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CHAPTER 1


GETTING STARTED: THE ORIGINS OF WINE COLLECTING AND WHERE TO BEGIN


Wine has been part of human society for centuries; for many cultures it played an important part in day-to-day life and was very much part of religious ceremonies. History records that the Romans and Greeks had an understanding of the value of terroir and style, and these two cultures were hugely influential in the naissance of the idea of higher quality wines – and such is the acquisitive nature of the human race that this in turn led to people laying in more than they needed. In other words, the first wine collections were born.
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Unlike other things that people routinely collect, wine retains a certain mystique – an air of exclusivity that people shy away from. However, if you like wine but don’t necessarily know all that much about it, you can very easily start a collection. One of the major advantages in wine collecting is that you only really learn by opening bottles and sampling the contents! In fact, if you own more than six bottles that you are not going to drink in the next week, you’ve already started your collection. We all begin at different times and at different levels – some people end up with 50 bottles under the stairs, others with 5,000 bottles in a cellar. Wine collecting isn’t just for millionaires, it’s something everyone can get involved in.
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Numerous images from Ancient Egypt show that winemaking was important even then, although there are no known hieroglyphs of cellars! (Rogers Fund 1930)








There is, in a sense, a degree of stigma attached to being a wine collector at any level, and the image of someone who knows a little about the subject being a ‘wine snob’ persists. But a quick look at why people do it, and why it’s actually a really good idea for everyone, should help to dispel this outdated myth – just as in society in general the far greater percentage of those who have an interest in wine are perfectly normal, ordinary people.


Any collection should be something that gives you pleasure. Wine is designed to complement food and be enjoyed in company, and the greater the variety of wines you have, the wider an audience you can cater for, and the more diverse the cuisine you can successfully match to your wines. When working as an educator and entertainer my most oft-used phrase about wine is that it is only any good if you like it. As much as that may sound slightly silly, what makes a particular wine ‘good’ for one person might make it unpalatable to someone else. The myriad grape varieties, styles and processes used in wine production mean that there are very few people in the world who can enjoy all of them. The other thing to remember is that wine is designed to be consumed, not curated, and just as it is a great shame for the works of the grand masters to be locked away in a vault, so too is it a shame to own wine simply for the sake of it.
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Where it all starts: these vines are just waking up from their winter slumber – who knows what this vintage will bring?
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At nineteen years old these reds are on the edge of being a little too old. The difference in level of the wine third from the left can clearly be seen. I would open this one first.








Many wines are significantly improved with storage, and this does not just apply to red wines, but includes white, rosé, sparkling and fortified wines. Wine is a complex organic compound with any number of aromas, flavours and structural factors such as tannin and acid that interact differently and change over time. By having a collection of different wines you can track the development of different products and make sure you are enjoying them at the right time.


Tastes and preferences change, and the majority of wine journeys start out with strong and simple flavours, then over time follow pathways to different regions and styles. Most people retain an affection for the wines they first enjoy, but generally with experience will buy much higher up the price list in later years. Many wines retain or increase their value over time, so if one’s palate does change it’s relatively easy to rebalance the cellar.


Wine can be a great investment – if you are lucky (and you manage not to drink it) bottles and cases can escalate hugely in value, although in many cases this is more to do with luck than judgement. Most of all, though, having a wine collection is great fun. It is unfashionable these days to talk about enjoying drinking alcohol, but a good bottle that you have looked after, and opened at the right time in the right company, is an absolute joy.





MAKING A START


They might be gifts from family, friends or work, or perhaps some dusty bottles one inherits, but at some point everyone ends up with a few bottles that are ‘special’ or ‘for best’ – a special birthday, a wedding gift, often champagne, sometimes from a birth year or an anniversary vintage. More often than not these bottles get forgotten, and by the time that special occasion rolls around they are past their best because they have not been looked after properly. Far better to open a wine too soon than too late!
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This wonderful white should continue to develop for a decade or two, but recent experiences with this region suggest that early drinking is no bad thing.
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A truly special bottle, but one can see from the colour that this is now possibly on the turn – if only someone had consumed it five years ago….








