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It's a different world at Bollinger. Take everything you understand about large
champagne houses, the way champagne tastes, the way it’s fermented, the way it's
aged, even the ownership of the vineyards and the companies, and brace yourself for a
very different story at Bollinger. I've met with the good Bollinger folk multiple times in
recent years in Australia and in their illustrious maison in Ay and on every occasion [
have been astounded by the pace of change at this legendary house. If Bollinger wasn't
your style five years ago, it's time to taste again. These are cracking champagnes that

rank high among the best of the region. James Bond, you've finally got it right.

Bollinger is one of the biggest and most impacting of all champagne styles. Its weight is derived foremost from estate-
grown pinot noir. Every cuvée has a minimum of sixty percent pinot noir and an impressive sixty percent of the grapes
come from estate vineyards (the only other house that can boast such a percentage is Louis Roederer). Centred around
the village of Ay, Champagne’s pinot noir epicentre, Bollinger’s 163 hectares comprise eighty-five percent grand cru and
premier cru vineyards. “Growing most of the grapes ourselves allows us to choose the date of harvest, allowing us to push
the maturity a little further than grapes purchased from growers,” explained Bollinger Export Manager Vianney Fabre.

The balance of its production is sourced as fruit from winegrowers who have worked with the house for many generations
(every wine is vinified at Bollinger; there is no purchase of ‘vins sur lattes”). These fruit sources account for the consistency,

depth and complexity in Bollinger’s wines.

This is reinforced by fermentation and ageing in old oak barrels. “We use barrels here like nowhere else!” Brand

Ambassador Christian Denis told me as we surveyed rows after row of 225L champagne barrels stacked long and high.
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3500 of them, in all, between five and 120 years old, maintained by what Bollinger

claims to be the last in-house cooper in Champagne. Bollinger’s vintage wines are 100
percent barrel fermented, as are all of its reserve wines and any other parcels destined
for the non-vintage Special Cuvée with sufficient acidity to handle six or seven months

in barrel.

[ was privileged to an enlightening tasting that exemplified the point of all this. Four vins
clairs (fermented still base wines) from the 2009 vintage, chardonnay from Cramant

and pinot noir from Ay, comparing the same parcels fermented in stainless steel and
oak. The difference was profound, the barrel fermented samples were in no way woody
(this is all old oak) but they were better integrated, more textured, more complex and
better balanced. “We like the style of barrel fermentation because we have controlled
oxidation through the wood,” explained Denis. “This gives Bollinger a very unique style.”
Fabre described barrels as an insurance policy for the wine. “It very much increases the

longevity, so Grande Année can easily live twenty years,” he suggested.

With an annual production of two-and-a-half million bottles, Bollinger is the largest
independent champagne house after Louis Roederer and it continues to be owned
and run completely by members of the Bollinger family. “This allows us the freedom
to do many things that we could not do if we were part of a group,” explained Denis.
Bollinger upholds that ageing its reserve wines in magnum on natural cork rather
than crown seal gives more complexity, a practice that Denis claimed was completely
unique in champagne. Six grams of sugar is added for a “prise de mousse” (carbonic
fermentation) to produce a light sparkle to keep the wines fresher. What about cork

taint? “Every bottle is manually checked as it is disgorged.”

It’s not hard to see why no other house follows this practice — it necessitates riddling and
disgorgement by hand, not to mention wastage to cork taint. “We have half a million
reserve magnums in Bollinger’s five kilometres of cellars and we open 80,000 of them
by hand every year for the Special Cuvée alone!” exclaimed Fabre. “It’s a lot of hard
work and it’s expensive!” In addition, all of the vintage wines are disgorged by hand and
the non-vintage rosé is hand-riddled. When Christian Pol Roger was asked about the
practice his alleged response was, “It’s a great idea but we are not as crazy as you are at

Bollinger!”

