Grandes Marques vs

Grower Champagnes
AS THE GROWER CHAMPAGNE
REVOLUTION SPREADS EAST, WHAT
DO THESE BOUTIQUE HOUSES
OFFER ASIAN CONSUMERS THAT
THE GRANDES MARQUES DON’T?
LISA PERROTTI-BROWN FINDS OUT.
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lexandre Penet’s family has owned vineyard land in the Grand
Cru Champagne areas of Verzy and Verzenay since the French
Revolution but it was not until the 1930s that they began producing
small quantities Champagne under their own Penet-Chardonnet label.
For many years they sold the bulk of their grapes to larger champagne
houses and what little wine they produced was distributed locally. “My
parents never learned to speak English, they didn’t have an international
focus,” he pointed out. Penet has recently taken over the management
of the estate and he’s making some ambitious changes in the cellar and
in distribution. For a start he has appointed an agent in Asia and sales
to Singapore began earlier this year. “Our goal now is to achieve 80
percent exports.” Penet is part of an emerging uprising in Champagne
of small growers taking on the big Champagne giants, the Grandes
Marques, looking to put their vineyards to work for themselves. He’s
not alone - for the last few decades in France there has been a rebellion
being waged. Contrary to the export situation, the Grandes Marques’
control over French domestic sales of the bubbly has been overthrown
by many small Grower Champagne labels.
In Asia, with the phenomenal growth in wine trade between the
Occident and the Orient during the latter part of the 20th Century,
Champagne exports became dominated by a handful of well-known
Grandes Marques, mainly because it was only these large houses that
could afford the luxury of export personnel and marketing. Into this
new century wine lists from Sapporo down to Singapore remain largely
in the hands of a few big names of Champagne nobility. But changes
are afoot. Encouraged by successes on their home turf and the overseas
coups of a few cult-status revolutionaries, more and more Grower
Champagne producers are now looking to conquer export markets.
The revolution is spreading East.
The term Grande Marque literally translates from French as great
or big brand. The origins of this tight-knit club’s member list of
houses dates back to 1882 although it wasn’t until 1964 that the
term Syndicat de Grandes Marques de Champagne was adopted and
therefore Grande Marque was ﬁrst rather immodestly coined. In 1997
disputes amongst the houses forced the Syndicat de Grandes Marques
to disband, though the term is still widely used in reference to that elite
network, consisting of just 24 big players: Ayala, Billecart-Salmon,
Bollinger, Canard-Duchene, Deutz, Dom Perignon, Heidsieck & Co
Monopole, Henriot, Krug, Lanson, Laurent-Perrier, Moët et Chandon,
G H Mumm, Perrier-Jouet, Joseph Perrier, Piper Heidsieck, Pol Roger,
Pommery, Ch & A Prieur, Louis Roederer, Ruinart, Salon, Taittinger and
Veuve Clicquot.
While each of these great Champagne labels has signiﬁcant vineyard
holdings, they are also heavily reliant on purchasing grapes from
some 15,000 small grape growers in order to meet their production
requirements. With better proﬁts from selling Champagne as opposed
to grapes, many of these growers have traditionally viniﬁed and
bottled a proportion of the grapes from their vineyards or used one
of the local co-operatives to make their own wine. Though their
marketing funds and distribution means may be limited, growers and
co-operatives can often produce and sell the Champagne name at a
lower price than the big brands. For this reason, sales of grower and
co-operative Champagnes have proven very successful with consumers
in France, now dominating that market. But it’s not all top-notch ﬁzz
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at a fraction of the cost. Truth be told, the overwhelming majority
of Grower Champagne and co-operative labels available especially
in French supermarkets and on brasserie wine lists aim purely to
undercut the grande cheeses on price and their quality can be a bit
of a hit-or-miss. The moral is, if something looks too good to be true,
it probably is.
The exciting news for Champagne connoisseurs is that an increasing
number of growers like Alexandre Penet have recently been focusing
on producing Champagnes of real quality and individuality. During the
last four or ﬁve years a handful of Grower Champagne revolutionaries
of particular quality have attracted the attention of importers and
Champagne lovers in Asia. Names of emerging cult icons such as
Henri Giraud, Jacques Selosse, Alain Robert and Egly-Ouriet are
becoming highly sought after, often commanding higher prices in
Asia than Grande Marque prestige cuvees such as Dom Perignon
and Louis Roederer’s Cristal. So what can these Johnny-come-lately
Grower Champagnes offer Asian palates that the historically reigning
Grandes Marques can’t provide in a far grander fashion? “The ﬁrst key
point is unprecedented variety,” remarked Henry Hariyono, manager
of Artisan Cellars in Singapore, which currently stocks 25 houses and
approximately 90 Champagnes in their portfolio, nearly all Grower
Champagnes. “There are no less than two thousand growers in
Champagne who bottle their own wines today. Most believe in making
cuvée wines which speak of the terroirs they come from, be it a speciﬁc
village or climate in a vineyard. The combination of these aspects
creates numerous unique tastes which tend to be generalised if the
speciﬁc wines are blended. The latter is true in the case of Grandes
Marques’ bottlings which emphasise a consistent house-style and so
the winemaking technique employs pervasive, systematic blending of
grapes from various vineyards to achieve it.”
For those seeking a great Grower Champagne experience, here are a
few quality markers that generally set many of the superlative examples
apart from their Grande Marque counterparts:

