 
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Champagne’s Dirty Little Secret 
HAVE YOU EVER wondered why the 

actual bottles for so many of the highest 
volume Champagne brands (the Grand 
Marques) are identical? Take away the label 
and foil and Moet & Chandon Imperial looks 
just like Veuve Clicquot Yellow Label which 
looks just like Taittinger which looks like …  
Well, you get the idea. As you might suspect/
expect (since I’m asking the question), there 
is a reason. That reason is called sur lattes - 
and it is the dirty little secret of the grand 
marque Champagne business. 

The grand marques are the famous big 
houses of Champagne that control over two-
thirds of the Champagne sold world-wide. 
They are the Moet & Chandons, Veuve 
Clicquots, Taittingers, Mumms, Roederers, 
Perrier-Jouets, Piper-Heidsiecks, Pommerys, etc. These worldwide Champagne brands are largely 
responsible for building Champagne the place, having established Champagne the wine, and 
promoting Champagne the lifestyle. Some of these grand marque houses are huge (Moet & 
Chandon, Veuve Clicquot, Perrier-Jouet, Mumm) and some are mach smaller (Pol Roger, Henriot, 
Bollinger). All these houses make a range of styles and most all have a tete de Cuvée or “luxury 
Cuvée” that they offer as a flagship wine (Dom Perignon, Cristal, Comtes de Champagne, La 
Grande Dame, etc.). Two – Krug and Salon – operate only at the luxury Cuvée end of the 
business with no products under $150 per bottle. 

Many of the grand marques make splendid wines from their own grapes and grapes they 
purchase. However, some (many?) of the grand marque producers don’t make all the wine they 
sell. All the grand marque producers are negoçiant-manipulant (NM) producers so they all can 
buy grapes but they also can buy must (juice) and even wine. While all the grand marque 
producers buy grapes from independent growers, many of them also buy unfermented musts and 
even fermented base wines from co-ops and small growers. They blend these with with their own 
base wines to form their Cuvées. Buying only grapes gives the house the most control and is best 
from the standpoint of quality potential. Buying musts can be more convenient but gives a bit less 
control. Buying base wines can work out as long as they buy and blend carefully and manage the 
rest of the process themselves. If a house buys from the same areas where they grow their own 
grapes, the blended wines should be compatible and the finished product may even show some 
specificity of place. 

The dirty little secret of grand marque 
Champagne is that there is way to buy wine: 
some of the big houses buy sur latte - which is 
to say that they buy nearly finished Champagnes 
in the bottle. Lattes are the thin wooden strips 
between the layers of bottles stacked on their 
sides in the cellars of Champagne so sur lattes 
translates to “on the strips.” The big brands buy 
sur latte wines from the co-ops and some 
growers. The idea is that they then finish 
(disgorge and dose) and label them in their own 
cellars and then sell them as if they made them 
start to finish. This can lead to several different 
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products being sold under the same label as if they were the same wine when all they have in 
common is a generally similar blend of grape varieties and the same house dosage. Even if the 
quality is consistent, the taste will not be. Almost all sur latte wines are sold as basic Brut Non-
Vintage (NV) or are further sweetened up to Extra Dry NV, Sec NV, or Demi-Sec NV. In general, 
these are the entry level products … but collectively the big houses’ Brut NV and Extra Dry 
wines make up the lion’s share of the Champagne business. Contrary to the “grower geek” 
gospel, a lot of these wines are pretty good. Generally though, the Cuvées from the biggest 
houses are inconsistent - and likely to be dosed on the sweeter side so as to hide both flaws and 
dissimilarities. 

So how do you know whether the grand marque Brut NV or Extra Dry in the standard green 
champagne bottle you’re buying was a sur latte purchase? The simple answer is “You don’t.” 
Some of the grand marque producers say that they don’t buy sur latte. That list includes Henriot, 
Pol Roger, and Roederer. Most of the other houses won’t deny that they buy sur latte but they 
down play it and no one wants to talk about it. To sell sur latte wines or not is an ongoing debate 
within the grand marques. 

From where I stand, the practice of sur lattes being sold under, say the Veuve Clicquot label 
doesn’t seem all that different from a company in southern China selling a fraudulent purse as 
Louis Vuitton – except that in this case it is the company who owns the brand that is perpetrating 
the deception and they are demanding full price for the potentially lesser goods. 

