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Views of Steeply Terraced Vineyards in the Douro Valley

We study the career paths of winemakers who are women. Winemaking still today remains a 
traditional male-dominated field regardless of the country, although the situation is slowly 
changing. Having visible role models is central to developing one's worldview of what is 
possible and doable and by whom. Identifying women who are successful in their career pursuits,
and reporting on their aspirations and experiences, facilitates this process of change. 

Our studies focus on California and its women winemakers and on women winemakers in other 
important wine areas of the world.  In 2014 and 2015 we met with women in the Rioja area of 
northern Spain and the Penedès and Priorat regions in Catalonia. Then in late 2016, after harvest,
we visited the Douro Valley in Portugal. This article reports on our meetings with a number of its
women winemakers as well as a viticulturist. The generosity of time and spirit of these New 
Douro Women has made it possible to extend our project to yet another country. 

The Douro Valley 

The uniquely beautiful Douro Valley, located in northern Portugal, is a UNESCO World 
Heritage site and one of the country's main wine regions. We selected the Douro as the focus for 
our trip because it is home to many prestigious wineries and is an area with increased 
opportunity for winemakers who are women. Although in the minds of many consumers, Port 
wines are what the country is all about, this is much too narrow a view. Yes, there are the famous
Port houses, such as Graham, Sandeman, and Taylor, but high-quality still (table) wines are 
increasingly offered by the quintas that abound in the Douro Valley and elsewhere in the 
country. (N.B.: a quinta is a wine-producing estate, which can be a winery or a vineyard.) This 
relatively recent shift to producing still wines provides new opportunities for younger 
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winemakers, many of whom now are women. Our research indicated that the Douro Valley 
appeared to have a higher percentage of women winemakers than other wine areas.

We opted for a “rural hotel,” and decided on the 
Hotel Rural Casa dos Viscondes da Várzea near 
Lamego for our stay in the valley. The hotel, 
which was within a drive of an hour or so of the 
quintas we planned to visit, turned out to be ideal 
both in terms of location and the excellence of the
accommodations. The portion of the hotel in 
which we stayed is “ancient” by Western 
standards, having been built in 1802. The main 
building houses the dining room and additional 
bedrooms, and dates from the mid-19th century. 
Regardless of its age, the entire hotel is 
comfortably appointed and sited amidst over 180 
hectares of vineyards and farmland. We later 
learned from our gracious hostess and hotel’s 
owner, Maria Manuel Cyrne, that the grapes 
from the vineyards on the property are sourced to 
a winery that was on our list to visit. 

The Varietals

There are some 80 varietals of wine grapes in the Douro Valley, but among the most important 
are Touriga Nacional, Tionta Roriz, Touriga Francesca, Tina Barroca, and Tino Cão for reds - 
the so-called “top cinco” - and Rabigato, Gouveio, Viosinho, and Malvasia Fina for whites. 
Although there are some vineyards planted with a single varietal, many others are mixtures of 
them. Indeed the unique nature of Douro wines is often attributed to the diversity of varietals 
contained in the vineyards.

The Visits

We were warmly welcomed at each and every visit, and the conversations we had were engaging
and informative. We met with five winemakers, a viticulturist, and an exports and marketing 
manager who was also involved in winemaking. The women all had degrees in their fields but 
ranged in their years of experience. As a group they were inspiring, talented, proud of their wine 
region and their wines, and completely in love with what they do. Finally, nearly all were 
associated with wineries having very long histories in the Douro, and many were daughters 
carrying on their family's winemaking tradition.

We first met with Sónia Pereiera at Quinta Nova de Nossa Senhora do Carmo, one of the oldest
and largest quintas in the Douro. Our second conversation was with Francisca van Zeller at 
Quinta Vale D. Maria, together with Maria Manuel Maia from Poças Júnior, both of whom are
members of D'Uva (see below). This was followed by visits with Maria Serpa Pimentel at 
Quinta da Pacheca, one of the first woman winemakers in the Douro, and with Luísa Borges at 
Vieira de Sousa, who was quite recently appointed winemaker at her family's winery. We next 
talked with Sandra Tavares da Silva of Wine & Soul, a winery she owns with her spouse, also a
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winemaker. We concluded a very busy week with a visit to Murganheira, a wine cellar mainly 
focused on sparkling wines, where we met with Marta Lourenço.

The Career Paths

Sónia Pereiera

Looking for a career focus led Sónia Pereiera to wine.