Grower Champagnes

Grandes Marques

s 6INTAGE  BATCH  PARCEL VARIATION
is sought rather than minimised.

s 7INES ARE BLENDED TO PRODUCE A
consistent house-style.

s 4ERROIR INFLUENCE IS MANIFESTED
since the grower’s vines are
normally clustered around a
single village.

s 'RAPES ARE OFTEN SOURCED FROM
50 or more vineyards throughout
the Champagne region.

s Disgorgement dates are increasingly
adorned on the labels so that
consumers can easily monitor
bottle aging.
s 4HE USE OF VERY LITTLE OR ZERO DOSAGE
(added-sugar) is prevalent – the aim
is to taste grapes, not sugar!
s 5SUALLY PRODUCTION IS SMALL GIVING
the wines a rarity factor and
exclusive nature.

s $ISGORGEMENT DATES ARE CODED
and stealthily hidden on most
of the big brands.
s ! TYPICAL "RUT STYLE #HAMPAGNE
can contain up to 15 grammes
per litre of sugar.
s -AINLY LARGE PRODUCTION

On the other hand there is something to be said in favour of consistency
particularly in terms of assuring the level of Grande Marque quality
that can be achieved on a large scale by their sheer size and purchasing
power. Penet-Chardonnet may have six hectares of Grand Cru vineyards
yet the prestigious Grande Marque house of Louis Roederer owns
upwards of 214 hectares mainly of Grand Cru and Premier Cru calibre.
“At Roederer, we have a unique position to combine the best of both
worlds,” Damien Motte, Louis Roederer’s Asian export manager points
out. “We are really ‘viticulteurs’ (looking after the best of the terroir in
our exceptional vineyards) but also ‘négociants’, with a real know-how.
The blending allows us to master a very high level of quality, which is
really difﬁcult to reach if you don’t have large and extended vineyards.
It would be more difﬁcult for a small grower to balance an average
harvest. We could make ‘single vineyard champagnes’ but we don’t,
because we think the blending power is heads above. For Brut Premier,
for example, we use grapes from 45 crus and 250 allotments.” This
point is well made since it can be argued that the smaller holdings of
Grower Champagnes leave them much more exposed to the vagaries
of nature and crop failings thereby rendering it difﬁcult to produce a
signature style or guarantee the same level of quality year in and year
out. However, Franck Herbaux, director of the South East Asia based
SPECIALIST WINE IMPORTERDISTRIBUTOR %STIMA QUESTIONS THE REAL QUALITY
of heavily blended and manipulated mass-production Grande Marque
Champagnes. “Grower Champagnes offer an artisanal approach to
winemaking which is the only way to produce wine at a high level
of quality,” he contends. “In the case of Anselme Selosse, Francis
Egly, Jerome Prevost, Cedric Bouchard or Bertrand Gautherot whose
wines we import in Singapore, this artisanal approach includes much
work on the soils, the use of organic products for treatments, low
yields and picking of grapes at full maturity so there is no need for
chaptalisation. Nothing fancy here, this is just the way great wines
are made anywhere in the world so there is no reason why it should be
any different in Champagne. The results in bottle for consumers are
wines with character and integrity. Not a so called luxury sparkling
drink formatted to deliver the brand taste of a given Champagne house
but rather a wine with a natural identity.”

