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PALMER & CO.

THE

MAGNIF
MIDDLE

VENTURE BEYOND THE BIG HOUSES AND GROWER
CHAMPAGNES TO THE JUST-RIGHT MIDDLE

GROUND, WHERE ARTISANAL PRACTICES ARE
BALANCED WITH ACCESSIBILITY AND REACH.

WORDS JESSICA DUPUY

September 2023, I had the opportunity to

visit Champagne for the first time, despite
many previous trips to France’s other
renowned wine regions. I was invited
by Mathieu Roland-Billecart, seventh-
generation head of Billecart-Salmon, one
of Champagne’s most revered names.

Over a few days, Mathieu welcomed us,
sharing the rich history of his family’s house while offer-
ing insights into the region’s broader context.

We explored the underground tunnels of Billecart-
Salmon’s production facility in Ay, a large operation that,
despite its scale, still maintains a family-run feel. Mathieu
guided us through the estate’s historic family vineyard, Le

Clos Saint Hilaire. In the evenings, we sipped Champagne
in the salon and enjoyed dinner paired with back vintages,
where I saw a different side of Mathieu: an economic mind
with a deep passion for his family’s legacy in Champagne.

What struck me most during this visit was the dichot-
omy of Billecart-Salmon’s presence in the U.S. market. To
many, it appears as a large house, akin to Veuve Clicquot or
Moét & Chandon, but behind the scenes, more than two-
thirds of its vineyards are owned or leased by the family,
with the rest sourced from trusted family growers. This visit
illuminated a truth often overlooked: The middle-sized
Champagne houses, which operate between the extremes
of large commercial producers and small grower-producers,
offer a unique blend of scale and craftsmanship.
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THE CHAMPAGNE LANDSCAPE

Champagne is a region of contrasts,
with more than 4,200 producers span-
ning small houses, cooperatives and
larger maisons. Generally, small houses
make fewer than 300,000 bottles annu-
ally, while medium-sized producers
produce between 300,000 and three
million bottles. The region spans nearly
85,000 acres and produces around 300
million bottles annually. In general,
small houses tend to focus on specific
terroirs or styles, while the largest pro-
ducers, like Moét & Chandon, release a
wide range of products that amount to
more than 30 million bottles per year,
dominating the global market—though
this is not universally the case.

Yet, between these extremes lies a
vital middle ground where houses com-
bine the resources of larger operations
with the craftsmanship of small grower-
producers. As author and Champagne
expert Peter Liem points out, “Some of
the greatest innovations in Champagne
viticulture have come from larger hous-
es, just as there are plenty of growers
who make extremely mediocre wines,
‘artisanal’ or not.”

Liem references the mid-size
category as being a sweet spot for com-
bining both quality and marketability.
“Some of the best houses in Champagne
fall into this bracket: Louis Roederer,
Billecart-Salmon, Bollinger, Pol Roger,
just to name a few,” says Liem. “This size
can allow them to create the types of
wines that they want without any com-
promise. They combine the advantages
of scale with a boutique feel”

Echoing Peter Liem's thoughts,
Master Sommelier Jack Mason acknowl-
edges the challenges that medium-sized
producers face in gaining widespread
distribution. “The ones that have done
avery good job at building their brand
have been focusing on quality and what
is unique to their story,” he says.
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THE MIDDLE-SIZED
SPACE ALLOWS
FOR BOTH MARKET
VISIBILITY AND
THE PRESERVATION
OF CHAMPAGNE'S
ARTISANAL ROOTS.

Clos Saint-Hilaire

Mason, who has spent much of his career build-
ing award-winning wine programs at restaurants in New
York and Houston with a strong emphasis on Champagne,
points to several notable houses, including Bollinger and
Delamotte, that have successfully maintained this balance.
He praises Billecart-Salmon for its recent focus on varietal
and terroir-specific cuvées, demonstrating their commit-
ment to innovation while maintaining a grower mentality.

At the end of the day, the likes of Liem, Mason and
Roland-Billecart stress that size, whether large, small or
medium, is not an indicator of quality. There are great
Champagnes from producers across the board—and not-
so-great Champagnes as well.

“The delta between the grower-producer and the large
house is getting blurred, and thankfully, we as consumers
are all benefiting from that,” says Mason. This middle-sized
space allows for both market visibility and the preserva-
tion of Champagne’s artisanal roots, offering a unique
and essential contribution to the Champagne landscape.