My own descent down the slippery slope to the cellar began when I took what was supposed to be a short-term job working in a wine shop in London. It wasn’t quite Aladdin’s cave given that it was in a railway arch next to Vauxhall Station, but the focus of the manager was very firmly on being able to sell to the customers from a position of knowledge. Happily for me that meant I had to try as many of the wines in the shop as possible, and as you might imagine this was enthusiastically pursued by my 21-year-old self. Two months later I got married, and as a gift my colleagues gave my wife and I six different bottles of wine – and so my collection was born. I would like to say that we still have one of these bottles, but in those days we were enthusiastic consumers more than collectors, so the empties have long been consigned to the recycling bin.


An expansion of the collection was forced upon us due to some over-catering on my part with the wines for our wedding reception. At the time it was both very cheap and very easy to go across the English Channel to Calais where an abundance of retailers awaited. As it turned out, almost all were closed on a Sunday, and for the first time in my life (also the last time) I actually followed the directions on a sign held by a man standing in a car park. A short trip up the A16 and we arrived at the excellent ‘Franglais’ wine store. Olivier was on hand to assist us in buying some (very) inexpensive wines, and I couldn’t resist a quick look at the small section of older wines on offer. A half-bottle of Chapoutier Rivesaltes 1957 caught my eye: 8 euros. When my fiancée wasn’t looking I slipped it into the trolley. At the time the wine was almost exactly twice as old as me, and for 8 euros it would have been a crime not to have bought it. 23 years later and several return trips to Calais yielded various vinous gems, including a number of other vintages of the Rivesaltes (I still have two half-bottles of 1974 left at the time of writing). ‘Franglais’ is now ‘Olivier Vins et Compagnie’, and the eponymous Olivier is still there.
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Now 50 years old, these bottles are drinking beautifully.











LESSONS IN STORING WINE


Back to 1999, and despite the enthusiastic efforts of our thirsty wedding guests we were left with several cases of our wedding wine. This happy accident led to my first real experience of how a wine develops over time, and indeed my first experience of when one should get on with drinking up a wine rather than hanging on to it in the expectation of it getting any better. Chantovent Merlot from the Pays d’Oc was a very easy-drinking red, which, stored in the spare room of our ground-floor flat in Greenwich for over about a year, improved with age: the acidity got a little lower and the tannins became softer – but truth be told it was nothing special, and mostly went into the Bolognese sauce (a cardinal sin putting French Merlot in a Bolognese: more on that later in the book). Chantovent Sauvignon Blanc started life as bright and fresh and easy drinking as you could wish for on a warm August evening, but sadly by the following March it had lost the freshness that made it so appealing – we should simply have given it away, but one lives and learns.
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François Cotat is considered to be the very best producer of Sauvignon Blanc in the world. Wines from this estate take many years to reach their full potential.








Lesson one when starting out is therefore this: that red wine in general keeps better and will improve more with age than white. However, like so many things vinous, this is not a hard and fast rule, and there are numerous exceptions. Some of the greatest Sauvignon Blancs in the world age majestically for many years and are far more complex and rewarding after a decade or more in the cellar than they are when released. Equally some of the greatest pleasure with red wine can be had when they are youthful and exuberant, full of fruit and refreshing acidity, with a lustre and shine that they can lose with the onset of time. It is a complicated business. If you are on the threshold of starting your collection, or if you have a few bottles, as we did, that for various reasons you wish to hang on to, how then should you go about storing them so they do in fact improve, or at least do not spoil?


Winemaking practices over the last few years have improved enormously, and as a result it is now much more common to find well-made wines with depth and interest even at lower price points than they used to be. The ‘lesser’ wines of the well-known regions are now considerably better than they once were, and the areas that used to produce fairly ‘agricultural’ wines have similarly improved with investment and advances in technology. Global warming has also played a part, with alcohol levels now higher in many regions – simply put, more warmth and sun means riper grapes, which in turn means more sugar in the berries for the yeasts to turn into alcohol. However, just because you start out with a better product overall, this does not mean that poor or incorrect storage cannot wreak havoc. As mentioned earlier, there are few absolutes with wine – for example, the rise of alternative closures means that many wines not under cork no longer need to be laid on their side for storage; however, there are some common enemies that will affect all wines regardless of their closure.



