                                                       Uncorking Champagne

Champagne producers and importers have a real problem.   Now that the millennium has gone by and another one isn’t on the horizon for 996 years, how do you convince the public to buy the fizzy and expensive wine most people believe is only to be uncorked on special occasions?   It’s the Champagne industry’s own fault really.   Tens of millions of dollars have been spent convincing the average Joe and Jane that Champagne is the chosen beverage of royalty-a handcrafted elixir made from the finest grapes sourced from the very best vineyards.   Champagne, we’ve been told, takes years to produce and requires huge sums of money to house and age in elaborate underground caves.   It is a luxury item, the industry line goes, and deserves to be priced accordingly.    All of the above is true, though I can’t actually confirm Kings, Queens, and Princes prefer sipping Champagne to say Chateau Lafite or Domaine Romanee-Conti La Tache.   The trouble is that backs Champagne into a rather tight, elite, and snobbish corner.   Champagne is for Christmas, New Year’s Eve, Valentine’s Day, anniversaries, and weddings.   What’s worse, cheap sparkling wine often takes the place of the real deal on many of these dates making Champagne even more exclusive.

Now here’s the other side of the coin.   While Champagne is among the greatest, most labor-intensive, and expensive wine of the world (though savvy shopping will unearth some surprising deals), it is not a wine to be savored only a few times a year.   In fact, I think we all should be drinking more Champagne, boatloads more, and once we get this whole French think worked out, maybe we will.    You see, there isn’t a more flexible wine, sparkling or still, anywhere.   Champagne works at any time of the day, and remarkably, with almost any cuisine.   Try serving a muscular Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon as an aperitif, a meaty Brunello di Montalcino with some scallops, or an oaky Chardonnay with dessert.   Okay, the Chardonnay might work with the scallops, but that’s not my point.   The fact is there are so many styles and producers of Champagne that you’re almost guaranteed to find one, or many, to suit a particular palate or dish.   

Take for example non-vintage or multi-vintage Brut, the most common Champagne bottling to be found.   This is Champagne produced from hundreds of vineyards with a blend of grapes (almost always a combination of Chardonnay, Pinot Noir, and Pinot Munier) from a series of vintages-all mixed together to produce a consistent “house style.”   Lighter citrus and flint inspired versions include Perrier-Jouet’s Grand Brut and Moet and Chandon’s White Star.   Both are perfect before a meal or at a party.   Fuller-bodied versions with yeastier, toastier notes can be had in the Roederer Brut Premier, the Deutz Brut Classic, and the Bollinger Special Cuvee.   These Champagnes beg for food.   Try them with lobster bisque, mussels, or roasted Chicken.   You will not be disappointed.   Want something that tastes more like a Chardonnay?   Look for a Blanc de Blancs-Champagne made from 100 percent Chardonnay.   I enjoy the Nicolas Feuillatte with its delicate mousse and assertive, but balanced, flavors.   The Mumm de Cramant, another Champagne comprised only of Chardonnay, is also excellent.   Produced from Grand Cru vineyards (the very best), the Cramant, priced in the mid to upper $30’s, is perhaps the best Champagne deal around.   Prefer a red wine, you say?   No problem, there are rose Champagnes that drink more like Red Burgundies.   The Taittinger Prestige Rose with its floral aromas and slight earthiness is a perennial favorite.   Try this beauty with venison or duck in a fruit reduction sauce and you’ll see what I’m talking about.

Finally, let’s say you just want to impress your sweetheart with the best bottle of Champagne you can find-forget about all the food and wine mumbo jumbo.   Well, for that you’ve got to go to the Tete du Cuvees, the best of the best.   Made from the choicest grapes in only the very best years, every Champagne house has at least one, and often two, Tete du Cuvees.   The most famous is Moet and Chandon’s Dom Perignon, named after the blind monk who supposedly invented Champagne.   Though Champagne experts dispute this, Dom is widely considered the Champagne of choice when trying to impress.   It is a very good Champagne, but nowhere near my favorite Tete du Cuvee.   I’ve got two picks here.   The first is Cristal, Champagne Roederer’s finest bottling.   Named after the crystal bottles that the special cuvee was presented to Tsar Alexander II, Cristal is at the same time forceful and elegant.   The wine has tremendous finesse and balance and a finish that seems to go on forever.   My second recommendation is the Champagne Pommery Cuvee Louise.   An homage to Madame Pommery made in only the best years, Cuvee Louise is a more delicate wine than Cristal, but perhaps a bit more graceful.   Stylish and classy, Cuvee Louise is perfect for those who prefer a subtler wine.   In the end, though, you can rarely go wrong with Champagne.   Quality is high across the board, and prices in relation to that quality are actually pretty good.   Uncork a bottle or two.   Perhaps you’ll have the same experience Dom Perignon himself was said to have when he said, “I’m tasting stars.”

