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It has been a year now since Prosecco passed 
Champagne in sales volume in the U.S. Price is the 
biggest factor: the average Prosecco costs about 
$12 to $18; Non-Vintage Brut Champagnes sell for 

about three times as much.

But Champagne sales are not suffering. Au contraire, 
Champagne sales have increased gradually almost every year 
for 20 years—in the U.S. and internationally. The 2016 esti-
mate is about 318 million bottles of Champagne sold, up from 
312 million bottles in 2015 and 307 million bottles in 2014, 
despite the competition from Prosecco.

Several interpretations of these sales figures are possible, but 
none hold that Champagne drinkers have switched to Prosec-
co. Rather, Prosecco growth has come from new bubbly drink-
ers, and/or at the expense of other inexpensive sparkling wines. 

the most rewarding type of 
champagne is also the most 
reliable & plentiful
By ed mccarthy



Champagne is based on one white grape—
Chardonnay—and two red grapes. Ruinart is one of the 
few to make a non-vintage blanc de blancs using only 
Chardonnay. Unlike regions where the top producers 
are also the primary vineyard owners, in Champagne 
15,000 growers own roughly 90% of the vineyards.

Another path of logic is that 
sales growth could indicate an in-
creased interest in sparkling wines 
in general. 

By general acclaim, Champagne is the 
best sparkling wine in the world; it just 
has so much more complexity of flavors, 
especially when it has been aged. Most 
Champagne is made from a blend of three 
grape varieties: Pinot Noir, Chardonnay 
and Pinot Meunier. Champagne also has 
a signature of firm acidity, which counters 
its yeasty/toasty character and provides 
a flavor impression that, frankly, leaves 
other bubblies behind.

Non-Vintage Bruts are by far the 
largest kind of Champagnes produced; 
they are also the most reliable in terms 
of quality and consistency. Historically, 
Champagne’s cool climate does not yield 
enough ripe grapes every year to allow a 
Vintage Champagne to be produced regu-
larly (although global warming is helping 
out more lately). Champagne has survived 
economically by blending wines from sev-
eral older vintages into each year’s base 
vintage. Voilá! Non-Vintage (or a more 
apt term, “multi-vintage”) Champagne 
by necessity is the dominant 
type produced; at least 85% 
of Champagne produced each 
year is so-called Non-Vintage 
Champagne. 

The consumer’s advan-
tage is that NV Brut Cham-
pagnes are relatively afford-
able, running about $30-$35 
up to about $50 to $55 per 
bottle for most. Vintage 

Champagnes retail at $55 to $80, 
and Prestige Cuvées generally 

start well over $100, and sometimes 
top $200 per bottle.

One of the surprising facts about NV 
Brut Champagne is that even the largest 
producers make very fine NV Bruts. Moët 
& Chandon—the world’s largest Cham-
pagne house (2nd largest in sales in the 
U.S.) with up to 31 million bottles pro-
duced each year (including an estimated 5 
million bottles of Dom Pérignon)—under 
the direction of Moët’s superb winemaker, 
Benoît Gouez—produces a very good NV 
Brut that seemingly improves each year. 
Also, Veuve Clicquot, the largest-selling 
brand in the U.S. (2nd largest in the world), 
has another great winemaker currently at 
the helm, Dominique Demarville. 

All the big names in fact do quite well 
with their NV Bruts: Piper-Heidsieck and 
Taittinger come to mind, along with G.H. 
Mumm, Lanson, Laurent-Perrier and Per-
rier-Jouët. Most Champagnes exported, 
in fact 72%, are produced by the estab-
lished Champagne houses. The other 
28% is made by growers or co-operatives.  
Nicolas Feuillate, the third-largest Cham-

pagne brand in the U.S. and in 
the world, is made by a co-op-
erative and is usually the least 
expensive Champagne you will 
find in stores. 