If it’s important to you that you get a high quality, authentic product made by the company 
which is marketing it as their own, what do you do? How can you be sure you aren’t getting a sur 
latte? There are several ways to make sure that your bottle of Champagne was actually made by - 
rather than just finished by - the producer whose name is one the label. You could buy only from 
those “NM” (negoçiant-manipulant) producers who say they don’t buy sur lattes; but then you’d 
have to trust that they are telling the truth. You can buy only magnums as all Champagne 
magnums are required to be made in-house. Or you can by either Champagnes in distinctive 
bottles or estate-bottled Champagne. 

Distinctive bottles? These are Champagnes found either in one-offs or odd bottles – which is 
say bottles other than the standard green basic Champagne bottle. Because champagne hase to be 
made from the second fermentation on in the bottle in which it is ultimately sold, making sur 
lattes in those proprietary bottles is impossible. Any house using a proprietary bottle for all of its 
entry level production is not buying sur lattes – so Bollinger Special Cuvée (which come in a 
unique bottle) must be made by Bollinger  

Or you can buy grower’s estate-bottled champagnes (also known as recoltant manipulant or 
“RM” champagnes and sometimes referred to as “Farmer Fizz”) which are produced from-start-
to-finish by the grower from grapes he grows on his estate. 

If you buy either the unique bottles or estate-bottled Champagnes, you know who made your 
wine.  
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Understanding What’s in Your Champagne Glass 
All it takes is your senses to enjoy a great bottle of wine. But to appreciate a great bottle of wine, you 

need a bit more. You need to understand something about how certain kinds of grapes grown in a certain 
place or places became the liquid that was just poured into your glass. To consistently pick wine that you 
will like takes even more knowledge. You have to understand how some of the variations in farming and 
winemaking affect the flavor of the wine in your glass. This is true of red and white Burgundy, red 
Bordeaux, Zinfandel, California Cabernet, Chardonnay, and Pinot noir … and it is true of Champagne. 

Understanding Champagne means having certain information and knowing what it means. At its most 
basic, it means knowing the blend of grapes used, the percentage and character of the reserve wines, 
knowing how much time on the yeasts a Cuvée had, and knowing the grams of sugar added per liter of 
wine in the dosage. In a more perfect world, it also means knowing where and how the grapes were 
grown and how the base wines were made and treated before the Cuvée was made.  

The BLEND seems pretty straight forward but is sometimes a question with a fuzzy answer. A grower 
might tell you that his Brut Tradition is 50% Pinot Meunier, 35% Chardonnay, and 15% Pinot Noir … 
and you’d have no reason to doubt him. A representative of Veuve Clicquot might tell you that his Brut 
NV is 50-55% Pinot Noir, 15-20% Pinot Meunier, and 28-33% Chardonnay … and, because of the ranges 
involved, you might think “he doesn’t really know what’s in that bottle.” And you’d be correct. The more 
red grapes (Pinot Noir and Pinot Meunier) in a blend, the more red fruit notes are likely to come through 
in the wine. If a large portion of the red grapes are Pinot Meunier, the wine is likely the wine is to express 
a “biscuit” character. The more Chardonnay in the blend, the more citrus and tree fruit will express in the 
wine. In Champagne due both to soil and climate, red grapes grow better in some areas and Chardonnay 
grows better in other areas. The other grapes allowed to play in the Champagne pool are Arbane, Petit 
Meslier, Pinot Blanc, and Pinot Gris. All are “white” grapes although, if ripe enough and allowed to do so, 
Pinot Gris can produce a sort of coppery colored Rosé. Together theyt represent less than 1% of the total 
plantings in Champagne but seem to be drawing renewed interest from some of the more artisanal of the 
grower-producers. It’s fairly rare to find a Champagne containing one or more of these other varieties. 

RESERVE WINES are wines kept in long-term storage by a Champagne house to blend with wines 
from the most recent vintage to add richness, depth, and a house style to the new Cuvée. Reserve wines 
can be kept separate by vintage and variety but more often than not, an estate grower of Champagne will 
have several large wooden cuves (tanks) - often traditional German ovals - in which they maintain a 
“solera” of reserve wines. The wooden part is important because these tanks breathe a bit and so allow a 
subtle interaction between the tank’s contents and the natural flora and fauna (yeasts, molds, and bacteria) 
peculiar to each cellar. The idea of the solera is equally important as each producer draws down anywhere 
from 10-to-50% of their reserve wines each year for use in their Cuvées. What is taken from each cuve is 
replaced with wines from the current vintage which refresh the cuve but are also flavored by the many 
vintages of wine added over the previous years.  