The Ideal Environment for Wine Storage


The classic description of an ideal environment for wine storage is a cool, dark underground cellar away from vibration and with good humidity. Now for most people the concept of owning a house at all is a daunting one, still less one with an underground room that one can afford to devote solely to wine storage. When you are starting out, you simply need to do your best to achieve as many of the stabilising factors as you can – and you will be surprised at how easy this is to achieve (assuming, of course, that you don’t have 600 bottles to look after!).


The most basic thing to know about wine is that exposure to oxygen will make it begin to age. Any factor that accelerates the oxidation process will mean that the wine ages more quickly, and that can mean to a point where it is past its peak – so we need to do everything we can to control that process. Of all the factors we need to control, foremost among them is heat.


Avoid High Temperatures


High temperatures, and in particular sharp fluctuations in temperature, are the enemy of wines you are storing. As noted above, wine is a natural, organic substance (not to be confused with natural wine or organic wine, which we will address later in the book), and just like any other consumable, it deteriorates more quickly when warm. The reasons for this are manifold and have to do with the organic and chemical structure of the product. Again, there are highly detailed and scientific explanations here, but the main point is that it is important to keep your wines at a relatively cool, relatively constant temperature. White wines are generally more fragile than reds, and heat issues manifest themselves more quickly and more obviously in whites. Reds have the benefit of more ‘structure’ due to the colour in them being extracted from the skins of the grapes they are made from, and because of the resultant natural chemicals that are released into the wine, the most commonly known being tannins.




[image: image]




Heavy oxidation is evident in the Puligny Montrachet – the wines are very dark in colour and have thrown a very obvious sediment. The Fixin started life as a red wine, but now is quite clearly a pale brown – and neither is likely to be very much fun to drink! Two classic examples of wines that should have been enjoyed long since.









What to Look Out For


The first sign of an issue with white wines is the colour. Wines that are clear, light gold and vibrant-looking start to darken and can turn an unpleasant shade of brown. This is a sign of oxidation, and although there are other causes, heat damage is the most common cause of this happening. Oddly, in some cases oxidation is actively sought after as a trait and is considered a big benefit to the flavour profile of the wine – but in general terms one is looking for freshness of fruit, and not a nutty, sherryish aroma and flavour.


Reds are harder to judge. In more extreme cases you might see corks starting to protrude from bottles or signs of seepage through the closure. Just as white wines darken with age, so red wines get lighter, and this can sometimes be seen through the glass of the bottle, even if it is a dark green. Simply hold the bottle up to the light and look at the colour visible in the neck. You should see a red hue, even if dealing with a wine of some age. Really old wines might be described as ‘golden’ in the case of whites, and ‘brick red/ochre’ in the case of reds.


Visual cues are not always there, however, so if you open your red and encounter a slightly burnt fruit aroma, then you may well have a heat problem. Essentially heat-damaged wines are fairly unpleasant and rarely retain much fruit character. Even worse than a slightly higher-than-ideal temperature are severe fluctuations in temperature in a short space of time. A wine rack in the corner of the kitchen is not a great place to have it, but one next to the oven is much worse. A cupboard under the stairs may seem an ideal place to store wines (indeed it can be, and that is exactly where my first effort at keeping more than a few bottles went), but it is no use whatsoever if the hot water pipes to the boiler run through it, or even worse if the boiler itself is in there. Not too long ago I visited a property with a wonderful cellar, filled with wine racks. The racks were filled with bottles, right up to the top where the water pipes were busy boiling the contents of about 30 bottles of champagne.
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This is what happens when your prized champagne is stored next to hot water pipes!









