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Welcome to the sixth 
The World’s Most 
Admired Champagne 
Brands. Drinks 
International’s 

Academy of drinks buyers, speci� ers, 
retailers and wine experts who once 
again took the time to give us their 
choices of the champagne brands they 
most admire (turn to page 6 to see How 
We Did It).

As per previous supplements, 
we look to champagne expert Giles 
Fallow� eld to provide the background, 
history and narrative as to how 
these 30 brands got to their exalted 
positions.

Giles’s extensive harvest report, 
spread over pages 38-41, shows an 
era-de� ning vintage with grape 
picking beginning in early August 
– the earliest start on record. Going 
forward with the increasing possibility 
of global warming, it looks as if the 
Champenois may have to adjust their 
holiday plans and go away either 
earlier or much later.

The survey does not claim to 
be objective. It is based purely on 
people’s opinions and perceptions. 
Nevertheless, our voters are 
professionals with a speci� c interest in 
sparkling wines and champagne. 

But we do believe the supplement 
is de� nitive, expressing opinions of 
the brand owners and articulating, 
explaining their backgrounds and 
histories. 

For anyone involved with 
champagne, Drinks International’s The 
World’s Most Admired Champagne 
Brands supplement simply is a must-
read. Leave it out of your pile of things 
to do at your peril.

Christian Davis
MANAGING EDITOR
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Our Most Admired 
Champagne 
Brands survey and 
supplement is now 
in its sixth year. The 

Drinks International Academy 
of wine professionals now 
numbers more than 300 – and 
that is 300 wine professionals 
who have a speci� c interest in 
and professional knowledge of 
the champagne market. They 
are drawn from a range of global 
buyers, speci� ers, retailers, 
masters of wine, specialist wine 
writers – such as our narrator, 
Giles Fallow� eld – wholesalers 
and marketers.

The process of voting remains 
the same as in the previous � ve 
years. 

Academy members are asked 
to choose the � ve champagne 
brands they most admire based 
on the following criteria:

• The quality and consistency
of the brand’s champagne, 
paying particular attention 
to its main, � agship non-
vintage expression;

• Do the branding, packaging 
and marketing truly re� ect 
the positioning, stance or 
niche of the house?

• Does the brand present good 

value at its respective price 
point”?

• Overall, does the brand’s 
imagery, positioning 
and stance stack up and 

justify its recommended/
suggested retail price for 
consumers.

The ebb and � ow of brands – 
some are up and some 
have gone down, with the 
notable exception of the top 
four or � ve – re� ects their 
marketing and promotional 
activities, plus how their 
champagnes have performed 
at tastings.

Over the coming pages, self-
styled champagne guru Giles 
Fallow� eld seeks to explain 
how each brand in the top 30 
got to be where it is. 

THE DI 
ACADEMY 
OF WINE 
PROFESSIONALS 
NOW NUMBERS 
MORE THAN 300

ELOI�OMELLA/ISTOCK.COM

Drinks International editor Christian Davis 
provides the low-down on our voting Academy 
and how the resultant survey is put together

HOW 
WE DID IT
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POLROGER.CO.UK

It’s been a steady climb 
to the summit. Third 
in our survey in 2017 
when it was sandwiched 
between Bollinger and 

Louis Roederer. Last year it was 
second, behind Roederer and 
ahead of Charles Heidsieck. 
Now it has made it to the 
podium, the top of the pile, 
making the smiles at 32 Avenue 
de Champagne – “Champagne’s 
most drinkable address”, 
according to Winston Churchill 
– even broader. 

There’s a certain irony that
it has pipped Krug to the post 
this year, given that, for the 
past 19 years, it has had as head 
winemaker Dominique Petit, 
poached from Krug back in 
the late nineties. Petit retired 
last March (2018) and the new 
boy on the block is Damien 
Cambres, whose two decades 
of winemaking experience 
come from various co-operative 
wineries, including a spell at 
Feuillatte in Chouilly (1997-2012). 

He must be pretty smart to 
pick up one of the most coveted 
jobs in Champagne. He inherits 
all the modern winemaking 
tools you could wish for, thanks 
to a sustained programme of 
investment at Pol. And, after a 
challenging start with the 2017 
harvest, he quickly gets what 
looks like a dream vintage (see 
our detailed report on pages 
38-41) to play with.   

A change of chef de cave 
highlights that the timescale 
involved in producing great 
champagne is considerable. The 
first vintage Petit made using 
all the new kit was the 2012, 
the Blanc de Blancs vintage of 
which is just coming on to the 
market now, months after his 
retirement. Will Cambres be 
handing the cellar keys to the 
next cellar master before the Sir 

And one of Pol’s greatest 
strengths is that, while some 
styles may divide opinion, Pol is 
always an attractive option that’s 
likely to be met with widespread 
approval. Its style is generous, not 
austere. There’s no oak involved 
in the winemaking – curiously its 
three predecessors in the top slot 
all use oak fermentation to some 
degree, and the overt use of oak 
does divide opinion, as any blind 
champagne tasting shows. 

Another important factor past 
winners have in common is 
family. They are all champagnes 
made by family producers, or 
where, as in the case of Krug, 
there is still a strong family 
link. When the Pol Roger 
tasting panel meets to decide 
on the blends to be released 
it comprises fifth-generation 
family member Hubert de Billy, 
president Laurent d’Harcourt, 
the winemaker and his deputy, 
Sandra Derouillat. And then, 
for the final blend, the opinion 
is sought of fourth-generation 
family in the shape of Christian 
de Billy and Christian Pol-Roger 
along with past president Patrice 
Noyelle. (Noyelle and d’Harcourt 
are ‘adopted family’ as the 
two first outsiders to run the 
business.)

Continuity, family and striving 
always to improve lie at the 
heart of Pol’s success story. They 
are as important to the brand 
image as the quality of Pol Roger 
vintage, the star of the range. 
That’s why it’s the Most Admired 
Champagne Brand.    

Brut Réserve was chosen as 
the official champagne for 
the wedding of Prince Harry 
and Meghan Markle. No 
doubt d’Harcourt followed his 
predecessor’s lead in insisting 
they had magnums, not bottles. 
Former president of the house 
Patrice Noyelle made that astute 
decision when Harry’s brother 
walked up the aisle a few years 
earlier, and it hasn’t done the 
reputation of the house any 
harm, clearly.  

A great reputation or image 
is clearly part of what it takes to 
come top in our annual voting. 
But that’s not all the winning 
brand requires. You don’t get 
such support unless you are 
consistently making great 
wine and evidently striving 
to improve every aspect of the 
process that can be improved. 
A glance at recent past winners 
demonstrates that – Roederer 
last year, Bollinger the year 
before, Krug in 2016. 

Of course, our international 
panel of buyers and experts are 
always likely to vote for the brand 
they personally enjoy drinking. 

POL ROGER
CONTINUITY 
AND FAMILY 
LIE AT THE 
HEART OF POL’S 
SUCCESS STORY

Winston Churchill Cuvée 2018 
(assuming it is made) reaches its 
apogee in a couple of decades 
time? The much-trumpeted 2008 
release of Sir Winston Churchill 
Cuvée is only just on the market 
and an extra decade on the cork 
is nothing for wine with this sort 
of structure and age worthiness.  

It’s been an eventful year for 
Pol Roger all round. In January, 
embarking on building work 
in the part of the cellar that 
collapsed in February 1900 – 
burying and mostly destroying 
some 1.5m bottles and 500 
barrels – construction workers 
found a void. Cautiously, as all 
the chalky sub-soil was damp 
after a wet winter and they didn’t 
want to provoke another cellar 
collapse, incoming and outgoing 
winemakers Cambres and Petit 
widened the cavity further. 
They eventually found 26 intact 
bottles, dating back to 1889-1898, 
all containing wine still on its 
lees with good levels in the bottle. 
And they hope to find more, says 
CEO Laurent d’Harcourt, as they 
continue the excavation.  

In May last year Pol Roger 
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KRUG

KRUG HAS 
NEVER FINISHED 
OUTSIDE THE 
TOP FIVE IN THE 
LIST

KRUG.COM

Having slipped 
unexpectedly and 
surprisingly from 
second place down 
to fifth last year, 

Krug has quickly bounced back 
to the number two slot, bringing 
to mind the cricketing cliché 
“form is temporary, class is 
permanent”. Krug and Roederer 
are the only two brands which 
have never finished outside the 
top five in the six years we’ve 
been running the Most Admired 
Champagne Brands survey, 

Krug’s form of late is also 
pretty impressive, with the 
existence of longer-aged versions 
of Grande Cuvée helping to focus 
interest on the complexity and 
aged components that make up 
each version of this blend. The 
sceptics have been confounded. 
Grande Cuvée hasn’t had the 
number of years it’s aged before 
release reduced below seven, as 
some suggested it would when 
Moët Hennessy bought the brand 
from Rémy Cointreau in January 
1999, in order to help recoup its 
large investment more quickly. 

If anything, the reverse has 
happened as some Grande Cuvée 
volume has been kept back to 
age longer and sell at a premium 
price. The idea that all future 
Grande Cuvée releases will have 
an edition number printed on 
the front label (as well as the 
ID code Krug releases have on 
the back label), only really took 
hold in 2017 following the first 
release which was the 163rd 
Edition, based on the 2007 
harvest, in late 2016. Now this 
idea has real momentum and 
has become a central plank of 
all the marketing, including the 
launches of new vintages and 
releases of both Clos du Mesnil 
(see later for news of the 2004 
release) and Clos d’Ambonnay. 

When the idea of revealing 

the base vintage of Grande 
Cuvée through the ID code 
was first mooted at the start of 
this decade, it was not entirely 
enthusiastically received 
by Olivier Krug and head 
winemaker Eric Lebel, if my 
memory serves me correctly. 
The worry for them was it might 
create a pecking order among 
Grande Cuvées, distracting 
people from the principle 
that this was a complex and 
consistently fine wine created 
each year, the quality and 
character of which didn’t alter 
much despite the differences 
of the harvest base year. Or, as 
Krug and Lebel still prefer to 
describe it, the youngest wine in 
the blend. 

One clever development 
and innovation that no wine-
loving journalist is ever going 
to complain about, is the idea 
of showing alongside vintage 
releases the Krug Grande Cuvée 
based on the same harvest year 
from which the new release is 
wholly produced. Last October 
at the launch of Clos du Mesnil 
2004 we had the chance to taste 

beside it the 160th edition of 
Grande Cuvée, also based on 
the large and high-quality 2004 
harvest. 

Looking back, I notice Moët 
Hennessy originally stated there 
were no plans to re-release more 
venerable blends of Grande 
Cuvée with a premium price tag. 
But doing this commercially, 
if on a necessarily small scale, 
made good sense as it formalised 
something that was already 
happening in the marketplace 
and gave the brand a useful tool 
to shine a light on its unique 
approach to making a multi-
vintage blend, helping to distance 
it from other prestige lines within 
and outside LVMH Group.   

