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London’s Urban Wine



If you were to picture a winery, it will almost certainly include sprawling 
vineyards, barrels stacked tall in a cellar, or some amalgamation of the two. 
Historically, you’d be right, “wineries always needed to be near the vineyards, 
throughout history, because people were traveling around on horses and carts. 
Even if your vineyard is a couple of miles away from the winery, it could take all 
day to get the grapes to you,” winemaker Gavin Monery of Vagabond wines 
mentioned to me when I visited the winery in Battersea Power Station. The 
tradition of having wineries near the vineyards is something that Vagabond is 
bucking against. And they’re not the only ones.  

In the middle of London, four different wineries are making some delicious 
wine. One in the heart of East London, the other two found in Battersea, only a 
twenty-minute walk from each other, and the other in West Brompton. “There’s 
nothing more unusual about an urban winery than there is about an urban 
brewery or distillery. But why is it any more normal to make beer in a city? 
Because the hops aren’t [usually] grown here? The malt is grown on the farm 
somewhere else, you know?” declares Warwick Smith, owner of Renegade Urban 
Winery.  

Renegade is part of this emerging trend for wineries to be in cities. Across the 
globe, wineries are becoming part of the urban landscape, from Bow & Arrow 
Winery in Portland to Red Hook Winery in Brooklyn, Infinite Monkey Theorem 
in Denver, and the cleverly named Urban Winery and The Urban Winery in 
Sydney and Napier, respectively. In London, you’ll find Blackbook winery, 
Vagabond winery, Renegade, and London Cru all making wine in the heart of 
the city. “We put the winery in London because that’s where people are,” Gavin 
Monery says of Battersea winery Vagabond.  



Located in an alley in the arches under the London Overground, near Bethnal 
Green underground station, Renegade winery sits amongst vintage furniture, 
Old Street Brewery, and, in true London fashion, an Indian takeaway.  

I walked there from my home in North Hackney on a warm summer day when 
all the lockdown restrictions were still being lifted in mid-September and 
everyone was just a little happier than they had been for the last four months. As 
I turned down the alley to find the winery, I thought that I had taken a wrong 
turn, there was no way that this trendy winery is located here, amidst the old 
furniture and men that eyed me suspiciously, for no reason, while I was walking 
down the alley at 2 o’clock on a Friday, but it was indeed found there. The three 
people there, the head winemaker, Andrea, his assistant winemaker, Patrick, and 
the owner, Warwick Smith, greeted me with warmth and kindness. Although 
Warwick had made the mistake of thinking I was going to be a man, which 
usually happens when people meet me over email.  

Inside their arch, the walls were lined with stainless steel tanks, barrels, buckets, 
and a cashier stand. Diverging, yet again, from the traditional winery, the tasting 
room for Renegade sits amongst the actual winemaking process. While I was 
there, a delivery of grapes arrived from a vineyard in Essex and Smith introduced 
me to the grower and his son. Andrea and Patrick then took us through a short 
wine tasting to showcase the range of Renegade’s winery to the grower. While I’ve 
worked in wine previously, I’d never seen a grape shipment arrive or been around 
to see what is done to the grapes once they arrive in the winery.

I watched them de-stem the grapes by hand. Each person took a handful of 
bunches of the grapes and set them over a grate of sorts, then moved the bunches 
gently in circles to remove the grapes from their stems as gently as possible. This 
process of destemming is a low-tech way of removing the grapes from the stems, 
Smith says that while it is “painstaking, [it] means that grapes fall through the 
wire mesh in almost unblemished integrity.”  

Renegade isn’t strictly low-tech though. They have temperature controlled tanks 
for fermenting, refrigerated trucks bring their grapes in from Europe, and, despite 
their reputation as a low intervention producer, they are experts in the technical 
side of winemaking. Smith, the owner of the winery, wasn’t always an expert 
in winemaking. Coming from a background in asset management in financial 
services, he decided to “take a chance” and start an urban winery after seeing the 
success of craft breweries and the United States’ movement toward urban 
wineries. 



However, it wasn’t all smooth sailing. Their first year, they copied what their 
growers were doing and found it to be average at best, with Smith saying, “when 
we first started… I actually had no idea about low intervention wines… I didn’t 
know that most wines weren’t vegan friendly, because egg whites, milk protein 
and isinglass [gelatin] were used in winemaking.” They essentially copied what 
their growers were doing to the wine and found that those techniques tended to 
strip out the flavor and texture in a way they weren’t comfortable with.  