Solving the Heat Problem


How to fix it? Well, the first and most obvious step is to avoid the things I have mentioned. Flats are a harder prospect as heat rises, and in a two-storey house a room upstairs even with the radiator off is not as good as a ground-floor room. Insulation is your friend – it’s very tempting to take wines out of the box and put them on display, but a double-lined cardboard box is actually much better at maintaining a constant temperature. As you progress you may want to consider a wine fridge – there are plenty of affordable ones on the market, and many new kitchens include them. However, I always find they are somehow never quite big enough…


Avoid Exposure to Light


Now you have achieved a stable temperature, your next challenge is an unusual one in that light exposure is another factor to think about when storing wines. If we return to the idea of wine being an organic thing, then this makes a little more sense in context. Oil paintings are made using natural colours and they are kept away from sunlight as this will cause those colours to fade. A freshly cut bunch of flowers will also fade away to brown over a short period of time if exposed to sunlight. With wine, it is important to remember that the chemicals within wine that govern colour, structure and flavour are all linked, so if a wine changes colour, it will also have changed flavour, and in all likelihood its structure will also have been altered.
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The glass of these bottles is in fact clear and the contents pink, but the yellow wrapper protects the wine from the effects of light.








The relative longevity that a wine has is broadly reflected in what we see before us on shelves and tables. Rosé wines are largely made to be enjoyed in their youth, the colour being something that certainly attracts buyers, and so they are often presented in clear glass bottles. Leave one of those on a shelf in the wine store for too long, however, and it will start to show signs of what is known as ‘light strike’. This unfortunate issue is thought to be due to the rapid changes in the wine’s chemical structure, and results in an unpleasant aroma and flavour more akin to cabbage than fresh fruit. Wines that are acknowledged as delicate but which can improve considerably with age – such as most champagnes – are bottled in very dark glass so as to avoid this problem. A notable exception, of course, is Louis Roederer Cristal, but the clear glass bottle is swathed in a protective film to combat the dreaded light strike. You will also see that the wines of the more famous red regions are all in dark green or in some cases brown glass – Bordeaux, Barolo, Burgundy, Rioja and so on.


Avoid Vibration and Movement


Some people insist that vibration and movement should be avoided at all costs. My view here is that this is simply a part of the other ideal conditions for storage. A wine cellar does not tend to see much in the way of vibration, unless it is situated above a London underground line. The reason you would avoid storing your wines on top of the washing machine is not the vibration when it is on spin cycle – you simply wouldn’t. It is certainly true that excessive continuous vibration can cause damage, but this is not something that need concern the modest collector at an early stage in their journey.


Take Account of Humidity


Humidity is, of course, quite naturally allied to the other factors already mentioned – a hot and dry environment is not great for wine’s long-term health, not only because of the heat factor, but also if the wine is under cork then a lack of humidity can cause the cork to dry out. This in turn can lead to an imperfect seal, the ingress of oxygen, and the ruination of the wine. Too much humidity can in rare cases cause mould issues but in general is more of a problem for the integrity of wine labels. Labels are important if you are selling wines, but if you are buying them to drink it really doesn’t matter what the label looks like if the contents of the bottle taste good.





MANAGING YOUR COLLECTION


Humble beginnings can lead to great things, and if you are not careful, before you know it the hallway is constantly full of wine boxes and you are searching around for suitable places to put things. Given that this can happen quite quickly, you need to consider where best and how best to keep your growing collection, and how to manage it properly. This also ties in to where to go to find the wines that will form the foundation of your collection. Remember it is just as important to actually consume some of the wines you buy as it is to build up your stocks. As I often say – quality control is vital!


Beware Travel Shock


Most wines will suffer from a degree of travel shock – opening them immediately they come through the door is hard to resist, but resist you must. Way back in the mists of time when I was working in retail we had a new arrival appear, a wine called Onix Priorat, which must have been a 1996 or 1997. As always we took a bottle from the case and opened it on the tasting counter for the staff and customers to try. It was a high-scoring and much trumpeted wine but it tasted absolutely awful. I still remember the ultra-acidic, over-tannic, slightly soapy flavour to this day. We flatly refused to sell any of it for three months, then went back for a second look – and on this occasion it was still acidic, still tannic, but now had a full and fruit-driven nose of dark fruits and spice that was totally different to the first time round. The wine had not ‘aged’ or ‘developed’, it was just playing up.



Beware the ‘Shock’ of Bottling


This can also be the case with recently bottled wines. They may taste open and fruity from the barrel, but the ‘shock’ of bottling seems to close them down somehow, such that they become a shadow of what they should be. Many winemakers now bottle their wines with a small injection of inert gas on the surface of the liquid (there is always a small gap known as the ‘ullage’ space between the bottom of the closure and the top of the liquid) and occasionally too much gas gets in and it becomes absorbed into the liquid. This can lead to a slight spritz in the wine, which can be a little off-putting. A gentle shake with your thumb over the bottle neck and release of the pressure will usually sort this out.


