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Starting a wine collection? Do what the experts do: Taste lots of wine

here are a thousand ways to skin a

grape, and whether you're a serious

wine collector or a fledgling enthu-
siast, there are a few things to consider when
starting your own wine collection. Let’s face
it, unless you can live in your cellar, it's wise
to set up a budget to determine what kinds of
bottles to buy.

If you don't plan to drink the wine as fast
as you can collect it, Arnie Millan, sommelier
and educator at Esquin Wine Merchants, sug-
gests buying a mix of ready-to-drink wine
and bottles that will age. “You should have
the ‘hard day, weather’s rotten, treat yourself
tonight’ bottles for $10 to $25, the *having
guests over or bringing a gift’ wines for $30
to s50; and the ‘celebratory special occasion’
wines for $50 and up,” he says. To decide how
much of each to include in your collection,
answer a few questions: What kind of enter-
taining do I do? What's my weekly consump-
tion? Do I want the bottles in my cellar to be
drinkable now, later, or both? Am I collecting

1§ an investment? (If you answer yes to the

last question, that means you’'ll probably
never drink the wine you collect. A common
misunderstanding is that wine will become
more valuable over time, but only a handful
of wines in the world will increase in value
and, to profit, you have to sell.)

Once you've decided on your approach, start
your research and development. In other
words, taste lots of wine. The key is to trust
your palate. Esquin holds free wine tastings,
and Seattle has an abundance of classes, tast-
ings, and wine dinners year-round. Wine clubs
provide an easy way to try a variety of wines,
and magazines are excellent resources for ad-
vice and education. Wine Spectator, for example,
lists “Value Wines,” a good source for buying
wines from around the world. Knowing that as
you taste, your palate will evolve, be mindful of
overbuying, “People make the mistake of buy-
ing everything they like by the case,” says Ryan
Allison, a collector and owner of online retailer
AWineStore.com, Allison made that error and
is now sitting on several cases of 'g7 California

Cabthatisn't holding up as well as expected.
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If you're looking for wines that do age, buy
wines that have a track record. Wine critics,
including The Wine Advocate’s Robert Parker Jr.
and Steve Tanzer of International Wine Cellar try
to predict when a wine will peak based on
tasting and assessing its characteristics. “It
comes down to a judgment call,” says Millan.

“Unfortunately, the critics rarely agree, so the
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implication is that you need multiple bottles of
each wine to open over time.” Allison takes no
chances. He buys three bottles and a magnum
(1.5 liters) of a single wine and follows it through
its lifetime. If a wine is expected to age

years, Allison might open a bottle at three

then five, then seven. As the wine reaches its
peak, he can enjoy the magnum as the culminat-
ing celebration. Because of the size, magnums
will hold for an extra year or so.

Once you've started to acquire wines, you'll
want to keep track of them. There are countless
cellar-management software programs, but two
of the best are free. CellarTracker.com, founded
by Seattleite Eric ne, automates your inven-
tory and compiles tasting notes from other peo-
ple. Or, use a simple Excel spreadsheet, | !
the producer, wine designation, vintage, region,
number of bottles, and ageability.

Storage is equally important. A cellar should
be kept at 55 degrees Fahrenheit with about 70
percent humidity. And if your home isn't suited
for a wine cellar, keep your collection in a storage
locker. Some stores like Esquin rent wine lockers
that provide the conditions for proper wine stor-
age. Allison has plans to open a 3,000-square-foot
retail space on Mercer Island in February: His
Cellar 46 will house a wine shop, personal wine-
storage lockers, and a wine bar. He hopes to
create a Starbucks-style “extended living room”
for wine, where customers can pull a bottle from
their locker, pay a small corkage fee ($10-$15),
and share it with friends in the wine bar.

Like the idea of a wine collection, but have no

]

space, time, or inclinatio “or $600, Cellar 46

will set you up with two c: of wine, prepack-

aged as an “instant cellar.

STORE YOUR WINE




