Wine I WOMEN IN WINE

AHEAD
OF THEIR
GAME
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STUDIES SUGGEST WOMEN HAVE A NATURAL
ADVANTAGE WHEN IT COMES TO WINE, THANKS
TO AN ENHANCED SENSE OF SMELL AND TASTE,
SO WHY DO MEN DOMINATE THE INDUSTRY?
SARAH GAMBONI CHATS TO FIVE WOMEN
ABOUT THEIR STRENGTHS
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A MATTER OF
TASTE
Do you have an aversion to
bitter, fatty or overly sweet
foods? Chances are you may
be a “supertaster”. Dr Linda
Bartoshuk, a US psychologist
working at Yale University,
first coined the term in the
1990s to describe people with
an above-average number of
taste buds. Up to 35 per cent
of women are supertasters,
while only 15 per cent of men
fit the bill. Jancis Robinson,
one of the world’s top wine
critics, is a supertaster, and
so too is Jane Faulkner, a
Melbourne-based wine writer,
wine judge, and member of
the Halliday Wine Companion
tasting panel.
“Biologically, women
are more sensitive to bitter
compounds, and that’s so you
don’t eat poison and kill your
baby,” Jane says. So, does
that mean women have better
palates than men? “Well, I
wouldn’t say better,” she says,
“But we do taste differently.”
New Zealand-born
winemaker Samantha Connew

of Stargazer Wines in Tasmania
also believes women take a
different approach to wine
tasting. “One of the things I’ve
noticed is that women work
together more collaboratively
– and possibly communicate
a little better about wine,”
she says. “This is generalising
things, but women tend to
spend more time around food,
so we can readily identify
flavours such as spices and
fruits, and express that more
easily.”
One of Australia’s leading
sommeliers and restaurant
managers, Ainslie Lubbock
of recently opened Pt Leo
Estate, agrees. “I know this
is a gross generalisation, but
typically men have a more
academic approach to wine
tasting and wine service – they
talk about what the vintage
was like, the oak regime,
the winemaking practices,”
she says. “Women tend to
look at what’s in the glass,
rather than intellectualising
it. From an early age, women
smell flowers, we bake cakes,
we’re more engaged with our
olfactory sense, so we pick up
those nuances in wine.”
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Feast for
our senses

CLOCKWISE FROM MAIN: The
Fabulous Ladies’ Wine Society,
Pt Leo Estate’s Ainslie Lubbock,
Samantha Connew of Stargazer
Wines, Jane Thomson.
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A MAN’S
WORLD
So, why then, in a world filled

that the inner sanctum is for
men only.”
It’s not due to a lack
of interest, either. “Equal
numbers of women and men
leave winemaking college, but
then the proportion of women
drops to an absurd amount,
with females making up less
than 10 per cent of the wine
industry,” Jane says.
“There is a huge attrition
rate,” Samantha says. She
was the first woman to be
appointed chief of judges at
the Sydney Royal Wine Show.
“Throughout my career, I’ve

with female supertasters,
collaborators and sniffers, is
the wine industry still such a
male-heavy space?
“Well, we live in a
patriarchy, and the wine
industry has always been a bit
skewed towards the old guard,
and older men who thought
they knew everything about
wine,” Jane says. “I think some
men have set up these rules

seen women go on maternity
leave and then find it too hard
to come back in a part-time
capacity. The mind-set is
that it must be a full-time job,
which is rubbish. Whether
it’s job sharing or taking a
more creative approach,
winemaking doesn’t have to be
a standard eight hours a day.”
It’s an issue that hits close
to home for Suzie Muntz,
viticulturist at Xanadu in
Margaret River. Suzie is
currently on maternity leave
following the birth of her son
in May last year. “Viticulture
can be a bit of a man’s world,”
Suzie says. “But Xanadu is
such a good place to work in
that I plan on getting most
of my job done Monday to
Thursday. I have a very
supportive partner and we
are talking about him going
part-time so he can also spend
some quality time with our
son. As much as I’d love a
part-time role, the position of
viticulturist is hard to do in that
capacity.”
It’s not just the hands-on
roles of winemaking and
viticulture in which women
are underrepresented – the
top positions in hospitality are
still largely man’s domain, too.
“Although there are more
women working in the wine
space in restaurants – and
even in kitchens there’s more
balance now – I will say
there’s still some way to go
to build women’s confidence
to lead a wine team and
negotiate effectively,” says
Ainslie, who’s managed some
of Australia’s top restaurants,
including Attica and The
Royal Mail.
“I did a masterclass
with Women in Wine recently,
and what was consistent with
their stories was not how they
pursued their career to the
top, but the way they had to
pursue their role as mother
as well, and still made it to
the top of their game,” Ainslie
says. “It may have been a
more circuitous route, but
they got there in the end.”
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WOMEN IN
WINE
As the founder of The Fabulous

“What I felt could have a bit
more gunpowder in its barrels
was an awards program –
something that would get
people revved up and have
positive energy around it.”
Jane launched the Australian
Women in Wine Awards in 2015,
the first – and only – awards
program for women in the wine
world. Last year, Australia’s
governing wine body, Wine
Australia, invited Jane to take
the awards to London. “Sixty-

two Australian women flew over
for the event, which was the
largest number of any gender
to represent Australian wine in
the UK,” she says.
“There’s still a lot of work
to be done, so we’re pushing
ahead with wine events and
education, and we’re working
with an increasing number of
female winemakers,” Jane
says. “We’re putting the
sisterhood to work in a really
exciting way.”

Industry
leader

Hayley Purbrick and her son, representing
the fifth and sixth generation of Tahbilk
Wine. ABOVE: The Fabulous Ladies’ Wine
Society Women in Wine Awards.

Q&A WITH HAYLEY
PURBRICK OF TAHBILK
What do you bring to the
Tahbilk brand?
I bring a next-generation
view on the businesses’
future. I have a passion
for environmental
sustainability and
upholding Tahbilk’s social
responsibility to the
community ... Our future
generations are relying
on us.
How do you keep a
heritage brand relevant?
For me life is all about
storytelling. Tahbilk has
a diverse, lively and deep
history in Australian wine
culture – so many amazing
stories to tell which pique
the curiosity in the modern
customer.
Are you meeting more
women in the industry?
There are certainly quite
a few women about in
the industry, more then
when I entered 10 years
ago. I would love to see
more women in positions
of influence across the
industry and also in the
vineyards. Certainly the
number of women taking on
wine making has increased.
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Ladies’ Wine Society and
Australian Women in Wine
Awards, Jane Thomson is one
of our most vocal champions for
women in the wine industry.
“I started The Fabulous
Ladies’ Wine Society as I
felt there was a gap that
needed filling with insightful,
interesting content for
wine-loving women,” Jane
says. The organisation hosts
tasting events, educational
masterclasses and winery
tours.
“After the first 18 months of
meeting women in the industry,
some of the stories I was
hearing were truly shocking.
The wine industry, like so many
male-dominated industries, is a
very difficult place for women,
but these women didn’t want to
speak out as they didn’t want to
put their careers at risk.”
After attending a Women of
the Vine conference in the US
in 2015, Jane decided to take
matters into her own hands. “I
was inspired to see that where
there was a push to support
women in the industry, it was
making an impact,” she says.
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