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Nestled approximately 80 kilometers north of San Francisco, California's Napa County
stands as a paramount hub of American viticulture and a globally significant enclave for
both wine tourism and broader gastronomic exploration. Boasting over 500 wineries
and injecting an estimated 13 billion euros annually into the U.S. economy through
wine, tourism, and cuisine, Napa Valley is not only one of the most expensive wine
regions in the Americas but also one of the most visited, drawing close to four million



travelers each year, alongside its neighboring and equally renowned Sonoma.

The narrative of Napa Valley and its bond with winemaking dates back to 1861, with
the establishment of the first winery by the legendary Charles Krug. By the late 19th
century, the valley, thanks to its mild Mediterranean climate, was already recognized as
the premier United States location for vine planting.

A significant shift, reminiscent of Robert Mondavi's 1965 transformative arrival in
California, is currently unfolding in Napa. A new wave of winemakers is on a seemingly
daunting mission: to position women at the forefront of an industry that has been
predominantly male-dominated for nearly six decades. Elaine St. Clair, the only woman
in the country holding both winemaker and brewer titles, and the current director of St.
Clair Brown, a unique Napa tasting room that doubles as a boutique winery and nano-
brewery, speaks of her journey. Influenced by pioneering female winemakers Dawnine
Dyer and Eileen Crane, St. Clair highlights the wine business's multifaceted nature,
from vineyard to production and marketing, attracting a diverse array of hardworking,
talented personalities.

Priyanka French, the face of Signorello Estate and one of the youngest and few Indian
women winemakers in California, is a vocal advocate for the growing presence of
women in viticulture. She underscores the challenges and encourages the expansion of
this female winemaking tribe through her work with the Bâtonnage Forum, a platform
promoting female leadership across all layers of California's wine sector.

Despite only 14% of California's wine businesses being led by women, with a noticeable
salary disparity between male and female sommeliers, the Bâtonnage Forum's
increasing involvement in promoting the valley has been pivotal.

Victoria Coleman of Lobo Wines, the first African American woman to lead a winery in
California, recalls her early challenges and a defining moment of validation when wine
critic Robert Parker commended her 2006 Mario Bazán Cabernet Sauvignon.

The recent years have seen significant shifts in Napa Valley, attributed partly to the
pandemic's impact on production practices, hospitality services, and customer
experiences. A notable philosophical change, as analyzed by French, is the move



towards eco-friendly agriculture and sustainable practices, with wineries striving for
transparency in communicating these changes.

Beyond the confines of the valley, the wine culture has spread, with many tourists
opting to stay in the city of Napa, enjoying new hotels, tasting rooms, and a burgeoning
nightlife and music scene, as noted by St. Claire.

Napa's culinary scene continues to attract global food enthusiasts to restaurants like La
Calenda, PRESS, Morimoto, and the iconic The French Laundry by Chef Thomas Keller.
Yet, a resonating figure among the women pioneering Napa's wine industry is Hannah
Elizabeth Rabbe, the first female wine entrepreneur in Napa, who established her
vineyard empire in the 19th century.

Today, as women increasingly take the helm in Napa Valley, they continue to foster a
love for wine, sharing and learning with each bottle opened, a sentiment echoed by
French. Napa Valley, with its rich history and evolving landscape, stands as a testament
to the enduring allure of wine, uniting past traditions with modern innovations and
diverse leadership.


