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Champagne is the world's most famous as well as the greatest of all sparkling wines. In this
book, writer and photographer Tom Hyland pens stories about 50 producers from this region,
with a mix of the famous houses to some of the smallest growers. He explains the differences in
the various types of Champagnes, from Blanc de Blancs to Rosé and many other examples. He
also describes the variations in production styles, but most importantly, he tells the stories of
these producers from a journalist's point of view. This is not a detailed critique of every cuvée
made by these producers, but rather a collection of chapters about the companies and particular
individuals that produce these wines.The book is lavishly illustrated with photos of both the
Champagne landscape as well as some of the most beautiful Champagne bottles. In keeping
with the title, there are food recommendations for the particular wines that are highlighted and
reviewed in each chapter.The Essence of Champagne: In the Glass and at the Table is a book
that examines the world of Champagne. always with an eye on pairing this wonderful wine with
food.



The Essence of Champagne:In the Glass and at the Table The Essence of
Champagne:In the Glass and at the Table By Tom Hyland Bottle photos By Jerry Alt and
Annette Kerstin Patko Additional photos by Tom Hyland ©2016 by Tom Hyland A good
deal of the information in the overview was taken from the Comité Champagne website
(www.champagne.fr – or www.champagne.com) website, with their permission. Cover image:
Vineyards at Hautvillers, Vallée de la MarnePhoto by Tom HylandCover design by Stan
Malinowski Introduction Every wine, no matter how simple or costly, can offer us pleasure;
I believe this is the utmost goal of any bottle. But what is it about Champagne that, at least for
me, brings even greater delight? It is, in its finest examples, a wine that – if I may borrow a lovely
expression – makes my heart skip a beat. There are many reasons – the bubbles, the feeling of
celebration, the distinctiveness of the product – that combine to bring about emotions that I
rarely encounter with other wines. As with anything that is truly great in life, the sum is greater
than the total of the individual components. So it is fitting that I write a book about Champagne
that describes my passion for this product. There are other books on the subject authored by
individuals that have spent decades visiting cellars in the area, meeting the producers and
penning voluminous tasting notes. I applaud them for their diligence and enthusiasm; their works
are valuable additions to the study of Champagne. I cannot – and do not wish to - compete with
these individuals and their tomes. So why am I writing a book on Champagne? The answer is in
the title – I am after the essence of Champagne. For me that means listening to the producers,
be they the owners or the chef-du-caves to learn of their thoughts about why their lives have
been enriched by Champagne. I visited a variety of cellars, ranging from large houses
recognized around the world to tiny artisan estates not well known outside their immediate
locale. It’s always a thrill to taste luxury cuvées from the most famous producers, but let’s be
honest, almost every producer of Champagne creates some very special wines. I wanted to
learn their thoughts about this unique wine and share them with the reader. Of course, the
essence of Champagne is also revealed at the table. How many times have you heard that
Champagne goes with everything? That’s certainly a nice thought, but there’s a great deal of
truth to it, as the various styles of Champagne, from the vibrancy of a classic Blanc de Blancs to
the power of a Blanc de Noirs or a Rosé de Saignée each match beautifully with specific foods,
be it a chilled soup, grilled seafood or roast pork medallions. There are countless food pairings
for Champagne and just as you begin to learn the amazing array of flavors that are the DNA of
each cuvée, be they the result of a particular grape makeup or cellar practice, so too the vast
number of ingredients used in any number of cuisines reveal different nuances of taste, as they
are married to a special cuvée. The possibilities of combining Champagne with food from
around the world are endless – what a lovely challenge! N.B. Sharp-eyed readers will note that I
have not included a few of the most celebrated Champagne producers, such as Krug, Jacques
Selosse and Salon. There are two reasons for this: first, I rarely have the opportunity to taste



