Episode 38: Champagne – The Sparkling Crown Jewel
Hi! I’m Marc, and this is Wine in Small Sips.
Last time, we explored Burgundy’s terroir-driven Pinot Noirs and Chardonnays.
Today, we’re trading still wines for bubbles as we head to Champagne—the most celebrated sparkling wine region in the world. And here’s the first rule: real Champagne only comes from Champagne, France. That bottle from California or Australia? Sparkling wine, not Champagne. The difference isn’t just geography—it’s centuries of tradition and a reputation for luxury that’s been intact since Roman times, when vineyards were first planted around Reims in the 5th century.

What Makes Champagne Special?
Champagne’s fame comes from three things:
· It’s protected by law. Only wine from this region can be labeled Champagne.
· It’s bubble-born. Sparkling Champagne wasn’t discovered until the 16th century—by accident. Early bottles were so unstable they often exploded, earning the nickname “the devil’s wine.” Benedictine monks, including Dom Pérignon, eventually refined the process with stronger bottles and better corks.
· It’s blend-focused. Most Champagnes combine grapes, vineyards, and even multiple vintages to achieve a consistent house style.
The Holy Trinity of Grapes:
· Chardonnay: elegance, citrus, and minerality (Blanc de Blancs)
· Pinot Noir: structure and red fruit (Blanc de Noirs)
· Pinot Meunier: approachability and fruitiness

Why Should I Care?
· The Celebration Factor: No drink says “special occasion” like Champagne.
· Food Pairing Superpower: From popcorn to lobster, it pairs with almost anything.
· A Technical Marvel: The méthode champenoise is winemaking’s most complex process.
· Something for Every Budget: Non-vintage Champagnes are excellent and often more affordable than rare vintages.

Champagne Styles Decoded
So how do these grapes—and that art of blending—show up in the glass?
· Non-Vintage (NV) Brut
The signature “house style,” blending multiple years.
Tastes like: green apple, toast, almond
Try: Moët & Chandon Impérial Brut ($50) or Nicolas Feuillatte Brut Réserve ($35)
· Vintage Champagne
Made only in exceptional years.
Tastes like: richer fruit, honey, brioche
Try: Pol Roger 2015 ($90)
· Blanc de Blancs (100% Chardonnay)
Tastes like: citrus, white flowers, chalk
Try: Ruinart Blanc de Blancs ($80)
· Blanc de Noirs (Pinot Noir/Pinot Meunier only)
Tastes like: red apple, pear, subtle power
Try: Bollinger Special Cuvée ($65)
· Rosé Champagne
Either blended or made with skin contact.
Tastes like: strawberry, raspberry, citrus zest
Try: Laurent-Perrier Cuvée Rosé Brut ($75)

The Méthode Champenoise (Step by Step)
The convivial sparkle of Champagne is no accident. It’s the result of a second fermentation that happens inside each bottle. Here’s the journey in small sips:
1. First Fermentation: Produces the still base wine.
2. Blending: Winemakers combine grapes, vineyards, and years to craft balance.
3. Second Fermentation: Sugar and yeast are added before sealing the bottle. This creates carbon dioxide—the bubbles we love.
4. Aging on Lees: The wine rests for at least 15 months (often much longer) to gain flavor depth.
5. Riddling: Bottles are slowly tilted so sediment collects in the neck.
6. Disgorgement: Sediment is removed, and a small “dosage” of sugar and wine is added.
7. Corking: The final step—ready for the pop.
Fun fact: Each bottle of Champagne holds about 90 psi of pressure—three times the pressure of a car tire.

Food Pairing Adventures
· Brut NV: Fried chicken, sushi, potato chips
· Blanc de Blancs: Oysters, scallops, goat cheese
· Rosé: Salmon, duck, strawberry desserts
· Vintage Champagne: Lobster, truffle dishes, almond croissants
Pro tip: Try a humble pairing like fast food with Champagne—the acidity cuts straight through the grease.

Common Misconceptions
· “All Champagne is sweet.” Most is Brut (dry). Sweeter styles exist but are rare.
· “Big bubbles mean poor quality.” Actually, fine, persistent bubbles are a mark of aging and craftsmanship.
· “You need flutes.” Regular wine glasses show off Champagne’s aromas better.

For the Enthusiast
· Dom Pérignon Myth: He didn’t invent Champagne, but he did refine it.
· Disgorgement Dates: Some premium producers list them—it’s a clue to freshness.
· Grower Champagne: Look for “RM” on the label. These smaller producers highlight terroir and often deliver superb value.

On the Next Sip
We’re heading south to Episode 39: Tuscany – Beyond Chianti, where Sangiovese takes center stage.
Until then, remember: life’s too short for bad bubbles. When in doubt, pop Champagne.
Cheers!
