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ON DEC. 5, 1985, IN BIDDING THAT LASTED JUST ONE MINUTE and thirty-nine seconds, Christie's of London sold to publisher Malcolm Forbes a single bottle of 1787 Chateau Lafite for 105,000 British pounds (then worth about $155,000). It was hoped that the bottle, once allegedly owned by Thomas Jefferson, would be in the Forbes Museum on Fifth Avenue by nightfall for the opening of a special exhibit devoted to America's third president. Much to Forbes' disappointment, the wine did not make it that night. Having become the most expensive bottle of wine in the world, it required a cultural export license, and that could not be procured in time.
The Billionaire's Vinegar 
By Benjamin Wallace 
Crown, 336 pages, $24.95
This is the set piece that begins Benjamin Wallace's truly riveting book, which is subtitled The Mystery of the World's Most Expensive Bottle of Wine. Of course, the wine was a fake. And the creator of the fake, former German schlager-music act manager Hardy Rodenstock, proceeded to sell millions of dollars of similar wines during the next 20 years. How the market for the fakes developed, and how oil-refining billionaire William Koch caused it to unravel, forms the core of Wallace's mystery story.
Wallace's book has been optioned by a group associated with actor Will Smith, and parts of it are written using flashbacks in a way that really is cinematic. For anyone familiar with the wine world, the book will provide extraordinary enjoyment, more or less as beach material. But this book has great potential to cross over to a mainstream audience, even more so than George Taber's 2005 wine book, Judgment of Paris, from which no fewer than two movies are being made.
James Lassiter, one of the producers of the planned movie based on The Billionaire's Vinegar, told Variety that "for me, the movie is the unraveling of a mystery that comes down to a guy who punked the wine world." (Or, as urbandictionary.com describes it, "being punked" is "a way to describe someone ripping you off, as in 'Hahaha, I punked both of you.' "
I think Lassiter has it just right. Quite literally, many were punked: Marvin Shanken, who publishes the Wine Spectator, actually bought a half-bottle of Rodenstock's wine for $30,000. Michael Broadbent, the distinguished Christie's wine department head, certified the original bottle as genuine and thus set the stage for millions of dollars of sales on the private market. And Robert Parker's praise of Rodenstock in his influential Wine Advocate pushed Rodenstock's business into high gear.
But Hardy Rodenstock made one bad mistake -- when he tried to punk oil man William Koch.
Koch, who collects everything from models of winning boats in the America's Cup (he won it with his own boat in 1992) to the gun that shot Jesse James, put his formidable resources to work unraveling the mystery.
The first thing Koch's team of investigators learned is that Rodenstock's real name is Meinhard Gorke, and that his biography was highly fictionalized. They also learned that the initials 'ThJ' that were engraved on the bottles must have been put there with a modern dentist's drill, contrary to the claims of a now retired Christie's engraving expert.
The story of faked wines is far from over, however. For one thing, it remains unclear precisely how the wines Rodenstock sold were created. As Dennis Foley, who published the now-defunct rare wine magazine Rarities, wrote to me in an e-mail, "Hardy has been found near the cookie jar, but he has not actually been caught with his hand in it!"
Tests on Koch's bottles for Cesium-137, a radioactive element that did not exist in the atmosphere before the hydrogen bomb test of 1952, do not reveal any indication that the wines in his bottles are younger than the 1952 vintage. Author Foley speculates that Rodenstock may have simply found some older wines without labels or markings. A dentist's drill bit may then have been applied, and voilà, a 1787 Lafite is created.
In some ways, the most interesting aspect of this story is how people want so much to believe in things, and so, they do. That is really the take-away message of the book, and Wallace has done a lovely job of presenting it.


Reviewed by Orley Ashenfelter, who is the Joseph Douglas Green 1895 professor of economics at Princeton University.
Odds-On Loser
The folly of common sense
QUICK! YOU'RE ON "LET'S MAKE A DEAL." There is a Maserati behind one of three doors. The other two doors conceal a profoundly ugly iguana with a bad attitude. You're smart enough to know the odds for the car are one-in-three for all the doors. At random, you choose door No. 1.
Then Monty Hall opens door number two: ugly iguana. He asks if you want to change your choice from door No. 1 to No. 3.

The Drunkard's Walk 
By Leonard Mlodinow 
Pantheon 
272 pages, $24.95

If you're like most people, common sense says you have a 50-50 chance of getting the Maserati, regardless of whether you switch or not. And, like most people, you'd be wrong, according to physicist Leonard Mlodinow's intriguing and well-written new book, subtitled, How Randomness Rules Our Lives.

This University of California physicist has written a thought-provoking, sometimes brain-twisting view of the mathematics of the probabilities, chaos and random behavior that affect our lives.

While most people will never encounter the Maserati versus the iguana (the answer to that choice lies at the end of this book review), all of us make ill-informed choices in everyday life, thanks to the often counterintuitive solutions to everyday choices. Whether we accept it or not, The Drunkard's Walk clearly illustrates the substantial and inevitable role of chance involved in picking stocks, wines, and CEOs; in evaluating the effectiveness of football coaches, pharmaceuticals and medical techniques; and in following schemes for winning at war games, craps and the roulette table.

"The outline of our lives, like the candle's flame, is continually coaxed in new directions by a variety of random events that, along with our responses to them, determine our fate," writes Mlodinow, who employs a diverse array of historical, mathematical and anecdotal evidence to make his arguments ring true.

Consider his analysis of mutual-fund performance over two five-year periods. He starts with a graph depicting 800 mutual managers and their returns for the period of 1991-1995. "Few are the investors who would choose a fund that has performed 10% below average in the past five years over a fund that has done 10%% better than average," he observes.

But turn the page and watch common sense fail: The chart of the same 800 funds for the next five years, 1996-2000, shows no relationships at all to that of the previous five years. In other words, all those warnings on fund advertisements are right: Past performance is no indicator of future success.

Even if you begin The Drunkard's Walk as a skeptic, by the time you reach the final pages, you will gain an understanding -- if not acceptance -- of the intuitively improbable ways that probability biases the outcomes of life's uncertainties.

Oh yes, the answer to increasing your odds of snagging a Maserati over an Iguana? So-called "common sense" is wrong. By switching you increase your odds to 1-in-2 ; not switching leaves you at 1-in-3. Mlodinow explains why and how.



Reviewed by Lewis Perdue, who is the founder of several Internet start-ups and author of thrillers. He lives in Sonoma, Calif.
	


