‘CORK-FREE’ WINES?

Ten years ago, only cheap jug wines had screwcaps.  But now, wine drinkers are noticing alternatives to natural corks cropping up everywhere.  First came synthetic foam stoppers, in both stealthy wood tones and flashy colors.  Now, screwcaps are sneaking onto fancy fine wine racks, ushering in a new era of modern wine packaging.  
High-tech screwcaps are fueling fierce debate in wine circles.  The source of all the fuss is mounting evidence that natural corks, punched from the bark of the cork oak tree, damage the wine they’re designed to protect.  Industry sources estimate that 5% of wines are noticeably tainted by their corks, or “corked”.  While the degree of spoilage varies, both consumers and winemakers rightly resent even minimal damage.  Far more “corked” wine is drunk than is returned, and a wine that just tastes slightly off is almost worse for a winery’s reputation than one that is clearly flawed.  
Winemaking is steeped in tradition, and many wine drinkers won’t part with their corkscrews for love or money.  Natural cork undeniably brings romance to the enjoyment of wine.  However, shrewd buyers are beginning to ask at what cost?  While restaurants, wine stores and wineries do replace faulty bottles, the resulting costs are often simply spread around, shared by all in higher pricetags.  Top wines can age gracefully for decades, so swift changes are rare in this business.  But, few industries would find a 1 in 20 failure rate acceptable.  Inevitably, some cutting-edge wineries, dedicated to protecting their quality products, are beginning to explore safer closures than cork.
Restaurants are heavily invested in the rituals of wine service, and most are reluctant to stock these new ‘cork-free’ wines.  While most in the trade are aware of the dangers posed by natural cork, many fear guests will react poorly to bottles opened tableside with a swift flick of the wrist.  However, a few are brave enough to blaze the trail.  “Our clientele are young and open-minded,” says James Hamilton, wine buyer for Old City’s Adriatica, “embracing modern trends like cork-free bottles is a natural for us.”  Fairmount’s London Grill goes even further, pouring screwcap wines, like Bonny Doon’s Pacific Rim Riesling and Big House Red, by the glass.
Some of the city’s elite sommeliers buck tradition to support the trend.  Bill Eccleston, curator of the city’s largest by the glass program at Ristorante Panorama, showcases cork-free wines to introduce the unfamiliar idea in a controlled setting.  “People trust our judgment in wine,” he says, “so they’re more open to trying new things here.”  Even bastions of elegance like the Four Seasons are not balking at the screwcap challenge.  Fountain sommelier Melissa Monosoff makes her point clearly, “My decisions are based on the wine, not on the bottle or the stopper.”
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