Grande Cuvée and Clos du 
Mesnil 2004 represent two 
extremes of the winemaker’s 
art in Champagne. One the 
expression of a single grape 
variety (Chardonnay), single cru, 
single vineyard site, the other 
perhaps the ultimate complex 
blend. A marriage of three grapes 
varieties – in this case 44% Pinot 
Noir, 33% Chardonnay and 23% 
Pinot Meunier – made up of 121 
different base wines from 12 
different harvests spanning 14 
seasons, the oldest being 1990, 
the youngest 2004, disgorged in 
the spring of 2012 with a dosage 
of 6g/l. The difference between 
the two, the Clos du Mesnil 
pure, crisp and linear with a 
penetrating vibrant acidity, 
is amplified by the evolution 
Grande Cuvée Edition 160 has 
undergone as a result of six years 
on the cork in the Krug cellars.

For Olivier Krug, adopting 
a musical metaphor, this is 
like comparing a top soloist 
performing a piano recital with 
the full orchestra playing a 
great symphony. But, he insists, 
these are “two champagnes of 
the same quality, there is no 
hierarchy at Krug”. This is a 
reference to the house’s founder 
Joseph Krug, Olivier’s great, 
great, great grandfather, who 
famously set out to make two 
champagnes of the same quality, 
one vintage and one ‘multi-
vintage’, as the Krugs still like to 
describe Grande Cuvée. 

Of course, even making Clos 
du Mesnil from one 1.84ha plot 
isn’t that simple in reality, as 
Olivier notes. “This year [2018] 
in the Clos du Mesnil vineyard 
we made 25 different wines, 
beginning picking grapes five 
days before the official starting 
date for the village and then 
picked over six days in total with 
a three day break in the middle.”  

It’s this sort of attention to 
detail that sets Krug apart from 
the pack. 
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LOUIS-ROEDERER.COM

The performance of 
Louis Roederer in 
our Most Admired 
Champagne Brands 
survey is consistently 

impressive. Second, third, first 
and third places in the past 
four years are testament to that. 
Consistent quality over many 
years is what it takes to build a 
great reputation. Last year we 
looked at the lengths to which 
head winemaker Jean-Baptiste 
Lécaillon has gone to refine 
and improve Brut Premier. This 
year the spotlight has turned to 
Cristal with the release in mid-
June of what Lécaillon sees as 
the best-ever version of this wine 
he has made in the nearly three 
decades he’s been at Roederer, 
in the shape of the 2008 vintage. 
A masterclass in mid-November 
on great Cristal vintages, 
entitled The Ageability of Cristal, 
provided not only another 
opportunity to look at this wine 
and the much-vaunted 2002 
vintage, but also a chance to try 
the Vinothèque releases 1996 and 
1995 in both white and rosé.  

Starting the tasting with the 
2008, which Lécaillon dubs 
“the most Cristal of Cristals, 
the marque archetype, coming 
from those chalky white soils”, 
seemed an appropriate palate 
marker. It’s precise, elegant and 
concentrated, yet approachable 
at the same time, with some 
fleshiness to balance the 
noticeable acidity of the vintage. 

“We get the right balance of 
precision and density from the 
old vines in the Cristal designated 
vineyard. The vines are mainly 
a minimum of 40-45 years old,” 
he says. “We’re looking for a 
potential alcohol level at harvest 
of between 11.5 and 12 deg° vol 
for the Chardonnay and a little 
less – 10.5 to 11.5 deg° vol – for the 
Pinot Noir.

Lécaillon sees 2008 as very 
similar to 1996 and “a chance to 
do it again, to replay the vintage 
and correct all the mistakes we 
made in 1996” – principally the 
fact that Roederer, along with 
much of the rest of Champagne, 
picked that harvest too early. 

“In 2008 we picked a week 
later and went into the vineyard 
to taste a lot of the grapes. We 
didn’t do that in 1996. We based 
our picking decisions just on the 
analysis, but that is the last time 
we did that. And we released 
the 2008 after the 2009, to give 
it more ageing on its lees, so it 
had nine years while the ’96 was 

released at six years.” 
One of the most interesting 

things about the 2002 Cristal 
which followed was that all 45 
parcels of the designated Cristal 
estate were actually used in 
the blend, something Lécaillon 
believes is likely to happen 
again only in the 2018 Cristal 
[it only happens in near perfect 
harvests]. This means the ’02, 
and likely the 2018 that follows, 
is a 60/40 Pinot/Chardonnay 
blend, as that is how the estate 
divides up, although he sees the 
exact proportion of each grape 
variety in each blend as far less 
important than the inherent 
chalkiness of all the Cristal 
terroir and what that imparts 

When Lécaillon first mentioned 
the idea of a Vinothèque release 
to Jean-Claude Rouzaud, 
president of Roederer until his 
son Frédéric took over in 2006, he 
wasn’t very keen on the idea. The 
idea of ageing the wine on its lees 
and then for a similar period on 
the cork before release required 
a complete change of thinking, 

LOUIS ROEDERER

IT’S PRECISE, 
ELEGANT AND 
CONCENTRATED, 
YET 
APPROACHABLE

but he came round to the idea. 
“We always like the original 
Cristal with 20 years of age,” 
says Lécaillon. “So that became 
the idea – older Cristal, but with 
super freshness. We played 
around with the time the wine 
has on its lees, both horizontally, 
when there’s lots of oxygen 
contact, and stored sur point 
(inverted vertically) when there’s 
virtually none.” 

They hit on a formula of sorts 
– although Lécaillon, being the 
perfectionist he is, always wants 
to make adjustments that will 
improve the end result. The 1995 
Vinothèque release had eight 
years stored horizontally on its 
lees, followed by six years sur 
point still on its lees and then 
eight years post-disgorgement 
ageing before release. Lécaillon 
went into the intricacies of 
what is happening to the wine 
during the lees ageing. In short, 
it gathers texture in the first 
period and then in the reductive, 
sur point phase appears to get 
younger and be reinvigorated. 

There’s no doubting the result 
is sublime in the case of the 1995, 
and the process evolved for the 
1996, which had 10 years sur 
latte (horizontal), four years sur 
point and then seven years post-
disgorgement. Sadly, because 
Jean-Claude wasn’t really in 
favour of the idea then, only 400 
bottles of the former and 500 
in 1996 were made. More were 
made in 1999 (to be launched 
in 2020), but only with the 2002 
did this project reach its full 
capacity, Lécaillon says.

He always preferred the 
original disgorgement of the 
1995 to the 1996, but in the 
Vinothèque version the ’96 
has grip and palate density, 
combined with amazing 
freshness. 

He thinks it’s a beautiful wine, 
and no-one in a small room 
of expert palates was about to 
contradict him. 
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BOLLINGER
CHAMPAGNE-BOLLINGER.COM 

Bollinger is another consistently strong performer in the Most 
Admired Champagne Brands surveys. First-placed in the first 
two years the competition was run, from the outset it was the 
brand others tried to emulate. A fourth place in 2016 was quickly 
followed by another top-of-the-table finish in 2017, and Bollinger 
remains the only brand to have come top three times – Krug, 
Louis Roederer and now Pol Roger have each won MACB once. 

While the opposition is clearly getting tougher, Bollinger retains 
all the key elements to distance itself from the pack again. A large 
vineyard holding of 174ha, 85% of which is planted in grand 
and premier cru sites, supplies around two-thirds of its grape 
needs. It boasts an enviable history and a strong, continuing 
family connection. The family group Société Jacques Bollinger 
(SJB) also owns Ayala in Champagne, Chanson in Burgundy, 
Delamain in Cognac and the Loire’s Langlois-Château, although 
Jérôme Philipon, the last CEO appointed in 2008, was the first 
businessman from outside the family to run the house and is now 
COO of JCB.  

The ‘Bollinger charter of ethics and quality’ is still the only 
written commitment to quality standards in Champagne that’s 
significantly more stringent than the rules governing the 
appellation, which, despite many efforts at refinement over the 
past decade in the face of increased competition from other quality 
sparkling wines, remains unchanged and looks increasingly weak. 
Such a document could be the blueprint for a significant upgrading 
of controls were a like-minded group of quality producers ever 
inclined to adopt it. Though they may not all want to commit to 
fermenting the wines going in their vintage blends in small oak 
casks, as Bollinger does. 

This approach and keeping its reserve stock for Special Cuvée 
in literally thousands of magnums, kept cru by cru and vintage by 
vintage, is what gives Bollinger its unique style, with richness and 
vinosity to the fore. Long may it be so.  

5

CHARLES HEIDSIECK
CHARLESHEIDSIECK.COM

After a steady climb over five 
years in our report, Charles 
Heidsieck has consolidated 
its position in the top five at 
number four. Things really 
have changed in terms of the 
brand’s image since, along with 
sister brand Piper (where things 
are also starting to happen), 
it was bought by Entreprise 
Patrimoniale d’Investissements 

(EPI) run by Christopher 
Descours, back in July 2011. 
The quality in the bottle hasn’t 
really altered – that’s been 
very high in the case of the 
Brut non-vintage, since Daniel 
Thibault was given the time 
and money to radically change 
it back in the mid-80s, creating 
Charles Mise en Cave with lots 
of reserve wine in the blend and 
extra ageing. 

But former owner Rémy 
Cointreau failed to tell people 
about the quality, sales 
dwindled and the image 
suffered. Now sales are up, if 
not back to the near 4.5m bottles 
level of 30 years ago, pricing is 
more in line with the competitive 
set of brands – precisely those 
positioned around it in the 
MACB survey – and the high 
wine quality is being recognised 
by a wider audience.  

Last year an unvintaged Blanc 
de Blancs was added to the 
range, to partner the consistently 
impressive Blanc des Millénaires 
vintage Blanc de Blancs, the 1995 
vintage of which must have won 
a record number of competitive 
gold medals. This first release 
is based on the excellent 2012 
harvest plus 25% reserve wine. 

Winemaker Cyril Brun, 
getting into the swing of things 
since his move from Clicquot in 
May 2015, says: “It bears all the 
Charles hallmarks: boldness, 
generosity and elegance, 
plus it has a silky, creamy 
texture.” At a Finest Bubble-
run tasting in September, 
where there were wines 
from no fewer than 12 of the 
Top 30 brands in this year’s 
MACB top 30, a long shadow 
was cast by a magnum 
of Charles Heidsieck Brut 
Réserve based on that 
same 2012 harvest. 

If Brun can continue 
to match that sort of 
excitement and quality, 
the brand’s place  
in the Top Five seems 
assured.  4
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JACQUESSON
CHAMPAGNEJACQUESSON.COM

I bumped into Jean-Hervé 
Chiquet on an unseasonally 
warm November lunchtime 
at the newly reopened Royal 
Champagne, with its vast 
open terrace overlooking the 
vineyard of Champillon towards 
Hautvilliers and Cumières 
beyond. He was waxing lyrical 
about the quality of the 2018 
harvest and I’d not be surprised 
to hear that he and his brother 
Laurent have decided to release 
another individual parcellaire 
wine from something 
exceptional they found in their 
vineyards from this ripe and 
super-healthy vintage.  