Reserve wines are an important part of a Champagne house’s style as they most accurately reflect the 
terroir of the cellar as a sort of institutional memory melding all the houses vintages. Reserve wines with 
their layered complexity, development, and depth also add richness, texture, and dimensionality to the 
Cuvée. A Champagne house’s solar of reserve wines is its identity and character. The percent used in a 
particular Cuvée goes along way toward determining the flavor profile of the finished wine.  

Some house use a multiple vintages in their blend or Cuvée but don’t use reserve wines in the sense 
described above. They may make a Cuvée that is, for example, 50% 2012, and 25% each 2011 and 2010. 
You could say that the 2010 and 2011 are reserve wines but they are really different than the solar aged 
reserve wines mentioned above. 

TIME ON THE YEASTS is typically measured in years or months and refers to the length of time 
between the bottling and start of the second (in-the-bottle) fermentation and the disgorgement. During this 
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time, the wine ages and develops in its bottle in the cellars. With the bottles are on their sides, the spent 
yeasts from the bottle fermentation slowly form a sediment which continues to interact with the wine 
adding richness and toastiness and texture. The longer the wine is in contact with the yeast lees, the richer 
and more developed it is. The legal minimum for Champagne is 15 months but most quality producers go 
for at least 2 years while 5 or more years is not uncommon and over 20 years is not unheard of. As with 
anything else, there can be too much of a good thing. Some Champagnes don’t have the necessary raw 
materials to absorb extended lees contact any more than some white Burgundies have the stuffing to 
absorb aging in 100% new oak barrels. 

The DOSAGE refers to the amount of sugar that is added to the Champagne after riddling and 
disgorgement. The sugar is added to help balance the high levels of acidity often found in Champagne. An 
under-considered part of that dosage is the medium in which the sugar is dissolved. The dosage for 
Champagne could range from less than 0.2% (less than 2 grams-per-liter) to more than 5% (more than 50 
grams-per-liter). While the EU defines the dosage range for “brut” as less than 15 grams-per-liter, most 
quality Brut Champagne is dosed at less than 10 grams-per-liter. The best Bruts from the top producers 
typically run around 6-8 grams-per-liter. 

The liquid the sugar of the dosage is dissolved in is one of the great secrets of most Champagne houses. 
Some use champagne base wines, some use reserve wines, some use a special reserve they keep in 
smaller barrels, some use Champagne aged for years in bottles, some are reported to use a small amount 
of Cognac or even Calvados (apple brandy) or perhaps some combination of two or more of the above. 
Each house uses roughly the same medium for their dosage from year to year and so it (along with reserve 
wines) is an important part of a Champagne’s house style.  

WHERE AND HOW THE GRAPES WERE GROWN can only come into play when the producer 
controls all of their grape production which includes farming practices ranging from commercial 
chemical-based agriculture to organic farming and even biodynamics. If a Champagne house is buying 
grapes or wines to use in their Cuvées, they likely know where the grapes came from but likely don’t 
“know” everything that was (or wasn’t) done in the vineyard. If a house are buying bottles champagnes 
sold sur lattes, they don’t even necessarily know where the grapes were grown or what was done in the 
winery. However, if a grower is making Champagne only from grapes he grew, he is in control of his 
farming practice and is more likely (if only due to self interest) to be using sustainable practices with less 
or even no chemicals and maybe leaning toward organic farming or even biodynamics (both very hard to 
achieve in Champagne). In all of Champagne, (with a very few exceptions) only grower Champagnes 
have the potential to reflect a specific terroir or even the general terroir of a single village. That special 
specificity of place is one of the valued idiosyncrasies of grower Champagne. 

HOW THE BASE WINES WERE MADE AND TREATED is where the wider world of winemaking 
intersects with Champagne. How ripe were the grapes when picked? How were the grapes crushed and 
pressed? Was there skin contact with the juice? How many times was the press cycled? How much 
pressure was used? Was the juice settled before fermentation? Was the juice fermented in stainless steel 
tanks or wooden barrels or a combination of both or some other vessel? Was the wine allowed to go 
through malo-lactic fermentation? In what and for how long was the new wine stored/aged before being 
blended into the Cuvée? Everyone of these question effects the fruit and richness and development and 
flavor and texture of the finished wine. If you prefer focus, look for stainless steel and no malo-lactic. If 
you prefer richness, look for barrel fermentation and aging with full malo-lactic. 

