
…to the women proving their worth in the British drinks industry

TIME FOR YOU FOOD FOR THOUGHT

Raise a glass…
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Jaega Wise

One hundred years ago, a 
physician named Dr Schick 
claimed that menstruating 
women excreted a toxin that 
made flowers wilt. Other 

quacks jumped on the bandwagon, 
declaring that women could sour wine 
and spoil beer. And though such crazy 
claims no longer keep women out of 
wineries and breweries, the number of 
female winemakers, brewers and distillers 
is still comparatively small. 

THE WINEMAKER
About one in eight of UK winemakers  
is female – including award-winning 
Emma Rice, 45. Back in 1995, when 
working part-time in a restaurant, Emma 
told her boss she wanted to work in the 
wine trade. ‘He suggested being a wine 
merchant’s secretary as looks and charm, 
not brains, were my assets.’

‘It outraged me,’ Emma says, ‘but if 
anything it drove me forward.’ She left the 
restaurant and went to work for her local 
Oddbins off-licence, while taking some 
Wine & Spirit Education Trust courses. 

Emma went on to become a specialist 
wine editor for Hugh Johnson’s Pocket Wine 
Book. ‘For three years I did that job, sitting 
in an office in London and reading 
about other people going to 
wonderful places and 
making wine,’ says Emma. 
Then, knowing that 
winemaking was what 
she really wanted to do, 
she enrolled on a BSc in 
viticulture and oenology.

Now Emma is head 
winemaker at 
Hattingley Valley 
Wines in 
Hampshire. 
‘Although the 
wine trade is 
fairly pale, 

male and stale, I think attitudes have 
changed,’ she says. 

The long hours, though, prevent 
more women coming into the 
industry. ‘If something goes wrong in 
the winery and a six-hour job turns 

into nine hours, you can’t 
leave to pick up a child from 

nursery,’ says Emma. ‘I don’t 
have children but I know a lot 

of women struggle with this 
in every industry. However, 
those children have 
fathers too! It annoys me 
that women take a back 
seat because their 

husbands don’t pull their weight with 
childcare. Equality should begin at home!’

Emma admits that ‘winemakers are 
fairly egotistical – myself included!’ But 
she feels having women around reduces 
the ultra-competitive male ego. ‘At harvest 
time, with temporary workers, you always 
get a couple of guys saying they have a 
better way of doing things. If it’s a good 
idea I’ll take it on board; if not it doesn’t 
offend me. But I’ve been in wineries when 
men just can’t take that criticism.’

THE BREWER
Jaega Wise, 32 – head brewer at Wild 
Card Brewery in east London and 2018 

Brewer of The Year – is no stranger to 
sexist comments. ‘I was loading a truck 
with crates yesterday and the driver said 
to me, “Shouldn’t you be in the office, not 
driving the forklift?” I told him to just go 
and sit in his cab!’

But, she says, this isn’t unique to 
brewing. ‘Every woman has their own 
story of discrimination. There still is a 
glass ceiling. It’s getting better but it’s still 
not good enough.’

In the brewing industry, networks  
such as Crafty Beer Girls have sprung up 
for women to support each other, and 
Project Venus began the trend of female 
brewers brewing a beer together. Now, 
each year on International Women’s Day, 
women meet to create something special. 
‘This year, over 100 women came to  
brew at Wild Card,’ says Jaega. ‘We 
produced an India Pale Ale in tribute to 
mathematician Ada Lovelace, the first 
computer programmer.’

Removing sexist branding, such as 
images of naked women on labels, has 
been a positive step too. 
‘These days, if a brewer 
brings out a product with 
branding like that, they’ll 
be ostracised. Plus, the 
Portman Group – a sort of 
“alcohol police” – will stop 
them producing it.’

Encouraging more 
women into brewing starts 
with education. ‘It’s about 
getting more women into 
sciences at A level or 
degree level,’ says Jaega, 
who studied chemical 
engineering at university. She also feels 
more apprenticeships are needed for 
school-leavers. ‘But anyone who wants  
to get into brewing can learn by starting 
with a homebrew kit. You can’t always 
wait for other people to open doors for 
you – sometimes you have to open  
them yourself.’

Seeing the success of women like  
Jaega – a host on Channel 5’s The Wine 
Show and Radio 4’s The Food Programme 
– will help too. ‘The visibility of women, 
the visibility of people of colour –  
these things are important because it 
normalises those scenarios. That means 
when Mr Truckdriver sees me driving a 
forklift he hasn’t got a comment to make 
because he’s seen it eight times that  
day already.’

THE DISTILLER 
Marian Bruce  
had been a research 
scientist for 20 years 
before she left 
academia and, with 
her husband Simon, 
bought a small  
farm in Perthshire 
between the  
Scottish Highlands 
and Lowlands. 

‘Simon and I are 
biologists, so initially 

it was about creating a biodiversity 
hotspot,’ says Marian. ‘We immediately 
started planting wildflower meadows and 
native trees. Ten years on, the biodiversity 
has increased 400-fold.’

With a small farm not entitled to 
subsidies, they knew they had to do things 
differently – for example, by raising 
rare-breed sheep. The distillery was born 
out of the same ethos.

Although Marian had always known 
about Scandinavian and Alpine spirits 
using wild plants, a visit to a friend in 
Denmark gave her the idea of distilling a 
spirit using the native plants she and 
Simon had reintroduced. Then a change 
in HMRC legislation made the project 
feasible. ‘Before that, to have a distilling 
licence, you had to have an 18,000-litre 

still, which is the size of a small house and 
needs millions of pounds of funding.’ The 
change meant any size still was allowed.

Highland Boundary distillery was 
founded in January 2016, and the first 
product, Birch and Elderflower Wild 
Scottish Spirit, was launched in October 
2018, with Larch and Honeysuckle Wild 
Scottish Spirit following in 2020. Both 
have won prestigious awards. ‘All the 
flavours come from our own countryside, 
with everything gathered within two miles 
of the distillery,’ says Marian.

When Covid struck, Highland 
Boundary pivoted to make hand  
sanitiser. ‘HMRC created a short-term 
dispensation for distillers – who were 
sitting on stocks of ethanol – to let us 
make hand sanitiser.’ Marian ended up 
supplying GP surgeries, a hospice, the 
ambulance service, food shop workers… 
‘Serving our community in that way was 
just so rewarding.’

TAKE A SIP
Check out and order Emma, 
Jaega and Marian’s products:
www.hattingleyvalley.com
www.wildcardbrewery.co.uk 
www.highlandboundary.com 

HIGHLAND BOUNDARY WILD APPLETINI
‘I’m the distiller and Simon mixes the cocktails!’ says Marian. So here is Simon’s 
recipe for a perfect autumn or winter cocktail. 

INGREDIENTS
• 25ml Birch and Elderflower Wild 
Scottish Spirit
• 10ml Calvados or apple brandy
• 150ml cloudy apple juice
• a mint sprig or slice of apple

METHOD
1.  In a cocktail mixer add some ice and 

pour in the Birch and Elderflower 
together with the Calvados.

2.  Stir and add the cloudy apple juice. 
3.  Shake and strain out the ice while 

pouring into a Martini glass. 
4.  Garnish with a sprig of mint or a 

slice of apple.
For other cocktail ideas, see  
www.bbcgoodfood.com/recipes/
collection/cocktail-recipes. 
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