At their winery in Dizy, just 
a short drive down through 
the steep-sloping Champillon 
vines below Royal Champagne, 
the range of wines produced 

has evolved continuously over 
the near-three decades I have 
been visiting them. But at its 
heart remains the Cuvée 700 
range, the only blended wine 
they still elaborate. The first 
time they made this wine was 
back in 2001 with Cuvée 728 
based on the previous 2000 
harvest. It was called 728 
because it was the 728th wine 
in the cellar book since their 
forebears celebrated their 100th 
anniversary back in 1898 with 
Cuvée No 1.   

“The Cuvée 700 concept is 
unique in Champagne and is 
the opposite of a non-vintage 
wine,” says Jean-Hervé. “We 
seek excellence rather than 
homogeneity, respect for 
the character of the vintage 
rather than its denial, and the 

preference to create a house 
style,” the doctrine most other 
producers in Champagne follow 
for their non-vintage blends.  
The latest available blend, Cuvée 
741, is based on the 2013 harvest 
with 20% reserve wine. Partly 
in recognition that this wine 
performs more like a vintage 
cuvée in terms of its ageability 
and the speed of evolution, they 
now regularly have a second 
Dégorgement Tardif wine on 
the market and this is currently 
Cuvée n° 737, based on the 2009 
harvest. I still occasionally 
hanker for one their blended 
vintage wines and happily 
still have bottles of 1995, ’90, 
’88 and ’85 in the cellar, but 
Cuvée n° 737 DT would be 
a good stepping stone in 
between.   

7

6 BILLECART-SALMON 
CHAMPAGNE-BILLECART.FR

Billecart-Salmon celebrated its bicentenary in grand style in 
2018. As well as various events and a new cuvée to mark this 
milestone, there were important changes of personnel at this 
family-owned house based in the village of Mareuil-sur-Ay. 
François Roland-Billecart, who has run the business as CEO 
since 1982 with his brother Antoine, began the handover to the 
seventh generation of the family, announcing in November 
that Mathieu Roland-Billecart, their cousin, who has sat on the 
supervisory board for five years, would be COO from January.  

Perhaps more significantly in terms of the Billecart-Salmon 
wines, cellar master for the past 28 years François Domi has  
also retired and his deputy, Florent Nys, has been installed  
in his place, although it’s understood François’ palate and  
deep understanding of the Billecart cuvées will not be lost to  
the blending team as he only lives round the corner in the 
village. 

Domi also created the magnificent Bicentenary cuvée for the 
celebrations, a blend of four significant harvests – 2000, 2003, 
2008 and 2012 – from eight Grand Crus sites in the Côte des 
Blancs and Montagne de Reims only bottled in magnums, 1,118 
of which were produced, plus 118 jeroboams. The launch of this 
wine was a highlight of a detailed range tasting conducted by 
Mathieu Roland-Billecart and the Florent Nys in London last 
May. Predominantly Pinot Noir (92%) it also has dash of Meunier 
and Chardonnay, while half the vinification was completed in 
oak casks and it’s finished with a light dosage of 4.5gm/l.

A collector’s item that’s very fresh with good intensity 
and a distinct iodine smoky note, this is a wine that will age 
attractively for decades, not just years.  
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DOM PÉRIGNON 
DOMPERIGNON.COM

It was quite a year for winemaker retirements in 2018 and long-
time Dom Pérignon chef de cave Richard Geoffroy was, by the 
nature of his job and personality, the highest-profile retiree. In 
the 28 years he has had the keys to the cellar, he has overseen the 
release of 15 white Dom Pérignon vintages and 11 rosés he himself 
has made, and he’s steered Dom Pérignon through a crucial period 
in the brand’s development and over a period of great change in 
Champagne generally. 

He has been responsible for more than one-third of all the white 
vintages of Dom Pérignon ever made, and there are at least another 
four white vintages he has blended awaiting release. His inaugural 
year, 1990, was not a bad vintage to start with and the 2008 release 
and 2018 harvest are not bad to bow out on. Some winemakers 
don’t get one vintage like those three in their entire tenure. 

Geoffroy has overseen the Dom Pérignon oenothéque release 
programme, which was started experimentally in 2000 and has 
transformed the profitability of the brand, while highlighting 
its wine credentials and generally putting a spotlight on cham-
pagne’s ability to age gracefully over many years. With Geoffroy 
leading the team, Dom Pérignon has become more approachable 
on release, helped by longer ageing on the cork post-disgorgement, 
something Geoffroy has increased to good effect. This has really 
helped the 2008 vintage, which was released at the same celebra-
tory event at which Geoffroy’s retirement was announced, with 
nine years on its lees and 12 months post-disgorgement ageing. 

Showing the characteristic intense, vibrant acidity of the vintage, 
the task of the winemaking team was to “bring out the fleshiness and 
richness of the wine, to temper this bracing acidity,” says Geoffroy. 
Vincent Chaperon, who joined Moët & Chandon in 1999 and has 
worked at Geoffroy’s side since 2005, will be his successor.  

TAITTINGER
TAITTINGER.COM

Just as Geoffroy had a high 
media profile, Loic Dupont, who 
retired last year as Taittinger’s 
chef de cave after 34 years at 
this family-run house, was 
rarely in the limelight. He 
preferred to let his wines and 
his boss of many years, the 
flamboyant Pierre-Emmanuel 
Taittinger, do the talking. As 
Pierre-Emmanuel remarked a 
couple of years back at a major 
Comte de Champagne vertical: 
“Loic has been with Taittinger 
for 26 years, but he never 
travels. We like to keep our 
cellar master in the cellar.”

As guardian of the Taittinger 
house style, where Chardonnay 
plays a larger role in the crucial 
mainstream non-vintage blend 
than at many of the other major 
houses, Dupont excelled. The 
Taittinger family’s considerable 
vineyard ownership of some 
288ha, much of it in the Côte 
des Blancs, provided him with 
fabulous material to weave 
his magic. He is replaced by 
Alexandre Ponnavoy, who has 
wide experience in Reims and 
California and has worked 
alongside Dupont since 2015. 

Ponnavoy takes over at a 
time when the reputation 
of the jewel in the crown, 
prestige cuvée Comte de 
Champagne Blanc de 
Blancs, is at a new high 
point. This is thanks 
partly to a string of 
fine, warm vintages – 
not diluting the razor-
like edge that Comte 
always boasts, but 
giving it more flesh, 
perhaps textural 
smoothness, 
that makes it 
slightly more 
approachable 
in its youth. 
And it’s still in 
its youth at 10 
years old. 

The Brut 
Vintage 
style – a 50/50 

Chardonnay Pinot Noir blend 
– has shown consistently 
well over the past 12 months 
at numerous Finest Bubble 
comparative, blind tastings, 
against houses with bigger 
reputations for their vintage 
offerings. 

At one such event in 
September, where a pair of 
vintages a decade 
or so apart from 
five houses, 
were compared. 
Taittinger 2012 was 
among the best 
current release 
and Taittinger 2002 
the top marked 
wine from that 
celebrated 
vintage (and 
the least 
expensive).  

9
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SALON
SALONDELAMOTTE.COM

While Taittinger’s Comte de Champagne is Blanc de Blancs style 
and comes from five Côte des Blancs Grand Cru sites, Salon is 
just pure Le Mesnil. As this village has a singular reputation for 
the longevity of its wines, it’s no surprise to hear that’s Salon’s 
wines take a while to come round and to reach their apogee – it 
takes decades rather than years. 

Salon only makes one wine, always a single vintage, produced 
from the 1ha vineyard behind the winery, plus 19 other small plots 
dotted around this cru, which covers a total area of around 410ha, 
all of which are planted with Chardonnay. It’s not made every 
year, but there were five releases in the past decade of the previous 
century (1990, 1995, 1996 1997 and 1999) and there are going to be 
five in the first decade of this century. The much-anticipated 2008 
release was not expected before 2020, but it’s understood this may 
be brought forward to the autumn of 2019. 

This wine, which looks set to vie with 2002 for ‘vintage of 
this decade’, was only made in magnums and just 8,000 were 
produced, as opposed to around 60,000 bottles, which can be 
elaborated in a more generous-yielding year. As Salon sadly wasn’t 
made in 2009, similarly warm years such as 1964 and 1959 have 
produced memorably great wines and the next vintage will be the 
2012, the release of which is not anticipated before 2022, keeping 
demand satisfied is going to be problematic for distributors in the 
short term.    

When a second small tranche of the currently-available Salon 
2007 release is made later this spring, that will be the opportunity 
to buy Salon before the shortfall inevitably puts upward pressure 
on prices.  

RUINART
RUINART.COM

Frédéric Panaïotis, the 
articulate and multilingual 
head winemaker at Ruinart, 
is, like his LVMH colleagues 
at Moët and Clicquot, a skilled 
presenter whose introductions 
to new releases are interesting 
and informative. Such 
presentations are always good 
opportunities to raise other 
current issues in Champagne 
as, like Gouez at Moët and 
Demarville at Clicquot, 
Panaïotis doesn’t shy away from 
sharing his informed opinion.  

Before looking at the new 
Dom Ruinart 2007 release we’ve 
come to taste, we discuss the 
just-completed 2018 harvest. 

The comparison is apt, only 
because they were two of the 
five harvests we’ve had so far 
in this century where picking 

began in August. “The 2018 
base wine is still being assessed 
[this is late October] and while 
we had amazing quantity and 
quality, to still early to say it is 
exceptional [in quality terms]," 
says Panaïotis. 

“It was one of the shortest 
periods from flowering to 
picking,” he adds, and he 
ponders when the harvest may be 
starting in 20 or 30 years’ time.

The tasting starts with the 
current Blanc de Blancs NV, 
based on the 2015 base, to 
set our palates in the Ruinart 
reductive winemaking style. 

Then we try Dom Ruinart 
2006 before the 2007 Dom 
Ruinart, the first that Panaïotis 
made himself. He says it took 
another three years before he 
started changing anything, so 

he will be well into his second 
decade in the job before anyone 
sees his personal influence on 
the style. 

Apart from the early harvest 
start date, 2007 has little 
in common with 2018, as 
Chardonnay was picked at 9.4 
deg° with acidity levels fairly 
high at around 8.8/8.9gm/l. 
It wasn’t the vintage of the 
century for Blancs de Blancs, 
but it was a year many of the 
notable proponents of the style 
released wines – Salon, Amour 
de Deutz and Taittinger Comte 
de Champagne are three he 
mentions – and it’s noticeably 
more linear and restrained than 
the more fruity, juicy style of  
the ’06, which he notes has 
opened quite a bit since its first 
release.  

11
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GOSSET
CHAMPAGNE-GOSSET.COM

It’s not easy for a small house making around 1m bottles to 
compete with the much larger players that have big marketing 
budgets, even if you have the distinguished reputation Gosset 
has. Especially when you have to buy in most of your grapes. 

You have to be a very good niche player selling to a specific 
sector and ideally at a high price. Gosset’s forte is making wines 
that are enthusiastically followed by the top end of the on-trade, 
savoury champagnes of strong character that work well with food. 

