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Anti-grower?
Tom Stevenson 

I am not anti-grower, but I am anti-
oxidative, and the fact that some people 
confuse one for the other is a story in 

itself. My book Champagne (Sotheby’s 
Publications, 1986) was the first English-
language book to shine a light on growers. 
It could be argued that through its 
directory of 360 Champagne growers  
I sowed the seeds of the crop of specialist 
grower Champagne importers that started 
to emerge in the 1990s. Either that or 
coincidence. Certainly no one in the UK, 
USA, or any other English-speaking 
country was writing about Champagne 
growers before that book was published.

So many growers produce oxidative 
Champagne these days, however, that 
when their wines fail to win a medal at the 
Champagne & Sparkling Wine World 
Championships, we are accused of being 
anti-grower. After last year’s CSWWC,  
one such grower wrote, “It proves one 
more time (if needed) that this contest is 
not for growers […]. No growers awarded  
in Champagne. It seems like a joke”—in an 
email that proudly displayed a graphic of 
the Concours Mondial Bruxelles.

I challenged him to organize a 
pre-competition tasting of non-oxidative 
Champagnes from his fellow growers.  
I would travel to Champagne at my own 
expense; there would of course be no 
charge for my time or any fee for wines 
submitted. It would be a simple yes/no 
tasting without tasting notes. All I asked  
in return was that every producer must be 
a willing participant who agreed to enter 
every wine I believed to be a potential 
recipient of at least a silver medal.

I gave no guarantee that those wines 
would then go on to win such a medal, 
because all medals awarded by the 
CSWWC must be agreed by all three 
judges under blind conditions. But I had 
done a similar exercise in Franciacorta and 
Trento, and their subsequent successes  
are an indication of how reliable my 
judgments usually are.

To cut a long story short, the proposal 
of a pre-competition tasting was passed 

over to the Société Général des Vignerons 
(SGV), which led me to clarify the 
CSWWC’s position on oxidative 
Champagne. Not unreasonably, we 
consider oxidation to be a major fault in  
all wines except those that are deliberately 
oxidized. But in Champagne, the world’s 
most famous reductive wine, it is not only 
a fault but also illogical. It is the right of  
all producers, not just growers, to produce 
oxidative Champagne if they wish, but 
there is little point entering such wines  
to the CSWWC. By oxidative, I refer  
to an aldehydic aroma that begins with 
bruised apple and ends up Sherrified—not 
to oxidative handling techniques, which 
can of course be used without creating any 
detectable oxidative aroma. Great Krug, 
for example, is a Champagne of great 
purity and not at all oxidative.

Some disappointment 
After much back and forth, clarifying 
exactly what was required, the SGV agreed 
that growers would be asked to submit as 
many Champagnes as they wished, with 
no restriction other than that they should 
not be oxidative and any rated as potential 
silver or higher would be entered to the 
CSWWC 2022. 

They also agreed that all participants 
would be made aware why I was especially 
interested in tasting magnums side by side 
with 75cl of the same cuvée or the same 
vintage, but blind, not even knowing they 
were paired.

I was prepared, should the number of 
wines demand it, to taste for up to ten days. 
That was the dream. It would have meant 
that the CSWWC had broken through the 
oxidative shield to attract hundreds of 
beautiful grower Champagnes. It would 
also have been a dream for growers, 
because the number of medals that  
such a quantity of pre-selected grower 
Champagnes could achieve would have 
stolen all the headlines for CSWWC 2022.

As it happened, however, only 129 
Champagnes were submitted for my 
tasting, and five of those dropped out as 

no-shows. The SGV managed the tasting 
so efficiently that I was finished by 2pm! 
Not the dream I had hoped for, but I 
thought there were three potential golds, 
25 potential silvers, and 11 on the cusp 
between gold and silver. That meant a 
minimum of 39 pre-selected entries; and 
with a further 40 on the cusp between 
silver and bronze, there was the possibility 
of more, if riskier, entries. The results from 
this number of entries would not make the 
waves I had dreamed about, but surely it 
would be enough to create a small splash?

Unfortunately, it was not. Why? 
Without any apology or explanation,  
only 18 of the 39 Champagnes that should 
have been entered were actually entered. 
Of the three golds expected, only two were 
achieved, which would not have been bad 
except that, ironically, one was from a 
négociant-manipulant (NM) and the other 
from a récoltant-coopérateur (RC)—so 
again, no grower trophy. 

The fact that the NM was a grower in 
all but name made no difference, because 
if we awarded the growers trophy to an 
NM, where would we draw the line if 
other, full-fledged NMs submitted wines 
exclusively from their own vineyards in 
the future—Pommery Clos Pompadour,  
for example? 

There is no doubt that this particular 
NM, Bernard Lonclas, was a grower 
through and through. And Bernard 
Lonclas NV Grand Brut Blanc de Blancs 
(2016 base) was my standout wine  
at the SGV tasting in Epernay. I was  
so disappointed when I saw the label 
with NM on it that (spoiler alert) I went 
on to award it the chairman’s trophy.  
It deserves no less. 

Upon questioning various growers,  
I was disappointed to discover that the 
SGV had not mentioned the condition that 
they must be willing to enter any potential 
silver or gold wines to the CSWWC 2022 
and had not even bothered to inform them 
about my request to include magnums.  
I hope that the SGV will abide by our 
agreed terms next year.  ▉


