Wine in Small Sips Episode 114 Wine Auctions – How They Work 

"Hi! I’m Marc, and welcome back to Wine in Small Sips. Last time, we talked about wine investment—and why your cellar probably won’t pay for retirement. 
Today, we’re pulling back the curtain on wine auctions, where rare bottles change hands for anywhere from $50 to $500,000.
Whether you’re hunting for a bargain on aged Bordeaux or just curious how a bottle of 1945 Mouton Rothschild sold for $300,000, this is your guide to bidding smart, avoiding scams, and maybe—just maybe—snagging a steal."
How Wine Auctions Work
Wine auctions are a fast-paced, high-stakes marketplace where collectors, investors, and enthusiasts buy and sell rare bottles. 
Here’s how they operate:
1. The Players
· Consignors: These are sellers that include collectors, restaurants, or even divorcees splitting assets, who entrust their wines to auction houses.
· Auction Houses: Platforms like Sotheby’s, Christie’s, or Zachys that authenticate, market, and auction the wines.
· Buyers: Bidders ranging from deep-pocketed collectors to bargain hunters seeking rare finds.
2. The Process
· Consignment: A seller provides bottles to an auction house, which verifies authenticity, storage history, and provenance.
· Cataloging & Marketing: Wines are listed in a catalog with detailed notes (vintage, producer, condition) and then promoted to potential buyers.
· Bidding: Auctions happen live, online, or via absentee bids. Competitive bidding can drive prices above estimates. Sometimes biding doesn’t go as thought and leave steals for savvy buyers.
· Hammer Price & Fees: The winning bid ("hammer price") plus buyer’s premium (15–25%) total the final cost. Sellers also pay a commission of 10 to 20%.
3. Why Buy at Auction?
· Access to Rarity: Aged Bordeaux, cult Napa Cabs, or Burgundies no longer in retail.
· Potential Bargains: Overstocked lots or lesser-known gems may sell below retail.
· Investment Upside: Top-tier wines often appreciate, making auctions a trading hub for liquid assets.
4. Risks & Tips
· Provenance Matters: Verify storage history (e.g., "ex-château" or "original case").
· Hidden Costs: Premiums, taxes, and shipping add up so if you bid, budget accordingly.
· Know Your Limits: Set max bids and stick to it to avoid overpaying in the heat of competition.
Pro Tip: Auction estimates are not market value—they’re marketing.

How to Bid Like a Pro (And Not a Sucker)
✅ Do:
· Set a max bid and stick to it—champagne-fueled FOMO (Fear of Missing Out) is real.
· Study provenance like a detective (ask for storage docs before bidding).
· Factor in fees: Buyer’s premium + shipping + insurance can add 30% or more to the hammer price.
❌ Avoid:
· "Investment-grade" hype: If they say "surefire profit," run.
· Mystery lots: "10 Bordeaux bottles from a private cellar" it’s probably 9 low-quality wines + 1 okay wine.
· Last-minute snipers: Online auctions love to extend bidding when someone swoops in.

Wine Nerd Alert: Auction House Tricks
Why that "rare" Burgundy seems to follow you around:
· The "Chandelier Bid": Auctioneer fakes bids to juice prices, which is illegal in some places, but it still happens.
· Lot Stacking: Bury a mediocre bottle in a "themed collection" (e.g., "Bordeaux Legends" with one legendary wine + five duds).
· The "White Glove" Gimmick: When every lot sells, they announce it like a miracle (it’s not—reserves were just low).

Myth Buster: "Auction Prices Set the Market"
The Myth:
"If a 1982 Lafite sells for $10,000 at auction, that’s its real value."
The Truth:
· Auction prices are retail theater (what one tipsy billionaire paid, not a fair price).
· Real market value = what dealers charge between auctions (often 30% less).
My Rule: "Auctions are for unicorns, not Tuesday-night Cabernet."

When to Dive In
· You want aged wine: 20-year-old Bordeaux for half of retail? Maybe.
· You collect labels: These Auctions are like eBay for wine nerds.
· You’re okay losing: Bidding is gambling with better stemware.

Cheat Sheet
✅ Smart Buys:
· Well-documented older vintages
· Overstocked lots (winery clearances)
❌ Walk Away:
· "Once-in-a-lifetime" claims
· No-photo lots ("Trust us, it’s Romanée-Conti!")

"Next time, we’re uncorking cult wines—why people pay $1,000 for bottles they’ll never taste. 
Until then, let me know: Would you bid on wine you can’t afford to drink?  Cheers!