The next year, the winery decided to follow their name and rebel against 
traditional winemaking styles. They’ve now found their stride, having sold out 
of their 2019 wines, Araceli and Jamie. Smith chalks this up to his favorite part 
of owning an urban winery, “the beauty of not owning the vineyard means that 
you could do whatever you want… if we want to just use wild yeast, and we want 
to age it in chestnut and we want to do something else funky with it, we can do 
what we want because no one’s parents, parents, parents are going to complain, 
‘that’s not the way it’s done.’” Traditionally, conventional wineries are often 
inherited by children and grandchildren and are expected to continue the
tradition of the wine, but with these urban wineries, they aren’t bound to that. 
They have a lot of freedom in the ways that they can make wine that the inherited 
wineries perhaps can’t.  



Additionally, these urban wineries aren’t bound to the grapes grown on a specific 
vineyard. Renegade doesn’t pick their grapes until after flowering so that if the harvest 
isn’t looking great, they can pivot and choose a different one. If the winery were 
connected to the vineyard, you would be stuck with whatever fruit came from it, 
regardless of its quality. In around May or June, they decide what kinds of wines they 
want to make and then pick the right kinds of fruit that will work for those styles. They 
go to wineries and “we taste the fruit, taste their wines, talk to the people and see if we 
can work with them… The main thing is just looking at them and talking to them and 
seeing if they really care about their vineyards because you can tell very quickly if 
someone really cares about the fruit,” Smith explained to me.

Picking the right growers is pivotal for these wineries. Growers need to share their same 
philosophy and there must be a good relationship with them. It doesn’t matter how 
great the grapes are, if there isn’t a good relationship with the grower, it can create issues 
with the winemaking process. For example, the grapes can be picked at the wrong time, 
which will change the amount of sugar they contain and change the alcohol content of 
the wine. Smith explained a time where a grower suddenly changed the grapes supplied 
to Renegade. They had one person handpicking the grapes which caused all of the 
timings to change. The trucks were there before the grapes were ready, costing both time 
and money for Renegade. Suffice it to say, they didn’t use that grower again.  



Handpicking is a critical point for Renegade though. Every year they go to one of 
their vineyards in Gloucestershire, handpick their Ortega, a German grape variety 
that now has a strong foothold in the English wine scene, drive it the 2.5 hours 
(or so) back to London to hand de-stem, and then begin fermentation. 
Handpicking allows them to sort through their grapes and “make sure that we get 
clean fruit, that’s a big deal for us. I don’t want to have to tidy it up with fining 
[which clarifies and stabilizes the wine] and filtration and shit afterwards. If we 
can get it right in the first instance, it makes everything so much easier,” as Gavin 
Monery of Vagabond puts it.  

Vagabond and Renegade follow a lot of the same ideals when it comes to 
winemaking, except for destemming. Monery told me that using a machine to 
de-stem makes it, “much easier, much faster, and probably better for the fruit as 
well, because the process happens pretty quickly. So, then you get less oxidation 
and less time to produce problems.”  I visited the Battersea Power Station 
location, which is much bigger than the railway arch of Renegade, back in 
November, mid-lockdown 2. I knocked on the glass to alert Gavin Monery that 
I’m there and the first thing that struck me was how empty everything seemed 
because of lockdown. While Renegade’s tanks are at the front of their tasting 
room, Vagabond’s are in the back, behind chairs stacked on top of tables and not 
a wine glass in sight. The tanks sit next to large plastic tubs, a sink with some 
scientific equipment used to check pH, and their destemming machine.  

Monery, the head winemaker at Vagabond, is from a much different background 
than Smith. Coming from a home where wine was poured out of a box, instead 
of a bottle, he ended up doing steel fabrication for a large-scale winery and they 
asked him to stay on for the harvest where “it was pretty much all cleaning.” He 
worked at that winery for four years and ended up becoming the foreman on that 
site whilst going to university on and off. He then climbed the ladder at that job 
and fell into wine more seriously. Monery traveled around working at different 
wineries for harvest and eventually landed in the U.K., where he’ll likely stay for 
the remainder of his career.  

