                    “Corked” wines Uncorked
                                            Dr. Law Chi Lim 
You have just ordered a bottle of wine at a fancy restaurant. The sommelier skillfully uncorks the wine and pours a mouthful for you to taste. You picked the glass, swirled the wine around in a seemingly professional manner, sniff it and ……. Yuck! The wine smell as though someone has put an unwashed old sock in your glass! What is going on ? 

Well, if you are into drinking wine, sooner or later you are bound to come across some bottles of wine that just do not smell or taste right. Most of the time, however, you are just too polite to say anything about it --- you may be a guest at a party or someone has brought this funny smelling wine to your home or you are simply not 100% sure. But, then, how come that some wine can smell like your old unwashed socks?

“Corked” wine 

A “corked” wine is a wine that has been bottled with a cork that is contaminated with TCA ( 2,4,6,- Trichloranisole) and related compounds which gave the wine a characteristic odour, variously described as resembling a moldy newspaper, wet dog, damp cloth, or damp basement. Previously it was thought that these offending chemicals are formed in the wine when the cork is contaminated with moulds that grow on the cork. However, it has been shown that wines can be tainted with these compounds for a variety of reasons( Note 1). But somehow they are all related to the cork being a natural product from the cork oak tree.

In a 2005 study of 2800 bottles tasted at the Wine Spectator blind-tasting facilities in Napa, California, 7% of the bottles were found to be tainted. This, in fact, would translate into at least one bad bottle of wine out of every 15 bottles. Modern wine makers have turned to other devices like synthetic corks and screw-caps to try to overcome this problem. However, there has yet to be any universal consensus on this issue because synthetic corks and screw-caps do have their own problems : the former do not last too long before they start to leak and the latter has the theoretical problem of the building up of sulphur compounds in time with the lack of oxygen in the wine. 
But oxygen in wine? What oxygen? You may ask. Yes, a small amount of air is always trapped within a wine bottle after a cork has been inserted and the wine interacts with this small amount of air for the wine to slowly evolve in the bottle. In fact, oxygen does penetrate cork-sealed bottles at a rate of less than 0.001c.c./day ( Note 2). While some experts argue that bottle maturation is essentially anaerobic, comparative studies of screw-caps and cork-sealed wines do have different taste after a fixed storage time, indicating that oxygen must have some effect on the maturation of wine , especially for wines that are made to last several decades. However, for cork-sealed bottles, such oxygen penetration is variable and unpredictable and dependent on the quality of the cork. While good quality corks may last 20-30 years, others may not. So be wary of some really old vintage wines. Once a cork loses its resilience and strength, it loses its sealing ability too, and the wine will quickly become oxidized when large amount of oxygen starts slipping in. I have recently tasted one bottle of 1986 Chateau Talbot, one of 1998 Chateau Haut-Batailley, and one of 1970 Chateau Latour that have gone bad because of this. 
It seems that screw-cap is the answer to improve the consistence of wine, especially with good quality cork more difficult to find and becoming more expensive. There is no doubt that screw-cap wines tend to stay fresher and longer than cork-sealed bottles. This would be particularly significant with wines like New World Sauvignon Blanc which need to be drunk fresh. Nevertheless, many people still equate screw-caps with low quality super-market wines-------although I must say that there are quite a few good quality and good value supermarket wines around these days. Such consumer bias will take some time to change before screw-caps can be accepted generally. As a step in this direction, New Zealand wines (red or wine) have recently gone 100% screw-caps while Australian wines are catching on the trend, and it is expected we will be seeing more and more premium wines using screw-caps in the future. 
Wines with bad corks
My experience is that if you have a bottle of wine which tastes bad ( apart from the fact that some wines, especially cheap ones, taste really bad, of course), it is mostly likely due to the fact that someone has stood the wine upright for an extended period of time . Under such circumstances, when the cork is not kept moist by the wine, it will dry up and shrink and allow air to slip into the bottle and the wine will become oxidized and turn into vinegar. Many people call this sort of wine “corked” ------- which is fair enough as the fault lies in the cork. The thing is, how do you recognise such a “corked” wine?
I recently had the misfortune of acquiring 16 bottles of “corked” red wines. They were 12 bottles of 2003 Falesco Montiano ( an Italian wine rated 90 Points by Robert Parker) , and 6 bottles of 2000 Quinault l'Enclos 2000 ( a St. Emillion wine rated 92-94 points by Parker ). Well , I suppose it is probably not 100% misfortune because, having tasted 16 bottles of such bad wines consecutively (plus the Talbot, Haut-Batailley, and Latour mentioned earlier) , I think I am now confident enough to return any wine in any restaurant when I think it is bad. Now, let me share with readers my experience.
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The first clues to tell you something is wrong may occur when you uncork the wine. For some of these bottles, you may actually be able to push the cork down the neck of the bottle with the corkscrew, something that one cannot normally do ( pic 1). For other bottles, you may not be able to screw the corkscrew through right to the bottom because the cork is so hardened at the end. Other corks may actually split open when you remove it ( pic 2). Obviously, if you ever uncork a bottle and the cork come out in almost powder form, the wine cannot be right. All these are signs of excessive dried corks. Compare the corks in pic 3 , and you can tell the difference of the degree of dryness of corks. The cork on the furthest right is that of a well-kept wine while the other two are not. 
Next, pour yourself a glass. The wine has probably lost its clarity. Swirl it around and you cannot smell any of the aromas (various kind of fruits, coffee, tobacco, cedar wood , etc) of a good red wine, but instead you smell some mushy or acid smell.. Finally, take a sip, but be prepared to spit it out as the wine would resemble vinegar more than wine. 

Mind you, wines would vary in its degree of being “corked” and sometimes the changes may not be that dramatic, you are not really sure. What I would suggest you do is to immediately uncork another bottle of wine of similar quality but from a different supplier. Pour the two wines side and side and you will immediately be able to tell the difference. Well, I suppose statistically it is unlikely for both wines to be “corked” in the same session.. But then, who knows? You may even have to open a third bottle to be sure. Who said learning about wine came cheap?
So, what happen to my 16 bottles of wine? Well, I opened all of them in 3 different sessions over 2 weeks. At each session I open another good bottle of some other wine of similar quality for comparison. I did, however, warn my supplier immediately by e-mail after I had opened the first 3 bottles and found them wanting. At the end of the 3 sessions, I took a picture of all the corks, e-mailed them to my supplier and got a full refund. 
So what are the lessons to be learned? 

Firstly, always store your wine lying down. If you do not have a wine-cooler, it may not matter too much. A cool, dark place away from sunlight may do just fine. In a recent article in the New York Times, Prof. Andrew Waterhouse, professor of wine chemistry at the University of California, Davis, was quoted as saying that he had been able to keep wines in an ordinary closet with no temperature control in his New York apartment for several years and they turned out to be just fabulous (Note 3). That reminds me of another study from Thailand some years ago indicated that red wines could be kept in room temperature in Bangkok for up to 6 months. I suppose with Hong Kong’s weather, it probably would not hurt too much for some of your bottles to lie flat under your bed for 1-2 years.
Secondly, if you are ordering some vintage wine in a restaurant, and if you are doubtful about the quality of the wine, be sure to ask the sommelier to show you the cork. 

Thirdly, do try to build up a trusting relationship with your supplier so that you can get a refund on any “corked” wines. That, obviously, may take some time and expenses. 
Cheers!
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