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Small-scale device
holds big potential
for R&D

The WinePod, a

self-contained
winemaking device

for home users, could
also prove useful for
professional
winemakers.
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Story by Deborah Parker Wong

ne of the most challenging and often frustrating

aspects of commercial winemaking is just that:

the commercial scale. Up until now, a winemak-

er’s ability to research fermentation curves and
experiment with new processes has been severely limited
by the sheer scale in which they work.

Enter the WinePod, a wireless,
self-contained “winery” created
by Greg Snell, founder of Provina,
Inc., and his partner Dr. Vlad Firer.
In 2005, after Snell and Firer had
developed the initial prototype,
they collaborated with technolo-
gist T.]. Rodgers, co-owner of San
Mateo County's Clos de la Tech
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winery and the CEO of Cypress Semi-
conductor, to create the inexpensive
wireless controllers, sensors, and
software that monitor and control fer-
mentations in the egg-shaped device.
While Snell and company originally
conceived the WinePod for home
winemakers, in the hands of profes-
sionals like Sonoma winemaker John
Kelly, it is demonstrating potential
for use in boosting commercial wine
quality and test-driving new technology.

With a capacity of 15 gallons and featuring an exterior of
brushed stainless steel, the WinePod (www.winepod.net)
is compact and sleek. It stands about 4 feet high and its
shape is modeled after the stemless Riedel “O" wine glass.

P> Originally created for home winemakers, a high-tech
winemaking device is showing potential for use in
research and in boosting commercial wine quality.

P The WinePod's Brix sensor can take a measurement
every 10 minutes and wirelessly communicate it to a
web-based graph.

P> The device's ability to mimic the known fermentation
curves of larger and different-sized tanks make it a
potentially valuable tool for professional winemakers.



Provina's Greg Snell says his high-tech home
winemaking device may also prove useful for

professionals.

It's essentially a temperature-con-
trolled crusher, fermenter, and tank all
rolled into one. While home winemak-
ers are busy using it to craft their own
ultra-premium cabernet sauvignon at
about $20 per bottle, the WinePod is
proving its worth in the winery cellar.

BRIX IN REAL TIME

When developing the first prototype of
the WinePod {nicknamed “the beast"),
Snell considered all of the method-
ologies used for measuring density,
including refraction, differential pres-
sure, optics, and weight change.
Through a process of trial and elimi-
nation, he zeroed in on the technol-
ogy that forms the heart and soul of
the device: the real-time Brix sensor.
For inspiration, he went back to the
process discovered by Greek math-
ematician Archimedes for measuring
density, one that relies on a free-float-
ing sensor. Snell enclosed his density
sensor in a protective basket to keep
it free of must and anchored it to the
bottom of the WinePod's tank using
the force of a magnetic coupling. Ini-
tially, the sensor was disrupted by the
release of CO2 during fermentation
but Snell again turned to magnetics;
the WinePod uses an electromagnetic
charge to recalibrate the float prior
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to each Brix measurement.
The sensor can be sched-
uled to take a Brix measure-
ment every 10 minutes and
communicate it wirelessly
to the web, where it popu-
lates a graph that tracks
what’s going on inside the
tank.

It's easy to see how use-
ful such a feature could
be when numbers alone
can point to a potentially
sluggish fermentation and
provide enough advance
notice to avoid an unwant-
ed scenario. To that effect,
the WinePod's tempera-
ture-controlled jacket lets
winemakers adjust and
smooth out the rate of a
fermentation to avoid stuck
ferments and to achieve
desirable aroma and flavor
profiles. Snell points out,
“Winemakers can also use
the reports to help capture

The WinePod's proprietary Brix sensor
(shown here) measures Brix levels in
real time.

best practices for each vintage and
the ‘luxury’ of automatic data col-
lection lets them focus more on the
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Temperature Profile of Macrobin vs. Wooden Fermenter

2007 Estate Mourvedre Fermentation Curve
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The temperature profiles in macrobins and wooden fermenters in this trial
show a steep rise in temperature, a result that is likely to produce fewer aro-
matics and less complexity in the finished wine. (Slide courtesy of Provina.)

aesthetics than on the process.” But,
it's the WinePod’s ability to mimic the
known fermentation curves of larger
and different-sized tanks that makes
it a valuable tool for researching and
ultimately improving quality in wine
on a larger scale.

HINDSIGHT IN PRACTICE

John Kelly, winemaker and partner
at Westwood Winery in Sonoma, has
been running trials over the last sever-
al months to further validate the Wine-
Pod as a research tool. Kelly began his
career as a researcher at Stag's Leap
Wine Cellars under the direction of
Warren Winiarski. Through Winiar-
ski, Kelly gained early exposure to the
“best in the business,” he says, and
later in his career as technical director
for the wine services laboratory Vin-
quiry he spent years “analyzing and
correcting more problem wines in one
month than most winemakers would
see in a lifetime.” It's not surprising
that Kelly's vast technical expertise
left him with many unanswered ques-
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e
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HD Barrel Blaster
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¢ Durable and Easy to Handle
e Fastest and Nost Efficient
* 100% Clean in Minutes
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