Gather and combine the information above with some practical tasting experience and you can pretty 
well predict what a particular Champagne is going to taste like. If you’ve ever wondered why I include so 
much technical detail in my notes, now you know. I want you to be able to predict how a particular a wine 
is likely to show based on how it was made. 
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Brut Non-Vintage Champagne  
Spec’s sells a lot of Champagn-thirds of that Champagne is labeled Brut Non-Vintage (Brut 

NV). Brut Non-Vintage from the grand marque producers is far and away the best selling sort of 
Champagne but it is not what gets the most attention. The wine press and the wine-geek 
community are more focused on Rosé, on Farmer Fizz, and on the fancier tête de cuvées or 
luxury blends. Nevertheless, Brut Non-Vintage is the horse that pulls the Champagne wagon. 
Based on the sheer number bottles sold, it is what most Champagne drinkers are drinking. 

A Little Brut NV Background: 
With a dosage giving it a residual sugar content of less than 1.5%, “Brut”, the second driest 

style of Champagne (only un-dosed or “natural” Champagne is drier and it is very often too dry), 
strikes the preferred balance between fruitiness and acidity. That little bit of unfermented sugar is 
necessary to balance the natural tartness of the grapes grown in cool northern terroirs. As brut is 
far and away the best selling style of Champagne, it is clear that the market has stated that “we 
like our Champagne dry … but not bone dry.” 

So, what about the “Non Vintage?” The vast majority of Champagne produced does not carry a 
vintage date and about 87% of all the real Champagne Spec’s sells is sold without a vintage. Of 
course this includes a some Extra dry, Demi-Sec, Sec, and even Rosé but most of it is Brut Non-
Vintage. So what is Non-Vintage? To be precise, Non-Vintage Champagne should be and maybe 
usually is a blend of wines from two or more years that ideally combine the freshness of some 
younger wines (the majority of the blend) with a smaller percentage of older “reserve wines” that 
should add richness and complexity while expressing a house style. In practice, a goodly amount 
of Non-Vintage Champagne is actually to product of a single vintage  - especially in the better 

years - with some reserve wine added. The Champenoise want 
their Brut Non-Vintage to be as consistent as possible and to be 
the flag-bearing product that is always available in the market. 
Not all Brut Non-Vintage is the same. Each house has its own 
style and blend and dosage and other quirks. Here are tech 
notes and my scores on some BNV Champagnes I have tasted 
of late.  

ABEL CHARLOT Brut  Champagne NV  
($19.94) 
15.5% Chardonnay, 38.5% Pinot Noir, 46% Pinot 
Meunier.  22% Reserve Wines. 24 months on its 
yeasts. Dosage at 10 grams per liter. BS: 90+. 

BARONS de ROTHSCHILD Brut, Champagne, NV  ($59.84) 
60% Chardonnay from the Cotes de Blancs and 40% Pinot Noir from Verzenay, Ay, 
Mareuilsur- Ay and Bouzy (all grand and premier cru); 40% reserve wines 36 months 
en tirage. BS: 94. 

BILLECART SALMON Brut Reserve  Champagne NV  ($49.39) 
40% Pinot Meunier, 30% Pinot Noir, 30% Chardonnay with 40% of the Cuvée from 
reserve wine. Aged 3 years on its yeasts. Dosage of 8 grams per liter. BS: 92.  

BILLECART SALMON Blanc de Blancs Champagne NV  ($79.69) 
100% Chardonnay from the five Grand Crus of the Cote des Blancs (Avize, Chouilly, 
Cramant, Oger and Mesnil sur Oger) blended from 3 vintages, partial malo-lactic 
fermentation, and aged 4 years on the yeasts. BS: 93. 
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BOLLINGER Special Cuvée Brut, Champagne, NV  ($52.59) 
60% Pinot Noir, 25% Chardonnay, 15% Pinot Meunier. 20% reserve wines; 0.8 RS; primary 
fermentation in oak barrels and small stainless steel tanks. 36 months en tirage.  BS: 93+. 