With a balance of scale and craftsmanship, here are
four producers that offer consumers a diverse range of
high-quality Champagnes.

WINTER 2024 91



LEIF CARLSSON; COURTESY CHAMPAGNE AYALA (2)

Vineyards in
Ay-Champagne

BILLECART-SALMON:
CRAFTSMANSHIP AT SCALE

Founded in 1818, Billecart-Salmon blends tradition with in-
novation under the leadership of seventh-generation CEO
Mathieu Roland-Billecart.

“We are not industrial,” says Roland-Billecart. “We are
craftsmen working at scale.”

Producing around 2.5 million bottles annually, the house
strikes a balance between large-scale production and the arti-
sanal touch of small producers. With more than two-thirds of
its vineyards owned or managed by the family and long-term
partmerships with growers across 40 crus, the house ensures
a consistent supply of high-quality grapes.

“We have the chance to do things properly, and we have
more means than small producers to invest in our product,”
says Roland-Billecart.

The house's winemaking combines old-world techniques,
such as fermenting wines in oak casks, with modern technol-
ogy, like a temperature-controlled tank room specifically for
dosage blending, resulting in Champagnes that express their
terroir with precision.

“With the right vision and discipline, the medium-sized
independent houses are able to get the best of both worlds,”

says Roland-Billecart. “Small enough to keep enough control
to produce exceptional wines, big enough to manage all ele-
ments of the winemaking process in house directly and be of
sufficient scale to be able to supply top restaurants and hotels
across the world.”

CHAMPAGNE AYALA:
INDEPENDENT SPIRIT

Ayala, founded in 1860 and acquired by Bollinger in 2005,
maintains its distinct identity even after its acquisition. Julian
Gout, Ayala’s cellar master, emphasizes blending for purity
and precision.

“At Champagne Ayala, blending is an art, and purity is
a signature,” says Gout.

Producing around one million bottles annually, Ayala
balances modern vinification tools with a respect for natural
winemaking processes, like native yeast fermentation, crafting
cuvées that preserve the unique characteristics of each cru.

The house’s flagship cuvée, Brut Majeur, is a blend of
over 70 crus, or vineyard sites, each vinified separately to
maintain their distinct qualities. This meticulous approach
ensures that Ayala’s Champagnes remain vibrant and fresh,
a hallmark of the house’s style.
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CHAMPAGNE PALMER & CO:
A COOPERATIVE SUCCESS

Founded in 1947 by seven grower families with premier
and grand cru vineyards in the Montagne de Reims region,
Palmer & Co now represents 350 grower families that manage
more than 1,000 acres across 40 crus, including 500 acres of
vineyards classified as premier cru or grand cru. Palmer uses
its cooperative model to pool resources and create excep-
tional Champagnes, drawing on a diverse range of terroirs.

Palmer's focus on quality extends to its strategic vine-
yard management, especially in the Montagne de Reims, a
cooler area increasingly valuable as climate change impacts
the region. Their cooperative model provides access to a
state-of-the-art winemaking facility in Reims, which has
allowed them to grow from 600,000 to one million bottles
annually in the past eight years.

“Brands like us—middle size, quality-oriented—it's a
good place to be,” says Communicatons Manager Frangois
Demouy, highlighting Palmer's ability to navigate a crowded
market despite occasional perception challenges associated
with being a cooperative.

CHAMPAGNE GOSSET:
BLENDING HISTORY AND CRAFT

Founded in 1584, Champagne Gosset is one of the region’s
oldest houses, blending centuries of winemaking expertise
with the intimacy of a smaller producer. Gosset maintains
a boutique feel while benefiting from the resources of a
mid-sized house.

“We are producing less than a million bottles, making
us one of the smallest of the mid-sized houses,” explains
Odilon de Varine, Gosset's chef du cave and deputy man-
aging director.

This smaller scale allows them to prioritize craftsman-
ship and maintain an artisanal approach to winemaking.
Gosset doesn’t own vineyards but partners with growers
across roughly 370 acres, selecting the best grapes to produce
from just under 250 acres. This flexibility ensures diversity
in the final blends.

“We are able to vinify all crus and the musts from every
vine-grower partner separately,” says de Varine, emphasiz-
ing the house’s meticulous attention to detail. £
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