WINE DEBATE

The argument over which are the best wine bottle stoppers continues
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THERE'S SOMETHING A LITTLE EXCITING, dare we say
romantic, about wine corks. Nothing compares to the anticipation
as you plunge in the corkscrew and wait for that magical “pop” of
the cork — certainly not the dull twist it takes to open a screwcapped
wine. Of course, nothing also compares to the disappointment that
comes with opening what promised to be a fine wine only to find it
tainted by bad cork. The ongoing argument over which closure is
preferable is set to continue, especially as new players enter the fray.

Problems with oxidation and reduction :continue to dog
screwcaps. In its 2003 annual report, the Australian Wine Research
Institute (AWRI) noted a number of quality-control issues
surrounding bottling practices which have led to the development
of oxidation, bacteriological contamination and volatile acidity
(VA) faultiness in screwcapped wine.

Following on from problems uncovered in a WINE article last
year (see “Performing Seals”, October/November 2003 issue), [
encountered similar faults while judging at the Australian
Altemative Varietals Wine Show in November 2003. As with all
previously discussed incidents, wine faults were discovered while
blind tasting with a panel of professionally qualified, Australasian
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show circuit judges. After the show, discussions surrounding wine
faultiness were cross-referenced to closure types.

Of the 18 pinot gris sealed with screwcaps, six were faulty. Three
of these suffered from oxidation or reduction, while three others had
faults related to VA and bacteria. Overall, pinot gris in screwcaps
failed anywhere from 16 to 33 per cent. Screwcaps also failed at rates
up to 50 per cent in other classes, off admittedly smaller samplings.

An article on screwcaps by the staff at Charles Sturt University
in Australion & New Zealand Grapegrower & Winemaker (March
2004) highlights the ongoing debate within academic circles over
reds bottled under screwcap. Where CSU's winery placed its whites
in screwcaps, after heated discussion its reds were sealed under cork.
Concerns raised there dealt with reduction, the need for oxygen
ingress for development and whether well-matured red wine should
end up tasting newly bottled.

In the UK, Tim Atkins MW, of The Observer newspaper, waded
into the debate last April, quoting Brian Croser’s experience with
screwcapped reds made between 1978 and 1982: “The wines are
developed, but they're tinny and flat; like stale jam. The best wines
sealed with a natural cork are better than all the screwcap wines.”
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