CASTELNAU Brut Reserve Champagne NV  ($37.99) 
From Champagne’s best co-op. 43% Chardonnay, 10% Pinot Noir, 47% Pinot Meunier.  15% 
Reserve Wines. Aged almost 7 years on its yeasts. Dosage of 8 grams per liter.  BS: 92+. 

CHARLES HEIDSIECK Brut Reserve, Champagne, NV ($59.49) 
A blend of 1/3 Chardonnay, 1/3 Pinot Noir, and 1/3 Pinot Meunier blended from 60 crus with 
40% of the Cuvée from reserve wines with an average of 10 years age. Aged on its yeasts for six 
years.  BS: 93. 

DELAMOTTE “Le Mesnil” Brut, Champagne, NV 
($40.69) 
50% Chardonnay, 30% Pinot Noir, and 20% Pinot Meunier 
with all of the Chardonnay and Pinot Noir grapes coming 
from Grand Cru vineyards; 3 years en tirage; aperitif style. 
BS: 93+.  

DELAMOTTE Blanc de Blancs Champagne NV  ($59.84) 
100% Charonnay fermented in stainless steel tanks. 10% reserve wines. Aged at least 48 months 
on its yeasts. BS: 94. 
 
G.H. MUMM Cordon Rouge Brut, Champagne, NV  ($37.99) 
45% Pinot Noir, 24% Pinot Meunier, and 30% Chardonnay, 36 months en tirage, 
Dosage at 10 grams per liter. BS: 91. 

GOSSET Brut Excellence, Champagne, NV ($39.69) 
45% Pinot Noir and 36% Chardonnay (primarily from grand cru and 1er cru 
vineyards) and 19% Pinot Meunier. The base blend comes from three harvests 
and then adds 20% reserve wines. 30 months en tirage. BS: 91. 

HENRIOT Brut Souverain, Champagne, NV ($39.49) 
40% Chardonnay from the Cote de Blancs and 60% Pinot Noir from the 
Montagne de Reims from 4 vintages. Aged 3 years on its yeasts. Dosage at 8 
grams per liter. BS: 92. 

HENRIOT Blanc de Souverain, Champagne, NV  ($66.79) 
100% Chardonnay grapes mainly from the Côte des Blancs and village crus: 
Mesnil sur Oger, Avize, Chouilly, Vertus, Montgueux, Trépail, Epernay and the 
Vitry region. The Cuvée contains 30% reserve wines. Aged 4 years on the 
yeasts. dosage of less than 10 grams per liter. BS: 92. 

LAURENT PERRIER Brut LP, Champagne, NV ($39.89) 
50% Chardonnay, 35% Pinot Noir, 15% Pinot Meunier with 20% reserve wines; 
aged 48 months on its yeasts. BS: 92.  

LOUIS de SACY Brut Originel, Champagne, NV  ($28.99) 
67% Pinot Noir with 30% Chardonnay and 3% Pinot Meunier. aged 30 moths on 
its yeasts. BS: 90+. 
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LOUIS de SACY Brut Grand Cru, Champagne, NV  ($32.89) 
60% Pinot Noir with 40% Chardonnay all from Grand Cru vineyards in Verzy with 10% 
reserve wines. aged at least 36 moths on its yeasts. BS: 93. 

NICOLAS FEUILLATTE Brut Champagne NV  ($35.14) 
From a very good co-op. 20% Chardonnay, 40%Pinot Noir, and 40% Pinot Meunier.  
Blended from 100 to 150 single cru vineyards owned by the co-op’s members. Aged 3 
years minimum on its yeasts. BS: 91. 

PANNIER Brut Tradition, Champagne, NV  ($27.54) 
Co-op made (but in a very good co-op), 40% Chardonnay, 30% Pinot Noir, 30% Pinot 
Meunier; 25% reserve wines. BS: 90.  

PERRIER-JOUET Grand Brut, Champagne, NV ($39.89) 
40% Pinot Noir, 40% Pinot Meunier and 20% Chardonnay with +/- 
20% reserve wines from previous vintages.  Aged 3 year on its yeasts. 
Dosage of 11 grams per liter. BS: 91. (Very much the stylistic middle 
of Brut NV) 

PIPER HEIDSIECK Brut Champagne NV  ($35.99) 
55% Pinot Noir, 30% Pinot Meunier, 15% Chardonnay, 10-20% Reserve 
Wines. BS: 91. 
 
