So You Want To Bring Your Own Wine!!!!!. May 2004

By Greg Varley


Most people who enjoy wine on a regular basis also enjoy the restaurant experience. On occasion the two come in conflict. Last month we discussed the pricing policies for wine, this month we look at one alternative to the high cost of restaurant wine.


Okay, wine prices in most restaurants are high. At many of these enterprises the cost of wine is often three times the distributor cost and more than twice the retail price. Many wine lovers find these costs unconscionable. However, the restaurateur has an argument in justification. 


Restaurants must provide stemware (some of it very expensive and much of it hand-polished, and occasionally broken), they provide decanters and the staff to do the decanting. They provide coolers, they train their staff to properly serve wine, they pay rent and they produce wine lists and storage for the wines that are included on their lists.  They have to pay for their liquor license. They also argue that they improve the wine experience both in location and with the food that accompanies the bottle. The price of the bottle justifies the expense.


Many restaurant owners indicate that their profits from the sale of the wine allow their business to remain solvent. The sale of wine often accounts for more than a third of their profits. And, they note, no patron ever asks to bring their own beer or spirits even though there is a greater profit margin on the sale of cocktails.


Nevertheless, there are some restaurants that permit you to bring your own wine. But, there is generally a catch. Corkage. 


Unfortunately for those of us in New York, this is the area in which corkage fees are either high or nonexistent. They are not, however, illegal. At least in New York (it is illegal Massachusetts), it is perfectly okay (at least by state law) to BYOB. There is only one requirement. Any wine that you do not consume you must take home with you. This stops a restaurant from selling any wine that has not been purchased from a licensed distributor. If you should find yourself on the West Coast, you will also find that it is far friendlier to the concept of bring your own. This attitude appears to be related to the preponderance of wineries in the region.


When corkage is permitted there is a wide variety of fees. The French Laundry in Yountville (widely believed to be one of the nations finest restaurants) charges $50 per bottle. But most of the fees in the Napa region are in the $10-$15 range. If you can find a New York restaurant that permits you to bring your own, you will find a hefty addition to your check. Jean George charges much more than $50, and in general corkage fees in New York are almost 50% higher than in comparable establishments on the West Coast. Balthazar requires a $30 fee, Union Square Café at $20, and Peter Luger’s does not allow a patron to bring his or her own bottle. Some locations charge fees based on a percentage of the bottle’s restaurant value.


While the cost can be high, it might still be worth taking your own. A special bottle or a special occasion could well justify the addition charge to your check. You may like the food at a particular eatery, but are dissatisfied with the wine list, so bring your own.

But, there are some rules that you should consider before grabbing that bottle from your cellar. First, call. Make sure that the restaurant permits BYOB. You might broach the subject by asking if the establishment has a corkage fee and what that fee is. Avoid appearing with a wine that is on the restaurants list, or is less expensive on the retail shelf than the corkage fee (unless the bottle has a special meaning); ask to have wine chilled or decanted, but understand that those requests should be reflected in the tip to your server; consider buying a additional bottle from the list for each wine you bring (a bottle of a white will generally be less expensive than any red wine you have brought with you, and some restaurants will forgive the corkage fee for one of the reds); offer some of the wine to the sommelier, the manager, or chef; and assuming that the wait service has been satisfactory, be sure that your tip includes compensation set at least at the retail value of the wine.

There are nearly 900,000 food service establishments in the United States and they employ almost 12 million people. The more than $400 billion dollars that they generate for the economy is critical. This is especially true in these difficult times. The suggestion to bring your own wine is not offered as a means of destroying the financial viability of the food service industry. However, special circumstances may dictate special requirements in wine. As a loyal patron of an establishment, you should be permitted the right to enjoy fine wine. Or, perhaps find a restaurant that will permit you that pleasure.

If you know of a restaurant with a wine friendly policy let me know. E-mail me at gregvar@bestweb.net and include the particulars. We will share the information/

