Why Buy Grower Champagne?

Excerpts from a seminar by Kevin Pike & Terry Theise
“Champagne is on the verge of profound change. There is a growing realization in the region
that its viticulture has become slovenly and the subtleties of its terroir have been neglected.
The era of great growers and great vineyards is just beginning.”
—The New France, Andrew Jefford, 2002

The Champagne region in France is dominated by a handful of brand names. These négoçiants and
coopératives produce 80% of the total output in Champagne, yet they only own 12% of the vineyards.
They may, by law, purchase as much of their grapes or pressed juice or already made sparking wine
(known as sur-lattes) as they wish from all over the region. They bring to market a mass produced
commodity - the most successful processed agricultural product in human history - a Champagne
made in a “house style.” This is a sparkling wine made in a highly interventionist and formulaic way
with swift pressing, extensive use of chaptalization, acidification, cultured yeast strains, enzymes,
nitrogenous yeast nutrients and rapid temperature controlled fermentations. They produce many
millions of cases annually.
By contrast, Small Growers, or “récoltant-manipulants,” may purchase only 5% of their fruit and
handcraft their limited quantities of Champagne from individual villages and parcels where the inherent
qualities of the vineyards imprint themselves into the wines. These winemakers are brave souls in an
industrialized age: growing, crafting and bottling their own Champagne, offering it to the world as their
life’s work. They deserve your support.
Problem: There’s only one “Champagne”
While Champagne consists of one AOC it is one of the largest in France, totaling 34,000 hectares
(84,000 acres). Of these, 31,000 hectares are planted in over 300 villages and spread over three
Départments (“States”). Consider that the Côte d’Or in Burgundy has over 110 AOCs for 8,450
hectares.
Solution: Discover the Regions and Villages
Familiarize yourself with the five sub-regions already present:
•
•
•
•
•

Côte des Blancs (96% Chardonnay, 3% Pinot Noir, 1% Meunier)
Vallée de la Marne (63% Meunier, 27% Pinot Noir, 10% Chardonnay)
Montagne de Reims (56% Pinot Noir, 28% Chardonnay, 16% Meunier)
Côte de Sézanne (developing fast, now mostly Chardonnay but Pinot Noir being planted)
Côte des Bars (also known as the Aube, 65 % of the region, lower quality, lots of quantity).

Look for the differences in style between the regions. Also use the designations already in place for
Premier and Grand Cru villages. We can start learning the differences between the Grand Crus of Avize,
Tours-sur-Marne and Ambonnay. Think of it as similar to the Burgundy hierarchy, with “Champagne”
being similar to “Bourgogne”, the sub-regions like “Côte des Blancs” similar to “Côte de Beaune”
level, and the Premier and Grand Cru villages similar to the great names of Burgundy, like “Volnay”
and “Gevrey-Chambertin”.
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Problem: Quantity, not quality in the vineyard
MYTH – Grapes for Champagne should be picked early to retain acidity, which is need for quality
bubble production.
REALITY – Picking early is financially beneficial to both the growers and producers.
Each vintage, the local government sets the date on which harvest can begin, and the price per must
weight that will be paid. Quality only enters the formula in a limited fashion, in that prices set for
grapes from the best “Grand Cru” villages are higher than those for “Premier Cru” villages, which in
turn are higher than those of all other villages. Even given these “quality” designations, it is still only
must weight that matters financially.
Hence, the growers who sell their grapes to the houses and cooperatives prefer to pick as early
as possible when the grapes are under-ripe, but at their highest must weight. Then the houses and
cooperatives can legally chaptalize the must to get the proper potential alcohol. This is preferable to
both parties, because if you pick at the maximum yields and then add another 2% potential alcohol
through chaptalization, you financially maximize your harvest. The growers receive more money for
their grapes because they are paid by volume, and the houses & cooperatives get more money because
the volume is larger and they can sell more. Although it is universally accepted that great wines come
from great grapes, the grower/house system in Champagne operates counter to this belief.
This emphasis on quantity not quality in the fruit also effects the average age of the Champagne vines,
which is only 25 years. Since the growers do not have to grow for quality, the vines are not tended for
longevity, but rather are replaced frequently. Younger vines produce higher yields, and higher yields
bring more money to the farmer, even though older vines would produce lower yields of higher quality,
concentrated fruit.
Solution: Promote Terry Theise grower Champagnes
Here the philosophy of Champagne production is to express the nuances in the terroir. They harvest
at half the yields that their fathers did by picking the grapes when they are fully ripe, often from oldvine vineyards. They carefully select the grapes once picked, press slowly and use only the cuvée part
of the pressing, not the taille. Furthermore, they use cultured or ambient yeasts, ferment slowly at
cool temperatures, and only chaptalize when necessary. Finally, they use a minimal amount of dosage,
because small amounts of dosage can highlight terroir characteristics, but too much sugar masks them.
Basically, common sense practices for the production of fine wine – just what you want!
Problem: Too many growers, not enough winemakers
The biggest problem in Champagne is that there are 15,000 growers in the region who do not make
their own wine. If more growers produced their own wines instead of selling their grapes to the houses
and cooperatives, the power of the houses would diminish and quality would rise due to competition.
But it’s very easy for the growers to sell their grapes to the houses and so the majority of the growers
choose this route.
The 261 houses (known as négoçiant-manipulants) own only 12% of the vineyards but they are
responsible for over 70% of all Champagne sales. The houses account for over 88% of all Champagne
exports and this number rises to 97% of exports outside of Europe. Just 97 houses