Monery loves working in the U.K. wine scene, “Here, it’s the Wild West. No one 
really knows what works yet. Everyone’s experimenting, trying to figure out the 
best varieties, and how to treat them… people are still figuring out what works. It 
makes it really, really interesting. And it is a challenging climate. There’s no doubt 
about that, it’s a hard place to make wine,” he excitedly tells me after we taste 
their Chardonnay from Clay Hill Vineyard’s grapes. He tests the pH of the wine 
to see where the sugars are and frustratedly denotes that they aren’t quite where 
they need to be, but all I was focusing on was how delicious the wine was on my 
palate. Granted, I do love a high acid wine.  



The low sugars are just something that comes with the climate of the U.K, which 
is just one of the things that make working exclusively with English grapes 
difficult. Monery explained to me that “the biggest problem in the U.K., well, 
there are a few problems, but, low sugar, so low alcohol, and high acid make the 
wines a bit difficult, then you add in the wet climate so you get a lot of disease as 
well.” 

Which is probably why Renegade doesn’t use only English grapes. While half of 
their grapes are indeed English, the rest come from all over Europe on 
refrigerated trucks. But that distance doesn’t pose any issues for them, “the Loire 
Valley is not far away. The Pfalz in Germany is eight hours drive away. If you 
think about California, and how grapes move around California, it’s nothing,” he 
correctly points out. Driving from Paso Robles, CA, to Pasadena, CA, for 
example, is 206 miles, and that is a day trip in the eyes of Californians. For the 
rest of the London wineries, their grapes are all grown within 90 minutes of 
their winery.  

Despite the challenges that inherently come from using English grapes, these 
winemakers are all determined to make it harder on themselves by using 
indigenous yeast, which means that they don’t add any commercial yeast to 
kickstart the fermentation process. It’s like using sourdough instead of buying 
yeast to add to your bread dough, the process is harder, but yields more flavors. 
With wine, it means that there is a more complex flavor profile, complex texture, 
and some claim a more developed sense of terroir. Monery puts it eloquently, 
saying, “I quite like that we can say “oh what’s in the wine?’ ‘grapes.’” 

Despite this, neither Vagabond and Renegade call themselves natural winemakers. 
Smith believes that winemaking is inherently an unnatural process, equating it to 
manufacturing, and that, “ultimately, we’re a buyer of raw ingredients rather than 
a grower.” But that manufacturing process they undertake is exceptionally 
technically challenging, especially with indigenous yeast.  

Monery thoroughly explained it to me, detailing the different kinds of yeast 
that can cause problems within the fermentation and how, with a wild ferment, 
there can be a long lag phase of a warm, sugary solution before the fermentation 
begins. But the results typically pay off, with Blackbook and London Cru both 
appearing on a list of the best still English wine written by The Independent. 
Sergio Verrillo of Blackbook winery in Battersea told me via email, “My job as a 
winemaker is to mitigate risk and as such, there can be challenges to using native 
yeast. The trick is to be aware of what can go wrong and how to achieve the best 
possible outcome.”  



Beginning as a sommelier, Verrillo fell in love with wine and wanted to explore 
the other side of the industry, winemaking. He found that it married his two 
great loves, science and manufacturing, so Blackbook was born. Whilst Vagabond 
and Renegade are both quite relaxed about their approach to indigenous yeast, 
thinking that there’s a bit too much dogmatism and pedantry around it, Verrillo 
is adamant about his approach to winemaking. I asked him what his 
winemaking philosophy is and he replied with, “Quite simply- to make really 
good wine. I’m more minimalistic, using indigenous yeast, low sulphur use and 
generally no filtering or fining. I try to maintain varietal character and a sense of 
place or terroir.”  

Using indigenous yeast can come with its own set of challenges, but so can being 
an urban winery. From access to services, like repair people, equipment, and 
employees who know what they’re doing, to even more boring things like traffic 
and waste management. “The boring stuff is a problem… [there] are a lot of
logistical challenges,” Monery explains, before diving into a small outburst about 
how much he hates traffic. A lot of these challenges just aren’t there in 
winemaking areas, services are usually closer, there’s often less traffic, and people 
come from all over just to work in these places.  



However, Verrillo was a lot more relaxed about the problems that may come with 
an urban winemaking experience, telling me, “There aren’t any challenges per 
se as an urban winemaker. A winemaker is a winemaker despite the context and 
background of the environment.” Though that came to me in an email, it feels as 
though he casually shrugged when he typed it out.  