these wines, so I don’t believe I can honestly appraise their cuvées. Secondly, I don’t know how
much I can add to an already vast storehouse of knowledge about these great firms. This in turn
gives me the opportunity to write about lesser-known producers whose products I admire, such
as Suenen; Moutard; Leclerc Briant; Jerome Dehours and Cédric Bouchard, to name only a few.
I hope you will enjoy what I have written about all these producers in this book. –
TH Vineyards at Le Mesnil-sur-Oger, Côte des Blancs Champagne: An Overview Much
of the information in this introductory chapter is condensed from the Comité Champagne
website (http://www.champagne.fr or www.champagne.com). The Comité Champagne is a trade
association that represents both Champagne houses as well as independent growers
(vignerons). Their essential role is to promote and protect the Champagne AOC across the
world. My thanks to them for permitting me to use data from their website. Champagne: Its
DNAChampagne is a specific wine from the Champagne region in northeastern France, some
150 kilometers (93 miles) from Paris. There are five departments: Marne with 66% of the
plantings, Aube (23%), Aisne (10%) and the Haute-Marne and Seine-et-Marne (1%). There are
four main growing areas: the Montagne de Reims, Vallée de la Marne, Côte des Blancs and
Côte des Bar. There are a total of almost 278,000 plots of vines, averaging roughly 100 square
meters. The finest villages are ranked as Grand Cru and Premier Cru; there are 17 of the former
and 42 of the latter. The higher the ranking, the higher the esteem for the wine and thus a loftier
price tag. Of course, it is the producers that have the final say regarding quality, as some
offerings of Premier Cru are exceptional and equal or even better than wines labeled as Grand
Cru. I will discuss this in greater detail later in this chapter. Map courtesy of Comité
Champagne Grape varieties Almost every Champagne is produced from three varieties:
Chardonnay (30% of the area’s plantings), Pinot Noir (38%) and Pinot Meunier (roughly 32%).
There are also four ancient varieties that are planted in Champagne, all white, they are:
Fromentau (Pinot Gris), Petit Meslier, Blanc Vrai (Pinot Blanc) and Arbanne (sometimes spelled
as Arbane). There are a handful of producers that still work with these latter varieties and craft
marvelous offerings; among the most famous of these are the L. Aubry “Nombre d’Or” cuvées
that incorporate all seven varieties (the name literally translates as “the golden number”) as well
as the Drappier “Quattor”, a Blanc de Blancs with four white varieties.However, as these four
varieties represent only about 1% of the total plantings in the Champagne region, it is correct for
the most part to identify Champagne as having three varieties. A Champagne can be a blend of
two or three of these varieties or it can be produced entirely from a single variety; a Blanc de
Blancs Champagne is made solely from Chardonnay (a rare exception being the Drappier cuvée
mentioned above). Most offerings, especially non-vintage cuvées, are blends. Production
methods Champagne is made according to a special method with specific regulations that help
give this wine its unique identity. Of course, Champagne can only come from the Champagne
region; even other sparkling wines made in France outside this territory cannot use this term.
There are other countries in the world that also produce excellent sparkling wines and almost all
of them havesigned agreements not to use the term Champagne on their labels (the United