POL ROGER Brut  Champagne NV   ($48.89) 
1/3 Chardonnay, 1/3 Pinot Noir, and 1/3 Pinot Meunier with 
20% reserve wines and full malolactic fermentation. Aged 4 
years on its yeasts. BS: 91+. 

POMMERY Brut Royal, Champagne, NV  ($46.89) 
1/3 Chardonnay with 2/3 Pinot Noir and Meunier; aged 3 years 
on its yeasts. BS: 91. 

ROEDERER Brut Premier Champagne NV  ($41.79) 
40% Pinot Noir, 40% Chardonnay, and 20% Pinot Meunier 

aged in oak tuns (foudre) with at least 20% reserve wines before the in-bottle 
fermentation. Aged three years on its yeasts. BS: 91. 

RUINART Blanc de Blancs Brut, Champagne, NV ($66.79) 
100% premier cru Chardonnay with 20% reserve wines. Full malolactic 
fermentation. Dosed to 9 grams per liter. BS: 93+. 
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In The Pink: Rosé Champagne 
Rosé Champagne is now more popular than ever before and it is no longer just the Champagne 

geeks who are serving it. Rosé Champagne has been around for centuries. Originally, it was 
made from all or mostly all black grapes - Pinot Noir and Pinot Meunier - and it picked up its 
very variable color from the skins of those grapes during the time the juice was in the press and 
perhaps for a few hours together with the skins in a tank. From a flavor standpoint, this may be 
the best way but this skin contact method of making rosé (called rapid cuvaison) has fallen from 
favor. It is too hard to control the color to get a consistent result in color, aromatics, or flavor. 
Almost all Rosé Champagne is now made by blending a bit of red wine into a white Champagne 
base before the second (in the bottle) fermentation. This gives the winemaker much more control 
over the final flavor of the fizz as well as a more consistent and predictable color result.

For a long time, Rosé Champagne was as out of favor as dry still rosé from the south of France, 
Spain, or Portugal. At the same time that still rosé has become popular 
again, Rosé Champagne has come roaring back. Pink Champagne 
continues to enjoy its largest market ever. While the initial attraction 
of Rosé Champagne may be the festive color, the avid consumer 
quickly realizes that the extra richness and earthiness (not to mention 
the vinosity or wine-like character) imparted by the addition of red 
wine make pink fizz work better at the table with a wider range of 
foods. Many aficionados feel that Rosé Champagne is THE food 
Champagne.

A list of Brut Rosé NV from negoçiant and co-op 
producers with tech notes and scores. Please See 
“Selected Grower Champagnes” on page 5 for 
selected Rosés from the estate bottlers. 

BARONS de ROTHSCHILD Brut Rosé Champagne NV ($94.99) 
85% Grand Cru Chardonnay from the Cote du Blanc villages of Avize, 
Cramant, Mesnil-Sur-Oger, Oger and Vertus with 15% Pinot Noir 
from Montagne de Reims (including some red wine).  40% Reserve 
Wine. Aged at least 3 years on its yeasts. BS: 99+. 

BILLECART SALMON Brut Rosé Champagne NV ($79.79) 
50% Chardonnay, 30% Pinot Noir, and 20% Pinot Meunier from three 
vintages in the Cuvée with 40% of reserve wines with a “a small 
amount of red wine to add a light color.” BS: 95. 

BOLLINGER Special Cuvée Rosé Champagne NV ($94.99) 
62% Pinot Noir, 24% Chardonnay, 14% Pinot Meunier with only 6% red wine added. 30% 
Reserve Wines. Aged at least 3 years on its yeasts. Dosed to 7 grams per liter. BS: 96+. 
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CASTELNAU Brut Rosé Champagne NV ($45.59) 
32% Chardonnay, 12% Pinot Noir, and 36% Pinot Meunier with 12.5% Red wine from both 
Pinot Noir and Pinot Meunier. 10% reserve wines. aged 5 years on it’s yeasts. BS: 92. 

CHARLES HEIDSIECK Brut Reserve Rosé Champagne NV ($73.99) 
1/3 Pinot Noir, 1/3 Chardonnay, and 1/3 Pinot Meunier with 20% reserve wines consisting of 
50% Chardonnay and 50% Pinot Noir with an additional 5% red wine from Les Riceys in the 
Aube. Aged at least 5 years on its yeasts. BS: 95+. 