Verrillo, though, is a bit more of a traditionalist than Monery and Smith.
Vagabond has a meaning akin to that of a wanderer and Renegade means rebel,  
whereas Blackbook was named that because it “marries tradition with innovation 
and technology. A black book historically does that.” That’s not to say that 
Verrillo’s wines are in any way traditional. His high acid Chardonnay was full of 
life and exuding with a terroir that looked nothing like the classic oaky and 
buttery California Chardonnays that I’ve had previously.  

Terroir is often a selling point for indigenous yeast wine, specifically. It’s derived 
from the French word for earth and essentially means “a sense of place.” So, if 
you’re drinking wine from grapes that are grown near the sea, you’ll be able to 
taste the saltiness in the wine. The idea is that the salt in the air sits on the skins 
of the grapes and when they’re pressed into juice, that salt will become imbued 
into the flavor of the wine.  



But, for some, this is simply a romantic notion that allows for wine to be sold 
better. Smith thinks that there isn’t enough credit given to the winemaker, saying, 
“terroir impacts the raw ingredient… but there’s so many things on the 
winemaking it’s almost like the terroir gives you the quality of the beef. But if I 
give a chateaubriand steak to a 15-year-old chef at KFC and I give a 
chateaubriand steak to a three Michelin star restaurant like Noma in 
Copenhagen, I’m going to get two very different meals.”  

The kind of skill that Smith talks about comes after years and years of experience. 
It’s an industry where experience is very highly regarded, the more harvests you’ve 
done, the better you get. Which makes sense considering how long the process is, 
Monery exasperatedly explained it to me using a food analogy also, “With wine, 
everything takes so long… You have to wait a year before you… can experiment 
anymore. It’s like if you had a chef and you said, ‘Oh, we want you to be the best 
chef in the world at making roast chicken.’ And then you only give the guy two 
chickens a year.” This comparison is apt, considering how long it takes for these 
wines to come to fruition. Whilst I was at Vagabond with Monery, he showed me 
a tank he had with Ortega that had been fermented separately in two barrels for 
two years and then recently combined, still with the skins on, with no intention 
of bottling anytime soon.  

In some ways, it seems as if these winemakers are just out to have fun with their 
winemaking experiments. A lot of the pedantry, snobbery, and general 
aristocratic nature of the traditional wine industry, like that of the Court of the 
Grand Master Sommeliers (they’re called the grand masters, if that isn’t snobbery, 
I don’t know what is), will not be found in these winemakers. “Wines are now… 
more about having a good time with your friends and facilitating fun 
conversations and you can take it super seriously. I’m trying to take the work side 
of it very seriously, but it’s fermented grape juice… The reason that they love wine 
is because it’s a relatively sophisticated way to get yourself shitfaced,” Monery 
illustrates.  

It seems as if in general the pretension of the aristocratic old-world wine, usually 
associated with regions like Burgundy or Bordeaux, is fading. “That hardcore 
snobbery is dying out,” as Monery explains it, the wines associated with the 
snobbery are dying because they’re too expensive for the average person to have. 
Which is where the wines from Blackbook, Renegade, and Vagabond come in. 



The most expensive bottle that any of these wineries have is £100, but that is a 
one-off from Renegade’s 2016 harvest. Other than that one fancy sparkling wine, 
described, by them, as “the best English sparkling wine ever made,” the most 
expensive is a mere £26, while the cheapest comes at a mere £11.50. The 
affordability of these wines means that they are particularly marketable, especially 
since they have the added story of being an urban winery, and we all know that 
the best way to sell something is to have a great story for it.  

Monery just wants to be known “as a good producer. I’d like it if people talked 
about English wines, I’d like them to say, ‘Oh, Vagabond, yeah, they’re one of 
the better still producers in the country,’ rather than just being an urban winery, 
necessarily.” I’m sure that Blackbook and Renegade agree with that sentiment. 
Since England still is such a fledgling producer of wine, it’s rare, but becoming 
less so, to have a killer still English wine. What’s even more interesting is to have 
an amazing English wine that was made in my neighborhood.  