Our arrival at Quinta Nova de Nossa Senhora do Carmo followed a challenging drive along 
steep and curvy mountain roads and through several tiny villages. The winery, one of the oldest 
and largest quintas in the Douro, is located in Covas do Douro, west of Pinhão as the crow flies. 
When we arrived, a bit unnerved by the drive, we were greeted by the radiant Sónia Pereiera.

Ready for a change, Sónia came to Quinta Nova in the fall of 2010 to help with harvest. On the 
last day of harvest she was offered and accepted a job as a cellar worker, a position not usually 
held by women. In a few short years she worked her way up to being the enologist/winemaker at 
the winery. In this role, she works closely with Jorge Alves, the lead winemaker. Sonia views 
Jorge “as the best winemaker in Portugal at this time” and describes him “like a private teacher.” 
She could not be happier. As a measure of her commitment and dedication as a winemaker, she 
is the first to arrive at the winery each day and the last to go home.

Winemaking was not an intentional career path for Sónia, however. She grew up on a small 
family farm, and although her parents made wine for personal enjoyment, she “was not a fan of 
wine.” Her then boyfriend, and now husband—they married in 2005—enrolled at the 
Universidade de Trás-os-Montes e Alto Douro (UTAD) in Vila Real in 1998, the only university 

in the area that offers an enology degree. Sónia, 
who was at the point of considering her own 
educational path, decided to attend the same 
university the next year. She took a number of 
jobs in wineries to support herself while in 
school and found that she loved working in the 
cellar and doing harvest. Most importantly, she 
discovered her love for wine. She completed her 
degree in 2004 and immediately accepted a 
position at a small winery where she worked 
until 2010 and “did everything.” 

What Does It Take To Be Successful?

Sónia is respected by her colleagues and held 
with great affection, as we saw first hand when 
Tiago Silva, hospitality manager, joined our 
lively conversation. Sónia is personable but also 
focused and precise. When we asked what she 
most loved about her work, she replied that “all 
things are connected, it is different every day and
never boring.” She likes challenges and sees 
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problems “as something to be solved.” “Everything has a solution except when the wine ends up 
on the floor!”

When asked specifically what is needed to be successful, Sónia indicated that the situation is 
improving for women in Portugal, but that women still need to prove themselves more than do 
men. “Today it is not enough to have a family name, you have to be able to do the work.”

Sónia's spouse also works at Quinta Nova, and their daughter Joana spends many happy hours at 
the winery. She noted that younger men like her husband—those under age 45—know they need 
to work at home and do their fair share. “Working women have different expectations.”

The Port and Douro Wines

The highlights of Sónia's career thus far are the birth of her daughter in 2008 and crafting the 
Mirabilis Grande Reserva White wine together with Jorge Alves. The Mirabilis Grande Reserva 
White 2015 is the first Portuguese white wine to enter the distinctive list of the best wines in the 
world. This complex and intense wine earned 94–96 points from the prestigious critic, Robert 
Parker.

Quinta Nova crafts a number of award-winning still wines and Ports. These include three grand
reserves, two red and one white, two reserves, and four brands. Approximately 300,000 bottles
are produced each year. 

We continued our lively conversation in the lovely tasting room, where we were treated to an
impressive tasting of six Quinta Nova wines, all delectable. Starting with two white wines, the
2015 Pomares and 2015 Grainha Reserva, we moved on to three reds, the 2014 Unoaked, 2013
Grande  Reserva,  and  2014  Grainha  Reserva,  and  finally  to  the  Clã  Special  Reserve  Porto.
Regrettably, we needed to leave the wonderful tasting sooner than we would have liked. It was
getting close to 6 p.m. and quite dark outside. Yes, we were nervous about the drive down the
mountain in the pitch dark. Sónia sensing this, offered to lead the way. And she did, at breakneck
speed! 

Francisca van Zeller

Her father's passion led Francisca to wine.

Francisca van Zeller is from a Portuguese wine family with deep roots in the Douro Valley. Her
father, Cristiano van Zeller, is a well-known and highly successful wine producer whose family 
had owned and operated Quinta do Noval since 1894, before it changed hands in the 1990s. (Her 
father was co-administrator of Quinta do Noval in the 1980s and 1990s). Quinta Vale D. Maria, 
which was acquired by her parents in 1996, had been in her mother's family for over 250 years. 
Subsequently, her father named one of the new vineyards he planted “Francisca,” in hindsight 
perhaps with the hope that his passion would lead her to a career with the winery. 

