Episode 120 Women in Wine: Breaking Barriers
Hi! I'm Marc, and welcome back to Wine in Small Sips. Last time, we mapped out the perfect wine trip—from Napa's luxury tastings to Georgia's ancient qvevri traditions.
Today, we're raising our glasses to the incredible women who are reshaping the wine world. Women in Wine: Breaking Barriers.
From pioneering winemakers to savvy sommeliers, women are leading innovation, sustainability, and excellence across every corner of the industry. Let's celebrate their stories and impact!
The Historical Context
"Wine has always been about women—but credit? That's been harder for women to come by."
Ancient Roots:
· Hathor (Egypt): Goddess of wine and fertility—women were the original brewers.
· Medieval Monasteries: Nuns perfected viticulture techniques still used today.
· Champagne's Mothers: Madame Clicquot revolutionized riddling; Madame Pommery created the first brut Champagne.
Modern Reality Check:
· Only 10% of winemakers worldwide are women.
· Only 5% of wineries are owned by women.
· Yet women purchase 60% of wine and influence 85% of buying decisions.
The Good News: "These numbers are climbing fast—and the results are extraordinary."
Trailblazing Winemakers
"Meet the women crafting liquid poetry."
Legendary Pioneers:
· Zelma Long (California): First woman to lead a major Napa winery (Simi).
· Lalou Bize-Leroy (Burgundy): Biodynamic queen producing cult-status wines.
· Susana Balbo (Argentina): Argentina's first female enologist, now a global icon.
Rising Stars:
· Arianna Occhipinti (Sicily): She’s a natural wine revolutionary in her 30s.
· Raj Parr & Sashi Moorman: Female-forward winemaking duo changing California. They founded Sandhi Wines in Santa Barbara in 2010.
· Maggie Harrison (Antica Terra, Oregon): Pioneering minimal-intervention Pinot Noir.
Global Voices:
· Kanonkop's Abrie Beeslaar in South Africa: She is breaking barriers in traditional Stellenbosch.
· Jancis Robinson in the UK: May be the world's most influential wine critic.
Pro Tip: "Seek out women-made wines—they often showcase more finesse and food-friendly styles."
The Sommelier Revolution
"Behind every great restaurant wine program..."
Master Sommeliers Leading the Way:
· Madeline Triffon is the first American woman to pass the Master Sommelier exam.
· Andrea Robinson: Wine educator and TV personality changing how we learn about wine.
· Pascaline Lepeltier: French Master Som who is revolutionizing New York's wine scene.
The New Generation:
· Carla Rza (New York): Championing natural wines and accessibility.
· Jordan Salcito from Momofuku restraunt and founder of Drink RAMONA. Making fine wine approachable for everyone.
· Victoria James: Youngest sommelier in America at just 21. Now a restaurant owner and author of two wine books. She has worked at some of the most prestigious restaurants in New York City including Marea and Aureole.
Why It Matters: "Women sommeliers often excel at storytelling—making wine less intimidating and more inclusive."
Breaking Down Barriers
"What challenges do women face, and how are they conquering them?"
The Challenges:
· Physical Demands: Heavy lifting, long hours in vineyards.
· Old Boys' Club: Traditional networks can be exclusionary.
· Financial Barriers: Less access to capital for starting wineries.
· Work-Life Balance: Harvest season conflicts with family time.
The Solutions:
· Mentorship Programs: Women supporting women through organizations like Women of the Vine.
· Technology: Modern equipment reducing physical strain.
· Crowdfunding: Alternative financing for female entrepreneurs.
· Flexible Models: Consulting winemakers, virtual tastings, direct-to-consumer sales.
Success Strategy: "Build community—women in wine thrive when they collaborate, not compete."
Sustainability & Innovation
"Women are leading the charge toward a greener wine future."
Sustainable Pioneers:
· Gina Gallo – She is from a famous wine family in California. She is implementing water conservation across massive vineyards. She is also married to Jean-Charles Boisset who is also a big name in wine.
· Corinne Mentzelopoulos (Château Margaux): Biodynamic practices in Bordeaux's most prestigious estates.
· Familia Torres (Spain): Four generations of women dating back to the 16th century. She is driving climate adaptation.
Innovation Leaders:
· Packaging Revolution: Women-led companies creating eco-friendly bottles and closures.
· Precision Viticulture: Using data and technology for smarter farming.
· Alternative Varieties: Planting climate-resistant grapes for future generations.
The Impact: "Women-led wineries are 30% more likely to be certified organic or biodynamic."
Supporting Women in Wine
"How can wine lovers make a difference?"
Consumer Power:
· Seek Out Female Producers: Ask your wine shop for recommendations.
· Support Women-Owned Businesses: From wineries to wine bars to importers.
· Attend Events: Women-focused tastings and networking events.
Must-Try Women-Made Wines:
· Champagne: Anselme Selosse (Corinne Selosse)
· Burgundy: Domaine Hudelot-Noëllat (Alain Hudelot-Noëllat)
· California: Cathy Corison (Napa Cabernet)
· Italy: Chiara Boschis (Piedmont Barolo)
· Argentina: Catena Zapata (Laura Catena)
Organizations to Follow:
· Women of the Vine & Spirits: Global advocacy and networking.
· Les Dames d'Escoffier: Culinary professionals supporting women in food and wine.
· Pink Boots Society: Female craft beverage professionals.
Myth Buster: "Women Make 'Softer' Wines"
The Myth: "Female winemakers only produce delicate, feminine wines."
The Truth: "Women make every style imaginable—from powerful Barolos to elegant Rieslings. Style comes from vision, not gender!"
The Future is Female (and Male)
"The wine industry is strongest when everyone has a seat at the table."
What's Next:
· Parity by 2030: The Wine Industry has a goal of having 50% female representation.
· Mentorship Expansion: Senior professionals training the next generation.
· Global Reach: Supporting women winemakers in developing wine regions.
Why It Matters: "Diverse perspectives create better wines—and a more inclusive industry benefits everyone."
Quick Reference Cheat Sheet
Women-Owned Wineries to Visit:
· Romance: Domaine Huet (Loire Valley, France)
· Adventure: Bodega Catena Zapata (Mendoza, Argentina)
· Luxury: Screaming Eagle (Napa Valley, USA) You remember from my Wine Auctions and Cult Wine episodes that Screaming Eagle is considered one of the world’s premier wineries.
· Discovery: Burn Cottage (Central Otago, New Zealand)
Books to Read:
· "Wine Girl" by Victoria James
· "The Wine Atlas" by Jancis Robinson
· "Women of Wine" by Ann B. Matasar
Follow These Leaders:
· @JancisRobinson (Twitter)
· @VictoriaJames (Instagram)
· @WomenoftheVine (LinkedIn)
On the Next Sip: We're exploring Wine Careers - Working in the Industry—from vineyard to cellar door, discover your path in wine.
Let me know: Who's your favorite female winemaker or wine professional?