However, Smith, Monery, and I, all think that over the next 10-20 years, urban 
wine will seem as normal as the craft beer scene is now. “Urban breweries have 
become a thing. And I think over the next 20 years urban wine will become more 
of a thing as people go, ‘Oh, yeah, sure, it’s a winery in the city. There’s nothing 
weird about that,’’ Smith tells me. I, for one, look forward to seeing that happen 
and in the meantime, I’ll continue to drink the wines that are made right here in 
my city.  













Drunk & Asking 
for Order: 
Women in wine are
demanding a better industry



In 2017, at a wine tasting event at a small cafe in Seattle, WA, I had an 
interaction with a male wine producer that left me feeling young, inexperienced, 
and uncomfortable. 

I was working as a barista/front of house/wine salesperson and we had a tasting 
event happen with over 50 different producers, it was a wonderful annual event 
that usually had us all leaving with our hearts full. I was chatting with a wine 
producer, who shall remain nameless, he was drunk and a little high (this is 
Seattle, after all) and he ran into a shrub, then invited me to go get drinks with 
everyone else, to which I declined. It had been a long day and we still had to 
clean up the shop.  

I got a message on my Instagram account about an hour later, once I was home 
eating cake, and it was from him. While it was largely innocuous, it did contain a 
text that asked “y’all up to anything?” It made me feel a little uncomfortable and 
I told my coworkers about it the next day. We all agreed it was a little weird and 
then moved on. But, even now, 3 years later, I still think about it sometimes and 
realize that, while it likely wasn’t intentionally indecent, it wasn’t exactly 
appropriate and it still makes me a bit uncomfortable.  

Unfortunately, I’m not alone in feeling like this. According to a survey 
conducted by The Wine Nerd and Wonder Women of Wine, 64% of the women 
who answered the question have been assaulted or harassed by a peer or colleague.  



This year, there has been a reckoning within the wine industry. Just within the 
Court of Master Sommeliers, seven men have been suspended from all duties due 
to sexual misconduct allegations and one has resigned. These men hold a lot of 
power in the industry and, typically, where there is power, there is misconduct, 
unfortunately.  

“There’s one very popular winemaker on the natural wine scene and he is straight 
up creepy, asking young women to help him with harvest in exchange for wines, 
grooming type of stuff. I mean, that person also then lost their distribution
because of how they treated someone. So, at least there’s some repercussions,” 
former wine representative (wine rep) Megan Barone explains to me when I ask if 
she’s seen any inappropriate behavior from male winemakers over a Zoom call in 
early November, following the suspension of the Master Sommeliers.  

Megan Barone became a wine rep, a person who sells wines to wine shops and 
restaurants, after a series of years dabbling in the wine section at the Trader Joe’s 
she was working in. Eventually, she became the buyer for the wine section at her 
shop and realized that she wanted to learn more. Megan went to wine school and 
found something that, “really connected with my soul and really connected with 
my brain.” This passion led her to work for a small distributor as a wine rep.  

Luckily for her, in contrast to what can happen in a wine distribution company, 
she had “the luxury of working for a really cool boss… who was essentially like, 
fuck them, if they’re assholes, just fuck them. You don’t want to sell wine to those 
people,” she emphatically explained. Despite her wine education, expertise in the 
industry, and that she could choose not to give a client her energy if they were 
being contemptible, there were still instances where a man was given priority over 
her. “I do feel like I had to be 5,000 times more prepared in going into tastings… 
there is always this kind of boys club vibe to everything,” she laments. She went 
on to say that even if a man’s wines weren’t better, they would still get 
priority because they were hanging out and were pals with the buyer.  

However, it seems that this is beginning to change, women aren’t putting up with 
this sort of behavior anymore. I spoke with Vif Seattle owner Shawn Mead about 
her experiences in the wine industry and working in restaurants and she
confirmed that “there have been pats on the ass and just shit like that. I think 
women from my generation put up with a lot that people aren’t putting up with 
anymore. A lot of progress has been made just about how honest people are about 
their experiences and their willingness not to be shamed by them.”  



When Shawn started in the wine industry, at Campagne, she was one of the only 
women in Seattle to be working as a wine director. She informed me that “at the 
time, I was the only manager person who was a female actually, and Lauren too 
[her now business partner of almost 10 years]... within the context of that
restaurant, there was sexism. When I took over managing, women had to wear 
dresses and blouse-y things when they were working and guys wore black and 
white. Women had to be pretty, guys could just be whatever.”  

