DAWN DAVIES, SELFRIDGES

TRADE PROFESSIONALS

he wine list at Selfridges is
dominated by the French
section, which occupies
around half the 31-page list. But
in the two and a half years or
so since she has taken over the
buying at this famous London

department store, whose
frontage in Oxford Street is
reckoned to have the highest
shopping footfall anywhere in
London (especially in the run-up
to Christmas), former sommelier

Dawn Davies has overhauled the
list and the pricing.

FLAVOURS FROM FRANCE

It’s not really fair to call her a ‘former
sommelier’, as she brings a fresh
sommelier type approach to the wine
buying department, something which
Ewan Venters, Selfridges Food and
Restaurants Director wanted when he
first employed her back in March 2007
but also because she oversees the team
of expert wine waiters in the Wonder
Bar for those customers that prefer to
have table service rather than select
their own wines from the 50 or so that
are regularly offered by the glass there.
What’s more when | speak to her
in early November she is working
flat out as maitre sommelier in the
‘pop-up’ restaurant which brings the
celebrated cooking of Michelin-starred
chef Pierre Koffmann’s La Tante Claire
back to the capital. So she has left
the day-today running of the 2,000 sq
ft wine, Champagne and spirits shop
to her capable team for the moment
(although La Tante Claire was only
meant to be open for a fortnight the
restaurant is now in its second month
and doesn’t close till the near the end
of November).

Champagne as a category is a good
example of Dawn Davies’ approach and
over the past two years she has reduced
the number of major international
brands represented, introducing several
smaller, lesser known quality houses plus
an exciting selection of some of the best
growers’ Champagnes that are available
in the UK. This has been an entirely
deliberate decision by Davies: “We can’t
really compete with the High Street
on price, so we have to offer value in a
different way.” That is by selling more
wines that aren’t that widely available
outside restaurants.

Currently 14, roughly half the selection
of non-vintage Champagnes, come from
individual growers, with prices for these
wines starting at £29.99 for the Veuve
Fournay Blanc de Blancs that’s made by
the Fournay brothers Emmanuel and
Charles-Henry based in the premier
cru of Vertus, one of the southernmost
villages in the Cote des Blancs.

While prices for some of the growers’
non-vintage styles are below the £50
mark, growers also account for six of the
eight most expensive non-vintage styles
including the most pricey — Jacques
Selosse, Substance Blanc de Blancs
at £160, that’s £25 more than Krug
Grande Cuvée. The other three grower
producers in this group are also people
who have an international reputation.
Pierre Larmandier of Larmandier-
Bernier who is also based in Vertus;
his friend Jéréme Prévost a disciple
of Selosse whose tiny production of
oakaged Pinot-Meunier Champagnes
have their own cult following and Henri
Giraud whose Code Noir Pinot Noir
comes from the Grand Cru of Ay and is
priced at £95.

The wines from quite a few of these
growers have little or actually no
dosage — like the Larmandier Terre
de Vertus non-dosé style priced at
£49.99-- so they are not exactly the
sort of Champagnes that many people
will have experienced. “The selection
is really down to my personal taste,”
says Davies, “but | like to work with the
growers, they are the sort of people you
can believe in and you can scrutinise
every aspect of their production.”

She concedes however that they are
outside most consumers’ experience of
Champagne and “selling them is really
down to my staff getting enthused
about the wines. But we have training
every week on Friday and people like
Nick Brookes at Vine Trail are very
good at coming in and talking about the
wines, so the staff are knowledgeable
enough to speak confidently about the
wines to customers.”

It also helps to deal with someone like
Vine Trail who have more than ten
different growers’ represented on their
list as this enables Davies to get quite a
range from one supplier. “We couldn’t
use a supplier just to get one growers’
Champagne otherwise the whole
operation would become a nightmare.
Vine Trail makes it logistically possible.
We've taken on four Gosset wines
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