Everything discussed thus far has been business as usual at Bollinger for decades, but
fresh winds of change swept through the cellar in 2003 and it hasn’t been quite the same
place since. Bollinger has always been a love-or-hate champagne, oft maligned for the
aldehydes that can develop as a result of oxidation during barrel ageing. “Bollinger is
working on suppressing oxidation, to create a fresher style than the aldehydic wines
of the past,” explained Fabre. “Oxidation during fermentation may be positive, but
oxidation prior to fermentation suppresses fruit and oxidation after fermentation

dulls it.” Bollinger responded by investing substantially in a new press centre for the
2003 vintage. Cellar hygiene has been cleaned up and Bollinger boasts that it now
operates one of the most modern disgorgement lines in Champagne. Fermentation

is more consistent now, too, with every wine systematically going through malolactic

fermentation (previously it was only those barrels and tanks that happened to go
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through naturally). Wines are now kept on lees for longer, a minimum of three years for non-vintages (previously two-
and-a-half) and eight years or longer for Grande Année (previously six). Five computerised systems are used to check for

defects in cork-sealed bottles (if only they could detect cork taint, too!).

To promote freshness, Bollinger disgorges three times each year. Every disgorgement comes from the same original blend,
but each is subtly different as a result of a different length of time on lees. While disgorgement dates are not stamped on
non-vintage bottles (they are on the vintage wines), you can decipher the labelling code and figure it out. For instance, the
code L9045 means it was labelled on the 45th day (last three digits) of 2009 (first digit). Previously, disgorgement was three
months prior to labelling, but this is now being extended to six months to allow the wines time to settle sufficiently after

disgorgement.

Have all the advances at Bollinger paid off? In the case of the vintage wines, it will be some years before the evidence is
released. If the non-vintage Special Cuvée is any indication, Bollinger is now producing the cleanest, most precise, least

aldehydic wines that it has ever made. When [ am serving a champagne of breadth and depth, Bollinger is my choice more

often than any other.
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Borringer Seeciar Cuvee Brut NV, $126

The complexity and richness of Special Cuvée is unrivalled among every non-vintage
blend, short of ascending to the mesosphere of Krug. A cursory glance of the recipe and
it's easy to see why. The current release is a blend of 120 parcels from each of the 2006
and 2007 vintages, with at least five older reserve wines. That's a minimum of 245 wines
in all, an astonishing number that no other champagne producer rivals. And there’s
more. Further intensity is derived from a very high proportion of grand cru and premier
cru fruit sources (more than eighty percent). The majority of the blend, fifty-five percent,
is reserve wines, much higher than the average in Champagne. These are sourced from
between six and nine vintages, with all but the immediately preceding year aged in
magnum under cork for between five and fifteen years (and sometimes even as long as

twenty years). Post-blending, the wine matures for a minimum of three years on lees in

the cellar (two-and-a-half years until recently) before it is disgorged and a light dosage

of 7-9g/L of sugar is added. What a recipe, what a wine!

BOLLINGER

The latest disgorgement of Special Cuvée is a triumph of complexity and balance. Pinot
noir (sixty percent) leads out with its rich fruit mince spice complexity, followed by the
lemon zest freshness of chardonnay (twenty-five percent). Reserve wines contribute
Bollinger’s signature yeasty, bready, gingery notes, while barrel complexity adds a
creamy texture and hints of brioche, nougat and almond. The finish pulls it all together

into a masterfully controlled crescendo that lingers clean and long, with fine minerality.

95 poINTS

Boruinger Rost NV, $164

Rosé NV was a much celebrated addition to the Bollinger family in 2008, albeit only on
a tiny scale (just five percent of the volume of Special Cuvée). It's based on the Special
Cuvée, to which just five percent of still red wine from the vintage of the base wine is
added. From pinot noir sourced entirely from Bollinger’s tiny grand cru vineyard La Cote
Aux Enfants in Ay and a Verzenay site, matured in barrel for twelve months, this is a
particularly strong, concentrated, dark-coloured red wine with a robust tannin structure.
“We want to showcase in this wine our expertise in red winemaking,” explains Fabre.

“We feel that the addition method gives us more precise control of flavour and colour.”

This is a gorgeous rosé with levels of elegance, restraint and finesse that belie its recipe.
The hue is a pale salmon with a hint of copper. Subtle strawberry hull notes permeate BOLLINGER

its perfume and palate, gliding into delightfully rising minerality on the back palate.

Ten grams per litre of sweetness completely disappears. Earlier disgorgements tasted in

Australia have now taken on nuances of nutty complexity and nutmeg spice.
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