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There's no point in compiling a sizable collection of cellar-worthy wines without first addressing the question of proper storage. Under the wrong conditions, wine will deteriorate prematurely. Unless you happen to have a large, naturally cool and relatively humid basement, protecting your cache will require both money and effort. 

A typical case of wine takes up nearly two square feet of floor space. Apartment dwellers living in close quarters and basementless homeowners who aspire to a 50- to 100-case collection should consider professional storage facilities. But don't kiss all your precious bottles good-bye; a stand-alone wine refrigeration unit the size of an armoire can house 10 to 15 cases. Stock it with mature wines you plan to consume in the short-term, and store the cases that require prolonged bottle-aging elsewhere. Set aside two bottles from each case destined for storage in order to follow their development. 

Skilled, ambitious handymen may take pleasure in building their own cellars, but collectors who are too busy, or too clumsy, can rely on commercially available modular wine cellars, which come complete with a refrigeration and humidity unit, insulated partitions and racks—plus a technician to assemble it. Make sure to situate it in a dry, vibrationless area of your home that is not subject to severe fluctuations in temperature, rather than near a furnace, air-conditioning equipment or oil tanks. 

Simple prefab cellars that house up to 100 cases of wine measure approximately 7 feet wide by 5 feet deep by 7 feet high (taking up roughly 250 cubic feet of room space) and cost between $3,000 and $5,000. They're neither fancy nor commodious enough to conduct a seated wine tasting inside, but they do the job well. I have successfully stored the bulk of my collection in such a unit for over a decade without mishap. 

The most space-efficient racking system entails double-depth wire shelving units that store bottles neck-to-back. But if you have a wide variety of mixed lots, you'll have to implement an identification system to demarcate the bottles stored in back. Diamond-shaped bins that contain 12 to 24 bottles of wine per quadrant are more accessible and attractive, but they are far less useful in terms of space management. 

If you plan to auction your collection once it reaches maturity, remember that bottles in their original wooden cases tend to command a premium. So leave space in your cellar to stack unopened cases from floor to ceiling. If you favor large-format bottles, remember that most standard racks are made for 750-ml bottles. 

Even a modest modular wine cellar can pose retrieval problems unless you devise an easy, reliable method for locating your bottles. Plastic neck-labels affixed to individual bottles (upon which you write the producer or winery name) are an expedient solution, provided you haven't invested in a double-depth racking system. Otherwise, assign a letter or numeral above each column of wines, and record the contents in a journal. 

A simple cellar-book is adequate for keeping track of your collection. List the location of the wine, the name of the winery or producer, the vintage and the number of bottles in storage (leaving a blank column to adjust for depletions). Note the acquisition price, and, if applicable, the wine's rating or score. Leave additional space for personal comments, adjusted worth, etc. 

However, a computerized spreadsheet or database program allows you to take greater charge of your wine inventory, primarily because it enables you to re-sort the data according to any criterion. With little effort, you can devise fundamental fields according to producer, vintage, quantity, price, score, location and so on. Additions and deletions to your cellar are far simpler to handle on a computer than in a notebook. There are a wide variety of commercial software programs for wine cellar management, but they can be time-consuming to set up, and some programs contain more whistles and bells than you actually need. 

A wine collection is never static, so once you have completed the basics of wine storage and retrieval, you should update your records on a regular basis. Otherwise, you may end up reaching for a bottle that isn't there. n 
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