Francisca took a circuitous path to her current position in the family wine business. Her first 
degree was in history from Royal Holloway, University of London in 2007, followed by an MA 
in journalism two years later from the Universidad San Pablo-CEU. She worked in various 
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positions for the next four years and then heard the calling from her family's roots. She 
completed the Universidad Católica Portuguesa's graduate program in Viticultura e Enologi in 
2015, and now holds the title of Exports Manager and Marketing at Quinta Vale D. Maria.

Very much a visionary, doer, and ambassador, Francisca
is heavily involved in developing and implementing the
marketing and distribution strategies for the Quinta. She
manages the winery's relationships with journalists and
clients directly, but also through the “Douro Boys”
group and the more recently formed “D'Uva - Portugal
Wine Girls,” of which she is a founder. In addition, she
is involved in the Quinta's winemaking process,
especially in the final definition of the wines. During our
conversation, Francisca talked extensively and with
great passion about the plans for further developing 
Quinta Vale D. Maria wines and refurbishing some of
the centuries-old buildings on the property.

The Douro Boys are associated with what some call
“The New Douro” and its focus on the excellent still
wines now being produced in the Douro Valley. In the
past five years, both still wines and Ports from the
Douro were listed among Wine Spectator's Top 100
Wines. The Douro Boys, with representatives from a
group of five wine estates, Quinta do Vallado, Niepoort, 
Quinta do Crasto, Quinta Vale D. Maria and Quinta do
Vale Meão, has as its goal positioning the still wines of
the Douro on an equal footing with the traditional Port
wines. Francisca's father, Cristiano van Zeller, was one
of the group's organizers. The members of D'Uva are well known professional women from 
different regions of Portugal, and include leading winemakers, viticulturists, owners, and 
marketing and sales managers. Among its goals is promoting Portuguese wines throughout the 
world.

Opportunities for Women

Francisca noted that winemakers such as Filipa Pato in the Bairrada wine region and Sandra 
Tavares da Silvia (see below) have done well in the industry, and their recognition helps younger
women seeking winery positions. She thought that in sales, “Being a daughter of a recognized 
family in the wine business may be an advantage, as it is still a rarer case than being a son who 
has gone into the business. It can attract attention just because of the gender difference.” Overall,
though, in her experience, marketing and trade appear to be more balanced between women and 
men than other areas of the wine industry.

She observed some specific disadvantages for women—sommeliers are still mainly men and 
they don't seem to include female sommeliers in their events (there are relatively few female 
sommeliers in Portugal). Similarly, few tasting circles include women, and members of the 
circles typically do not invite women to join them. In addition, only rarely does one see women 
as wine buyers.

Francisca van Zeller
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In the area of viticulture, both Francisca and Maria Manuel Maia, a viticulturist (see below), 
thought that the change in Maria’s field was slower than in winemaking, and that it was “still a 
man's world.”

The Port and Douro Wines

Quinta Vale D. Maria produces award-winning Vale D. Maria Whites, Reds, Port and CV 
(Curriculum Vitae Douro Red), the estate red. The 2009 red “Tinto” Quinta Vale D. Maria 
Douro received 96 points from Parker. And just recently, the Quinta Vale D. Maria Douro Red 
2013 made it to the “TOP 100 Wine Spectator List of 2016.”

Francisca surprised us with a gift bottle of the 2013 Quinta Vale D. Maria “Vinha da Francisca” 
Douro Red made from fruit grown in the vineyard bearing her name.

Maria Manuel Maia

Passion about the natural world was her guide.

We were delighted to be able to meet with Maria Manuel Maia, the viticulturist at Poças 
Júnior, an independent producer of Port and Douro wines and owned by the same family for four
generations. Maria was visiting with Francisca van Zeller at Quinta Vale D. Maria to discuss 
strategies related to D'Uva, of which she is also a member. D'Uva had just received an invitation 
to have a booth at an important technology-oriented event scheduled in Lisbon for the next day.

Maria is warm, personable, and quietly self-
confident. She was born in Porto, as was her great 
grandfather, Manoel Poças, a brandy trader who 
established the family business in 1918. He received 
the land that is now the heart of the Poças Júnior 
wine estates as a payment for a debt. Since that time, 
four generations of the Poças family, including 
Maria, have shared his passion for wine and tradition
while also introducing innovations and change in 
managing the three estates comprising the winery. 

Similar to Francisca, these deep family roots were 
central to Maria's deciding on her career path. From 
an early age, she knew she was passionate about 
sustainability and “working outside.” She studied 
Agricultural Engineering at the Universidade de 
Trás-os-Montes e Alto Douro. During her studies at 
the university, she “became aware of how proud I 
would be if I could work in the field that my 
ancestors had handed down to me.” 

