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The Basics

Uncork your

Wine Knowledge

CONFIDENCE-BUILDING TIPS FOR BUYING, SERVING, AND
ORDERING A DECENT BOTTLE

by DIANNE JACOB

When you have friends over for din-
ner or go out to eat, is the wine an
afterthought? Do you ask someone
else to choose it? If you’re squeamish
about selecting the right wines,
here are some tips to help you
through a party or restaurant meal.

The first thing to know is that pairing
wine with food is a matter of your own
preferences. Focus on whether the com-
bination would please your palate and go
well with the food, and don’t feel intimi-
dated by issues like label or price.

That said, the experts agree on two
general principles: You can choose a wine
that has the same flavors as a dish on your
menu, or pick one that has flavors that
would enhance it. It’s often easier to pick
a wine that has the same qualities as the
food; most of us do this without think-
ing—choosing a full, hearty red to go
with a thick, rich chili, for example. But
choosing a contrasting wine is also a nat-
ural choice, because simple food can be
well matched by a complex wine, and a
light, dry wine is often best suited to a
richer dish.

If these principles sound too theoreti-
cal, here are a few classic combinations:

» red wine with red and brown sauces

» white wine with cream sauces

« spicy foods with sparkling wines,

Riesling, or Gewtirztraminer

» oysters with Chablis

¢ lamb with red Bordeaux

¢ salmon with Pinot Noir

» grilled chicken with Beaujolais

» dark chocolate with Cabernet

Savignon

Once you've chosen a wine, you need
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to figure out how much to buy. You’ll get
about six glasses to a bottle, if you fill
each wine glass half full. For parties, esti-
mate that each guest will drink two thirds

of a bottle (or about four glasses filled
halfway).

If you plan to serve more than one
type of wine (many people like to serve
two with dinner, and sometimes even an
apéritif wine with hors d’oeuvres and a
different wine with dessert), it’s best to
follow one of these guidelines: white be-
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\X/ine
in the Kitchen

When a recipe calls for a red or white
wine, what should you use? The rule
to remember is this: If you wouldn't
drink it, don’t pour it in. Stay away
from so-called cooking wines or sherry.

The best choice for American white
is a quality Sauvignon Blanc, or if the
dish is spicy, try a Gewiirztraminer or
Riesling. For red it depends on the
robustness of the dish—you can
choose from a light Merlot or Chianti
to a big Zinfandel or Petite Syrah.

Chefs use wine as a building block,
adding a bit during cooking to give
dimension to stews, stocks, and mari-
nades. Then, they often finish sauces,
meats, and vegetab[e dishes with more
wine, precisely so you can taste i,

fore red, light before heavy, or dry before
sweet. Offering a different glass for each
type of wine encourages guests to try all
the varieties you’ve made available.

You can store extra wine that your
guests don’t drink in a cool, dark closet.
You’re looking for a place that has stable
temperature and is shielded from contin-
uous exposure to light. But don’t keep
your wines long, as most are made to be
enjoyed soon after purchasing, especially
white wines.

If a guest arrives with a surprise bottle
of wine, you don’t have to open it and put
it on the table if it conflicts with what
you’ve already selected. Think of it as a
gift and put it aside.

For serving, always chill white, rosé, or
blush wine and sparkling wine. If you
don’t have time to refrigerate the wine,
put the bottle in the freezer for 20 min-
utes or so. Red wine can be cooled in the
fridge if it’s warmer than room tempera-
ture. The issue of ice cubes in wine is still
controversial, but it’s usually an accept-
able step when you'’re outdoors on a hot
day, if the wine is white or rosé.

You might want to let the wine
breathe before serving by uncorking it
and letting it sit for 15 minutes or so. But
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Solutions

many wine experts think it makes no dif-
ference at all, and in most cases, unless
you’re having an older, fine wine that
needs to be decanted (pouring off the
wine without disturbing the sediment in
the bottle), it’s not mandatory.

Now that you know how to choose
wine to go with your next dinner party
menu, it becomes easier to order wine at
restaurants. A few ways to do it:

Wait until everyone at your table has
ordered, then try to match the type of
wine with their selections. If thats too
complicated, people can order wines by
the glass.

Narrow down the type of wine based
on whether the group prefers red or
white, then choose a wine with a com-
fortable price.

In fine restaurants, ask the sommelier,
or wine steward, for recommendations.
Or ask your server what he or she sug-
gests to complement the food you've or-
dered. If you’re afraid the server will rec-
ommend wines beyond your budget, pick
out a few on the wine list and point to
them, asking if they would be good
choices. If the server disagrees, he or she
has seen your price point and can make
other recommendations accordingly.

Select a wine that’s traditional to the
area where the food is from—Chianti for
an Italian meal, Rioja for Spanish dishes,
etc. It makes the meal more festive and
helps you narrow down the choices.

If you're still feeling uncomfortable
about ordering, it’s okay to ask if some-
one in the group is a wine lover and let
that person order. But this approach has
its drawbacks—I handed the wine list to a
friend once and he ordered an $80 bottle!

When the server reappears and pre-
sents the bottle, check the label to make
sure it’s what you’ve ordered, then taste
the wine to verify that it hasn’t gone
bad. If you like, swirl the wine in your
glass first to aerate it, then smell the
aroma it releases before taking a sip.
Most restaurants no longer expect you

to sniff the cork. Definitely send wine
back when it tastes like vinegar or
moldy fruit, or smells like nail polish
remover or rotten eggs.

Above all, don’t feel like you have to
pick the ideal wine every time, and be
sure to enjoy yourself. As famous wine-
maker Robert Mondavi once said, “I like
wines that are easy to drink and not too
damned serious.”
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We all know how pretentious wine
lovers sound when theyre talking
about what they're tasting. When you
want to tell your friends why you like
the flavor of a certain wine, here are
some easy things to say that don’t
sound the slightest bit snobby.

The wine could be:

e light or fullbodied, depending on
how heavy it feels on your tongue

o complex, referring to its multiple lay-
ers of flavors and aromas

o fruity, with pronounced flavors or
aromas of fruit

e earthy, with a taste ranging from soil
to mushrooms

® tannic, when the wine tastes slightly
bitter and astringent
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