Unfortunately, there is still a lot of this type of sexism within the wine industry. 
Megan told me that for one of her very first wine job interviews, she had to 
“make sure that you look a certain way when you come to the interview… I just 
felt like a man would never be told that.” For most women in the wine industry, 
there is a certain expectation that you must look nice and have a certain aesthetic. 
Big corporate wine companies expect you to be in your best attire and that you 
must be a “sexy woman, almost like having the women that do like the Budweiser 
giveaways,” as Megan puts it.  

Luckily, there is a whole section of wine that is bucking against those traditions of 
corporate wine, which Megan calls “ughll,” and are hiring real women and people 
of color. Part of that comes from more women coming into the wine industry and 
Shawn says that, “the young women that I meet seem to have a different kind of 
power about themselves and feel stronger as women… women [are] coming 
together and supporting women. And not trying to scratch out an individual 
place for themselves.”  

Women supporting other women is a key point for a lot of this progression that 
women have made within the wine industry. In a survey conducted by The Wine 
Nerd and Wonder Women of Wine, 74% of respondents believed that 
advancement in the industry is mostly relationship-based. While this can be 
helpful if women are supporting other women, it can also be harmful, especially 
since the wine world can be a bit of a boy’s club.  

I spoke to another wine rep, named Laurie Brauss, who had similar entryways 
into wine as Megan, but had a lot more to say about the disrespect she was given 
and the frustration she felt about the industry’s boy’s club nature.“It was almost 
always men… [that acted] more like, Hey, we’re having happy hour, not selling 
wine,” she tells me, exasperated. There was a lack of respect that came with these 
experiences, something that was felt across the board with every woman I had 
spoken to. 





Laurie’s biggest frustration during her time in the wine industry was that people 
wouldn’t honor the timings of appointments. Other wine reps would end up 
running over their appointed time and leave her waiting until the client was 
ready, meaning that for the rest of the day, she was scrambling. “I don’t feel like 
I want to go down a path of pointing fingers that men were always the ones that 
fucked with me, but in that situation, I can pretty much put my stamp that 
100% of the time it was men [who would do that],” she told me, still annoyed at 
the memory of the experience.  

As a commission-only rep, where 100% of her salary came from what she could 
sell, when she was behind in her schedule, it meant that her entire week would 
be off and she could lose money because of it. She often had men, specifically, 
treat her as if she wasn’t even there waiting for her appointment that she was on 
time for. She told me that she was even completely ignored, “not even eye contact 
sometimes, just a total dismissal,” several times.  

This kind of behavior comes from a complete lack of respect for the wine rep 
coming after and a total nonchalance for the entire experience. The kind of 
nonchalance that leads to people that say “Natty juice, bro,” as Megan said during 
our zoom call.  

The worst part of this is that if Laurie had said something to the wine rep running 
over their time, it would likely reflect more poorly on her, than her male 
counterpart. In the aforementioned survey, it discovered that “women were more 
than 2x as likely to report that their response to such behavior impacts their 
career as compared to men (53% versus 23% respectively).” This only highlights 
another aspect of the wine industry that has a significant gender bias. The
negative impact on their career is what led to so many women in the past to just, 
“put up with a lot,” which Shawn mentioned.  

Wine, in particular, is an industry that seems rife for this kind of behavior and for 
weaker boundaries between work life and social life. Shawn attributes this to its
intertwinement with alcohol saying, “[alcohol is] this other character that’s in the 
room all the time. And so much of it is lifestyle focused. So it’s very easy for 
people to not have solid barriers between their work and their life. Those two 
things really cross over, so it’s a place that’s really ripe for this kind of issue.” 
When alcohol mixes with a professional environment, it inevitably leads to
unprofessional behavior and the power dynamics that are often a factor in
accepting that behavior are more starkly at play.



In contrast to the women on the trade side of wine, Corrine Rich and Katie 
Rouse, the female winemakers behind Birdhorse Wines in California, their 
experiences in the wine industry have largely been positive, with both saying that 
they’ve worked under female winemakers, albeit only a couple, and with Corrine 
saying, “I never felt like my gender was particularly observed, caveat to that, I am 
also a six foot two, very muscular, strong lady.” 

