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Intro to Wines:
A vintage
classic turns 4

Fvery Wednesdav afternoon, fall and
spring, a cheerful hovde of students

jam their loaded backpacks through the
dovrs of Alice Staller Auditorium and
struggle duown the aisles w their seats,
At 2:55, Professor Stephen Mutkoski '67,
Ph1) 76 walks onto the stage and
bellows, "Good afternoon evervone!” and
the animated throng comes to attention.
These are Lhe Tucky 700 or so students
from across the university who have won
placement in Introduction to Wines,
Cornell’'s most popular elective eourse,
and no one wants to miss a drop of it.

The elements of wine

On rhiz particular afternoon in January.
the lesson is about the components of
wine—not only flavor, but features such
us appearance, structure, texture, and
impact, This day the students will begin
by rasting not commercial wines, but

a series of samples that Mutkoski has
enhanced to bring out “certain organo-
leptic properties.”

For this purpose, the students will

use little plastic cups instead of one of
the three full-sized wineglasses, embla-
zoned “Cornell Wine Expert.” that have
been issued to them in custom-molded
carrying cases [or use in tasting all

fimished wines. (Kach aspiring wine
expert is responsible for washing his or
her own glasses and bringing them to
every cluss.)

As Mutkoski makes his opening re-
marks, a phalanx of 24 teaching assis-
tants dressed in white serving coats
strides down the aisles. The first wave
istributes tasting sheets and eight
souftié cups to cach of the students. Next
cowme about 30 bottles of Sample No. L.
As the TAs watch closely, these are
passed down the rows from student to
student, each of whom pours a pre-
measured single ounce into one of the
cups provided.

Mutkoski tells the students that he
wants them to learn how to evaluate

a wine's aroma, not just its taste.
“Everyvbody is walking around. looking
down texting. You don't spend a lot

of time smelling nature. But that's what
we're going to focus on. because that's
what gives us 80 percent of our enjoy-
ment of wine and fuod.”

Muny sumples Later. he asks about

Na. 7: "Do voun pick up any particular
characteristic? One student vells out
“Apple!” Another says “Pear!” When

a third shouts “Grapefruit!”. Mutkoski's
eves light up. “You got it! Geapelruit!
This is a sample of a Sauvignon Blane
that has that grapefruit essence to it.”



\n essential Cormell experience

This small kernel of understanding
about a subjeet most college students
know nothing aboul is whal has deawn
more than 41,000 undergraduate and
graduate students to this iconic course
since 1972, when 1t was first offered
universitvwide. In student numbers the
course ranks sccond only to Psveh 101,
the lundmark course that Professor
James Maas taught to more than 85.000
students during his 48-vear career. If

it were logistically possible to hold Intro
to Wines in Bailey 11all. which can
accommodate 1.300 students, ibs enroll-
ment might eagily mateh that.

“| feel ke | wouldn't he gerting the
full Cornell experience without taking
Introduction to Wines.” said Charlotte
Fubiuni, a senior majoring in policy
analysis and management who enrolled
in the course this setnester, Sitting
three seats to her right in the auditori-
um’s front row. Michael Lee, a second-
year student at the Johnson School,
agreed: “This course came highly
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understand wine, especially in the
business world.” =aid Aricl Frank, a
senior in the School of ITndustrial

recominended as
part of the praey < = =
cssential Comell - Ioverybody is walking around. looking
experience.” he ’ ' -
said. “Prewwy

much everyone 1
kunow says this i=

down texting. You don’t spend a lot of time

smelline nature. But that's what we're
one of the most - ‘ " B .
unique courses ooing (o [ocus on. beeause that’s what gives
you'll find.” . . .
us 80 percent of our enjovinent of
While sipping . . =
wine oue aiter wine and food.
noon a \'&'ﬂ(‘k may

seem to be the

main attraction, many students said

they enrolled in the course w learn how

and Labor Relations. “It's pretty
intimidating to me. But 1 think as 1
understand it more. I will be able to
talk about it.”

to evaluate wine. a skill they believe
will prove usetul in their tuture carcers.
“I think it's important to be able to

Whart allows the students to experience
the many distinet qualitics of wines from
wround the world 1s a clockwork-run

logistical operation,
managed hy Beth
Wileox 06, the
teaching support
sperialist who
directs the team ol
teaching assistants.
Fach week, the
clasa goes through
an average of 180
bottles of wine as il
samples up to seven
varielies.