Upon graduating in January 2005, Maria decided to take her internship in Italy, after her teacher 
presented her with that option. This internship turned out to be crucial step in her career: she 
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learned that doing research was too far removed from her passion, working outside “in the 
natural world.” Coincidentally, the person who was the viticulturist with the family estates left 
for another opportunity that year, and Maria was offered the position of viticulturist. She 
accepted the offer in late 2005, less than a year after receiving her degree.

Today, Maria is in charge of the viticulture for all three quintas within the Poças wine estate, a 
demanding position that she finds exciting and rewarding. She is involved in all major initiatives 
such as heading up the recent replanting of 13 hectares of vineyards at one of the three quintas. 
She loves her work although her many responsibilities often take time away from the vineyards. 
One example is increasingly being pulled into taking on a public face and engaging in marketing.

Work and Family

Maria noted that when you work in a family company, you know you have to produce results. 
“You do not worry about having weekends.” She married in 2016, and she and her spouse are 
expecting their first child in 2017. With this upcoming addition to their family and despite her 
many responsibilities at the quintas, she feels confident that she and her spouse will be 
successful in managing the changes that the arrival of the baby will bring to their lives. Her 
husband, a lover of Port wine, is flexible, social, and open to embracing the changes and 
complexities that accompany family life with a viticulturist! 

The Port and Douro Wines

Poças wine estates produces award-winning Douro ports and white and red table wines. Its first 
Coroa d'Ouro red wine was released in 1990, and the products have been expanded to include 
Poças Reserva, Vale de Cavalos, and Símbolo. The winery's wide range of highly regarded 
White, Ruby, and Tawny Ports and Vintage Ports are made solely from grapes grown on the 
various Poças quintas.

Vintage Ports are the finest of the Ruby Ports. The Poças 2009 Vintage Port was listed among 
Wine Spectator's Top 100 Wines for 2012. For Tawny Ports, excellence is achieved with the 
Colheitas, the finest lots of wine from a single vintage that are aged in wood for a minimum of 
seven years. Wine Spectator recently recognized several of Poças premium tawny ports. Its Port 
Colheita 1996, received 92 points, Colheitas 1992 and 1995, 93 points, and Colheita 1997, 94 
points, and its 40-year-old Tawny Port garnered 95 points. Maria presented us with the gift of a 
Colheitas 1992 Porto, which we very much look forward to enjoying with our family.

Maria Serpa Pimentel 

“Never be distracted from the important parts of your life.” 

Maria Pimental, the winemaker at Quinta da Pacheca, is a remarkable woman. She has the 
distinct honor of being among the first woman winemakers in the Douro. She is also well known 
for her work as a professor at Universidade de Trás-os-Montes e Alto Douro (UTAD). 

When we asked Maria who first encouraged her to pursue a career in wine, she named her 
grandfather. He always brought her books from abroad, took a strong interest in her studies at the
university, and was a person she greatly admired. Maria has fond memories as a child of 
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swimming in a lagare (a waist-deep granite tank for crushing wine by foot) at her grandfather's 
winery.

Maria's grandfather was well known in the Douro, where he had established wineries and served 
as president of the Port Wine Institute until 1976. In 1973, he started to bottle Douro still white 
wines, namely, Riesling and Gewurztraminer, which he gave to friends. Their positive responses 
to the wines led to his creating the brand name “Pacheca,” and marketing the wines. In the 
1980s, he started producing still red wines under the Quinta da Pacheca label, and in 2000, the 
year he died, he produced his first Port Vintage wines under the Pacheca label. 

After completing high school in Lisbon, Maria returned
to the Douro to study enology at UTAD. After graduating,
she was invited to teach classes in microbiology while
doing her master's thesis on malolactic fermentation,
research that involved travel to Germany to study the
microbiology of fermentation. She completed her
master's degree, continuing teaching, and started work on
her doctoral degree. She also married and started a family
during this period. In 2000, the year of her grandfather's
death, she returned to help her family with harvest, and
three years later, she began working at Quinta da
Pacheca as its winemaker, a position she continues to
hold today.

In recognition of her expertise, Maria was nominated for
and now serves on one of the boards of the Instituto dos
Vinhos do Douro e Porto (Port and Douro Wine
Institute), She coordinates the board that assesses Port
wine samples and assigns their designations. She is the
sole woman on the board. According to its web site, “The mission of the institute is to promote 
the control of the quality and quantity of Port wines, regulating the production process, as well as
the protection and defense of the Douro and Porto denominations of origin.” Maria finds serving 
on this board challenging and important. She noted that the Douro might be the most controlled 
wine region in the world, especially with regard to Port wines.