Stock Rotation


Working out what needs drinking up, what needs keeping to improve, and what will not really benefit either way is key to managing your collection, whether it is six bottles or 600, and how you go about that will depend on the overall size of what you are storing. For most people, ground zero is a wine rack. These come in various shapes and sizes, but remember the first rule: keep it away from major heat fluctuations, so not near the oven or a radiator or the hot water pipes. If you can, put it into a cupboard, with wines for drinking up at the top, and wines for keeping lower down. The next step for many is a wine fridge – counter top, under the counter, free-standing: there are myriad options out there that will do different things for you (we’ll look at this in detail later on).


Finding the Wines You Like


Where to go to find the wines that build your groundwork once you have decided you want to start down the collector’s road (or start down the slippery slope as we often say in the wine trade) is the last factor in getting you started. Just as with so many things to do with wine in general, this is not a simple process, but is made up of several explorable avenues. It may sound over-simplistic, but the single most important factor is what you like: what flavours, what styles, what countries and what regions. It can be as simple as ‘I like red wines’, or as complex as ‘I really enjoy dry, high-acidity wines with citrus fruit and mineral character, and I really don’t like any sweetness, tropical fruit or oak influence.’ Having a wine collection, however small, of wines that society tells you are the ‘right’ ones is no use whatsoever if you don’t actually enjoy drinking them. Buying for investment is another chapter entirely, and this rule doesn’t necessarily apply to that – but for the here and now of starting out, it’s vital to understand what you like and why.


Finding Out How Long to Store your Wines


One of the major problems facing the novice collector is understanding what needs drinking up, what needs a year, what needs three, and what needs five or more. Waiting too long can result in a tired and over-the-hill wine that lacks fruit and interest, but pulling the cork or twisting off the screwcap too soon can result in a mouthful of closed-down, unpalatable grape juice. A short cut to gaining this knowledge is to try wines side by side that are essentially the same, but different ages. This sounds easy, but in practice it can be hard to achieve, and expensive. Any wine merchant worth the name will be able to give you advice here, but again there is no substitute to gaining this understanding through tasting. This can be achieved best these days by shopping online, or even going to the supermarket. Most online retailers will have a range of wines from the same area from different years, and most higher-end supermarkets will similarly offer a degree of choice. Of course there will be differences, unless you are able to buy several vintages of the same wine.




[image: image]




Known as a ‘vertical’, this selection of six different vintages shows not only a wine’s development over time, but also the character of each individual vintage.








The next step in the process is to find a wine shop, a proper one, with people who actually know and care what they are talking about. Independent wine shops are by far the best places to find enthusiastic and honest assistance in buying things that you will enjoy, and will be able to cellar with confidence. I would, however, counsel against going to any shop that deals only in ‘natural’ wines as a starting point: the jury is firmly out on the longevity of the overall style of wine, and those who champion it can be a little overzealous. That is not to say, of course, that natural wines cannot age, nor that they are somehow not as good as their non-natural counterparts – it is more that natural wines by the very nature of their manufacture are more prone to faults than ‘normal’ wines. Many producers are now moving towards organic, biodynamic and ‘natural’ winemaking, as technology has improved and the science behind winemaking becomes more widely understood.


When dealing with a merchant your approach should be to outline what it is that you enjoy, what you are looking for in terms of time and quantity for maturation, and of course how much you are willing to spend. Many wines are capable of improving with age, but this differs greatly both in terms of the time needed and the results sought. As a general rule, however, the higher the retail price of a wine, the more likely it is to have greater depth and complexity, which will usually only emerge given some age. This is true of all types of wine – white, red, rosé, sweet wines, sparkling wines and fortifieds. Happily there are also countless styles of wine that do not really benefit from ageing and are in fact best consumed in their youth, so you will have plenty to drink whilst you are waiting for your collection to mature.