“It's kind of like

doing a banquet each week. because

you huve Lo have people w open bottles.
switch pourcrs from the previous
samples, get the new hottles for distribu-
tion, and then, after elass, to clean up,”
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Mutkoski said. "It's a continunus
process—prepping the wines the

day before, serving the class. breaking
down the cluss. and then getting ready
for next week's class.”

An American original

With virtually every seat in the
auditoriwm filled, Introduction to Wines
is now seven times as large as the fivst
Cornell wines course, which was started
in 1953. Thar course, which was created
for SHA students only, was the first
aceredited wines course offered at any
American universilty. Al the time, 106
juniors and seniors envolled in the class
to learn about the likes of Amontillado
sherry. Beaujolaiz, and Champagne.

The original course was eralted by

w0 group of five New York vintners and
importers, mcluding Julius Wile. who
headed an import business in New
York City (and who has an annual
student prize nnmed for him), and John
Longwell of the Urbana Gold Seal Wine
Company in Hammendsport. The wine
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industry representatives, who wanted

to provide the hospitality students with a
basic knowledge of wine. would travel to
Tthaca on a rotating basis Lo guest-
lecture for the course.

That course has carvied through ro

this day as Beverage Management, a
100-level course that Mutkoski teaches
fur SHA students prepuring for carcers
in food and beverage management or
related positions in the beverage indus-
try. ‘The course teaches such skills as

control of produect and personnel.

merchandising, pricing. developmenr of
wine, spirit, and beer lists, the legalities
of managing licensed premises, and

fuod und wine pairing.

Mutkoski took the carlier form of this
course himself. as a junior at Cornell,
with Matthew Bernatsky. the professor
who took it over from the vintners in
the carly 1960s. “He was a trained chef,
s0 he had a lot of culinary background,
which certainly helped when matching
wines with food.” Mutkoski recalled.

The school also offers two other
400-1evel courses Lo students concentrat-
ing in [vod and beverage management,
hoth of them taught bv senior lecturer
Giuseppe Pezzotti "84, MMH "96.

Wine and FFood Pairing Principals and
Promotion focuses on the pairing and
ereative marketing of wine and [ood
based on an understanding of regional
and varietal wine styles, how food
flavars can affect the perception of wine
flavors. and the promotion of wine

and food. Seminar in Quality Brewing
and Fine Beer covers the brewing
process, sensory aspects of beer, interna-
tional beer tvpes and styles. the market-
ing of malt products. purchasing and
distribution. storage and service, beer
and [vod pairings,
stadl training
and education.
cost controls,

and third-party
liability issues.
“These conrses
build on the
knowledge
students receive
in the Intro to
Wines class and
take that to

a higher level.”
explained



Mutkoski. "Beverages account for a
significant portion of the profits in
foodservice operations, so having the
=kill set Lo manage beverage aleohol
effectively gives our gruduntes o
competitive edge.”

The Vinee Christizan era

In 1971, Professor Vanece A, Christian
61, MS. '65 wus asked w vrpanize

his class reunion. red ot the “milk
punch. greasy hors d'oeuvres. and
bourbon and zcotch” typically served at
such events, Christian proposed some-
thing diflerent: a wine Lasting,

Artending Heunion that vear was
Robert A, Plane. then Cornell's provost
and a longtime local venologist, who
snggested to Christinn that all Cornell
students should have a chance Lo

learn about wine. ‘That chance camc a
yvear later. when Bernatsky retived and
Christian became the wines professor.
In addition to taking over Bernatsky's
wines class for SHA students. Christinn
immedintely lnunched the Grst acered-
ited wine appreciation eourse open to
any student at Cornell. While he expect-
ed an enrollment of 25 to 50, the course
drew 97 students.

