Attendees of a
Wine, Women &
Shoes Event in
Aspen bid during
the event’s live
auction.
BY

TINA CAPUTO EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

hen most people think of “ladies
night,” they probably imagine
some seedy nightclub’s attempt
to lure women onto the premises with two-for-one, bottom-shelf well
drinks. Similarly, a “girls’ night out” may
bring to mind a cocktail-soaked evening
at the local Chippendales venue.
The idea of “ladies night” has a whole
different meaning for Chaddsford Winery in Pennsylvania. Rather than smokemachines and predatory mustachioed
males, Chaddsford’s “Ladies Night Out”
events feature wine, paired with everything from fondue to fashion. For Oregon’s Ponzi Vineyards, “Girls’ Night Out”
is a series of multicourse wine dinners
hosted by sisters Luisa and Maria Ponzi.
What the organizers of these and
other female-focused events have discovered is that women are eager to
enjoy and learn about wine in an intimidation-free atmosphere, in the company of
other women.

A DIFFERENT VIBE
Ponzi kicked off its dinner series in
Boulder, Colo., earlier this year, and followed up with events in Charlotte, N.C.,
Las Vegas and San Francisco. Dinners
typically include 20-40 guests, and are
held at restaurants with female chefs,
sommeliers or owners. Although the
events are marketed to women, men are
also welcome.
The idea for the series grew from a
one-off winemaker dinner Ponzi held last
year at a steakhouse in Indiana. “The
restaurant had a woman sommelier and
a woman co-owner, and I walked into
this room, and it just had a whole different vibe to it,” said Maria Ponzi, the

104

V I N EYA R D & WINE RY M ANAGEM ENT

|

July - Aug 2014

w w w. v wm m e d i a . c o m

Maria Ponzi of Ponzi Vineyards says
women are more comfortable asking
questions about wine in an all-female
setting.

two women – Ponzi and her winemaker sister, Luisa – an ongoing
series of women’s wine dinners
seemed like a perfect fit. “I thought,
‘We really have an opportunity
to push the point of wine being a
big part of women’s lives, not just
reserved for the wealthy man.’”
Ponzi has found “Girls’ Night
Out” attendees to be a highly
engaged audience. “I feel that
women are sometimes more comfortable in an all-female situation
where they’re free to ask what they
may perceive as a silly question
or a basic question,” Maria said.
They’re also curious about more
than the wine. “They ask questions
like, ‘What was it like to grow up in
a family business?’ It goes beyond
the product itself and I find that
interesting. I think women appreciate the fact that we don’t sit there
talking about pH and acid levels and
Brix, like people often do at winemaker dinners. I think that gets a

little bit boring – and probably it’s
way over the heads of most people
in the crowd.”

SPIRITED GATHERINGS
Chaddsford Winery’s Ladies
Night Out (LNO) events began last
year as a monthly series held at the
winery in Chadds Ford, as well as
its Peddler’s Village wine shop/tasting room location in Lahaska.
“The female demographic is
big for us,” explained Matthew
Beauchesne, Chaddsford’s marketing and communications director.
“We’ve been trending, over the last
three or four years, a lot younger
than I think the industry has as a
whole – and definitely female.”
But even a well-thought-out idea
can lose traction if it’s not executed properly. The LNO events were
popular, Beauchesne said, with
anywhere from 20 to 120 women
in attendance, but scheduling was

winery’s director of sales and marketing. “It just hit me at the end of
the evening that the wine industry
is usually focused on the older man
with the big cellar. But in reality it’s
women who are buying wine.”
With a winery owned and run by
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inconsistent. The monthly plan
soon fell by the wayside. “It was
a winning format, but it wasn’t like
a weekly thing, where I think we
would have gotten a lot more traction,” he said.
Instead of trying to keep up with
a regular schedule at the winery,
Chaddsford has decided to host
occasional afternoon events for
women at the Peddler’s Village
location. Two events are planned
for the fall, including one called
Wine & Spirits, featuring a local
psychic. The theme is a repeat
of a sold-out LNO event held at
the winery last year. “People like
those kinds of quirky events,”
Beauchesne said. “We try to
make it an experience beyond just,
‘Come out for a wine tasting.’”

WINE, WOMEN & FUNDRAISING
Women-and-wine events have
become hot tickets not only for
individual wineries, but for charitable organizations.

