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Like many Australians, I like my wine. One of the pleasant things about middle life is that I have had the time and money to build up a reasonable cellar, and I like to know what’s in it and when it’s ready to drink.

I use a great piece of software that helps me do just that. It was recommended to me by a friend, and I have myself recommended it to many other people. It is called Winebase, and it was written by a pleasant fellow in Melbourne called Ken Tripp.

I caught up with Ken recently. I’ve been so impressed with his software for so long that I thought it was time I sought him out and wrote about what he has achieved. His efforts are particularly impressive when Winebase is compared to its competitors, none of which are nearly as good and many of which cost three or four times as much.

Ken is your archetypal old-style programmer, working alone on a labour of love. He wrote the first version of Winebase in 1992, and first released it as shareware. It was nearly a year before anybody sent him any money and suggested some improvements.

But then it started to take off. Winebase now has thousands of active users all over the world. Half are in Australia, with most of the others from the USA, Canada and England. There is even a user in Romania. It is no longer just a hobby, but now provides a regular income for Ken and his wife Rachel, who looks after the books.

I love Winebase. It is very easy to use, and packed with features. Of course, you have to enter the wine as you buy it and delete it as you drink it, but that’s half the fun. The extensive database in the software is tied in with Robin Bradley’s excellent “Australian Wine Vintages”, popularly known as the Gold Book, which is the probably the best wine guide in Australia.

When you enter a new wine, the details on its value and attributes are extracted from the built-in Gold Book database. If the wine is not in the Gold Book, the software looks for similar wines from the same region, which allows it to suggest the optimum time to drink the wine. Winebase uses the information to provide attractive reports, charts and tables on just about anything you can imagine.

My favourite Winebase report is cost of purchase versus value consumed. Because the software automatically appreciates the value of your wine over time, this chart shows you how much more the wine you are drinking is worth now compared to when you bought it. If your cellar is large enough, and you are replenishing it regularly such that you are only ever buying (cheaper) young wines and only ever consuming (more expensive) mature wines, this report shows you just how much money you are saving by having a cellar – not to mention the better quality of the wines you are drinking.

Another favourite report is the timeline of all wines. This chart shows where each wine is on its maturity cycle, and the optimum time for drinking. You can print out reports of wine by type or region, or by just about any other attribute. You can enter tasting notes and reminders, you can build a cellar map, and you can even visit maps of major wine-growing regions, in Australia and internationally. It is absolutely first rate software.

And all this for just $75, plus a $33 annual upgrade. As I have often said, with software there is absolutely no relationship between price and quality. I have seen some of the other wine programs, and they are lousy. Winebase is superb, and I am not alone in my belief. Everyone I know who uses it swears by it.

Ken says on his web site that he is charging too little for it, but he doesn’t really care. He’s happy just to do good software and enjoy life, as you can tell from the name of his little company: Almost Vertical Software. You can find him on the web at www.winebase.com.au, where you can easily buy a copy or download a free demonstration.

The software itself is marvellously simple. The entire program still fits on two floppy disks, and is written in an obscure but very elegant language called Pascal, which remains Ken’s favourite. He says he may have to eventually rewrite it, but by keeping it simple it can run on the oldest and cheapest computers, which means that many people have a dedicated machine in their cellar running nothing else.

That’s the kind of programming philosophy I like. It is reflected in his web site, which is clean and functional. Ken updates the software regularly, but only in response to user demand, and not for its own sake.

The festive season is upon us. If you have any sort of cellar at all you owe it to yourself to use Winebase. And at the price it makes a great Christmas gift for a wine loving friend. They might even give you a bottle or two as thanks.
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