Here are several more 
NV Brut Champagnes (in 
no particular order) that are 
not quite so well-known as 
the large producers above, 
but all are excellent: 

Henriot Brut Souverain
Henriot’s NV Souverain, a 
blend of 50% Chardonny and 
nearly 50% Pinot Noir, with a 
touch of Pinot Meunier, sourc-
es its Chardonnay from the re-
gion’s superb Côte des Blancs 
vineyards—arguably the best 
Chardonnay grapes in the 
world. Its Pinot Noir grapes 
come from the renowned 
Montagne de Reims. Low dos-
age, 7gms per/liter. It’s a lively, light-to-
medium bodied Champagne; Chardon-
nay dominates the taste. Great value at 
$40-$44 retail.

CHarleS HeidSieCk Brut réServe
Perhaps the most underrated 
Champagne house in the world. 
The Brut Réserve has 40% old-
er reserve wines in its blend (a 
very high percentage, account-
ing for its deep gold color). 
Up to eight reserve vintages 
are used, from 120 different 
vineyards. It has a rich, bis-
cuity flavor, with a medium-
to full bodied structure; made 
from 75% Pinot Noir/Pinot 
Meunier, with 25% Chardonnay. Retails 
for $50-$58. 

louiS roederer Brut Premier
One of the very best achievements of the 
highly successful house Champagne Louis 
Roederer has been the remarkable im-
provement of its NV Brut Premier, of aver-
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age quality 20 years ago but now 
one of Champagne’s best NV 
Bruts. Most of the credit goes to 
Roederer’s talented winemaker, 
Jean-Baptiste LeCaillon, who 
vowed to make the Brut Re-
serve the house’s signature 
wine. The Brut Premier is 
fresh, dryer than before, but 
firm, one of Champagne’s 
more powerful NV Bruts. It 
retails in the $40 to $49 range.

GoSSet Grande  
réServe nv Brut
Gosset makes two NV Bruts. 
Its standard Brut Excellence 
is average. Gosset’s premium 
NV, its Grande Réserve, is 
special indeed. It is made 

from half Grand Cru and half Premier 
Cru grapes. Grande Réserve is full-bodied 
and complex in flavor, and ages very well, 
even in half-bottles. Powerful, rich and 
biscuity. Retails for $58.

JaCqueSSon Cuvée
739 nv extra Brut
Jacquesson might be the best Cham-
pagne most people have never 
heard of. It is a small, tradi-
tional house known for its fairly 
light-bodied, very dry, elegant, 
complex Champagnes. Jac-
quesson rejects the idea of 
making a so-called “house 
style” every year. The own-
ers, the Chiquet brothers, 
maintain that each year’s 
NV Brut is different because 

different blends of wines are used every 
year. They number each year’s bubbly 
differently: the #739 is still available 
(based on the 2011 vintage); it will be 
followed by the 740. The brothers own 
60% of the vineyards they use, including 
many in the Grand Cru Chardonnay vil-
lage of Avize. The #739 retails for $60; a 
bit expensive for a NV, but worth it, in 
my opinion.

ruinart BlanC de BlanCS nv Brut
I hesitated to name Ruinart, 
because its Dom Ruinart, a 
luxury Champagne, is priced 
accordingly. But its NV Blanc 
de Blancs is so rich in flavor, so 
good, that it deserves to be 
priced like a Vintage Cham-
pagne. It is a cut above 
most NV Bruts, with its 
mainly Premier Cru grapes 
adding extra richness, hint-
ing of white peach and 
lemon. This Champagne is 
100% Chardonnay at its best, retailing 
for about $70. n
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Pinot Meunier grapes ready to harvest. According 
to enophile and scientist Bill Lembeck, there are 49 
million bubbles in an average bottle of Champagne. 
The sheer number matters less than the quality of the 
bubbles, which are typically smaller an longer-lasting 
than in other types of sparkling wine.

IWSR, the global data and analysis firm for the beverage alcohol industry, based on recent sales trends, is fairly bullish on 
bubbly overall. They expect compound annual growth rate (CAGR) for Champagne to be positive over the coming five years, 
although growing at a slower rate than Cava and Prosecco.

% CHANGE 
VOLUMES CAGR VOLUME CAGR VOLUME

2015 to 2016 2012 to 2016 2017 to 2021

Total Sparkling Wine 6% 6% 7%
Prosecco 21% 27% 20%

cava 5% 5% 6%
champagne 7% 5% 3%

U.S. BUBBLY GROWTH

Source: IWSR U.S. Beverage Alcohol Review