It is always satisfying sipping a quality
Champagne that has been lovingly
handcrafted by a farmer and even more
thrilling to realise that there are only
thousands, or sometimes hundreds, of
these bottles available worldwide.
Henry Hariyono, manager of Artisan Cellars in Singapore

Another point made by Hariyono distinguishing Grower Champagnes
from Grandes Marques is rarity. “Grower Champagnes are produced
in limited quantities,” he commented. “It is always satisfying sipping
a quality Champagne that has been lovingly handcrafted by a farmer
and even more thrilling to realise that there are only thousands, or
sometimes hundreds, of these bottles available worldwide. (Contrast

this experience to drinking one among the hundreds of thousands, or
often millions of bottles which typify a Grande Marque’s production.)
This aspect is particularly important for people who prize exclusivity.
Grower Champagnes are, by default and thanks to their limited
production, therefore ‘exclusive’.”
This rarity aspect is one that Motoko Thomas of Kaigai Fine Wines
(KFW), the Singapore representative for Champagne Henri Giraud,
knows well. Demand in Asia for this small cult Champagne grower’s top
cuvee, “Fût de Chêne”, far outweighs supply. And it’s hardly surprising
SINCE OWNERWINEMAKER #LAUDE 'IRAUD ONLY PRODUCES
around 2,000 cases per annum. This has given rise to a
lot of ‘parallel importing’, a type of grey-market dealing
where buyers purchase indirectly from other countries to
fulﬁl consumers’ needs. “Japan is by far our largest market
in Asia,” Thomas remarked. “Parallel importing became
such a problem for us in Japan that the 2000 vintage of
Fût de Chêne has been released ﬁrst there, in summer 2009,
before any other country in the world. It will be released
to other markets in autumn 2009 or early 2010. This is an
effort to avoid further parallel importing.”
Being small and exclusive doesn’t necessarily equate to
better quality though. With the successes of a few Grower
Champagne names and increased demand in Asia for the
next new small-production big-thing there inevitably come
a lot of opportunists. Many me-too Grower Champagnes
seem to be hopping on the bandwagon, with quality
claims often backed solely by trendy departures from
convention both in the vineyards and cellars. Organics,
biodynamics, wild yeasts, new oak, no added sulphur,
no dosage, no malo, micro-oxidation – the list of
techniques upon which growers are now hanging
their hats is seemingly limitless. Yet a lot of
these well-intentioned Grower Champagnes can
be misguided by the latest grape growing and
winemaking fads, greatly missing the ﬁnesse
mark and haphazardly forging unbalanced,
monstrously atypical Champagnes. In these
incidences, the reputation and tried-andtested styling of a Grande Marque can once
again provide their loyal customers with
added reassurance.
At the end of the day, whether a diehard Grande Marque loyalist or a newregime grower fanatic, undoubtedly the
greatest beneﬁt to Asian consumers of
this Grower Champagne revolution’s
arrival is that today there is a greater
diversity of Champagne labels available
in Far East than ever before. The
increased competition afforded by
this Champagne shake-up puts paid
to the former mediocrity of choice,
expanding the quality boundaries.
Long may the revolution last! LPB
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