Since Odilon de Varine took over as Chef de Cave after the 
untimely death of Jean-Pierre Mareigner in May 2016, we have 
seen a number of small-scale production one-offs including Cuvée 
15, a longer aged blend based on the 1998 harvest and two mono 
varieties to set against the all-Chardonnay, Grand Blanc de Blancs 
Brut, which is part of the Gosset core range.

Blanc de Noirs Extra Brut uses three grands crus famous for 
their Pinot Noir, Aÿ (Gosset’s historic base) in the Grande Vallée 
de la Marne plus Ambonnay and Verzy in the Montagne de Reims, 
plus some top premier crus for the variety like Cumières, Chigny-
le-Rose and Tauxières. Based on the 2007 harvest, with a dash of 
2006 reserve wine, it’s aged nearly nine years before disgorgement 
in April 2017. Only 10,000 bottles were made.

More unusual and on a smaller scale (5,000 bottles) Gosset 
also made a Blanc de Meunier at the same time, which it only 
disgorged at the start of 2018. This time the grapes are from other 
crus favoured by the house, mainly located along the eastern end 
of the Marne Valley around Epernay.

Collectors items, sold at a premium to the regular range, 
they shine a light on the Gosset style and its traditional sources 
of grapes, mostly within a short distance of Aÿ, where wine 
production started back in 1584.  13

PERRIER-JOUËT 
PERRIER-JOUET.COM

Hervé Deschamps, who has 
worked at Perrier-Jouët for the 
past 35 years, the last 25 as the 
house’s seventh cellar master 
since it was founded in 1811, is 
yet another senior winemaking 
figure in Champagne retiring. 
Unlike the other four we have 
already mentioned at Pol 
Roger, Billecart-Salmon, Dom 
Pérignon and Taittinger, he 
is to be replaced by a woman, 
Séverine Frerson, who joined 
Perrier-Jouët after 16 years 
working at Piper-Heidsieck, the 
last five months as their head 
winemaker.

Frerson will work closely 
with Deschamps to learn 
the recipes for the houses’ 
range of champagnes – three 
styles of prestige cuvée Belle 
Époque (Brut, Rosé and only 
occasionally produced Blanc 
de Blancs) Blason Rosé and 
non-vintage Blanc de Blancs 
(the latest addition to the 
range in 2017), plus the all-
important Grand Brut -- for 
an as yet unspecified period, 
before taking charge. As 
Piper doesn’t make any all-
Chardonnay cuvées, mastering 
those will presumably be her 
biggest challenge. Though the 
more floral, lighter style of PJ 
Grand Brut will also be quite a 
contrast to the more Pinot Noir 
dominant Piper Brut. 

The regular Belle Époque 
vintage, currently 2008, 
also has 50% Chardonnay 
in the blend and this is the 
wine that one most readily 
associates the always 
smiling Deschamps with. 
At a tasting in Epernay in 
2006, I tasted both white 
and rosé styles of Belle 
Époque going back two 
decades from 1999 to 1979, 
10 vintages he made and 
their two predecessors, in 
a memorably fine tasting. 

Like other incoming 
winemakers in 2018, 
Frerson has the good 
fortune to arrive in time 

to witness a special harvest 
to mark her inaugural vintage 
at the house. An experienced 
winemaker, who has worked 
for many years with Régis 
Camus, one of the other most 
experienced practitioners still 
working in Champagne, it 
will be interesting to see what 
changes she 
introduces at 
Perrier-Jouët. 
Though in the 
case of Belle 
Époque we 
may have to 
wait another 
decade to find 
out.  

12
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HENRIOT
CHAMPAGNE-HENRIOT.COM

DEUTZ  
DEUTZ.COM

There are definitely some similarities between these two well-
regarded houses in terms of ambition and consistency of quality, 
that marks them out. But Deutz is rather bigger than Henriot, 
with production expanding to 2.3m under Fabrice Rosset’s 
leadership since he took over in 1996. 

The Deutz estate comprises some 42ha of its own vineyard plus 
around 200ha bought in from 60 suppliers. The majority of this, 
around 80%, is located within 30km of the house in Aÿ. Deutz has 
some superb vineyard plots in Aÿ, with south facing aspects which 
are located just above the house on the north side of the village. 

Here it obtains some mature red wine for use in blending the 
best rosé cuvées and in line with what’s happening generally in 
Champagne, as producers increasingly vinify smaller plots of 
their own estates separately, thus learning about their individual 
peculiarities and character.    

This resulted in 2010 Homage to William Deutz, a 100% Pinot 
Noir that comes from two plots just above the Deutz winery in Aÿ. 
In 2012, a fine harvest rated at another level compared to 2010, 
it produced two separate wines in the same Homage to William 
Deutz family, from this Aÿ Pinot Noir named after the vineyard's 
parcels: La Côte Glacière which is 1.92ha and Mertet which is a 
little larger at 2.42ha.  

The individual character of these Parcelles d’Ay are also evident 
in Cuvée William Deutz, the 1999 vintage of which, opened to see 
in the New Year, demonstrated in its brilliance and complexity the 
whole point of this exercise and why the heights in Champagne 
are often achieved – some would say most usually achieved – in 
complex blends that offer different facets and nuances of flavour, 
not in mono cru, single varietal, single vineyard champagnes. 

15

Henriot, another small family 
house with production of 
between 1.2m and 1.3m bottles, 
had a great year in 2018 with 
the replacement prestige line 
Cuvée des Enchanteleurs finally 
launched, along with the 
very particular 2008 vintage. 
Experienced chef de cave 
Laurent Fresnet, a two-time past 
winner of Sparkling Winemaker 
of the Year in 2015 and 2016, also 
won another gong in the shape 
of the Len Evans trophy for 
‘consistency over five years’. 

It’s the consistent excellence in 
the bottle he has masterminded 
in his 12-year tenure that has 
contributed so much to Henriot’s 
strong performance in this year’s 
Most Admired Champagne 
Brands survey. 

Although I’ve always liked the 
name Cuvée des Enchanteleurs 
and the reference to something 
special reserved for those in 
the know, Henriot has searched 
for something more consumer 
friendly and easier to pronounce. 
It’s come up with Hemera, a 
reference to the Greek goddess 
of daylight, and the inaugural 
vintage, 2005, is appropriately a 
warm, sunny one. 

This warmth is reflected to 
an extent in the wine, a blend 
of six Grand Cru sites. Côte des 
Blancs Chardonnay comes from 
Chouilly, Avize and Mesnil-sur-
Oger, while for Pinot Noir Fresnet 
has turned to the cooler northern 
Montagne de Reims slopes, 
where bright acidity tends to be 
preserved well, even in warm 

harvests such as 2005. Subtle 
with perfumed floral aromas 
initially, a rich toasty note 
develops with time in the glass. 
Fine acidity leads to a luxurious, 
velvet-textured mid-palate and 
long, attractive finish. 

The 50/50 Chardonnay/Pinot 
Noir blend in the ’08 vintage is 
all premier and Grand Cru fruit 
from 16 villages and shows a 
lovely balance of the year’s 
vibrant acidity set against 
good maturity thanks to 
pre-harvest sunshine. As 
Fresnet said: “Normally we 
release vintages after six 
years, but we’ve waited 
nine for this because it 
was so fresh”. It’s still 
fresh now, but also showing 
lovely richness and intensity.  

14
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16BRUNO
PAILLARD

CHAMPAGNEBRUNOPAILLARD.COM

Given that all the wines in the 
Bruno Paillard range are extra 
brut in style, introducing a zero-
dosage wine seems unlikely – 
especially when Bruno himself 
has been critical of many such 
wines in the past for being too 
acidic and too aggressive. 

Thirty-� ve years ago, just a� er 
creating his maison, he admits 
to falling into the same trap 
in his � rst attempt at making 
such a cuvée. “It was based 
on my Première Cuvée with a 
bit more age and no dosage. I 
simply didn’t have the right raw 
material in those days.” 

But three decades on, with 
larger vineyard holdings 
(34.4ha) and bigger reserve 
stocks, the situation has 
changed and the � rst such 
cuvée, Bruno Paillard DZ (as in 
dosage zero), based on the 2013 
harvest, has just been released. 

It’s been made possible, 
Paillard says, thanks to global 
warming and the expanded 
estate with 75% of the juice 
coming from the house's own 
vineyards. It has been created 
from scratch, with more than 
50% reserve wine in the blend, 
where Meunier from the right 
bank of the Marne Valley close 
to Epernay plays a signi� cant 
part and more than half the 
wine is fermented in small oak 
barrels. All features which tame 
the potential aggression.  

VEUVE CLICQUOT
VEUVECLICQUOT.COM

This is the house the other big players in Champagne, outside 
those within the LVMH group, most envy. Its spirit of joie de 
vivre is skilfully captured by smart marketing initiatives and 
clever packaging. Everything it does has a certain style and 
glamour. 

In 2017, to re� ect back glory on to Yellow Label Brut, Dominique 
Demarville created a new cuvée Extra Brut Extra Old. This shows 
to impressive e� ect the quality of the large stocks of reserve wine 
that Clicquot holds in its cellars – wines that are crucial in making 
the Yellow Label consistent.

Pink styles were the focus of attention last year with Clicquot 
running a week-long celebration of rosé in March, to mark the 
creation of what the house calls “the world’s � rst blended rosé 
champagne”. This happened in 1818 when Madame Clicquot � rst 
blended some Bouzy red wine with her classic white champagne, 
so initiating the modern method of rosé champagne production.

Demarville and his team showed examples of the many, 
surprisingly diverse, wine blending options Clicquot has for non-
vintage rosé, vintage rosé and La Grande Dame rosé, before we 
sat down to a lunch specially prepared by the late Joël Robuchon 
to match Clicquot wines, including the current La Grande Dame 
Vintage Rosé 2006. 

While having Robuchon dishes to show o�  your wines against is 
obviously no hindrance – and these Clicquot pinks are great food 
wines – LGD 2006 Rosé is simply one of the best rosé champagnes 
I’ve tasted, with or without Robuchon’s artichoke and foie gras 
salad, though preferably with.   

17 18
PHILIPPONNAT
PHILIPPONNAT.COM

Bruno Paillard should be 
applauded for bringing Charles 
Philipponnat back from South 
America to run the house in 
Mareuil-sur-Aÿ that bears his 
family name. He’s made a 
great � st of it. And increasingly 
Philipponnat wines, especially 
those from the single vineyard 
Clos des Goisses, are up there 
with the very best names in the 
appellation.

It was great at the recent 
launch of Clos des Goisses 
2009 to have the chance to go 
through the whole line-up once 
more. It’s hard to understands 
why Philipponnat Royale 
Réserve Brut, a consistently � ne 
non-vintage – which bene� ts 
from extra ageing, plus reserve 
wine kept in oak in a solera-
type system, adding depth 
and complexity to the blend 
– isn’t more widely stocked in 
markets such as the UK. The 
current release is based on 
the 2013 harvest, so it has a 
decent amount of bottle age, 
while retaining a good initial 
freshness.