Working as a Woman Winemaker

Maria has two children, a son age 20 and studying law, and a daughter age 16 and in high school.
Both were born early in her career. When asked about balancing career and family demands, she 
emphasized the importance of knowing one's priorities in making difficult decisions that 
inevitably arise. She spoke eloquently about the importance of moving on after making important
decisions and “thinking that every day is going to be the best day.” 

When we asked what it was like to be one of the very few women working in the cellar, she 
responded that: “In the beginning it was not easy. My ability in traditional male areas was 
constantly questioned. They asked, for example, ‘Can she climb the stainless steel vats?'” 

She believes that things are quite different today. “All winemakers try to show the terroir in their
wines. Today, women have the same opportunities.” In her class of 15 students at UTAD, eight 
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were women, five of whom are working in some aspect of winemaking. She did mention one 
area of annoyance, however—describing her wines as “feminine” solely because she is a female 
winemaker!

The Port and Douro Wines

A wide range of award-winning Port wines are produced by Quinta da Pacheca, and include a 
White and Rosé Port, Tawny Port, and Late Bottle Vintages (LBV) and Vintage Port.  
Its Douro still wines include Red, Reserva Red, White and Rosé. Quinta da Pacheca was 
recently awarded a gold medal for its Tawny Port and silver medals for the Reserve Old Vines 
2011 and Superior Red 2012. 

Following our heartfelt and most informative discussion with Maria, we lunched at the Quinta's 
lovely dining room, where we enjoyed her luscious Pacheco Douro Superior 2013; it paired 
perfectly with our stuffed pork loin with demi-glaze.

Luísa Borges 

Forging a new path for her family.

When we asked Luísa Borges, the Oenologist at Vieira de Sousa, what led her to work in the 
wine industry, without hesitation she responded, “the decision was natural.” Luísa, who was 
recently nominated for the category of “Young Female Winemaker” in Portugal, grew up in the 
world of Port, although she lived in Lisbon rather than Porto. Her father, António Borges, was 
raised in the Douro village of Celeirós, and his family on his mother's side (Vieira de Sousa) was
involved in growing and supplying grapes to prominent shippers of Port. 

Her father, now 87 years old and retired, had been an 
importer of roller bearings for vehicles, but he also had
a long-standing interest in Port. He added new 
properties to the family holdings he had inherited from
his grandfather over the years, with the objective of 
producing a million liters of Port wine annually for 
sale to large Port houses. He achieved this in 2008.

Luísa studied oenology and viticulture at the Instituto 
Superior de Agronomia, interned for a semester at 
Bologna Universidade De Lisboa, and graduated in 
2006. She then worked for two years at Taylor's Port 
House under the guidance of one of Douro's best 
viticulturists.  

In 2008, when Luísa was 23 years old, her parents 
unexpectedly experienced a “crisis period.” Because 
selling bulk wine was no longer profitable, the family 
began crafting its own wines and building their own 
brand, Viera de Sousa. Luísa moved to the family Luísa Borges
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home in Celeirós (Sabrosa) and became the winemaker and marketer for her family's wines. That
same year she produced her first Port, Vieira de Sousa LBV 2008, which the family started 
selling in 2011.  

Her father retired from the business a few years ago, and Luísa and her mother now manage the 
company. Her younger sister is studying marketing and may some day become involved as well.

Working as a Young Woman Winemaker

Luísa has not found it difficult to be a winemaker as a woman. She believes “that one does not 
need to take an aggressive stand to be taken seriously.”  She knows she is the boss and is clear 
about the quality of work she expects. She thinks she may have learned a valuable lesson when 
she was put on the night shift in her first position at a winery. She did not flinch and carried on as
if it was usual for the petite young woman that she is to be given that assignment.

Having a network of colleagues, including a mentor with whom she worked earlier, has been 
very helpful. In Luísa's experience, the Douro is more open than other regions of Portugal to 
hiring women as winemakers. She thinks the percentage may be as high as 30% women as lead 
winemakers. When working with Port, she noted that employers “may look to work with men 
more than women because of the very large barrels that are used.” However, she has noticed 
more young people and new projects that include women. In general she finds people quite open 
to discussing problems and sharing information.