That year. 1972, Christian also hired
Mutkoski, then a Long Izland restaura-
teur, to take over the teaching of Mear

Science for Commercial Food Serviee
Managers following the death of
Jereminh Wanderstock, who had taught
the course fur 14 years. (Baszed on his
experience with the course. Mutkoski
published a textbook. Meat and Fish
Management. in 1981 with former
graduate student Mareia Schurer,

MPS "78.)

Christian, who enjoyed a devoted

following among SHA students and
international renawn as a hospitality

management
consultant,
wus named
in 1978

to the newly
ereated
Banfi
Vintners
Professor-
ship in Wine
Fdueatinn
and Manage-
ment, a
chair that
Mutkoski
now holds,
Linder his
direction,
enrollment
in Intro to Wines continued to elimb.
reaching 260 in 1982, But the momen-
tum came to a tragic halt for Christian
a year later, when he learned that he
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had advanced cancer. This time, he
asked Mutkoski to take over his own

vlass.

Mutkoski already had a strong

personal and professional mterest in
wine. having spent his years as a
restaurateur writing wine lists and
cdueating his servers and customers.
Bul he had visited the international
wine regions only in books, As hick
would have it, he was stationed in Paris
on sahbatical when Christian learned

Vange A, Christian '61, MS '65, the Bonfi Vininers Professor of Wine Educalion
and Management until his death in 1984

of his illness, “Before returning home,

[ visited six or seven of the major wine-
produecing regions in Eurape for the first
time in my life.” he said. “When | came
back. I started to look at the other
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“The joy for me is that I teach a subject that people can continue

to learn about, appreciate, and use for the rest of their lives.”

areas | needed to study and explore.”
Over the next several vears. he visited
other wine-producing areas around
the world while traveling to teach
exceutive-education seminars,

A world of wines

Following in the footsteps of his

mentor Christian, who died in 1984,
Mutkoski shaped Intro to Wines as

a consumer-oriented course that taught
the culture and history of the world's
wine regions, how to select wine in a
restaurant or retail shop, and the pairving
of wines with different cuisines. The two-
credit course was structured around

the world's twelve major wine-producing
countries and the various regions within

Stephen Mutkoski ‘67, PhD “76, the Banfi Vintners Professar of Wine
Education and Manogement

each. ltaly. for example, has 20 wine
regions: while Mutkoski presents an
overview of all of them. he can only focus
in deplh on five of them during a two-
hour leerure,
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“This is a broadening kind of cultural-
enrichment course where people get to
learn something about other countries
that they haven't been to,” Mutkoski
expluined. “In order to know sumething
about the topic nf wine, you have to

he able to read and decode a wine label
to know what's in the bottle. In the
case of an Italian wine. you have fo
understand some aspects of the Italian
lunguage, culture, and wine laws and
requirements. When vou go to Spain,
you have to do that for Spanish winea.
Thev're all different, so vou become

a little bit broader culturally and yvou
understand it a bit more.”

For the United Stares. the course
focuses on the four largest wine-pracdue-
ing states: California, Oregon. Washing-
ton. and New York.
Vintners [rom these
regions dizcuss rheir
winez with the
class via telephone.
and Mutkoski hopes
to soon add video-
vonlerencing Lo Lhe
COUsC,

Teaching the same
course for 28 vears
can be a challenge
fur even the most
gifted teacher. But
Mutkoski has kept
the course fresh
by adding material
from the Lrips he
has taken to visit
wine regions around
the world every
summer during the past two decades.
The wine industry is constantly chang-
ing, he notes, us new producers come
on the market,
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When Mutkoski started teaching the
course in 1984, there were 50 wineries in
New York. 676 in California, and 1,246

in the United Stares. As of 2010, there
were 294G wineries in New York, 3.864 in
California. and 7,626 across the country.

