A Journey
deep into
the heart
of the House
of Ruinart
Entering the chalk pits of the House of Ruinart you
discover its soul, glimpse its most closely guarded secrets
and get as close as possible to the spirit of Champagne
and its wines. The most prestigious sparkling wine is born
and developed in the depths of its terroir.
Each terroir covers a sub-soil. That of Champagne is
comprised of chalk formed during the Cretaceous period
(from the Latin for chalk, ‘creta’), between 60 and 80
million years ago, by an accumulation of shells and marine
micro-organisms. When the sea withdrew, the lime mud
solidified to create chalk which, with its capacity to store
large quantities of water, guarantees the vine roots ideal
irrigation whatever the season. To descend into these
sub-soils is to return to the origins of champagne.

The chalk was formed
60 to 80 million years ago

At the House of Ruinart’s historic head office, formed by
a majestic series of 18th century buildings that resemble
cavalry barracks, you reach the cellars by a staircase divided
in two by a wrought iron ramp which leads to the first
level. Here, eight metres beneath the ground, a glass door
allows the visitor to view a large room in which several key
phases in the wine’s development are conducted. Although
most of this lengthy process takes place at the surface
(transformation of the vineyard, grape harvest, vinification
and tirage), the other essential phases still occur in the
depths of the sub-soil. The disgorging for instance is carried
out behind these doors. It is necessary, however, to descend
even further into the depths of these chalk sub-soils to
witness the primordial gesture of riddling.

A world reserved
only for the initiated
The initiatory journey continues along another flight of
steps, protected by an ornate gate that leads into the
depths. As you progress on this seemingly endless descent,
with the humidity, scarce light, silence and atmosphere of
contemplation, you feel that you are approaching a world
reserved only for the initiated.

In 1931,
the Ruinart chalk pits
were the only ones
to be listed
Among these grandiose and admirable surroundings, we
can understand why, in 1931, the Ruinart chalk pits were
the only ones to be listed by a decree of the Ministère
de l’Instruction publique et des Beaux Arts as natural
sites and monuments of an artistic, historic, scientific
or picturesque character. Below, protected by a statue
of Saint-Remi, bottles of the cuvée Blanc de Blancs are
exhibited on riddling tables. A little further along, a pile of
boxes with addresses engraved in the wood bear witness to
the prestige of the House’s first customers, mostly members
of the great courts of Europe.
Similar to the previous pit, although more modest in size,
is one of the old quarries from which, since Antiquity, men
extracted chalk in blocks.

A labyrinth of
several kilometers
The staircase leads to a gallery in which several hundred
thousand bottles repose. A series of intersections and
galleries form a labyrinth several kilometres long, in which
it is easy to become lost and where the champagne attains
perfection. You then reach a first chalk pit, a huge conical
shaped hall narrowing at the top to form a shaft through
which the daylight filters. The visit however offers further
surprises as, after passing the remains of a well-lit ascending
staircase, you arrive at the top of a staircase dug into the
chalk. This staircase leads to a gigantic nave 38 metres deep,
as spacious as that of a cathedral and as white as Chardonnay,
the House of Ruinart’s emblematic grape variety.

Nearly 2,000 years ago, these blocks were used in building
construction at Durocortorum (Reims), then the capital of
Northern Gaul and the people of Rèmes, while the calcined
chalk gave lime and, reduced to powder, constituted the
blanc de Champagne indispensable for making paint and
coatings. During the Middle Ages and up until the 18th
century, the chalk pits supplied the blocks necessary for the
construction of the ramparts that surrounded the town, as
well as certain public buildings. At the same time as the
‘Cité des Sacres’ rose at the surface, the sub-soil was being
dug to form a maze of pyramidal rooms, galleries, casings
and staircases that were also to be a part of the history of
Champagne. The chalk pits served as refuges in troubled
periods, wine cellars for abbeys, wheat silos, cold storage
or passages for smugglers anxious to avoid being observed.
Moving through this world of silent whiteness lit only by
sodium lamps, we sense centuries of mystery inhabited by
secrets. Approaching the walls, it is possible to distinguish
marks left by the quarrier’s tools, irregular markings that
evoke the passage of time since this mammoth task shaped
this underground landscape. Moving your fingers over the
walls you can feel their smoothness and humidity.

Today, amazed by this unique experience, the visitor
strolling in the silent galleries of the chalk pits discovers
in this still-living place thousands and thousands of bottles
placed horizontally between thin strips of wood on what
are known as piles or head downwards on progressively
inclined desks, operations that belong to centuries-old
professions that are still being transmitted today. As soon
as the wine has been bottled, the bottles are placed in piles
in the cellars for the foam formation which gives birth to
the sparkling wine, before leaving it for a slow maturation
which lasts from three to twelve years depending upon the
cuvée. At the end of the long ageing process, the riddling is
carried out on gyropalets that reproduce ancestral gestures,
guaranteeing constant and perfect quality.

The first to install
its cellars in
subterranean
cathedrals

In the eighteenth century, Claude Ruinart, a far-sighted man
and the founder’s son, understood the potential of these
chalk pits. Located at the entrance to Reims, beneath the
Saint Nicaise hill, with their thermal stability, absence of
vibrations and perfect humidity levels, these kilometres of
abandoned galleries appeared to be ideal for storing, ageing
and preserving wine. After acquiring this grandiose site with
its three levels and eight kilometres of galleries, the oldest
champagne house was the first to install its cellars in
these subterranean cathedrals in whose shelter the wine
undergoes perfect maturation in the bottle.

The spirit of Ruinart
and champagne has
never ceased to amaze
Since then, the House of Ruinart has never left the
chalk pits, even during the First World War when, due
to bombardment, André Ruinart moved his offices there.
Despite the passage of time and the upheavals of history,
the spirit of Ruinart and champagne has never ceased to
predominate and develop here. In the 1950s and 1960s, the
chalk pits were the scene of glamorous parties attended
by film and theatre stars, writers and sportsmen who
through their presence all contributed to the spirit of the
place. Lastly, from 1982 to 2007, the chalk pits welcomed
the Trophée Bacchus awards for the best young French
sommelier, an event rapidly renamed Trophée Ruinart
which, from 1986 onwards, was exported to 34 European
countries, to advance the art of the sommelier whose
leading practitioners met in this palace of chalk every other
year for 25 years.

By installing his cellars in the chalk pits of Reims, Claude
Ruinart connected the past, present and future of
Champagne, revealing an evident coherence between
the surface where the vine grows and the sub-soil where
the champagne matures. It is from this strong interaction
between ground and sub-soil in the Champagne culture that
the term ‘vertical landscape’ is derived.

Connected the past,
the present
and the future
of champagne
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