But that overall positivity doesn’t mean it hasn’t been without its challenges. Katie 
told me, “I feel like I always have to prove myself and my strength.” Winemaking 
is quite a physical job, so with her petite frame, it is often the object of scrutiny, 
with male coworkers thinking that she wouldn’t be able to lift things, or in other 
words, do her job. This doubt in ability isn’t necessarily purposeful or feel 
pointed, but, as Katie says, “it’s just jarring. It hasn’t been uncomfortable, but it 
does feel not very welcoming.” 

While their experiences haven’t been quite as overt, it doesn’t mean that they 
haven’t happened. Corrine detailed to me something that a lot of women have 
likely experienced, “we’ve overheard the bullshit conversations that are often 
held between male coworkers. They’re not necessarily for your ears, but they’ll 
say something gross about women. And you just think, ‘I really wish I had not 
been in the room for this. I also really wish it weren’t happening.’” By speaking in 
this manner, it breeds an inhospitable environment in which women do not feel 
welcomed or wanted. 
 
It isn’t even limited to men, though. Both Katie and Corrine have worked under 
women and while “there are women who really empower you, there are women, 
of an older generation, who have just really forged their own path. Their story 
is inspirational and they’re really cool people oftentimes, but they don’t go that 
extra step and this is true of men too,” as Corrine so eloquently said. There is an 
element of this that seems to be generational, which could come down to the 
climate that these people have grown up in, where they are less likely to help 
those that come after them. The survey mentioned earlier by Women in Wine 
and The Wine Nerd discovered that “91% of millennial female respondents said 
their views differed from older generations,” which confirms that there is a 
generational divide between the younger women coming up in the wine industry 
and those who have been there for a long time.  

As Shawn mentioned earlier, women these days seem to have more strength 
and are less willing to put up with negative experiences. But, the women in the 
older generation often seem to have a dissociation with the struggles with the 
generation that followed them. It’s individualism, rather than women supporting 
women.



Each of them carved their own space in the industry and clawed for each inch; 
Shawn spoke further on this by saying, “one person can become a CEO and say 
that she climbed the ladder and did everything by herself… but the sisterhood 
kind of stuff really helps, there’s women coming together and supporting 
women.” 

Despite all of this, significant changes are coming in the wine industry. Which 
perhaps have come due to this lack of hesitance to speak up about things that are 
not okay. Corrine said that she feels, “less hesitant now to dive in and point out 
when bullshit stuff happens.” Like telling her bosses that she’s not comfortable 
with lyrical content degrading women. This type of pointing out is happening 
throughout the industry, which you can see in the Court of Master Sommeliers, 
the highest realms of the industry. 

The October The New York Times article on the sexual harassment, misconduct, 
and abuse of the men in power on young women coming up in the sommelier 
world, have led to serious ramifications that are still being dealt with within the 
Court itself. But what I found most interesting is that most of the women in the 
article said that they were done with pursuing the title of Master Sommelier. It 
speaks to the nature of the industry changing to move away from elitism.

This elitist nature of wine is being more thoroughly examined by the people who 
are coming up in the industry. “Wine is a very privileged beverage. It’s 
alienating by its own nature. So, there’s a lot to overcome in that regard as well,” 
Katie told me. But it’s this examination of the industry that leads to more
widespread change.  

Shawn mentioned that part of why her and Lauren’s (her business partner) 
businesses have been so successful is that they aren’t snobs. “[We are] driven
 entirely by this deep-seated appreciation and respect for farmers, growers, 
winemakers, people who are putting the hard work in to create this thing that 
brings us so much joy. I find a lot of satisfaction in connecting consumers to 
those places and bringing some joy to them… they need a generosity of spirit 
to allow them to enter this milieu and feel comfortable and confident enough 
to walk out the door with a bottle.” An appreciation for the work that goes into 
making the wine and getting to your door, whilst also approaching those who 
don’t know much about wine with a generous spirit is part of what can make 
wine so special and what will lead to real, institutional change. As Corrine said, 
we need to have a “real attitude shift in institutions.”   

Not only that though, there needs to be more visibility for younger people 
coming into the industry, to see that there isn’t only one path to success and that 



everyone can be successful. “The more visibility we give to [powerful women in 
the industry], the more that other young women coming up in the industry can 
see those faces and hear those voices and be like, yeah, I can do this,” Corrine 
explains.