CHAPTER 2


THE NEXT STEPS: BRANCHING OUT AND GROWING YOUR OWN COLLECTION


Having made a start and perhaps spent some serious money on purchasing a few things that will need time to mature, you now need to consider some more robust and large-scale storage solutions. A number of factors should be considered, and some are perhaps a little more unusual than you might think. A common mistake is to only consider a solution for what you already own, as opposed to what you might actually want or need to buy in the short to medium term. Believe me when I say it is much better to look at your space and see that it is only a quarter full, than it is to realise that you haven’t got room for the case of Chianti that has just arrived. Eventually you are likely to outgrow whatever space you have chosen and then it will be time to upgrade, or possibly rationalise your collection by selling some of it – but more on that later.
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Whilst it may look good, storing wines like this for any period of time can be actively bad for them.












STORAGE SOLUTIONS


It is extremely common for people to overrate the quality of the wines they own (at least in terms of value) and the quality of the storage they need to keep it in, the theory being that if you have expensive wine you therefore need to invest more in your storage solution than if you have more modest buying habits. This, like so many things wine-related, is a myth, but one that is both correct and incorrect at the same time. If you have the right conditions within your house to store low-quality wine, those same conditions will be just as good for storing finer wines. Equally, the more you invest in your wine storage solution, the better the conditions will be for all your wines, not just the better examples. Of course, if you are only buying specific wines for short-term drinking then storage need not be too much of a concern; however, it still needs to go somewhere, and unless you are buying ‘on the day’ then you may as well make sure it is all kept in the best conditions available.
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A classic ‘starter’ storage solution: the polystyrene inners from wine boxes provide both access and insulation.








The Understairs Cupboard


Leaving aside those living in flats for now, most people will have some sort of understairs cupboard or storage area. Often the home of the household cleaning appliances, this area can make a very good starting point for keeping a growing collection. Careful use of the space by employing a simple wine rack on one side and then perhaps cases on the other can yield a surprising amount of storage. However, this will only work if you have a proper degree of insulation, and there are no hot water pipes running through.


As we have seen, the maintenance of a stable temperature (preferably a relatively low one) is the key to successful maturation of your bottles. The fluctuations in temperature caused by the presence of hot water pipes, or prolonged exposure to heat, will be injurious to the wines, so if the space is subject to either of these then it must be avoided. A simple week-long test of the temperature will tell you all you need to know, and this is best done with the heating on in the house so as to create the worst possible conditions for storing wine.
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Even more modest wines benefit from being stored correctly.
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These wines have been stored in dry conditions for too long and are all leaking. The cork in the bottle on the right of the photo has in fact shrunk so much it has fallen into the bottle.








Modern materials mean that it is possible to buy insulated plasterboard with a very high insulation value that is also very thin, and as it is easily cut to shape you could consider lining your space with this. It will narrow things a little but it will provide peace of mind. I would not necessarily advocate storing your Romanée Contis in such a space, but for the collector who is early on in their journey, this can provide an adequate and affordable option in the short to medium term.


One issue that is sometimes a problem for truly long-term storage (especially if most of your bottles are under cork) is a lack of humidity. Most homes are well insulated and centrally heated, and this tends to mean a slightly drier atmosphere. In extremis this can lead to corks drying out from the top and causing an imperfect seal, allowing the ingress of oxygen. This is a gradual process, however, and does take some time, so should not be too much of a concern in the medium term.


Larger Spaces: Garage, Outbuilding, Warehouse


For those fortunate enough to have a garage or other outbuilding, this may seem on the face of it to be a far better option for wine storage long term, largely because there is more room. Certainly it can be an excellent choice, but there may be disadvantages that need to be addressed. South- or west-facing walls should be avoided, as outbuildings tend to be only single skin and not insulated. Equally, proximity to the door, especially in garages, can lead to sharp fluctuations in temperature, which may cause damage to your collection. This calls to mind one client who had racks and cases on the entire north wall, but an easterly aspect to the entrance. The result was that the wines closest to the door were severely heat damaged and not suitable for either sale or consumption, but those further back were in a far better state. This phenomenon can be true even for large dedicated wine storage buildings used by the trade, if they are what is known as ‘ambient’ storage.


