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Women and wine: A tribute to mothers and the feminine in oenology
With Mother's Day approaching, a tribute to mothers and the feminine in oenology
By Bill St. John, Special to Tribune Newspapers
2:52 p.m. CDT, May 2, 2014
Happy Mother's Day, Mom. She won't read that; she's long gone. Still, I honor her and praise her. She first interested me in wine and so, in a manner of thinking, in this time and on this page, she's your mother too.
She was a Belgian, married to a rural Colorado boy who had been raised on good food but no wine. In time, she brought the bottle to their table and forever changed his eating life and those of their nine children, beginning with the eldest who today remembers her just this way.
During the past 40 years of writing and teaching about wine and wine and food, I've met many women in wine who came into my life after my mother did and who, like her, brought the bottle to my dining table or writing desk or podium. I've known women winemakers, winery owners, vineyard managers, winery CEOs, sommeliers and wine merchants, women wine writers and certainly many women wine lovers and students of wine.
All in all, and after those 40 years of knowing these many women, it's important for me to say today that I believe that wine is special for and to them in some ways because they're women, not men.
As far as craft, skill, ability, knowledge, business acumen, even art — all that the Greeks called techne or episteme — the women in wine whom I know are equal to the many men in wine whom I know and, as a Roman would add, vice versa.
But I notice that the women in wine often have a sensibility or a way of feeling about wine that few of the men share or equal. For example, I've taught wine classes to thousands of people, and it's the women, by and large, who come up first and clearest with words to describe wines' aromas and textures. Sure, guys are good at it, but not as good as gals.
"I think women are maybe more sensitive to their surroundings," says Helene Seillan, winemaker for Cenyth Wines in Sonoma County. "We are more alert to nature, even its dangers, in order to protect our families. We get the detail."
"There are ranges of masculinity and femininity both," says Eileen Crane, founding winemaker and president of Domaine Carneros in southern Napa Valley. "Look, I run a company; I make hard choices. But I also like pink; I'm a sensualist; I'm into senses. It has informed my life.
"What would I have done if I hadn't become a winemaker?" she asks. "I probably would have had three alternating careers, as a perfumer, a florist and a chocolatier. Those are the things that I find fascinating from a sensual aspect, all aromatic things."
Several months ago, I received a handwritten letter from Tara Gomez, the winemaker for Kita Wines from the Santa Ynez Valley of Santa Barbara County in Southern California.
The letter was layered with fascination: Gomez is a member of "the tribe of Chumash Indians" that in 2010 purchased a 256-acre vineyard on "1,400 acres of sacred Chumash land." She "aim(s) for the wines to capture the essence of such a spiritual and extraordinary place."
This is how she makes her wines: "I follow the direction from Mother Earth into the winery and guide the grapes to embody balance and a sense of femininity. … (My) winemaking is the heart that carries the voice of the vineyard through to the bottle."
The last people to talk in that manner about vineyards, viticulture and winemaking were likely Benedictine and Cistercian monks in Burgundy sometime during the late Middle Ages.
Everyone today talks about "terroir"; no one talks about "listening to what the vineyard is speaking, connecting to it, telling me what it is going through," the way Gomez does.
Is that because she is Chumash or because she is a woman? Does it matter? Perhaps her apprenticeships or upbringing explain such sentiment. I don't know; I don't care.
But it doesn't sound like guy talk.
Wines to try
2011 Kita Wines Syrah "Camp 4 Vineyard," Santa Ynez Valley, California: In the northern Rhone way of syrah, with dark brooding fruit accented with baking spice, cigar box and "the vapors" of mint or anise wafting about; a lengthy finish entices another sip. $40
NV Domaine Carneros by Taittinger Brut Rosé "Cuvee de la Pompadour," Napa Valley, California: You know that smell when you walk into a greenhouse on a sunny day in early summer? Add a whiff of marzipan, gorgeous cheek-pink hue and a gazillion tiny bubbles. $36
2012 Merry Edwards Sauvignon Blanc, Russian River Valley, Sonoma County, California: Merry Edwards has been making wine in California for more than 40 years. Although her pinot noirs get all the rah-rahs, she also knows her sauvignon blanc. This has 20 percent sauvignon musque, a clone of sauvignon blanc that adds spiciness and pop; combined with lees stirring for added richness and creaminess, you've got a sauvignon that has as many layers as a mille-feuille. $32
If your wine store does not carry these wines, ask for ones that are similar in style and price.
Bill St John has been writing and teaching about wine for more than 40 years.
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