Wine, despite its pretensions, has the ability to bring people together, it’s why it 
is one of the most lasting and popular alcoholic drinks that we have. According 
to National Geographic, “archaeologists have traced the world’s first known wine 
creation back to the people of the South Caucasus in 6,000BC,” which is around 
the same time that beer was first a part of human culture too. There’s something 
special, and entirely human, about sitting around and sharing a drink. Shawn 
said it best, “when we taste wine together, everyone comes from different parts of 
the world and brings their part of the world and their sensory experience to the 
table… This is what I mean by generosity of spirit, listening, honestly, to what 
people are saying and hearing it and knitting together the common ground.” 

This common ground can be found in a lot of ways, but mostly, it comes down 
to what we taste and the appreciation for the effort put into the wine. Both the 
flavors and the effort come from the people who make the wine. But each of us, 
regardless of gender, are individuals, and with that, comes a unique perspective. I 
asked the winemakers if they thought that there was a variance between the ways 
that the genders approach winemaking and they were appalled at the idea of that.  



Katie made an off the cuff half-joke saying, “women typically often have better 
sense of taste and smell, so hopefully, that helps us be better winemakers.” Which 
is true, but that certainly wasn’t her point. She made this joke to emulate how 
ridiculous it is that men and women make wine differently. Corrine matter of 
factly followed up with, “Men and women make all kinds of different types of 
wine.” 

However, amongst the wine reps, there was a notion that women are perhaps 
more delicate in their approach to the wine. Laurie told me, “men like to swing 
the barrel around as it were. I think women in general have a pretty delicate 
touch. It could be said that my mind thinks that because when I taste a wine 
made by a woman, it seems more nuanced.” However, it was caveated that
perhaps, she’s been conditioned to think this throughout her training, which 
comes from the language used within discussing tasting notes.  

Which Corrine also was frustrated by, “One of my biggest pet peeves is when 
people describe ones as masculine and feminine. I hate that language… I feel like 
we’re just putting a very particular subset of adjectives into each of those boxes.” 
The subset of adjectives that are associated with these tend to be very traditional 
and fall into the traditional gender roles, that women are delicate and men are 
brash. In society, these notions are fading away, yet they stick around in our
language about wine.  

When speaking to Shawn about it, she said that she’s had all sorts of delicate and 
thoughtfully approached wine made by both men and women and followed up 
with a delightful anecdote. She told me about a “big, burly” male winemaker that 
made, “very elegant and fine” wines and at a dinner with him and his wife one 
day, she realized that he wasn’t making himself in the wines (as she believes most 
winemakers do), he was making his wife in “his wines, they were beautiful, 
fine-boned, and elegant in a way that she was.”  

The main takeaway that these women had was that, no, men and women don’t 
make wine differently, but our language surrounding wine is antiquated and 
traditionalistic. It hasn’t caught up with the times yet and we need to work to 
change the way we think about wine in order to change the language we use 
with it.  

That’s not the only thing in the wine industry that is changing though. We’re also 
seeing more and more female producers than we have in the last 50 years. In fact, 
according to research done by Santa Clara University, in California alone (one 
of the bigger wine producers in the States), there has been a 4% increase in the 



number of female winemakers from 2019, which, in a year as unprecedented as 
2020, says a lot. The greater representation for women will only lead to a more 
diverse and exciting field.  

On the wine buying/selling side of things, the women I spoke to told me that 
their ears tend to perk up when they hear a wine they’re tasting has been made by 
a woman. It’s almost a selling point for them, but only, of course, if the wine itself 
is delicious. Megan said, “When I had female winemakers, I found it was easier 
to sell them, but it’s because personally I was stoked about working with female 
winemakers.” Female winemaking has only recently become widespread, so it’s 
as if these wine reps are witnessing a change and are excited about its fruition. 
These women I spoke to all mentioned that female winemaking is something that 
they’re excited about and see as the stepping stones to a better industry.  

The best part about my conversations with these women that work in wine is 
that all of them ended on a rather hopeful note. Things in the wine industry are 
changing for the better and that has come from these women who are fighting 
for each inch, not just for themselves, but for the women they work with and 
those that will come after them. As an impassioned Shawn put it, “when we work 
together, we just make more progress, because it gives us all a higher level to 
stand on.”  
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