It was good to be able to 
compare the Blanc de Noirs 2009 
with the two 2008s – Cuvée 1522 
and Mareuil-sur-Aÿ. The ’09 is 
lovely drinking with a seductive 
aroma and luscious texture, 
while the ’08s show more vigour, 
youth and elegance. The Mareuil 
single cru, twice the price of 
the Blanc de Noirs, is where 
freshness, purity and intensity 
reach a peak.  
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DUVAL-LEROY
DUVALLEROY.COM

Carol Duval runs this large family business founded in 1859 and 
based in the premier cru of Vertus, at the southern end of the Côte 
des Blancs. She took over when her husband died back in 1991 and 
built the business up. A decade ago the company was producing 
more than 5m bottles a year, exporting around half, with its main 
markets in the UK, Belgium, US, Germany and Austria. 

Hervé Jestin, its former well-known winemaker, consults 
for some of the best organic and biodynamic producers in 
Champagne and works closely with Leclerc Briant in Epernay, 
Hambledon’s sparkling wine operation in Hampshire, as well 
as his own projects. When he left in 2006 he was replaced by 
Sandrine Logette-Jardin who, with Carol Duval, forms the only 
all- female, CEO/winemaker team at any sizeable house.  

Production has been scaled down with some higher-priced 
cuvées introduced alongside the large own-label business, 
with the aim of taking better advantage of the family’s sizeable 
vineyard holdings, estimated at 200ha, mostly located in the 
Côte des Blancs. They make a single vineyard all-Chardonnay 
wine Clos des Bouveries from one plot on the edge of Vertus 
village and prestige line Femme, sourced from four grands crus, 
is produced in both white and rosé versions.   

19LAURENT-
PERRIER 

LAURENT-PERRIER.COM

In 2017 Laurent-Perrier released 
its new non-vintage blend, 
La Cuvée, based on the 2012 
harvest, raising the proportion 
of Chardonnay to 55% on 
the advice of well-respected 
winemaker Michel Fauconnier. 
It also upped the lees ageing 
from three to four years, partly 
to tame the perceived increase 
in acidity, which involved 
further investment. 

Both had cost implications, 
but the non-vintage offering 
sets the tone for the rest of 
the range, which based on a 
detailed tasting at Laurent-
Perrier HQ in Tours-sur-Marne 
last November, is showing very 
good form currently. We kicked 
off with Ultra Brut, which was 
the pioneer of the Brut Nature 
category, launched back in 1981. 
The current carefully selected 
blend is based on the 2009, a 
ripe sunny year, as Fauconnier 
wants more mature fruit here. 
It doesn’t make it every harvest 

and with this sort of bottle age 
it shows the quality of the crus 
used. 

While the 2007 vintage shows 
an attractive maturity, the ’08 
launch later this year (2019) 
is eagerly awaited. The non-
vintage Cuvée Rosé, another 
trend-starter when launched 
more than 50 years ago, still 
commands a strong price 
premium against the market. 
The star turn is, however, 
Grande Siècle, a three vintage-
based blend capable of great 
refinement, finesse and 
complexity over time.   

21MOËT &
CHANDON

MOET.COM

If you want to gauge the health 
of the champagne business as 
a whole, the Brut non-vintage 
offering of the major houses is 
the best barometer at any one 
time. For nearly all of them, 
this single wine accounts for 
80% of sales and will be what 
most consumers are familiar 
with. The most important, 
widely known and most often 
consumed such wine is Moët 
& Chandon Brut Impériale – 
its blend reflects the varietal 
make-up of the appellation 
vineyard. 

A very large quantity of this 
style is produced each year to 
meet demand, tens of millions of 
bottles, whatever sort of harvest 
nature brings the Champenois. 
For the large winemaking team, 
ably led by Benoït Gouez, it’s not 
a once a year problem, they have 
to make three separate cuvées of 
Brut Impériale each 12 months 
to keep up with worldwide 
demand. 

In the detailed tastings he 
conducts for the trade around 
the world, Gouez reveals Moët 
now uses a large amount of 
reserve wine to make these 
three blends, but the gradually 
evolving material from the 
previous years’ harvest will still 
provide the core of the juice.  

His challenge – a 
considerable one given 
the sheer volume and the 
number of different blending 
options involved – is to 
produce three wines that 
will taste so similar as 
to be indistinguishable 
one from another to 
the untrained palate. 
Given these problems, 
the consistently 
high quality of 
Brut Impériale 
is seriously 
impressive. 

It’s designed to 
be immediately 
appealing, 
fruit forward 
drinking, but 
keeping it fresh, 
especially with 
the higher 
portion of 
reserve now   
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GH MUMM
MUMM.COM

I was very excited about all the good things happening at GH 
Mumm winewise in 2017, praising winemaker Didier Mariotti for 
his role in creating some new cuvées and bringing the best out 
of the Brut NV and vintage offerings, continuing the good work 
started by Dominique Demarville. Part of the winemaking team 
for all this period since 1999 was Magalie Maréchal, a graduate 
of Université de Reims in oenology and deputy cellar master 
since 2006. She now takes on the chef de cave role after Mariotti’s 
unexpected departure last summer. 

With the wines looking at their strongest across the range for 
some time, it’s good to know there’s going to be continuity in the 
winemaking. It is to be hoped that this is the year that Mumm’s 
RSRV range finally emerges fully from the shadows. Cordon 
Rouge, the brut non-vintage, has become a more consistent, 
livelier cuvée, and the 2006, 2009 and 2008 vintages,  show 
a step up in complexity. We haven’t seen a follow-on vintage 
yet from the re-modelled ‘R’ Lalou prestige cuvée since the 
impressive 2002, but that’s understood to be coming under RSRV 
livery.   

It’s this RSRV range that could really raise the profile of GH 
Mumm again, with the last two launches of RSRV Blanc de 
Verzenay 2008 and Blancs de Cramant 2012 two of the most 
impressive offerings from Mumm in living memory.  

22 PIPER
HEIDSIECK 

PIPERHEIDSIECK.COM

It’s been an interesting 12 months 
at Piper Heidsieck. Back in May, 
Séverine Frerson was promoted 
to head winemaker with former 
cellar master Régis Camus, who 
she worked alongside for 16 years, 
moving over to take charge of 
prestige cuvée Rare. But later in 
the summer, in an unexpected 
development, Frerson moved 
to Perrier-Jouët, where she will 
take over when chef de cave 
Hervé Deschamps retires. In her 
place, Émilien Boutillat, who had 
worked the five previous years 
as Cattier’s cellar master, was 
appointed. 

Changes on the distribution 
front see Piper moving away 
(1 March, 2019) from William 
Grant to Liberty Wines in the 
important UK market, joining 
sister brand Charles Heidsieck, 
which David Gleave’s company 
has successfully repositioned 
and re-energised since taking it 
on, back in 2012.  

It was also announced that 
Rare will be hived off a separate 
brand in its own right, à la Dom 
Pérignon, so we may need to have 
both Piper Heidsieck and Rare 
listed in next year’s MACB survey. 
This was confirmed at a vertical 
tasting and launch of Rare ‘Le 
Secret’ –  a special magnum-only 
bottling of the 2007 vintage, 1,000 
magnums priced at £1,150, plus 
10 bejewelled versions produced 
with Mellerio jewellers selling at 
£115,000.  
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24  LE
MESNIL

CHAMPAGNELEMESNIL.COM

This co-operative, located slap-
bang in the middle of one of the 
Côte des Blancs most celebrated 
grand crus, Le Mesnil produces 
some of the most exciting 
wholly Chardonnay-based 
champagnes in the whole 
appellation. Made by Gilles 
Marguet, if you want to try some 
top wines from this cru, without 
paying the very high prices 
of some of its more celebrated 
neighbours Krug and Salon, 
look no further. 

The Union des Propriétaires 
Récoltants, 564 grower 
members, between them own 
more than 300ha in the heart of 
the Côte des Blancs, at least half 
of which is in Le Mesnil-sur-
Oger where the total size of the 
vineyard is 425.60ha (in 2017). 
With grapes from such a cru in 
high demand from the major 
négociants, only around 10% of 
it is used for the UPR Le Mesnil 
brand. 

The Le Mesnil wines can be 
very steely in their youth and 
really need time in the bottle 
to shine. Happily, they get that 
with the current NV based on 
2014, plus 5% reserve wine from 
the two previous harvests. For 
greater concentration, richness 
and complexity, they also 
produce a vintage, currently 
2012, called Sublime. It’s aptly 
named and could easily be 
cellared for another decade.   
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26 HENRI
GIRAUD

CHAMPAGNE-GIRAUD.COM

Based in the heart of 
Champagne, in the Grand 
Cru of Aÿ, Henri Giraud has 
an enviable reputation for 
its wines. Since 2017 owner 
Claude Giraud has eschewed 
the use of stainless steel and all 
winemaking is now done in egg-
shaped terracotta amphorae 
and oak barrels. Giraud is very 
particular about the oak he uses 
– it comes from the Argonne 
forest to the east of Aÿ, where 
the Champenois sourced oak 
until the end of the 19th century. 

Giraud has become 
something of a champion of 
Argonne oak with his top wine, 
Argonne Grand Cru, known 
for its long ageing potential 
and one of the highest-priced 
champagnes on the market at 
around £250 a bottle. Dawn 
Davies MW, who championed 
his champagnes when she 
ran the wine department of 
London's Selfridges store, 
describes this style as “a 
powerful champagne, more 
akin to Burgundy”. 

The Giraud range continues 
to evolve. Since 2007, the cuvée 
‘Fût de Chêne Vintage’ was 
replaced by MV (multi-vintage) 
with MV13 edition, the seventh 
version, released this January. 
The white entry-level, unoaked 
Esprit de Giraud was joined last 
year (2018) by Esprit Nature, its 
first ‘zero residue of pesticide’ 
labelled champagne with a logo 
on the back label.  
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25CANARD-
DUCHÊNE 

CANARD-DUCHENE.FR

The great and the good were 
all there for Canard-Duchêne’s 
150th anniversary celebrations 
in the village of Ludes last July, 
including Yves Bénard, past 
president of Moët & Chandon 
and the UMC. 

We were greeted by glasses of 
Cuvée Leonie, the wine named 
after Canard’s joint founder, 
Léonie Duchêne. It’s a step up 
from the basic Brut and mostly 
kept for the on-trade. Served 
in magnum, the current blend, 
based on the 2014 harvest, 
also has rather more reserve 
wine, around 40%, with about 
3-4% of the blend aged, but not 
fermented, in Argonne oak from 
the Champagne region. 

At the pre-dinner speeches 
Alain Thiénot reminded us 
that it was Bénard who had 
15 years earlier suggested to 
him that buying Canard from 
Veuve Clicquot was a way of 
adding weight to his embryonic 
champagne empire. 

