

















LIFESTYLE

SEBASTIAN RILEY-SMITH TRAVELS TO

CHAMPAGNE TO MEET COMTE AUDOIN DE
DAMPIERRE. A MAN WHO HAS NOT ONLY
CREATED HIS OWN PRIVATE CHAMPAGNE
h‘i.-k[{{'glflz, BUT ALSO MANAGED TO IMPART

ENOUGH ELEGANCE AND BODY INTO HIS

CHAMPAGNE TO ENRAPTURE THE PALETTE

OF THE PRESIDENTIAL PALACE.
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’ ew of the luxury champagne houses

are now owned by their founders or

their families. The descendants of Johann

Krug, Eugéne Aimé Salon, Albert Gosset &

Micolas Ruinart may still camry influence, but
the destiny of their champagne is now in the

hands of a modern management, accountable to
public shareholding and global taste, rather than to
private ancestry.

The early champagne makers started small,
but as success bred success sooner or later the
companies reached the point where keeping it
“en famille” no longer made sense - a predicament
exacerbated by the French inheritance laws.

One contemporary Frenchman, Comte
Audoin de Dampierre, has defied this trend and in
1980 created his own private luxury champagne
house under the Comte’s name that continues to
thrive today.

Comte Dampierre divides his time between
his two chateaux in Champagne and Cognac. He has
no Champagne vineyards of his own, but buys all his
grapes in. His vintage wines are aged for a minimum
of four years and his champagne production has
developed from a passionate hobby, like his love
of classic cars, to a serious business.

In the summer | decided to go to Champagne
to meet the Comte and interview him in the drawing
room of his majestic chateau in Chenay, north of
Reims. | wanted to learn about his passion for
champagne, how he made his breakthrough, and
bluntly, how on earth he managed to create his
own respected champagne house.
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“My PrESTIGE CUVEE 1998 1S A
CHAMPAGNE TO BE ENJOYED BEFORE

A GOOD DINNER; IT IS A CHAMPAGNE

TO BE ENJOYED WITH A HOST YOU WANT
TO HONOUR; AND IT IS A CHAMPAGNE
TO BE ENJOYED WITH A LOVELY GIRL"

| pondered as | drove through the Champagne
vineyards what a father would have made of such
an early ambition: how would you start, where would
you begin, what would motivate you 1o set up, of

all businesses, a most capital intensive private
champagne house?

The Comte enlightened me: | decided
to join the Champagne community because it had
been in the family for years, but it was already two
generations that Champagne had disappeared from
my family, and so before it was going to be lost
forever | made the move and | joined Charles
Heidseick, where | was Export Director.”

That seemed a good motivation, but how
do you learn and from whom? The Comte smiled
with affectionate memaones.

“For three years at that place there was
a fantastic cellar master who | liked called Daniel
Thibaut, later recognised as one of the leading
Chef de Cave of hiz generation. He not only taught
me how to make it, he taught me everything.

He taught me where to gel the grapes from, he
taught me how to blend properly, in fact all the little
secrets of the trade, and every Friday together we
would have a bottle of champagne of mysterious
extraction together in his office, and for me this
was priceless.”

The boxes were beginning to be ticked,
the reclaimed family history (in fact 700 years of
connections to Champagne), the impeccable training
ground, but then what? How do you determine
a house style and how do you craft that into a
champagne of distinction?
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The Comte elaborated: “| always decided to produce  Cuvée des Ambassadeurs Grand Cru very much” with CoMTE AUDOIN DE DAMPIERRE, CUVEE DES KEEPING THE ART
champagne with the good grapes, because good an order for sixty magnums to be delivered to the AMBASSADEURS NV PrREMIER CRU i OF FICELAGE ALIVE
grapes make good champagne.” The best grapes Elysée Palace. The correspondence was signed ;
come from Grand Cru and 1er Cru vingyards. President Francois Mitterand, President de la The exceptional blend is made up of 50% of the great Chardonnay grape i Ficelage is the ancestral
b'?“d'”g and | blend from the best ""‘H‘_E'EEE* | decided  French G, 0 Delahaye 1947, to the main yard of and 50% of the noble black Pinot Moirs from Bouzy, Ambonnay and the bottle with twine and is
thirty years ago to have three villages in the Cote des  the Elysée Palace and that was fun because | had Cumiéres in the Montagne de Reims. The wine undergoes a minimum | an age-old tradition that
opposite where we are, and the result is delicious. a regular supplier of the i an expert only completes
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- : . [ IVEE DE PRESTIGE 19¢ :

ser:ed in tthe tnlcehplices and for this yETJ S;TDELU grde_r fc;r Ei;iaes 0[1; my - CUVEE DE PRESTIGE 1998 | intricate knots whilst the twine
achieve a taste which is very recognisable by the uvée des Ambassadeurs, | s et
people who drink it; it is called elegance and you in bottles and magnums.” The packaging and labelling of this exceptional champagne, like the 1?::13:?523? elrn:dt;eﬂt?jzll and
should have body as well. The body you obtain with | realised that contents, is pure magic. The cork is hand-tied by an age-old tradition process is repeated twice
ageing and this is the reason why | sell more vintage  Comte Audoin de Dampierre of tying waxed hemp twine or string around the:cork and battieam, forming a cross on the top
in the UK than anywhere else in the world.” is no different than the a method known as “ficelage”. of the: vork
family history came the passion, then followed the shakers of the past, other Chardonnay grapes from the best villages in the Cote des Blancs. The sttt e Aaeir had Ao s
vision, which has defined his wine and his lifestyle. than he is using the direct minimum bottle age is ten years, so stocks of the 1998 were only three-stranded hemp for this
BUI hOW did he then EE'I his wine ijsted in so many per‘&ﬂna| 5t},-'|E of the |EEI1.'E released in EGDE' ) : i purpose Even up to thE F“'st
French embassies across the world? | was intrigued. 19th century, to very good QBT D BLAY The Comte told me how he conceived his Cuvee de Prestige World ‘u'u’.ar ail the coris on

“We had a President de la Republic, his His deluxe champagnes are cellarmaster, and he said he had bought grapes | knew as being the attached with hemp twine, and
name was Francois Mitterand. One day | received certainly aristocratic in style l most expensive grapes in the whole of champagne; from Avize Cramant only subsequently with wire
an extracrdinary letter saying: “Dear Sir, | like your and content. . and Mesnil-sur-Oger, the three villages | like the most. We did the ’

blending and we decided to age the wine for an three extra years than
the normal vintage. Even then | believed it was too young, so we put
another two years and then | had my prestige and it proved to be
absolutely stunning and delicious. But in champagne standards it
( I is miniscule as | produce only 8000 to 12000 bottles a year.”
The charismatic Comte had been a joy to intenview, and as

, we enjoyed together his finest champagne, | left him the last word.
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“My Prestige Cuvee 1998 is a champagne to be enjoyed before
a good dinner; it is a champagne 1o be enjoyed with a host you want o
honour; and it is a champagne to be enjoyed with a lovely girl because
there are plenty in your country; and the two of you could have the two
bottles very easily without feeling dizzy."

| Ieft certainly feeling dizzy!

Sebastian Ritey-Smith is owner/founder of Smith & Taylor Private Cellars
(Cellarers & Cellarmakers), Chelsea Bridge, London, SW8 30,

T: 020 7627 5070, E: cellar@smithandtaylor.com

To view the complete film interview visit www.smithandtaylor.com ]
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