DEVAUX Cuvée Rosé Champagne NV ($40.84) 
80% Pinot Noir, 20% Chardonnay.  Part saignee and part red wine addition. BS: 92 

HENRIOT Brut Rosé Champagne NV ($56.99) 
50% Chardonnay, 50% Pinot Noir with 25% reserve wines. A portion of the Pinot Noir is red 
wine. Aged 30 months on the yeasts. Dosed at less than 10 grams per liter. BS: 94. 

LAURENT PERRIER Brut Rosé Champagne 6/cs NV ($76.89) 
100% Pinot Noir from mostly Grand Cru plots farmed expressly for Rosé production. The grapes 
are crushed and macerated for over 2 days before being pressed into fermentation tanks. Aged for 
4 years on its yeasts. BS: 94. 

LOUIS de SACY Brut Rosé Grand Cru Champagne NV ($37.79) 
80% Pinot Noir and 20% Chardonnay all from Grand Cru Vineyards in Verzy. The rose color 
comes from aa 20+ hour skin contact after the Pinot Noir is crushed (whicxch is the old way to 
make Rosé Champagne but fails rare now). Aged at least 3 years on its 
yeasts. BS: 92+. 

NICOLAS FEUILLATTE Brut Rosé Champagne NV ($39.97) 
10% Chardonnay, 60% Pinot Noir, 30% Pinot Meunier with 25% reserve 
wines. 18% of the Pinot Noir and Pinot Meunier is red wine. Aged 3 
years on its yeasts. BS: 92. 

PANNIER Brut Rosé Champagne NV ($39.89) 
50% Pinot Noir, 30% Chardonnay, 20 Pinot Meunier with 15% red wine 
added. Aged 3 years on its yeasts. BS: 90. 

PIPER HEIDSIECK Rosé Sauvage Champagne NV ($54.59) 
55% Pinot Noir (20% used as a red wine), 30% Pinot Meunier, 15% Chardonnay, 10-20% 
Reserve Wines.  Aged at least 30 months. BS: 92. 

TAITTINGER Cuvée Prestige Rosé Champagne NV ($70.99) 
50% Pinot Noir, 30% Chardonnay, 20% Pinot Meunier (15% of the blend is red wine). Aged 3 
years on its yeasts. BS: 90+. 
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Luxury Cuvée Champagne 
Luxury Cuvée Champagne is law unto itself. Comparing them can be challenging 
because they are all so good and, at least among the other wines produced by 
Champagne’s grand marques, they are quite idiosyncratic. Each house is out to make a 
statement wine that defines or focuses the house’s style. Everything is in play. Top 
vineyards. High level selection of base wines for the cuvée. Most are vintage dated but 
there are few non-vintage luxury cuvées. Despite Pinot Meunier’s sometimes lesser 
reputation, it appears in several of the better blends. Barrel fermentation and barrel aging 
is more common at this level as is malo-lactictic fermentation. Longer aging time on the 
yeasts is the rule. Surprisingly, dosages are not necessarily correspondingly lower. If 
Dom Perignon represents the stylistic middle, the other top luxury cuvées range from the 
lean and focused Blanc de Blancs style to the darker Rosés that in a certain way succeed 
almost as red wine. 

Below are my technical notes and scores for a selection of 
Luxury Cuvée Champagnes tasted on December 4th during a 
Wine School benefit class raising money for relief for victims 
of the California wine country fires. There is some 
information missing - a dosage here, a blend there, time on 
yeasts elsewhere - because some of the grand marque 
Champagne houses are sometimes a bit coy about just what 
they do. 

Dom Perignon Brut Champagne, 2009   ($139.97) 
A blend of roughly 50% Pinot Noir and 50% Chardonnay 
(they are a bit coy about the exact blend) given full malo-
lactic fermentation and  aged 7 years on the yeast. Dosage is 
5g/l   BS: 93+ 

Dom Perignon P2 Late Release Champagne, 1998     
($371.89) 
Essentially the same wine as the original release of 1998 
Dom Perignon given a full 16 years on its yeasts. (P2 refers 
to “2nd Plentitude” which is Dom Perignon’s parlance for 
2nd window of optimum drinkability.) Dosed to 5.5g/l.  BS: 
96+ 

Dom Perignon Rosé Champagne, 2005    ($302.89) 
A blend of 45% Chardonnay and 55% Pinot Noir (27% of 
which is still red) given a full malo-lactic fermentation and 
aged 11 years on its yeasts. Dosed to 5g/l.  BS: 96 
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Dom Ruinart Blanc de Blancs Champagne, NV    ($168.99) 
100% Chardonnay with 25% from the 2 previous vintages. No barrels but does get full 
malo-lactic fermentation. Aged 8 years on its yeasts. Dosed to 9g/l. BS: 94+ 

