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The trade association for France’s most famous sparklingwine region has a motto: “Champagne 

only comes from Champagne, France.” It’s true by definition, of course. But the quality divide 

between authentic Champagne and fine froth from elsewhere has blurred considerably over the 

years.

To some extent, Champagne growers themselves have had a hand in closing the gap. Faced with 

a thirsty world and only so much land of their own, they’ve long been investing in foreign 

ventures. Think Roederer Estate, Mumm Napa and the Taittinger-owned Domaine Carneros in 

California, for example, or No. 1 Family Estate in New Zealand and Chandon Argentina.

The French bubble expanded again earlier this month, this time much closer to home in a deal 

understandably lapped up by the British press. Taittinger announced it had entered into a 

partnership with British investors to buy 69 hectares of a former apple orchard in Kent near 

Canterbury in southern England. The Champagne house expects to release its first bottles 

within a decade under the label Domaine Evremond, named after Charles de Saint-Evremond, a 

17th-century French poet, literary critic and epicurean who helped popularize Champagne in 

England and was buried in Poets’ Corner in Westminster Abbey. (I personally think Chunnel 

Bubbles would have been catchier and more poetic because it rhymes.)

The move helped underscore the point that best sparkling wines tend to be produced in cool 

climates, where grapes are able to retain requisite high acidity while hanging long enough on the 

vine each year to achieve flavour ripeness. Kent also happens to sit on the same chalky soil 

formation that runs under the English Channel all the way to Champagne in northern France.

But it does not take the credentials of a great Champagne house to identify prime sites for 

sparkling wine. Many savvy drinkers out there can testify to the impressive quality of 

homegrown offerings from British Columbia, Niagara and, more recently, Nova Scotia.

If you find even those premium wines are too expensive, or if you’re mainly looking for casual 

fizz and the sound of a popping cork on Dec. 31, there’s always prosecco. While generally made 

in a more industrial fashion compared with more expensive sparkling wines, prosecco does 
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share something in common with Champagne besides the fizz. It too only comes from one place, 

in this case northeast Italy.

Blue Mountain Reserve Brut R.D. 2007 (British Columbia)

SCORE: 92 PRICE : $39.90

If you wonder how this could merit a price approaching that of entry-level Champagne, consider 

this: The wine spent seven years aging in contact with its lees, or spent-yeast cells, a process 

considered vital for flavour development in fine sparkling wine. That’s years longer than for 

most Champagnes. Blue Mountain, owned and operated by the Mavety family, also has been 

specializing in Champagnemethod bubbly for years and got started in that endeavour with the 

help of former Piper-Heidsieck winemaker Raphaël Brisbois. This blend of equal parts pinot 

noir and chardonnay, sourced from the best vineyard sites, offers up an active froth, a yeasty, 

bready nose and flavours of intense lemon-lime and toasty brioche, set against the racy acid 

backbone that is the estate’s signature. Available direct at www.bluemountainwinery.com.

Tarlant Brut Reserve Champagne (France)

SCORE: 91 PRICE : $44.15

Here’s a huge value proposition in bona fide French Champagne. Tarlant blends an equal 

portion of all three Champagne grapes – chardonnay, pinot noir and pinot meunier – to create a 

high-tension style. Ultimately very dry, it pulls back and forth between suggestively sweet fruit 

and electric acidity. The flavours hint at baked apple, lemon pastry, toast and spices, displaying 

serious leesy-yeasty depth. Available in Ontario.

Taittinger Brut Reserve (Champagne)

SCORE: 91 PRICE : $59.95

The latest rendition of Taittinger’s house-style bone-dry reserve is comfortingly doughy yet 

fresh, with a rounded core of lemon curd and brioche balanced by bright green apple and an 

attractively dry, chalky texture. It comes in a bubble-hologram gift box for the holidays. $61.99 

in British Columbia (on sale for $56.99 until Jan. 2, 2016), various prices in Alberta, $58.96 in 

Saskatchewan, $57 in Quebec, $69 in Newfoundland.

Henry of Pelham Cuvée Catharine Estate Blanc de Blanc Carte Blanche 2010 

(Niagara)

SCORE: 91 PRICE : $44.95

Henry of Pelham has helped raise the quality bar for sparkling wine in Niagara, notably with 

cuvées that derive added creaminess and complexity from extended contact with lees as the 
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wines rest in bottle prior to release. Here’s a case in point, a vintage-dated bottling made 

entirely from chardonnay. It smells wonderfully of apple pie and shows a silky palate that 

echoes that same dessert (along with a dusting of cinnamon), framed by brilliantly tart acidity. 

Available in Ontario.

Ca’ del Bosco Cuvée Prestige Brut Franciacorta (Italy)

SCORE: 91 PRICE : $39.95

The pretty cellophane wrapping may call to mind a much more expensive wine, Cristal 

Champagne of hip hopbling fame. It makes for an impressive gift, but you might have to tutor 

your recipient regarding the quality of this product lest he or she confuse it with Italy’s more 

pedestrian sparkling wines labelled prosecco. Franciacorta, a region in the central north, prides 

itself on crafting wines every bit as equal to French Champagne. They’re produced in much the 

same way and often benefit from longer maturation periods. Ca’ del Bosco is a prominent 

producer, and this blend of chardonnay, pinot blanc and pinot noir is dry and smooth, with 

pastry-shop flavours of lemon tart and peach pie carried by a creamy mousse. $40.75 in Quebec.

Bailly Lapierre Réserve Brut Crémant de Bourgogne (France)

SCORE: 91 PRICE : $19.95

From Burgundy rather than Champagne but produced in the bottle-fermented Champagne 

style, this is a big value proposition in fine bubbly. Juicy, with a sweet pear-apple core, it comes 

with a layer of toasty, bready complexity and sharp blade of acidity. $22.79 in British Columbia.

Tawse Spark Limestone Ridge Sparkling Riesling 2013 (Niagara)

SCORE: 90 PRICE : $19.95

Fruit-forward and florally perfumed, the bone-dry Limestone Ridge 2013 showcases the riesling 

grape’s intense lemon-lime characters along with bright green apple in a lively, balanced 

package. Available in Ontario. The equally excellent 2014 is available direct at 

www.tawsewinery.ca.

Villa Sandi Prosecco (Italy)

SCORE: 89 PRICE : $13.95

Upon entering a liquor store recently, I had to step aside for a lady who was exiting with a 

flatbed cart carrying three cases of this wine. I wanted to congratulate her but she obviously had 

an urgent thirst to quench. Smart choice. What a deal. It’s classified “brut,” which is to say 

extremely dry for a sparkling wine. Yet there’s a rounded, subtly sweet core suggesting ripe pear, 
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lifted by lemon zest, carried on creamy carbonation. Various prices in Alberta, $15.85 in 

Quebec, $17.99 in New Brunswick, $9.99/375 ml in Nova Scotia, $15.08 in Newfoundland.

Bottega Prosecco Il Vino dei Poeti (Italy)

SCORE: 89 PRICE : $13.95

The froth is highly active, perhaps an asset that people seek on New Year’s (or on the Formula 

One podium), where it’s all about the pop and fizz rather than complex flavours. Yet this is fine 

prosecco, with pronounced green apple and lemon-zest characters. A crowdpleaser. $17.29 in 

British Columbia (on sale for $15.99 until Jan. 2, 2016), $17.99 in Manitoba.
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