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Introduction
Diversity and change have been a constant in 
Champagne ever since grapes have been grown there.  
In this our third report on Champagne, our objective is to 
inform readers of Champagne’s diversity and the many 
important changes which have been taking place in the 
region and the impact of these changes on the wines. 
The most significant changes in Champagne by far have 
occurred in response to global warming.  As we note 
in the report, over the last 30 years, climate change in 
the region has led to earlier harvests, riper fruit, lower 
acidity and reduced the need for high levels of dosage 

in Champagne.  Moreover, increased environmental 
awareness has led progressive growers to adopt organic, 
biodynamic, and sustainable viticulture practices. 

We also note that winemaking has been changing 
with increased use of natural yeasts and a variety 
of fermentation vessels and methods, from reductive 
winemaking using stainless steel to oxidative practices 
using oak barrels and even the occasional amphora or 
cement egg.  The report explores how the introduction of 
new winemaking methods affect Champagne, and we 
provide details about the practices of each producer in 
the winery profiles and tasting notes.  The report provides 
in-depth tasting notes and ratings for 250 Champagnes 
on the market.

Another significant change in Champagne has been 
the growing numbers of bottlings that are vineyard 
designated or sourced from single villages or crus.  And, 
many stunning Champagnes are now being made in 
lesser known growing regions like the western end of 
the Marne Valley and the Côte des Bar, regions not 
familiar to many Champagne enthusiasts. In view of the 
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bewildering diversity of Champagnes now available to 
consumers, our report examines each growing region in 
depth and identifies some of the top producers making 
Champagnes that are specific to a cru or vineyard 
parcel.  We also explore the different grape varieties with 
special emphasis on Meunier, which until recently was 
hidden in the blends of the Champagne houses.  Meunier 
is finally passing out of its Rodney Dangerfield (can’t get 
no respect) phase.  

Ever since the English first put bubbles in Champagne, 
it has been associated with celebration and festive 
times.  It has been less frequently viewed as a wine to 
accompany food. However, with its high acidity and 
lively effervescence, Champagne is a wonderous food 
wine, and the diversity of Champagne styles means it can 
accompany a wide variety of foods.  In preparing the 
report, we did several Champagne and food pairings to 
more fully explore this theme, and we write about it in a 
special section of this report. 
   
America has had a long love affair with Champagne, 
beginning with Thomas Jefferson’s travels to the region 
and serving Champagne at the White House and at 
Monticello.  American consumption of Champagne 
began increasing rapidly in the mid-20th century, mostly 
from well-known Champagne houses, a pattern that 
persists today. But this, too, is changing as importers 
began to bring in distinctive Champagnes from new 
producers and new regions. Today, the American 
consumer of Champagne can find increasingly diverse 
offerings as well as many outstanding values.  As 
the report confirms, there are many excellent and 
affordable Champagnes available to the US consumer 
today, including a large number of grower-producer 
Champagnes. 

The Invention of Cham-
pagne 
Historically, up until the 17th century, the wines of 
Champagne were still wines, mostly light red wines 
made from varieties like Morillon Noir and Gouais Noir, 
predecessors of today’s most popular varieties.  These 
wines were some of the most famous of France and 
were frequently served at the royal coronations held in 
Reims.  By the middle of the 17th century winemakers 
were making vin gris, a white wine from red grapes, a 
significant improvement over the acidic white wines made 
previously. 

England was an important export market for vin gris 
and other Champagne wines, and, surprisingly, this led 
to the invention of sparkling Champagne in England, 
not France.  With the onset of winter temperatures, 
fermentation of Champagne was routinely halted prior to 
complete dryness, and the wine was shipped in cask to 
England where it was bottled. As temperatures began to 

rise in the spring, it would often begin to re-ferment, or 
go through malolactic fermentation, in the bottle, resulting 
in a spritzy wine.  The problem was that the glass being 
produced during this period, both in England and France, 
was too weak to withstand the pressure exerted by the 
release of carbon dioxide. More than 2 or 3 bars of 
pressure would easily break the bottles being produced. 
As a result, much of what was shipped and bottled 
outside of the Champagne region frequently resulted in 
an explosion. 

The turning point in the history of Champagne was the 
development of stronger glass in England. It was a twist 
of fate that led to the development of stronger glass 
bottles. In an effort to protect the forests in England, King 
James I issued a royal decree prohibiting wood fueled 
furnaces. This quickly led to the transition to charcoal, 
which achieves higher, hotter temperatures. The result: 
glass produced in England became much stronger and 
capable of holding the mounting pressure resulting from a 
secondary fermentation in bottle. Glass being produced 
in France, which relied on fires fueled with wood, was 
weaker and could not contain the pressure exerted by 
sparkling wines. 

Thus, sparkling Champagne arrived in England before 
it did in France. The process of Champagne production 
was first documented by Christopher Merret in England in 
16621. He referred to the addition of sugar and molasses 
to “all sorts of wines to make them drink brisk and 
sparkling”. This occurred nearly 20 years before Dom 
Perignon arrived at the abbey in Hautvillers, and before 
the mention of the process in any French literature.

Dom Perignon  Born in 1639 
in Champagne, Pierre Pérignon 
studied at the Jesuit college 
Châlons-sur-Marne and then 
entered the Benedictine order and 
in 1668 was named cellar master 
at the abbey of Hautvillers.  He 
made important contributions 
to growing better grapes and 
making higher quality wine. One 
of those contributions, as relayed 

by his pupil Frère Pierre, was how to blend wine from 
different terroirs to make a better balanced wine, a 
principal followed by the important Champagne houses 
to this day2.  But Dom Perignon didn’t invent sparkling 
Champagne, and the myth that he did so is most likely 
the product of an early public relations campaign. 
Shown here: Tasting Dom Perignon from our visit to the 
abbey of Hautvillers.

1 Christopher Merret (1662) Some Observations Concerning the Ordering of 
Wines, the Royal Society.
2 Frère Pierre (1724) Traité de la culture des vignes de Champagne.
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