Krug Grand Cuvée Champagne, NV   ($157.59) 
A blend of 45% Pinot Noir with 39% Chardonnay and 16% Pinot Meunier given full 
malo-lactic fermentation and aged in barrels (42% reserve wines). Dosage at 9g/l. BS: 95 

Duvall Leroy Le Femme Champagne, 2000  ($176.69) 
A blend of 95% Chardonnay, 5% Pinot Noir  (20% Barrel Fermented) with full malo-
lactic fermentation. Aged 12 years on its yeasts.   BS: 95 

Perrier Jouet Belle Epoque Champagne, 2008   ($139.99) 
A blend of 50% Chardonnay (Cramant, Avize and Chouilly), 
45% Pinot Noir (Mailly, Verzy and Aÿ), and 5% Pinot 
Meunier (Dizy).  Pressed in Cramant in wooden presses. 
Clear juice sent to Épernay for fermentation in stainless steel 
tanks with full malolactic fermentation. Aged six years on its 
yeasts. Dosage to 9g/l. BS: 94 

Perrier Jouet Belle Epoque Rosé Champagne, 2005   
(293.29) 
A blend of 45% Pinot Noir from the Montagne 
de Reims and 55% Chardonnay from Cramant 
and Avize in the Cote de Blancs given a full 
malolactic fermentation. Aged 6 years on its 
yeasts. Dosed to 9g/l.   (I normally I quite like 
PJ Rosé but we had a funky sample that night 
so no score.) 

Pol Roger Cuvée Winston Churchill Champagne, 2004   ($262.89) 
Coy blend of all grand cru Pinot Noir and Chardonnay aged 10 years on 
its yeasts. Dosed to 8g/l. BS: 97+ 

Roederer Cristal Champagne, 2009   ($189.97) 
A 60% Pinot Noir, 40% Chardonnay blend of all Grands Crus from the 
Montagne de Reims, the Vallée de la Marne and the Côte des Blancs.  6 
years on yeasts. 8 g/l.  BS: 96

Salon Blanc de Blancs Champagne, 2004   ($441.69) 
100% Grand Cru Chardonnay from Mesnil sur Oger. No oak, no malo-
lactic fermentation. Aged 10 years on its yeasts.  BS: 96+ 
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Taittinger Comte de Champagne Blanc de Blancs Champagne,  
2006 ($159.29) 
100% free-run Chardonnay fermented with partial malo-lactic 
fermentation. Aged in tanks and barrels (5% of Cuvée in new French 
oak barrels) before going through the Champagne process. After the 
second (in bottle) fermentation, it is aged 10 years on it yeasts.     The 
result is a wine with the focus and citrus of Blanc de Blancs but, due to 
the malo-lactic, the barrels, and the long aging on the yeasts, ample 
richness - which pulls it back toward the stylistic middle. BS: 98   

Taittinger Comte de Champagne Rosé Champagne, 2005  ($199.97) 
A blend of 70% Grand Cru Pinot Noir (of which 12% is red wine) and 
30% Grand Cru (Cotes des Blancs) Chardonnay given a partial malo-
lactic fermentation and aged 8 years on its yeasts.  BS: 97+ 

 
Veuve Clicquot La Grande Dame 
Champagne, 2006   ($139.99) 
A blend of 53% Pinot Noir (from Ay, Bouzy, 
Ambonnay, Verzy, and Verzenay) and 47% 
Chardonnay from Avize, Oger, and Le Mesnil-sur-Oger given 
full malo-lactic fermentation and aged 8 years on its yeasts. 
Dosage of 8g/l. BS: 94+ 

Veuve Clicquot La Grande Dame Rosé Champagne, 2006    
($435.69) 
A blend of 51% Pinot Noir (from Ay, Bouzy, Ambonnay, Verzy, 
and Verzenay) and 34% Chardonnay (from Avize, Oger, and Le 
Mesnil-sur-Oger) with the remaining 15% of the Cuvée 
consisting of red Pinot Noir from Bouzy.  Full malo-lactic 
fermentation. Aged 8 years on its yeasts. Dosed to 8g/l.  BS: 96+ 
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