States is an exception); while their products are made according to methods in use in
Champagne, they refrain from using that term, as most other producers call this the classic
method of producing sparkling wines (as with the term metodo classico in Italy). Grapes are
harvested in early to mid-September (sometimes in late August in extremely hot years); the
harvest takes place a bit early, so as to preserve acidity in the grapes; also as there will be a
secondary fermentation at a later date, grapes must come in at less than normal sugar levels, so
as not to make a wine that is too alcoholic or one that is lacking in acidity. The first thing a
producer does is make a still wine; one needs to remember that Champagne starts out as a dry
wine. Chardonnay, Pinot Noir and Pinot Meunier are vinified as though they were table wines;
they are then left to sit for some time in a steel tank or an oak barrel. Not only are the varieties
kept separately, but also the plots; this to identify the differences in vineyards (Premier Cru
versus Grand Cru) and well as individual villages. Fermentation takes place in either a steel tank
or an oak barrel; most producers that use oak barrels rely on casks that are a few years old, so
as not to overwhelm the wine with wood notes, although some producers mix in a good
percentage of new wood. Over the winter, the winemaker will decide if he or she wants to put the
wine through malolactic fermentation, which gives the wine a softer, creamier feel.  
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that incorporate all seven varieties (the name literally translates as “the golden number”) as well
as the Drappier “Quattor”, a Blanc de Blancs with four white varieties.However, as these four
varieties represent only about 1% of the total plantings in the Champagne region, it is correct for
the most part to identify Champagne as having three varieties. A Champagne can be a blend of
two or three of these varieties or it can be produced entirely from a single variety; a Blanc de
Blancs Champagne is made solely from Chardonnay (a rare exception being the Drappier cuvée
mentioned above). Most offerings, especially non-vintage cuvées, are blends. Production
methods Champagne is made according to a special method with specific regulations that help
give this wine its unique identity. Of course, Champagne can only come from the Champagne
region; even other sparkling wines made in France outside this territory cannot use this term.
There are other countries in the world that also produce excellent sparkling wines and almost all
of them havesigned agreements not to use the term Champagne on their labels (the United
States is an exception); while their products are made according to methods in use in
Champagne, they refrain from using that term, as most other producers call this the classic
method of producing sparkling wines (as with the term metodo classico in Italy). Grapes are
harvested in early to mid-September (sometimes in late August in extremely hot years); the
harvest takes place a bit early, so as to preserve acidity in the grapes; also as there will be a
secondary fermentation at a later date, grapes must come in at less than normal sugar levels, so
as not to make a wine that is too alcoholic or one that is lacking in acidity. The first thing a
producer does is make a still wine; one needs to remember that Champagne starts out as a dry
wine. Chardonnay, Pinot Noir and Pinot Meunier are vinified as though they were table wines;
they are then left to sit for some time in a steel tank or an oak barrel. Not only are the varieties
kept separately, but also the plots; this to identify the differences in vineyards (Premier Cru
versus Grand Cru) and well as individual villages. Fermentation takes place in either a steel tank
or an oak barrel; most producers that use oak barrels rely on casks that are a few years old, so
as not to overwhelm the wine with wood notes, although some producers mix in a good
percentage of new wood. Over the winter, the winemaker will decide if he or she wants to put the
wine through malolactic fermentation, which gives the wine a softer, creamier feel. Then it is
time for blending, where the chef du cave displays his talent as well as the style of the house. For
some wines that are single vineyards (lieux-dits) from a single vintage (millésime), there will be
no blending. But for most wines, blending is the key; this is especially true in a non-vintage (or
multi-vintage, take your pick) Brut, which is often the identifying cuvée for a Champagne firm, as
this is – for better or for worse – defined as their “house style.” Given the amazing number of
approaches taken by vignerons in Champagne, from Blanc to Blancs to Blanc de Noirs and
everything in between, I would opine that house style is a far more widespread term than just a
non-vintage Brut; yet the term prevails if only for its widespread usage. Staying with the non-
vintage Brut, the blend will take into effect not only what proportion of which varieties will be
used, but also the percentage of reserve wines. These are wines that are reserved, literally held
back, by the chef du cave for numerous reasons. The most basic reason is to create a wine of



harmony where wine from a cold year which offers very high acidity can be balanced out by wine
from a warm year, which has less acidity but riper fruit. The percentage of reserve wines for
some large houses is generally between 15% to 30% of the blend. The transformation from a still
wine to one that sparkles begins with adding a solution known as the liqueur de tirage, which is
still wine mixed with cane or beet sugar. This is mixed with yeast cultures and additives such as
bentonite, which ensure a heavier sediment that can slide down the bottle; this is seen during
the process of riddling (remauge). Bottles are filled and sealed with a polyethylene stopper held
in place by wire cage or metal cap. The bottles are taken to the cellar and stacked sur lattes;
horizontally, row upon row. This is the secondary fermentation in which the yeasts consume the
sugars, transforming them into alcohol and carbon dioxide. The Champagne bottles will now age
for a length of time in the cellar; the minimum time for a non-vintage offering is fifteen months,
while that time frame increases to three years for a vintage Champagne. Most producers cellar
their wines for a longer amount of time than is required however, especially with vintage
Champagnes, which are often aged for five to seven years (or even longer with luxury cuvées)
before they are disgorged. During this period of aging, the wine is in contact with the lees, which
are dead yeast cells. This is one of the defining periods of what makes each Champagne so
particular, as the contact with the lees results in special aromatics above and beyond the simple
fruit perfumes or the aromatics derived from fermentation. Generally, the longer a wine remains
on the lees – the greater the complexity in the final wine. Of course, these wines are more limited
and pricier, but the results are often spectacular. (Most vintage Champagnes or special cuvées
will list the date of disgorgement – the date the sediment is ejected - on the back label, letting
the consumer know how long the wine remained on the lees.) After this time frame, the bottles
are moved for a process known as riddling (remauge). The bottles are turned at various intervals
to ensure that the sediment works its way down the the neck of the bottle. Historically, this was
done by hand with the bottles stacked in a wooden frame known as a pupitre; a laborer would
give each bottle a quarter turn. Today however, most houses use a gyropallette machine that
does this work much quicker than theold way, although there are some special cuvées that are
still riddled by hand. When this process is complete (after several weeks) and the sediment is at
the neck, the bottle is immersed in an ice cold solution; under pressure, the sediment is ejected
(disgorgement). This can be done by hand, but again, most producers use a machine for this
work. Then comes one of the most important steps in the Champagne process – dosage. This is
a liquid, generally made from sugar and wine that is added to round out the wine, so it is not too
bitter or sharp. The amount of dosage will determine how dry or sweet the final product is; up to
six grams dosage per liter is labeled as an Extra Brut, while from seven up to twelve is Brut
(anything more than 12 liters results in a lightly sweet or sweet Champagne such as demi-sec or
sec; these are becoming less popular today). There are also some Champages with no dosage,
as the chef du cave determines that the wine has the proper balance between fruit and acidity
and does not need to be sweetened. These Champagnes are known as naturel or Brut Nature;
among the more famous examples are the Laurent Perrier Ultra Brut and the Drappier Brut