Some years ago a major UK wine retailer secured a parcel of mature Riojas that had been lying in a warehouse in Spain. Along with various other wine friends I purchased several cases of various wines. It soon became clear that some of these cases had been stored adjacent to the wall that had received direct sunlight, with the result that the wines had oxidised swiftly and become undrinkable. Other cases from further into the store were insulated from the worst of the heat by those next to them, and turned out to be far better.


Ambient or Passive Storage


‘Ambient’ storage is effectively where no intervention is made in terms of either temperature or humidity regulation. The theory is that with a very large space with a very high ceiling, the ambient temperature is likely to be lower than a smaller space and it will change far more gradually. This effect can be seen if you walk into a barn or other large building on a hot summer’s day, and then go into a shed, for instance. The difference is immediately apparent. Understairs cupboards are therefore ambient, as are garages or indeed any other space where no intervention is made. Another widely used term for this is ‘passive’ storage, which I suppose is self-explanatory: if you are not actively doing anything to alter the conditions, you are storing passively.






THE WINE FRIDGE


The next port of call for most people is the wine fridge. These can range from an inbuilt kitchen appliance that holds very few bottles, to six-foot tall units that hold several hundred bottles if you cram them in correctly. They also vary in price from the affordable to the astronomical. As there are myriad options, it pays to do your research before making a commitment. As a rule, the larger the appliance the more expensive it will be, as you would expect; however, much as it is worth looking at the 1er-cru price versus the village Chablis on any wine list, the incremental difference between a fridge that holds 200 bottles and one that holds 100 is relatively small. We are not here to advertise specific makes or models, but as an example a quick comparison using a well-known search engine reveals two models from the same well-respected and middle-of-the-pack manufacturer where you can buy double the capacity for only 1.2 times the price. Of course you may have other practical considerations, such as where you might put a six-foot tall appliance that is, after all, a luxury – but this is worth bearing in mind, particularly in the context of what I mentioned earlier about no amount of space ever really being enough.
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As you can see, this particular wine fridge is very definitely filled to capacity. What the owner will do if they want the bottle with the gold wire on is anyone’s guess – wine bottle jenga is not to be recommended!








Wine fridges are quiet, can be very elegant to look at, and can be installed virtually anywhere. As they are ‘coolers’ more than ‘fridges’ they also tend to last for a long time as the machinery is not being asked to do very much. Looking at them purely from a storage perspective, what you effectively have is a ‘mini cellar’, with the constant cool temperature and settled humidity found in the most ideally sited subterranean cellars. This versatility and flexibility means that wine fridges are an ideal solution for anyone living in a flat or a house with no obvious ambient storage suitable for wines. The choice is endless, and you can buy models that allow you to store and therefore serve wines at differing temperatures within the unit, the theory being that white wines are stored cooler than reds, and in the most advanced examples, even that the various areas within the unit reflect the conditions encountered in the region or country that the wine is from.


In my view the only real practical purpose here is for service, not storage. An assortment of scientific papers claim that wine X should be stored at temperature Y in order to achieve optimum maturation – though I would question this logic, as wine is so subjective. Even the greatest and most highly respected of critics will admit to having a partiality for something, so dealing in absolutes with wine is nearly impossible. Different people prefer wines at different stages of their development, so saying that wine X is ‘best’ when the tannins have faded and the tertiary flavours have developed is anathema to a person who prefers a wine with tannic grip and immediate fruit flavours. In my view, any wine that is likely to improve or evolve over time will benefit from a constant low temperature, darkness and a decent humidity level. Anything else is gilding the lily.




[image: image]




This full-height unit from one of the major manufacturers offers full temperature control and a sliding drawer system for ease of access.








An added benefit of some fridges is that it allows your collection to be on display, something that is important to many collectors. Producers spend a long time coming up with labels that are elegant and distinctive (well mostly, though some are a little risky!). I would recommend choosing a smoked glass option, and if you do choose clear glass the unit should be kept away from direct sunlight. This avoids the ‘light strike’ issue mentioned in the previous chapter. Prolonged exposure is worse, but even short exposure can cause unpleasant smells to creep in. Prolonged exposure is worse, but even a short exposure has been known to cause a problem. Wines affected by light strike have a distinctive aroma of lightly boiled cabbage!
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