It was then based on the 
eponymous Alain Thiénot 
brand, created in 1985 using 
his knowledge and contacts 
gained as a courtier. “In 2003, 
Canard was selling around 2.3m 
bottles,” Thiénot said. “Today 
we are close to producing 4m 
bottles.” 

Centre stage at the dinner 
created was taken by the 
inaugural release of Cuvée V, 
created to celebrate the 150th 
anniversary.  

JOSEPH PERRIER
JOSEPHPERRIER.COM

Joseph Perrier makes it to the top 30 for the first time. The house 
is based in Châlons-en-Champagne, which sits at the eastern 
corner of the main core Champagne vineyard on the way 
towards Vitry. I’ve been enjoying drinking these wines for many 
years now, especially when in the company of charismatic boss 
Jean-Claude Fourmon, one of the most engaging Champenois 
I’ve met. 

The Joseph Perrier range comprises nine different wines, now 
all sold in the distinctive, slightly rounded-shoulder bottle. 
Cuvée Royal Brut is a rich and agreeably savoury blend of mostly 
black grapes from around 20 crus, including its own vineyards 
in Cumières, Damery, Hautvillers and Verneuil. It elaborates a 
NV Blanc de Blancs – Fourmon knows better than most the Vitry 
vineyard which has become a much sought-after Chardonnay 
component in such blends as it’s on his doorstep. This was joined 
by a vintage Blanc de Blancs based on the superb 2002 harvest, 
which is now called Esprit de Victoria, a reference to the house 
supplying Queen Victoria.

The range was expanded to include a Blanc de Noirs vintage 
from the ripe 2009 harvest, with zero dosage, though as this 
comes from a perfectly located small vineyard on the steep, 
south-facing slopes above the Marne river at Cumières, it’s richly 
fruity, not austere. Its top wine is Cuvée Josephine, a classic 54/46 
Chardonnay/Pinot Noir blend that goes very toasty with age. The 
2004 vintage enjoyed just before Christmas was an illustration of 
what luxury champagne should be – a lush and deeply enjoyable 
indulgence.  
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PALMER & CO
CHAMPAGNE-PALMER.FR

Our final champagne house in the Top 30 this year is Palmer 
& Co, the brand produced by Société des Grands Crus de la 
Champagne. An association of seven wine growers from the Côte 
des Blancs and Montagne de Reims formed in 1947 and originally 
based in Avize, it moved to Rue Jacquart in Reims in 1959. 

Drawing on some 415ha of vineyard scattered across 40 regional 
sites, Palmer has access to around 200ha of premier and Grand 
Cru vineyards, the largest portion of which are in the Montagne 
de Reims region of the appellation. 

The range comprises seven wines. Palmer Brut Réserve, where 
unusually Chardonnay makes up over half the blend, is the 
signature cuvée, rich and style with around a third of reserve 
wine and extra lees ageing of four years. Blanc de Blancs is 
mainly sourced in Trépail and Villers-Marmery, famous for 
its Chardonnay, plus some delicately fruity Sezannais grapes. 
Luxury cuvée Amazone, typically a 50/50 Chardonnay/Pinot Noir 
blend, tends to get 10-15 years in bottle, while Palmer boasts an 
impressive range of ‘rare’ vintages going back to 1976.  

Palmer is one of the few houses not using ‘transavage’ for its 
larger bottles. Formats from 6-litre Methusalem up to the 15-litre 
Nebuchadnezzar are fermented in the bottle in which they are 
sold, restricting loss of pressure and freshness.  

28 
CASTELNAU

CHAMPAGNE-CASTELNAU.FR

This is a rejuvenated brand 
demonstrating a clear ambition 
to grow under the stewardship 
of director general Pascal 
Prudhomme. It is looking to 
increase sales to 1m bottles by 
2020 and 2m by 2025, putting 
the strategy in place to do this 
with a rebranding exercise 
and smart new livery for all 
the range revealed in 2017, 
when Castelnau celebrated its 
centenary. Its association with 
the Tour de France since 2012 

has helped raise the brand’s 
profile.    

One of the brand’s strengths 
is the near 900ha of prime 
vineyards its 600-plus growers 
farm, spread across 155 crus. This 
resource is used to good effect 
by the winemaking team, ably 
led by chef de cave Elisabeth 
Sarcelet, producing a range of 
wines that look good at all levels 
from Brut to prestige cuvée Hors 
Catégorie, relaunched in June 
2016.   

A decent amount of bottle age 
sets these wines apart, with the 
signature Brut Réserve typically 
getting at least six years’ lees 
ageing (twice the champagne 
norm). 

The current blend, based on 
the 2011 harvest, shows a lovely 
richness and complexity. Vintage 
releases, such as the 2003 Blanc 
de Blancs, have also impressed 
and just before Christmas 2018 
the Oenothèque Collection of 
limited-edition magnums of 
vintages 1995, 1996 and 1998, 
came out for the first time in the 
striking new livery. An Extra 
Brut Nature cuvée has also just 
been added to the range (see 
product news pages 36/37). 

29NICOLAS
FEUILLATTE

NICOLAS-FEUILLATTE.COM

As everyone driving between 
the villages of Chouilly and 
Pierry sees, the vast Nicolas 
Feuillatte winery sits on one of 
the highest parts of the Chouilly 
vineyard, the largest cru in the 
Côte des Blancs, with enviable 
views over the vines towards 
Epernay. And now it has 
redesigned the whole complex 
to take the best advantage of 
this superb position, spending 
€25m re-siting the offices and 
tasting room, while developing 
an impressive visitor facility.  

It’s all part of a big programme 
of investment behind what is the 
third largest champagne brand 
worldwide, number one in the 

French domestic market, selling 
some 10.4m bottles a year. 

Thanks to his new facility, 
cellar master Guillaume Roffiaen 
is even better placed to make 
good use of the variety of terroirs 
across the appellation he has 
access to through the 4,500 
grower partners supplying the 
brand.  

One of the first moves 
managing director Christophe 
Juarez has made since his arrival 
at Feuillatte in the summer of 
2016 has been to rationalise 
the offer. Now there are clearly 
delineated specific separate 
ranges for the off and on-trade. 

An on-trade range tasting  
with Roffiaen in November 
showed the care being taken to 
perfect each cuvée, the Grand 
Cru Blanc de Blancs and Blancs 
de Noirs vintages, respectively 
2012 and 2008, showing 
particularly well.  

30
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Yields set at 10,800kg/ha  
as Comité predicts growth 

Meeting in late July, the Champagne Comité – 
comprising representatives of the growers in 
the Syndicat Général des Vignerons and the 
houses belonging to the Unions des Maisons de 
Champagne (UMC) – agreed to set the maximum 
yield level for the 2018 harvest at 10,800 kilos per 
hectare. 

This is the same level as was agreed for the 
previous harvest in 2017, though that included 
500kg/ha to be released from the réserve, so it 
was effectively 10,300kg/ha. After severe April 
frosts in 2017 and then major problems with rot 
just before picking began in late August, the 
average yield for the 2017 reached 10,057kg/ha, 
according to the provisional figure.  

Even before the 2018 harvest decision was 
taken, after flowering took place in early June 
under near perfect conditions, the crop poten-
tial looked large – considerably higher than 
10,800kg/ha. And, while it was a decision based 
on stable champagne sales in 2018 and some 
predicted growth in export markets in future, 
not the potential large volume in the vineyard, 
sensibly the Comité took notice that there was 
expected to be high quality as well as consider-
able volume. 

With the approval of the INAO (the regulator 
of French agricultural products with Protected 
Designations of Origin, it was decided to allow 
producers to put an additional amount of up to 

4,700kg/ha into the réserve, so raising the vol-
ume of grapes that could be picked to 15,500kgs/
ha. The rendement butoir, as it is known, is actu-
ally a EU regulation governing all ‘vins mous-
seux de qualité’, including champagne, and 
15,500kg/ha is the absolute upper limit for this 
category.

This high level of yield to be put into the 
reserve – usually it is capped at a maximum of 
3,100kg/ha – was intended to enable the grow-
ers who suffered frosts in the past two years to 
replenish their réserve rapidly.

With the current area of productive vine-
yard at around 33,868ha (the provisional fig-
ure for the 2017 harvest), a yield of 10,800kg/
ha would produce around 310m bottles. If this 
yield was pushed up to 15,500kgs/ha, that would 
add about another 138m bottles to the potential 
volume. 

While the Champenois won’t be making this 
volume of champagne, given the high quality 
of the 2018 crop, what they have done is to pick 
most of it, building their réserve to the maxi-
mum permitted level of 8,000kg/ha and replac-
ing any poor-quality juice currently held in the 
réserve (as they are allowed to do). This is great 
news for future quality and will be particularly 
welcome to those holding a lot of the 2017 har-
vest in réserve, given that harvest was adversely 
affected by botrytis.

NEWS

In 2017, champagne shipments 
rose by less than one percentage 
point to 307.7m bottles, with 
unexpectedly weak sales in 
December 2017. 

If the same thing happens in 
2018, when sales to the end of 
November 2018 are already 1.9% 
below what they were in the first 
11 months of 2017, then we might 
even see annual shipments in 
2018 dip below 300m bottles. 

The MAT total for the year to 
the end of November 2018 shows 
an overall drop of 2.9% – just 
over 9m bottles – compared 
with last year. 

Consumption is strongest 
in markets outside Europe, 
although these were only up 
0.6% – less than half a million 
bottles – while within Europe 
(excluding France) the MAT 
figure to the end of November 
was down 2.4% or 1.86m bottles. 

The French domestic market 
continues to do worst, down 
4.2% (5.54m bottles), with the 
MAT figures down 5% (7.76m 
bottles) to the end of November.

The MAT figure for overall 
shipments is down 2.9%, 9.1m 
bottles, to the end of November 
2018, with a total of 302.3m 
bottles shipped. The brunt of this 
loss is taken by the négociants, 
down 2.7%. They only managed 
to show any MAT growth in the 
markets outside Europe and that 
was only 1.1%.

Shipments may 
drop below 300m 
bottles in 2018

ISTOCKPHOTO.COM
/KLOEG008

PIPER HEIDSIECK
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CANARD-
DUCHÊNE 
LAUNCHESMoët & Chandon chef de cave Benoït Gouez 

says 2012 was “an unprecedented year in 
the history of winemaking – so many trials 
and tribulations and yet such promising 
results.” Both lively and fresh and 
immediately appealing, the quality of this 
new release wine at the outset is seriously 
impressive. 

On the evidence of this wine, the 2012 
vintage is going to join 2002, 2008 (and 
some already suggest 2018) as one of the 
best vintages of the new millennium. 

The 74th vintage release from Moët, 
it’s an assemblage of 41% Chardonnay, 
with 26% Meunier and 33% Pinot Noir.  
“The wines made from black grapes, 
especially the usually fragile Meunier, were 
particularly good in 2012, which explains 
why they make up an important part of 
the assemblage,” says Gouez. “For once, 
Chardonnay is slightly in the background 
and for me this Grand Vintage is a softly 
fresh and harmonious wine that reveals 
itself slowly.”