Nature. Following the dosage, the cork is inserted; this needs to be protected, as the wine is
under pressure, so a metal cap and wire cage are placed over the cork. The Champagne is now
complete and ready for sale, although many of the best wines remain in the cellars for months
before sale in the marketplace. Types of Champagne Non-vintage – These are Champagnes of
all styles made from grapes from more than a single vintage. Vintage (millésime) – A
Champagne made with grapes from a single year. A millésime will reflect the characteristics of a
single year, be it powerful or delicate. While in theory, a wine such as this is only produced in the
finest vintages, some houses produce a vintage Champagne almost every year, if only to meet
market demands. Blanc de Blancs – A Champagne produced exclusively with white
grapes. Rosé –A rosé Champagne has a tint of red, copper or pink color which can be derived in
two basic methods; blending or saignée. Those made by blending derive their color from the
addition of still red wine, in percentages anywhere from 5% to 20%. The saignée method, also
known as maceration, yields a deeply colored rosé, as the tint comes from the skins of the red
grapes; the word saignée means “bleeding,” which is how the color is reached; the longer the
juice is in contact with the skins, the deeper the color. Blanc de Noirs – Literally, “white from
black”, this category has been on the increase as of late. As this style of Champagne also has a
tint of red or copper color, it is difficult to define exactly the differences between this and a rosé.
A blanc de noirs is made exclusively with red grapes; the wines themselves are very dry and are
often more powerful than a typical rosé made by blending in still red wine. Prestige or Luxury
Cuvée – Also known as a tête de cuvée, this is the finest Champagne produced by any
particular house. It is almost always vintage-dated and generally represents the best villages
(Grand Cru and Premier Cru) and tends to be aged on the lees for many years. Examples
include Dom Perignon from Moët & Chandon, Cristal from Rodererer, Cuvée Sir Winston
Churchill from Pol Roger and La Grande Dame from Veuve Clicquot. Grand cru versus Premier
cru According to data on Champagne Comité (CIVC) website, there are “tens of thousands” of
single vineyards (lieux-dits) in the Champagne region, with a staggering total of 2,750,000 plots
of vines. There are 59 classified villages, with 42 designated as Premier Cru, with a mere 17
earning the Grand Cru classification. The system of Grand Cru and Premier Cru is based on a
numerical rating that was once tied in to the price of grapes. A Grand Cru village is rated 100%,
which meant that under the échelle system that was established in 1919, growers in these
villages, including Äy, Bouzy, Avize, Cramant and Le Mesnil-sur-Oger, would receive 100% of
the price set by the C.I.V.C for the grapes each year. Growers in a village rated 99%, such as
Mareuil-sur-Äy, would receive 99%, for 98% rated vintages, 98% of the price and so on. Premier
Cru ratings go from 99% down to 90%, while below that, there is no classification for the villages;
these are rated as low as 80%. This system of pay per percentage rating was eliminated in 1990,
due to several reasons; today with the European Union rules, this would amount to price fixing.
Thus growers receive money for their grapes for several reasons, including market demand
andage of the vines. Thus today, growers in villages rated as 87% or 88%, for example, can be
paid the same rate as growers in some Grand Cru villages. If there is a problem today with the