The Port and Douro Wines

All Viera de Sousa wines are made with estate-grown grapes. Approximately 50,000 bottles are 
currently produced from their different quintas, all of which are situated along the Douro River. 
Although both still and Port wines are being produced, Luísa's plan is to “always do more Port 
than still wine.” She crafted the first Viera de Sousa table wine in 2011, and this line has been 
expanded to include a Tinto Reserva and Grand Reserva, Branco Reserva, and a new pair of 
wines they are launching, Alice Vieira de Sousa White 2015 and Red Reserva 2013. 

The winery's Ports include a range of White, Tawny, and Ruby Ports. In 2013, Vieira de Sousa 
Ports were included in a blind test of 56 brands in Porto, as part of a world-wide presentation of 
the extraordinary vintage of 2011. Vieira de Sousa, a new brand at the time, was among the nine 
Ports rated in the range of 98–100 points. More recently, their Porto and Douro wines were 
featured in the November 2016 issue of “Revista de Vinhos,” a well-regarded Portuguese wine 
magazine.  

The day we visited, Luísa was busy bottling, answering the phone, supervising employees, and 
graciously making time for us. There was not time to taste her wines because we had had a 
particularly difficult time finding the winery and arrived quite late. Nonetheless, we received a 
bottle of the 2015 Vieira de Sousa Tinto Unoaked as a gift, which we look forward to enjoying!  



Sandra Tavares da Silva

“Wine is like sharing, it is for our future, for our children.”

Sandra Tavares da Silva, named as Portugal's “Wine Entrepreneur of the Year” in 2013, 
appears to be in constant motion! She is the winemaker for Wine & Soul, which she owns with 
her husband, Jorge Serôdio Borges, and for Quinta de Chocapalha, her family's winery near 
Alenquer, which is northwest of Lisbon. In addition, until recently she was the winemaker and 
then consulting winemaker for the award-winning Quinta Vale D. Maria. 

We met with Sandra at the Wine & Soul winery in Vale
de Mendiz, the day after her return from an extensive
U.S. trip to promote Douro wines. We were greeted
warmly by Sandra and her three lovely children, a son
and daughter age 6 (twins) and a son age 10. As we
talked, the children played happily, running among the
fermenters, lagarde, and barrels, quite at home in the
winery.

From the age of 10, Sandra knew she wanted to study
agronomy. She had spent many weekends at her
grandfather's farming estate outside of Lisbon and had 
come to love the countryside. She completed all her
schooling in Lisbon, including her bachelor's degree in
agronomy with a viticulture focus from Instituto
Superior de Agronomia in 1998. She then moved to
Italy to complete her Master's in Oenology at Holy
Heart Catholic University of Piacenza near Milan. 

When she returned to Portugal in 1999, Cristiano van
Zeller, a friend of the family, said he would help her
locate an internship in the Douro. He called everyone he knew, but at the time, no one was 
interested in hiring a female intern, especially one who had once worked as a model! He then 
invited Sandra to work as a harvest intern at his winery, Quinta Vale D. Maria in 2000. After 
harvest, he was so impressed with her work that he offered her a position. She quickly moved up 
to the position of lead winemaker.   

Shortly after she started working at Quinta Vale D. Maria, her parents invited Sandra to work 
with them as the winemaker for Quinta de Chocapalha in Lisbon, a property they purchased in 
the 1980s and had significantly improved viticulturally. (Her father is the viticulturist there.) 
Sandra very much enjoys the challenge of making wines in two very different wine regions.

In 2001, she became involved in a third project, this time with her husband, whom she had 
married that year. They shared the same dream of creating a winery that would showcase the 
traditional varietals of the Douro Valley. She spoke with great passion about the meaning behind 
the name of their winery—“warm and personal wines that symbolize our life.” Their goal is to 
“create wines with their own identity where vineyards have a decisive role.” Each wine of Wine 
& Soul is associated with a single vineyard, and its identity is maintained year after year. She 
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also shared with us some of their exciting future plans, one of which is installing a tasting room 
in the same building as the winery. The tasting room would offer views of their spectacular 
steeply terraced vineyards.

Working as a Woman Winemaker

When Sandra started as a winemaker in the late 1990s, she was one of the very few women in the
field. It was not easy for her at the beginning. She said that she clearly had to prove herself
—“let's see what this girl can make?” She thinks this is much less the case today, particularly in 
smaller wineries that also have an interest in still wines as compared to large Port houses that are 
more traditional in their views. Currently her two assistant winemakers are both women.

When asked what is needed to be a successful winemaker, Sandra smiled and said, “my father's 
personality—focused and persistent.” To this, she added passion, being knowledgeable about 
what is a good product, willingness to work hard, vision, and attention to detail.  