In 2007, Sonoma County radio
personality Ziggy Eschliman (“Ziggy
the Wine Gal”) created a fundraiser to benefit the Sonoma County
YWCA, called Women, Wine &
Cheese. Held annually at the Fairmont Sonoma Mission Inn & Spa,
the event highlights female cheesemakers and winemakers from
Sonoma County and neighboring
areas, and their products are featured at the reception and lunch.
“My initial idea for the event
came from the notion that we’re
already wine-soaked with events
out here,” Eschliman said. “There
are so many winemaker dinners,
winemaker lunches, grand tastings,
this appellation tasting, that appellation tasting. And while all of those
are fun, I wanted to create something that is totally unique.
“I started thinking about women
and wine, about women winemakers, women winery owners, promi-

nent women in wine. Then I started
thinking about all these incredible
women cheesemakers that are
right here in our community.”
WW&C raised approximately
$40,000 in its first year. In 2013, it
raised more than $200,000. “Last
year, we had 450 people, and
it’s been sold out for the last five
years,” Eschliman said. Funds are
generated through ticket sales,
along with a spirited live auction.
Other than the good feeling that
comes from helping local women
and children, Eschliman said, winery participants gain the opportunity to engage with a highly desirable
target audience: affluent women.
“A lot of the women who are buying tickets have a pretty substantial
income, so they’re the demographic that you want in your wine club,”
she noted.
Each table of 10 attendees is
hosted by a prominent female in

Ziggy Eschliman works the crowd at the
2013 Women, Wine & Cheese fundraiser
with chef Duskie Estes of zazu kitchen +
farm and Chaney Claypool of Claypool
Cellars. Photo: Will Bucquoy
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the wine industry – typically a winemaker or winery owner – and that
producer’s wine is served at that
table during the event. That way,
Eschliman explained, the winery
controls the message. “So often
you donate wine to an event and
you don’t know what happens to it.
This is like your own personal winemaker lunch.”
Eschliman retired as the Sonoma
County YWCA’s Women, Wine &
Cheese event chair in 2013, and
plans to bring her trademark event
to other regions and charitable
organizations in the future.

NATIONAL EXPOSURE
When Elaine Honig, then with
Napa Valley’s Honig Winery, proposed the idea for a Wine, Women
& Shoes fundraiser, she figured it
would be a one-off event. Honig
was on the board of a Napa Valley
nonprofit agency and wanted to

w w w. v w m m e d i a.com

Vintners Herta (left) and Lisa Peju of Peju Province in the Napa Valley show off one of
the main attractions at a Wine, Women & Shoes event.

create a unique event that could
also be a marketing opportunity for
Honig wines.
“I was walking down the street
talking to a friend and he said, ‘I’m

really over wine and food pairing,
let’s do something fun like wine
and…’ He happened to look down
at his feet and he said, ‘shoes!
Wine and shoe pairing!’”
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The event was such a hit that
Honig brought the idea to other
charity groups she was working
with, and a national organization
was born. Now in its 10th year,
Wine, Women & Shoes organizes
more than 50 fundraisers each year
across the country, and has raised
$20 million for women’s and familyrelated causes.
In the beginning, the events
had more of an educational focus.
“There was no place for women to
go and talk about wine, so I wanted to create women’s wine events
where they felt like it was OK not
to know everything,” Honig said.
“We used to do an educational
seminar the night before the main
event, but it was hard to sell tickets. The charities didn’t really make
enough money on the seminars to
justify them.”
Now the signature Women,
Wine & Shoes event is a walkaround wine tasting with a market-

place where women can shop for
shoes and accessories, along with
silent and live auctions and a fashion show.

WINERY PARTICIPATION
A core group of 10 to 15 winery partners participates in 25-40
events each year, while other wineries sign up for just one or two
events. “The wineries are looking
for marketing exposure,” Honig
explained. “They’re looking for
an opportunity to get in front of
an affluent audience. These are
women who are entertaining and
buying gifts – kind of the sweet
spot for their target market.”
To make sure vintners get maximum exposure, the number of
participating wineries is limited to
eight for each event. “I used to hate
(pouring at) these wine festivals
where you’d walk in the room and
there’d be like 60 wineries there,”

Honig said. “We want you to actually be able to have a meaningful
conversation with these people,
and the wines to have an impact on
the people tasting them.”
Wineries are asked to donate
two cases for each event, usually
a mix of red and white, along with
a special bottling and a hospitality
experience at the winery to use as
auction lots. “The hospitality experience could be anything from a
walk in the vineyard to a wine and
cheese pairing,” Honig said. “What
we’re looking to do is drive traffic
to the winery.”
While regulations don’t allow
wine sales at the events, Honig
said, Wine, Women & Shoes will
sometimes bring in a retail partner
to take orders. “Basically, we’re trying to help the wineries sell wine,”
she said.
Comments? Please e-mail us at
feedback@vwmmedia.com.
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