account for more than 95% of total négoçiant sales. Of these 97 houses, 10 account for 55% and one,
Moët & Chandon, produces more than 13% of all négoçiant-manipulant Champagne (2 million cases
in annual production; 200,000 of which is Dom Pérignon). These 261 houses sell Champagne under
1,316 different brand names. Production figures:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Moët & Chandon: 2,000,000 cases
Veuve Clicquot: over 1,000,000 cases
Mumm: 625,000 cases
Laurent-Perrier: 500,000 cases
Piper-Heidsieck: 420,000 cases
Taittinger: 355,000 cases
Perrier-Joët: 250,000 cases

Solution: Support the growers!
The Champagne growers own 88% of the vineyards but account for just 22% of the sales. Only 30
growers own more than 12 hectares, and produce in excess of 6,500 cases per year (Terry Theise
represents 8 of them). Terry Theise focuses on the grower producer (“récoltant-maniplant”), who grows
their own grapes, presses them, ferments them into still wine, blends or bottles them as single vineyard
cuvées, re-ferments into sparkling wine, ages them and then sells them as domaine Champagnes with
their own label. Estate-bottled Champagne - Bravo!
The tide is changing in Champagne much like it has in Burgundy. Domaine bottling in Burgundy was
pioneered in the 1930s by the likes of Armand Rousseau, Henri Gouges and Marquis d’Angerville. In
1962, only 15% of all wine in Burgundy was produced and bottled by the growers. By 1990, nearly
half of all Côte d’Or wines were domaine bottled. A similar change is now happening in Champagne.
Traditionally, the demand for estate-grown and bottled wine has been higher than that of the
négoçiants; the same will be true in Champagne.
However, the Brand names have a stranglehold on the market. In 2003, the top-three Champagne
brands accounted for 62.6% of all the Champagne sold in the US. The 18 brands sold in the US have a
market share of 85%. Cooperatives had 13% of the market share in the US in 1993, while the Growers
accounted for 2%. In 1997, growers sold only 0.62% of the total Champagne exported to the US, so
their volume has increased over threefold in 6 years and it continues to grow.
BUT! With only 2% market share in our region, that would be about 1,000 cases/year of grower
Champagne. And if we are passionate enough it could be a lot more. Now, that’s something to work for.
Growers Represented by Bacchus Importers, Ltd.
•

Aubry Fils - Montagne de Reims, 11,700 cases annually, 17 Ha

•

Chartogne-Taillet - Montagne de Reims, 6,700 cases annually, 12 Ha

•

Henri Billiot - Montagne de Reims, 3,750 cases annually, 5 Ha

•

Gaston Chiquet - Vallée de la Marne, 16,700 cases annually, 22 Ha

•

Larmandier-Bernier - Côte de Blancs, 10,000 cases annually, 15 Ha

•

Pierre Peters - Côte de Blancs, 13,300 cases annually, 17.5 Ha

How to Sell Grower Champagne:
In a restaurant:
1. You have to be a believer. Be passionate and persuasive.
•

If you value quality over quantity, if you believe in the worth of artisanal winemaking
over bulk production, if you esteem individuality over mediocrity, then Grower
Champagnes have a home on your list.