With 10.6o potential alcohol and 7.8g/l 
total acidity, the 2012 grapes are both sweeter 
and have more acidity than the 10-year 
average. The proportions were similar to 
those of 2002, 1989 and 1966: all very high-
quality vintages with remarkable longevity. 

Moët & Chandon Grand Vintage 2012

Following on from its 2010 Homage to 
William Deutz, a 100% Pinot Noir that 
comes from two single plots near the Deutz 
winery in Aÿ Grand Cru, in 2012, Deutz 
decided to produce two separate wines in 
the same Homage to William Deutz family. 
These are named after the individual par-
cels: La Côte Glacière, which is 1.92ha, and 
Mertet, which is a little larger at 2.42ha. 

Côte Glacière is a steep, south-facing 
slope inclined to produce riper, more gener-
ous fruit with an opulent character. Mertet, 
although only a stone’s throw away, faces 
toward the east and typically has more 
finesse and precision. It’s Pinot Noir of silky 
elegance rather than power, with a fine, 
mineral, chalky character more in evidence. 

Two single-plot Pinot  
Noirs launched by Deutz 

To celebrate the house’s 150th anniver-
sary, Canard-Duchêne has also intro-
duced a new cuvée, but this will become 
its regular and ongoing prestige line, it 
is not a one-off. Made from the 2010 vin-
tage, it’s an assemblage of 56% Pinot 
Noir, 34% Chardonnay and 8% Pinot 
Meunier, that’s Extra Brut in style (5gm/l 
dosage). Still quite tight and fresh with 
Grand Cru Chardonnay from Chouilly 
giving a linear core, there’s just a hint 
of tropical fruit, pineapple and mango, 
which winemaker Laurent Fédou says 
will develop with age. The structure 
comes from Ambonnay and Aÿ Pinot 
Noir. It’s a wine only just starting to show 
its colours and has a long future ahead.

HENRIOT 2008 
VINTAGE 
Like several other producers, Henriot has 
held back its 2008 vintage, launching it 
after the 2009, much of which was sold 
in British Airways first class lounge. As 
winemaker Laurent Fresnet said at the 
launch: “Normally we release vintages 
after six years, but we’ve waited nine for 
this because it was so fresh.” The delay 
hasn’t lost any of the zesty acidity, but 
it’s better balanced now with the addi-
tional time in bottle. It is a similar 50/50 
Pinot Noir blend to the ’09, sourced from 
some 16 Grand and Premier Crus vil-
lages. Convinced of its potential for long 
ageing, Fresnet has put aside 2,000 bot-
tles in the vinothéque, rather than the 
more normal 500. 

CASTELNAU 
INTRODUCES 
EXTRA BRUT STYLE
Castelnau has launched an Extra Brut 
cuvée. In keeping with the house policy 
and to ensure a good balance between 
the extra freshness a low dosage of just 
2gms/l brings, this wine had seven 
years on its lees before release. Based 
on the 2011 harvest it’s a blend of 45% 
Chardonnay and Meunier, with a splash 
of Pinot Noir (10%), further rounded out 
by the addition of 20% reserve wine. 

Billecart-Salmon Cuvée 
Louis Blanc de Blancs 2006 
As part of its anniversary commemora-
tions last year, Billecart-Salmon renamed 
its Blanc de Blancs vintage as Cuvée Louis, 
in honour of founder Elisabeth Salmon’s 
brother, with the release of the 2006 vin-
tage. An all-Chardonnay champagne, it 
was blended from four top Côte des Blancs 
Grand Cru sites – Cramant, Chouilly, Avize 
and Le Mesnil-sur-Oger. Even after a decade 
in bottle it’s still quite lean, with a rapier-
edged, grapefruit-like acidity and an attrac-
tive sherbet lift. This now sits alongside the 
two other vintage Founders’ cuvées in the 
Billecart range – Cuvée Elizabeth Salmon 
Rosé 2007 and Cuvée Nicolas François Brut 
2006. 
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The 2018 harvest in 
Champagne had 
the earliest start 
on record after a 
blistering summer. 

Temperatures were well above 
the average and there were more 
than 750 hours of sunshine 
between April and June, 
compared with the seasonal 
average of 630 hours. It was 
the fifth vintage in the past 
15 to start in August, with the 
secateurs out in the Grand Cru 
of Ambonnay, not renowned as 
an early ripening cru, on August 
17, at which point some grapes 
there had already reached 
12deg° potential alcohol.

To say it was another unusual 
growing season is something 
of an understatement and 
it was preceded by a very 
wet winter that saw record-
breaking rainfall of 345mm 
from November 2017-January 
2018, surpassing the previous 
record of 338mm recorded in 
1965. This was significant, 
particularly for the vineyards 
on the chalky soils at the heart 
of the appellation, given the 
almost drought-like conditions 
for much of the summer. 

“The summer of 2018 has 
been the driest on record, with 
hardly any efficient rain from 
mid-June all the way through 
the harvest and as late as the 
end of October,” says Charles 
Philipponnat, CEO of the 

Giles Fallowfield reports 
on the 2018 harvest across 
the entire region – and 
finds plenty of excitement

EARLY 
STARTER

eponymous house. “Our area 
[mostly in the Grande Vallée 
de la Marne around Aÿ and 
Mareuil-sur-Aÿ where the house 
of Philipponnat is based] was 
particularly dry. The south of 
the Côte des Blancs, parts of the 
western Marne valley and parts 
of the Aube benefited from some 
more rainfall.”

“In terms of terroir, the 
clear winners [in 2018] are 
the chalky soils of the Grands 
Crus, which held enough water 
[from the winter rainfall] to 
maintain availability to the 
vines throughout the hot and 
dry summer,” says Jean-Baptiste 
Lécaillon, chef de cave at Louis 
Roederer. 

In Champagne’s most 
southerly region, the Côte des 
Bars, Michel Drappier, whose 
family business is based in 
Urville, says: “We received 
almost one year’s rainfall 
between the start of January 
and the end of June, and then 
from July until the end of the 
harvest, virtually nothing. 

“It is the first time I have 
experienced this. We had quite 
big problems with mildew on 
grapes before flowering and 
lost one-third of the crop on 
the certified organic part of 
our estate. Fortunately, the 
potential crop was so high that 
the remaining harvest was 
[still] more than we needed. 
In fact, it was a ‘vendange en 
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vert naturelle’ (natural ‘green’ 
harvest). All diseases then dried 
out in summer. It was ideal.” 

In terms of bud break and 
flowering, the former was rather 
late but, counter-intuitively, the 
latter early, after the very warm 
early summer weather. “March, 
when we had two outbreaks of 
snow, was rather cold and this 
contributed to a relatively late 
bud-break between April 15 and 
18,” says Michel Davesne, chef 
de cave at Deutz. “From May, 
the weather was hot and dry 
and the slight delay in budbreak 
was quickly compensated and 
flowering began very fast, 
starting a dozen days ahead of 
the 10-year average, suggesting 
an early harvest.” 

For Hervé Deschamps, 
chef de cave at Perrier-Jouët: 
“Flowering was quite early, 
around June 1, and took place 
in excellent conditions.” 
Roederer’s Lécaillon describes 
it as “a classic late bud break 
with amazing hot and sunny 
spring weather leading to 
massive and quick growth. The 
period between bud break and 
flowering was never before 45 
days. Flowering was very even, 
due to good weather conditions. 

Dominique Demarville, head 
winemaker at Veuve Clicquot, 
agrees. “The flowering went 
perfectly. Until mid-May, the 
weather was very wet and 
mildew was an issue, but it 
did not do much damage to 
the grapes. We had also hail in 
some areas which destroyed 
around 900ha of vineyard. 
But then the weather became 
exceptional: dry and hot with 
the dryness destroying the 
mildew and helping us avoid 
botrytis.”

Lack of frost damage and the 
excellent conditions prevalent 
at flowering already set 
expectations for a large harvest. 
Now all that was needed was 
plenty of sunlight and sunshine 
to ripen the large crop. As 
Lécaillon puts it: “The following 
summer was awesome – hot, 
dry and bright with a significant 
heatwave between the end 
of July and early August. Pre-
harvest weather conditions 

were perfect and warm until 
August 25, when we had a bit 
of rain and, more importantly, 
a nice cooling of temperatures 
which was perfect for harvest.”

With such a large crop sitting 
on the vines selecting the ‘right’ 
harvest dates to ensure a good 
level of maturity was always 
going to be crucial. Drappier 
says: “We started to pick on 
August 28, eight days after the 
[official] opening date in the 
Côte des Bar, and we finished 
on September 22. I decided to 
wait because grapes were not 
ripe according to the Pinot 
fruit that we want to find in our 
wines. Grapes were in perfect 
conditions when harvested.”

Demarville concurs. “The 
harvesting took longer in each 
village than in previous years. 
The pickers were in the vines 
12-13 days this year compared 
with eight to nine on average. 
The weather conditions were 
excellent, so there was no rush 
to pick. The yield was high and 
we needed to take more time to 
harvest.” 

“I think the dates were very 
good for all the Pinot Noir 
and perhaps a little too early 
for most of the Chardonnay, 
possibly because we didn’t 
expect such a yield for 
Chardonnay, however it is all 
relative,” says Bollinger’s chef 
de caves Gilles Descôtes. “In our 
vineyards, as we waited to pick 
the Chardonnay, everything is 
between good to exceptional. 
For some Chardonnay from the 
growers, it was a little bit too 
early to pick.”

Magalie Marechal, the new 
head winemaker at GH Mumm, 
who took over last year from 
Didier Mariotti, notes that: 
“Unusually this year, Pinot 
Noir – the signature grape 
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for Mumm – was harvested 
before the Côte des Blancs 
Chardonnay.” 

HIGH YIELDS
As expected, yields were 
almost universally high, 
especially in Chardonnay, 
which consequently had the 
biggest ripening issue. “In 
our vineyard, yields varied 
from 10,000 to 18,000kg/ha 
depending on the parcels,” says 
Philipponnat. “Quite a high 
yield for us, but not excessive 
or unmanageable considering 
the favourable conditions – dry 
and sunny throughout. And we 
filled up our reserve. Quality is 
generally good everywhere.” 

At Billecart-Salmon, Florent 
Nys, who has taken over 
from François Domi as head 
winemaker, says: “Working 
the soil, cultivating the parcels 
through sustainable viticulture, 
allows us to naturally control 
the yields. The old vines had a 
classic yield around 10,000kg/
ha and this material will give us 
some exceptional wines. 

Demarville says: The yield 
reached 14,000kg/ha in our 
own vineyard on average. While 
some blocks dedicated to the 
red wines production were as 
low as 8,000kg/ha, some other, 
younger vines reached 17,000 
to 18,000kg/ha. We were lucky 
because the perfect weather 
meant the ripening reached 
a very good level. And we 
managed to build our reserve 
back to 8,000kg/ha, which is 
very good news for our reserve 
wines collection.”

As Drappier succinctly puts 
it: “We reached a comfortable 
14,500kg/ha, allowing us to 
rebuild our whole reserve and 
get rid of all our unwanted 
tailles [second pressing].” 