rating system, it is that producers can always charge more for a Grand Cru Champagne, which
much be made exclusively from Grand Cru villages, as compared to a Premier Cru, which may
have some percentage (perhaps a predominance) of Grand Cru grapes, but also contains
Premier Cru grapes in the cuvée. The fact remains that some Grand Cru wines are not better
than Premier Cru wines, especially when you start to consider vine age, terroir and human
intervention. The village of Mareuil-sur-Äy is rated at 99% on the échelle scale, so wines from
there must be labeled as Premier Cru. But it is really logical to consider this village less
exceptional than a Grand Cru village? Yet because of one percent on a scale that has not been
changed, it is considered slightly below Grand Cru level. However, one taste of the Clos des
Goisses from Philipponnat or the Clos Saint-Hilaire from Billecart-Salmon – both single vineyard
Champagnes – will give you an excellent indication of the distinction and brilliance of Mareuil-
sur-Äy fruit. A basic problem is that the ratings are for villages, not vineyards, so every vineyard
in Oiry or Chouilly is considered Grand Cru level, whether it deserves it or not. Meanwhile, every
vineyard in Mareuil-sur-Äy or Vertus must be considered Premier Cru, even though these plots
may yield outstanding fruit (as with the two examples above), some of it better than particular
vineyards in Grand Cru villages.This is an argument with no simple answers, so the best advice
in Champagne – as it is with wine regions across the globe – is to trust the producers. You will
discover on your own who the finest producers and cuvées are, and for me, this learning
process is much more important than seeing the term Grand Cru or Premier Cru on a
bottle. Wooden barrels in aging cellars of Billecart-Salmon The Producers Ratings *****
Superior **** ½ Outstanding **** Excellent *** Very Good, all-around solid quality ** Good,
consistent quality Paul Bara Bouzy
(Montagne de Reims) **** T here really isn’t anything fancy about a visit to the winery of Paul
Bara in Bouzy, as least as far as row after row of gleaming tanks or a striking barrel room
(although there is a beautiful traditional wooden press). Maybe that will change soon, as
construction work was taking place there when I visited in June, 2015. But even if they
transformed the place into a palace (highly doubtful for several reasons), the focus would still be
on their estate vineyards, source of the expressive fruit that gives these wines such purity. The
company was founded in 1833 and has been handed down among the generations; today
Chantale Bara, Paul’s daughter, is the hands-on proprietor. Annual production is 10,000 cases,
all of which is made from estate fruit in Bouzy. It’s a five minute drive from the winery to these
plantings, which lay in one of the loveliest settings in all of Champagne, with vineyards stretching
as far as the eye can see. Bara owns 11 hectares here; many of these vineyards were planted
30-40 years ago. Vineyards of Paul Bara at Bouzy I taste the wines with Paul-Antoine
Dauvergne, Chantale’s nephew, who fills me in on all the specifics. The first three wines – the
non-vintage Brut Reserve, non-vintage Grand Rosé and the 2006 Brut – set the tone for the Bara
style, as they are all primarily Pinot Noir with lesser percentages of Chardonnay. The Brut
Reserve, which spent four and one-half years on the lees is quite impressive, offering tart cherry
notes in the finish. It’s a nice start, a wine with a round finish and notable balance that will drink



well over the next 3-5 years. The Grand Rosé, with its bright pink/copper color and ripe cherry
fruit is simply delicious! This is styled as a true rosé to be enjoyed for its alluring flavors and
varietal focus; enjoy this over the next 3-5 years; it’s ideal with duck breast with cherry sauce.
The 2006 Brut, 90% Pinot Noir and 10% Chardonnay, is weightier, yet never heavy, and if not the
most intense vintage cuvée, it is well 
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Client d'Ebook Library, “In the Glass and at the Table gives a good overview of the variety of
Champagne on the market .... The Essence of Champagne: In the Glass and at the Table gives a
good overview of the variety of Champagne on the market today. Hyland reviews cuvees of
Growers as well as Houses, and gives a short and helpful introduction to the different producers.
I particularly liked how Hyland has paired some of the cuvees with traditional french dishes,
breaking the common held believe that champagne is not a food wine. This book is a handy
handbook to navigate today's world of champagne!”

Donald McEachern, “Bard of Champagne. Well written as are all of Tom's books. Refreshing to
have concentration on the producers rather than cold analysis of bottles. Consumers should
support the people behind the label, and in doing so, reap the eventual benefits from their hard
work and dedication. Join me in toasting these heroes and their bard; Tom Hyland!”

The book has a rating of  5 out of 5.0. 2 people have provided feedback.
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