Except for hiring a full-time nanny during harvest, Jorge and Sandra balance work and family 
with the assistance of their cousins who live in the area. Their one rule is that they never travel 
together, as is the case for many professional couples with children.
  
The Port and Douro Wines

Wine & Soul makes red and white Douro wines as well as Port. Its Pintas, Character, Guru, and 
Quinta da Manoella wines have consistently received high ratings, both internationally and 
within Portugal, including a score of 98 from Wine Spectator for the 2011 Pintas Douro Red. 
Unfortunately, there was insufficient time to taste these highly regarded wines the Saturday 
morning we visited. However, we attended the New Douro Tasting the following week in 
London, and greatly enjoyed the Wine & Soul 2014 and 2015 Douro wines and Vintage Port 
being poured. We also had the pleasure of meeting Jorge. We were delighted to come home with 
gift bottles of Manoella Vinho Tinto Douro 2014 and of Guru Vinho Branco 2014.  

Marta Lourenço

Her exuberance for the vineyards and what they produce serve as her guide.

Marta Lourenço is the dynamic Direcção de Enología of Murganheira, a well-known producer of
sparkling wines. The winery is located in Távora-Varosa, a small, mountainous DOC wine 
region at the northern edge of Beira, which is between the wine regions of Douro to the north 
and Dão to the south. 

Marta's dream was to become an occupational therapist. After volunteering in this field for a few 
years in schools, she decided it was not a good fit. She instead turned her considerable talents 
and energy to engineering and agronomy, and the study of food production at the Agrarian 
School of Santarém. She well recalls the life-changing conversation with a teacher in her 
program who suggested she do a harvest: “Why do vegetables? You have the talent for wine.” 
She recalls saying in response, “I grew up in the small mountain village of Alqueve. I do not 
know wine!” 

http://www.murganheira.com/


Marta trusted the advice of her teacher, whom she 
admired, and worked two harvests. This led to her 
decision to study in Spain for a year to get a broader 
experience with wine. Her father, who had always given 
her room to do what she wanted to do and trusted her 
judgment, was supportive of this decision. When she 
returned in 2008, Marta accepted a position as assistant 
winemaker at Murganheira. That same year she and her 
boyfriend of three years married. They now have two 
children, ages 6 and 3. He is “a big-hearted husband” 
who does his fair share at home. He also works at the 
winery.

Two years later, the main proprietor and winemaker at 
Murganheira retired. He appointed Marta as the 
Direcção de Enología for Murganheira and its two sister 
wineries, Tapada do Chaves and Raposeira. It is a huge 
job, and one that Marta totally and enthusiastically 
embraces. The three companies combined have 21 labels 
and 41 different varietals! 

Working as a Young Woman Winemaker

Marta said that it was very hard at the beginning. “It was clear that the men did not want me 
here.” Marta coped by pretending that the comments and negative attitude did not bother her. 
Although she acted as if she was letting the comments roll off her back, it was a painful time. 
She felt more of a negative attitude here than in Spain or when she was in school, and attributed 
this difference to being in the north of Portugal where customs are more traditional.

An important source of support and learning for Marta comes from other young winemakers in 
the Douro. Once a month, the group meets to have dinner and taste each other's wine, with each 
person showing up with two bottles of wine. Marta finds the experience “amazing” and loves the
camaraderie and feedback.

Support and learning also comes from new interns. Every year Marta hires two of them, one 
woman and one man, with one being from Portugal and the other from another country. She 
finds that having students from other countries brings new ideas, and hiring both a female and a 
male helps to change traditional views.

The Sparkling and Douro Wines

Marta graciously provided us with a tour of the winery. We first descended by elevator to the 
caves, which are carved from the solid blue granite that underlies the site; the caves are over 200 
feet below ground level. There, we saw large barrels holding thousands of liters of wine and tens 
of thousands of bottles of sparkling wine undergoing the aging process. Although some of the 
bottles are gently turned by hand in the traditional methode champenoise style, for others the 
technique involves removing the bottles from the rack once each year and vigorously shaking 

Marta Lourenço

http://www.tapadadochaves.com/home_ing.htm
http://cavesdaraposeira.com/siteing/ascaves_ing.htm


them before returning them to the rack for further aging; a skilled worker can perform this 
operation on over 10,000 bottles a day! Our arms ached with the thought.

Her sparkling wines are produced from noble grape varieties such as Malvasia Fina and Touriga 
Nacional. The still wines are generally light in body but intense in flavor. A notable 
characteristic of the wines is their acidity, which is a result of the vines being grown in soil 
having a very low pH near 3; the pH reflects the highly granitic nature of the soil.