“Not anly did the number of wineries
inerease, but new regions were estab-
lished producing different styles of
wine,” Mutkoski noted, adding that
China is one of the lalest Lo start
developing wines, “So as the industry
evolves, the content of the course
needs to change.”

Paul Fiala. MMII '97, divisional director
of food and beverage fur North America
for Starwood Hotels in Stamford.

Conn.. served a< a graduate assistant to
Mutknski and oversaw the teaching
assistants for Intro to Wines during both
vears of his master's degree program. In
his last year at Cornell, Fiala remembers
that Mutkoski Hew to South Alrica to
learn mare ahout the country’s develap-
ing wine industry. When he returned, he
ineorporated the information from the
trip into the course and brought in South
African wines for the students to sample.

“He eame back with hundreds of pictures
of the vinevards. and it was spectacular
how well developed that wine area was.”
Fiala recalled. “It was just being intro-
duced to the American market.”

\n education with legs

As a developer of food and heverage
menus for hotels, Iiala said that the
course laughl him how Lo develop un
uppropriate vocubulary Lo use in deserib-
ing wine to consumers, “It gave me the
ability to talk about wines at a different
level. What Steve does is boil down a
pretty complex curriculum into a very
casy-lo-understand, approachable way to
deseribe the wines. When vou've in tho
food and beverage industry. you need



Over 41,000 sludenls have Laken Intro lo Wines since 1972

that ahility to talk. almost in laymen's
terms, about the produet.”

For Alizon Napjus '99, now a winc
reviewer and writer lor The Wine
Spectator, the organization of the course
helped her learn to approach the study
of wines from the standpoint of the
classic regions. Napjus eredits what she
learned [rom the course in helping her
land her current job.

“The director who hired me aaid |

was the only one who had ever aced his
wine quiz,” recalled Napjus, who first
worked al the Tribeca Grill in New

York after graduating, “I went into the
interview without any studving. It was
two vears after [ had taken thar class.
That class prepped me for this interview,
and I was able o get this job.”

Peter Karpinski '99, co-founder of

the ten-unit Sage Restaurant Group in
Denver, also believes that the course

has played a significant role in his carcer
advancement, “One ol (he reasons T've
heen so suceessinl in the world of food
and heverage iz not only whar | learned
at Cornell in general. but what | learned

in the wines class that Professor
Mutkoski taught.” he said. “Ile was
the best.”

While Karpinski recalled that many
students took the course hecause

they thought “it was going to be a walk
in the park.” he said they were often
nol prepared for the amount of work it
required, Introduction to Wines is
reputed to be the most tailed course

at Cornell,

For his part. Mutkoski dees nothing

to dispel that rumor. “T always tell the
students during the first class that

it you are accepted to Cornell you have
the brainpower to master the subjeet
and to pass the course. But vou have to
understand vou're gelting two credils
toward your graduation requirement.
and this eouwrse is going Lo take that
amount. of effort to do well enough on the
cxams and get a grade of satistactory.”

A voice for moderation
During the course. Mutkoski devotes

one lecture to the risks and benefits of
consumption and invites Tim Marchell.

a clinical psychologist and director

of mental health initiatives at Cornell’s
Gunnell Health Services. to discuss Lhe
need for a balanced view toward alcohol.
A campus police ollicer also visits the
class and conduets a tield sobriety rest on
two teaching assistants who have
1mbibed a prescribed amount of alcohol.

“I'm vonvineed that the entire class is
really a voice tor moderation,” Mutkoski
aaid. “Our hope is that we ean make
students more aware of their own
consumption behaviors and encourage
them to be more vigilant when their
[(riends become at risk.”

By the end of the semester. he expects
the students will have learned a skill
they will value whether they become
professionals who entertain clicnts

or simply want W dine pul with [riends
and order off a restaurant’s wine list.
“In 14 weeks. we try to give them as
much of a start as possible on a process
that could take a lifetime to complete.
The joy lor me is thal T teach a subject
that people can continue to learn
ahont. appreciate. and use for the rest
of their lives.” B
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