For Michael Parisot, head 
winemaker at Devaux, also 
based in the Côte des Bars, 
“The average yield is nearly 
15,000kg per hectare. It’s 
good because we will keep a 
part of 2018 wines as reserve 
wines, building them back to 
maximum permitted level.” 

At Roederer, Lécaillon 
said it had, in effect, two 

harvests. “First, the organic 
certified vineyards (120ha) – in 
which we apply biodynamic 
practices – which suffered 
from mildew with an average 
yield of 14,000kg/ha thanks 
to the [higher yields of the] 
Chardonnays. Second, the VDC/
HVE-certified vineyards (120ha) 
where we harvested 30% more. 
And yes, we managed to refill 
all our reserve to 8,000kg/ha.” 

QUALITY AND 
AGEING POTENTIAL 
The quality of the 2018 harvest 
meets with almost universal 
acclaim. With grapes coming 
into the winery at Deutz with 
average potential alcohol in the 
range of 10.35 deg° for Meunier, 
10.8 deg° for Pinot Noir and 10.9 
deg° for Chardonnay, Davesne is 
delighted with the results. “The 
sanitary condition is perfect and 
the level of maturity very high 
whatever the variety.”

“Wonderful quality, superb 
ripeness and well balanced. The 
three grape varieties were all 
very consistent,” says Henriot 
winemaker Laurent Fresnet.

“The 2018 harvest is very 
homogeneous from plot to plot 
and cru to cru: no botrytis, a 

high level of sugar and low 
acidity,” says Demarville. 
“The juices we get at Veuve 
Clicquot are on average 10.5 
deg° vol, 6g/l in sulphuric 
acid and 3.13 for the pH. The 
Chardonnays were the ripest, 
followed by Pinot Noir and then 
the Meunier, which is a grape 
variety I prefer to pick with less 
potential alcohol level.”

“For the crus we work on – 
mainly located 20km around 
Mareuil-sur-Aÿ – the quality 
was at the top level across all 
villages and grape varieties,” 
says Nys at Billecart. “We have 
not seen this in a very long 
time. The potential alcohol was 
close to 11 deg⁰ on average, as 
we harvested very precisely 
in selecting each village and 
parcel at the best moment.” 

Lécaillon says: “It’s a Pinot 

Noir year like 2012, with super 
texture and freshness. There 
are some variations, linked 
sometimes to high yields 
where you have less texture. 
Our Pinots Noirs were picked 
at average 11.7 deg° alcohol, 
6 g/l of acid and with a pH at 
3.04 (the cuvée). Meunier is less 
ripe and sometimes slightly 
diluted due to high yields. 
With noticeably big berries, the 
grapes were picked at 10.4 deg° 
alcohol, 6.7 g/l of acid and pH 
at 3.09. Chardonnays are more 
uneven due sometimes to high 
yields. You definitely had to pick 
late to get some extra maturity 
and concentration.”

At Drappier, where old 
varieties are planted as well as 
the commonly used big three, 
“all seven grape varieties were 
ripe, which is very rare,” says 
Michel Drappier. “Arbanne was 
just under 10 deg°, a first. Petit 
Meslier even higher despite a 
big crop. 

“All Pinot were perfect, 
between just under 10 and 11 
deg°. Only Fromenteau was too 
high (above 12 deg°) but the 
wine is showing very well in 
the tank. Chardonnay, which 
we have picked last this year, 
is alone in showing slightly 
diluted compared to its brothers 
due to high yields. Technically 
all is perfect with good tartaric 
acidity, not that low pH (3.10), 
and wonderful colours.”

At Castelnau, CEO Pascal 
Prudhomme says that head 
winemaker Elisabeth Sarcelet 
is “very happy with this 
exceptional harvest in term of 
both quantity and quality. With 
average ripeness levels in the 
range 10.22 to 10.36 deg⁰ and 
pH between 3.08 and 3.11, the 
winemaking team is confident 
with the potential this harvest 
has produced for long-term 
ageing on the lees.” 

“Chardonnay and Pinot Noir 
show great ripeness. Pinot 
Meunier is a little below, but 
overall the grape health was 
exceptional,” says Mumm’s 
Marechal. At Perrier-Jouët, 
Deschamps is similarly 
enthusiastic. “The quality 
of the harvest was so high 
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that we didn’t need to select 
the grapes. Every cru has 
exceptional ripeness, averaging 
between 10.2 and 10.6 deg⁰. The 
sunny weather has allowed 
the accumulation of sugar 
and, while some winegrowers 
noticed a destruction of the 
malic acid, meaning they had 
a low acidity compared to the 
AOC average, this is not a worry 
for us.”

Descotes says of the low 
acidity: “It’s not a problem. 
The tartaric acidity is one of 
the highest of the 10 last years 
so we are very confident. 
We will make the malolactic 
fermentation as usual. And low 
acidity has never correlated to 
the ability to age well – look at 
1976 vintage.”

Drappier really doesn’t see 
any problem with the lower 
acidity levels either. “It’s all 
about balance. Acidity is useless 
when all other components 
are not balanced. Grapes were 
absolutely beautiful and really 
good to eat, especially the Pinot. 
That is the most important 
thing. When it is good at the 
start, it remains good. Today’s 
winemaking know-how will 
help us to avoid mistakes and 
accompany the cuvées through 
the years to come.”

“I do not believe the acidity 
level is a problem in 2018. The 
base wine tastings show a 
delicate acidity that’s both fresh 
enough and long. I think the 
ageing potential will be good, 
thanks to this tartaric acidity 
and a good phenolic ripening,” 
says Demarville.

“Acidity levels and pHs are 
generally in line with the level 
of ripeness, and not worrisome 
at all, unless one prefers sour 
grapes,” says Philipponnat. 
“I never complain about 
good ripeness, how foolish. 
Champagne is not about acidity, 
rather simply good fruit.” 

Lécaillon confirms the 
consensus on acidity levels. 
“Is it a problem? Not at all. 
On the contrary. I’ve decided 
to not undergo malolactic 
fermentation on most of the 
wines to retain maximum 
freshness.” 

A GOOD OR GREAT 
VINTAGE YEAR?
Given the quality, high level 
of ripeness and almost total 
absence of health issues, 
most producers are excited, if 
cautious, about the prospects 
for making good, possibly great, 
vintage wine. 

Philipponnat expects to make 
“all types of vintage cuvées in our 
range” and while it is too early to 
say what past year the wines may 
be similar too, he believes they 
“should resemble 1982”. 

Davesne at Deutz also 
displays cautious optimism: 
“The 2018 harvest has produced 
warm, vinous wines because 
of the high level of maturity. 
It’s difficult to compare 2018 to 
other vintages because it’s the 
first year in which we have both 
significant maturity and such a 
high level of performance. 

“All the grape varieties are 
straight, clean and very frank 
with a nice, fruity expression. 
But the grape that gives the best 
wines at this stage is Pinot Noir, 
especially in Aÿ, Mareuil-sur-Aÿ 
and the Montagne de Reims 
crus of Bouzy, Ambonnay and 
Verzenay.” 

Lécaillon says it’s “clearly a 
vintage year with the texture of 
2012 and the low pH of 2008” – 
which he recently described as 
the greatest vintage of Cristal 
he had even made. “The closest 

sugar/acid balance being 1959. 
Not bad.” 

As to the vins clairs 
and whether they are too 
approachable, he says. “It is a 
work in progress but my feeling 
is that they are absolutely 
delicious. They are open, but 
less so than 2002 at the same 
stage. So I am not worried.”

“For Bollinger, we think that 
2018 is so exceptional that it has 
to be compared to three vintages 
– 2002 for the analytic profile 
and taste of the vins clairs; 2003 
for the early picking of August 
and the ripeness of the grapes; 
and 2004 for the generous crop 
and the very healthy grapes. 

“For the first time in the past 
10 years, Chardonnay is below 
the red grapes, but plays well 
to the Bollinger style,” says 
Descôtes.

Drappier says he expects to 
vintage 2018 for sure. “But it is 
too early to know if it will be 
a good or a great vintage. The 
average level has rarely been so 
high. But give us a few months 
to know for sure.”  

“Of course, we will create 
a vintage this harvest,” 
Prudhomme says. “As usual 
we’ll be prudent with ageing 
in the cellar and we’ll monitor 
the quality year after year. Our 
policy is not to launch a vintage 
before it is 10 years old, so time 
is with us in confirming the 

high level of quality potential. 
In contrast we did not make 
vintage wine either in 2016 or 
2017.”

“Pinot Noirs are very mature 
and show aromas of ripe 
fruit, while Chardonnay bring 
elegance and dynamism,” 
Marechal at GH Mumm says. “It 
is difficult to compare but 2018 
shows similarities with 1976, 
which is a very good reference.” 
For Perrier-Jouët’s Deschamps 
too: “Every sign points in the 
direction of a great vintage, I see 
similarities with 2004 and 1999.”

Henriot’s Fresnet says: “It 
could be a magnificent vintage 
as long as we scrupulously 
monitor the fruit at all times. 
Balance is absolutely key, so we 
are taking time to make the most 
of nature’s impressive bounty,” . 

Demarville says Clicquot 
“will declare both Vintage 
Réserve and La Grande Dame 
this year. I love the balance in 
the wines, the good freshness, 
even not too strong, and the 
length. Regarding the sugar and 
acidity level, we can compare 
2018 to 2002, 1989 or why not 
1959? Some other great vintages. 
It is too early to say this year will 
be good, very good, exceptional 
or sublime. But for sure it is 
certainly good.”   

SEE DETAILS OF THE OFFICIAL YIELD SET FOR 
THE 2008 HARVEST ON PAGE 36.
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THE LIST

1 POL ROGER UP 1
2 KRUG UP 3
3 LOUIS ROEDERER DOWN 3
4 CHARLES HEIDSIECK DOWN 1
5 BOLLINGER UP 1
6 BILLECART-SALMON DOWN 2
7 JACQUESSON UP 1
8 DOM PERIGNON UP 2
9 TAITTINGER DOWN 2

10 RUINART DOWN 2
11 SALON NON-MOVER
12 GOSSET NON-MOVER
13 PERRIER-JOUËT UP 8
14 HENRIOT DOWN 1
15 DEUTZ NON-MOVER
16 BRUNO PAILLARD UP 2
17 VEUVE CLICQUOT DOWN 3
18 PHILIPPONNAT UP 1
19 LAURENT-PERRIER DOWN 3
20 DUVAL-LEROY RE-ENTRY
21 MOËT & CHANDON UP 5
22 PIPER HEIDSIECK UP 2
23 GH MUMM DOWN 3
24 LE MESNIL RE-ENTRY
25 CANARD-DUCHÊNE UP 2
26 HENRI GIRAUD DOWN 1
27 JOSEPH PERRIER NEW-ENTRY
28 CASTELNAU UP 1
29 NICOLAS FEUILLATTE DOWN 1
30 PALMER & CO NEW-ENTRY
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