Following the tour we moved to the handsome modern tasting room, built in 2008, and enjoyed 
several excellent sparkling and still wines there.  These included our favorite, the delicious 
Murganheir 2007 Vintage Bruto, which received a gold medal in 2015 for this vintage, the 2013 
Unico Bruto and 2008 Chardonnay Bruto made from grapes sourced from the Hotel Rural Casa 
dos Viscondes da Várzea where we were staying, and the Tapada do Chaves 2010 Reserva Tinto,
made from fruit from the oldest vineyards in Portugal. To our pleasant surprise, Marta then sent 
us home with several gift bottles of sparkling wines!

We believe  that  sharing  the  inspiring  stories  of  these  successful  women  winemakers  and  a
viticulturist  in “The New Douro” will  further  facilitate  the process of change that  clearly is
underway. Wine  regions  experiencing  growth  generally  provide  increased  opportunities  for
women than more established regions because more positions are available for which they can
apply.  Nonetheless,  as  Sónia Pereiera  and  Marta  Lourenço  reminded  us,  women  who
successfully compete for these positions still need to prove themselves. They and others with
whom we talked  believe  this  more  conventional  attitude  is  slowly  changing,  particularly  in
smaller wineries that have an interest in crafting still  wines and are less bound by traditional
practices. 

A number of the women with whom we had conversations come from wine families with deep
roots  in  the  Douro  Valley.  Their  families  appeared  highly  supportive  of  women  taking  on
viticulture  and  winemaking  roles.  Indeed,  one  could  argue  that  many  were  carrying  on  the
passion and dreams of their fathers and grandfathers. 

One final theme has to do with the importance of a supportive spouse. In every case, the women
who were married described their husbands as sharing in household duties.

Let  us  toast  these  seven  outstanding  women  of  the  Douro  and  wish  them  well!  Without
exception, they love what they do, care deeply about preserving the land, and see their work as a
way to elaborate authentic wines that reflect the terroir of the vineyard from which the fruit is
derived.

http://www.hotelruralviscondesvarzea.com/
http://www.hotelruralviscondesvarzea.com/


The Land

The following is a brief description of the unique terrain of the Douro.

The valley itself is named for the Douro River
and is divided into three broad areas, the Baixo
Corgo, Cima Corgo, and Douro Superior. The
Baixo Corgo lies at the western end, closest to
the Marão mountains, where the rainfall and
vineyard yields are highest. To the east and
with a drier climate and lower yields, the Cima
Corgo area is the location of many of the
Douro's finest vineyards and produces more
concentrated and longer-lasting wines. The
easternmost area, the Douro Superior, is the
driest of all.

The headwaters of the Douro are in northwestern Spain and the mouth is at Oporto (Porto), 
Portugal. At over 550 miles in length, the river has carved a deep valley throughout its course in 
Portugal. It is on this challenging steep terrain that wine grape growers have managed to carve 
out vineyards that spill down the hills to the edge of the river. As seen in the photo above, this 
has been accomplished by constructing terraces that run perpendicular to the slope of the land. 
This minimizes erosion of the vineyard's soil. As an aside, it is illegal to plant rows of vines 
parallel to the slope unless the angle is less than 35° to 40°; the fact that this is seen only rarely in
the valley reflects the steepness of the terrain. 

Each terrace is typically less than four meters wide and is supported by a 
“dry-built” stone wall, that is, one constructed without the use of mortar. 
The Portuguese are truly experts at this laborious and exacting mode of 
construction (see photo on left). Each terrace has only one to three rows 
of vines planted on it, the result being that nearly all viticulture activities 
must be performed manually rather than mechanically. Moreover, what 
passes for “soil” makes one wonder how the vines themselves manage to 
survive. In much of the valley, they are planted in soil that is largely 
composed of schist, a nutrient-rich, slate-like metamorphic rock, although
some areas feature granitic soils. Fortunately, the schist, which is highly 
fractured, has many interstices that retain moisture, and it is this property 
that allows the vines to prosper during the hot, arid summers that 
characterize the valley's climate when highs can reach 113 °F (45 °C)!

Final Comment and References

We highly recommend your traveling to the Douro Valley to experience its impressive beauty, 
meet with its talented winemakers, and enjoy their excellent and unique wines. It is a visit you 
will long remember, and you will want to return as often as you can.

Content for this article came from our conversations with the winemakers and information they 
provided us about their wineries and their wine region. 
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