•

If your chef sources Lamb from Elysian Fields Farm, Kobe beef from Snake River
Farms, poultry from Four Story Hills Farm and produce from local, organic farms, then
Grower Champagnes have a home on your list.

•

If your restaurant is eclectic, daring, spunky, then Grower Champagnes have a home on
your list.

2. Dedicate a page or section in your wine list to “Estate Bottled Champagnes” or “Grower
Champagnes” which is separate from the big houses and cooperatives. This gives you
something to talk to the diner about.
3. Or, if you’re a complete renegade or a total believer: TAKE ALL THE BIG HOUSES AND
COOPERATIVES OFF YOUR LIST. You’d be likely to do this if you have the likes of Boillot,
Gouges and Bruno Clair on the list, but do not list Drouhin or Latour (not because they’re bad,
but because the others are better).
4. If you have problems selling Champagne already, instruct your staff to offer a glass when
they first approach a table. “Welcome to (your
your restaurant name here).
here We have a wonderful
new Champagne that is unlike anything we’ve ever poured before. Would you like to try it? It
will change what you think about Champagne.” Also, recommend Champagne with the meal.
Champagne is an ideal food wine because it is high in acidity and has depth. Recommend it
when you’d recommend an Alsace wine, a northern Italian white wine, or in place of Sauvignon
Blanc.
5. Educate yourself and your staff. Start insisting on recently disgorged Champagnes, find out
from which vineyards the grapes were sourced, how much dosage was added, if the wine was
purchased sur-lattes. Educate your staff that Champagnes are not all the same, bland thing, and
that Champagne can be a versatile food wine. Give your staff one liners for the Champagnes
you choose, like: “100% Grand Cru, mostly Pinot Noir from a small producer.”

If you’re a Retailer:
1. You have to believe. Much like the sommelier, your customers will listen to your advice and
recommendations. Be persuasive and passionate.
2. You don’t have the luxury of a sommelier when it comes to what you must carry in order to be a
successful merchant. Whereas a sommelier can have a wine list as short or long as s/he wants,
you have to carry almost everything, or at least everything you have space for. So, the most
important things to remember in selling Grower Champagne alongside the most branded wine
region in the world is to educate your customers about Champagne and to consider how you
market the wines.
3. Build a Section: It’s much easier to sell Grower Champagnes when your highlight their
existence. This can’t be done by adding a few Grower Champagnes to your set; instead, build a
section of RM Champagnes and now there are over 150 different Grower Champagnes available
in the US. If you organize your Burgundy by village, your Bordeaux by village, than organize
your Champagnes by region. Also, don’t put one grower Champagne in between two Brands—
no one will buy it if left on their own to choose. Every grocer knows to put the milk, eggs and
bread in the back of the store, so put the Big Brands at the bottom of the shelf. Customers who
must have them will find them, but they may find something much better on the way.
4. Educate your Customers: Do a Champagne tasting and do it blind if possible. Sometimes blind
tastings aren’t very useful, but when you’re dealing with Champagne where the vast majority
of customers purchase by Brand, the experience is invaluable. Throw in Dom Pérignon if you
want. Most customers will be overjoyed to find a Champagne that they enjoy more than what
they have been drinking for less money. Moreover, Grower Champagnes always have more
character and they show well in blind tastings like these.
5. Use the Press: Grower Champagnes have been highlighted by the press in the last few
years. The New York Times, Tanzer, Wine Spectator and The Wine News, etc. have all
highlighted Grower Champagnes. For shelf talkers, press, etc., please visit our website:
www.skurnikwines.com.
6. Make More Money: The competition for the Big Brands is fierce. In open states, the markup that you can take on a wine like Clicquot is probably much smaller than you want because
you have to compete with the guy across town, which is selling it as a lost leader. Grower
Champagnes offer you the chance to make full mark-up on Champagne because the wines are
not advertised in the Sunday paper and not everyone will have them.

