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George Sandeman & Co. (1790–2025)  

Could not find credible evidence that George Sandeman & Co. (the Port & Sherry house 

founded 1790) directly owned slaves, ran opium operations, or was the subject of a major 

public scandal tied to slavery or the Opium Wars. 

However, the company sits inside a historical context where British merchants and 

Portuguese institutions profited from colonial systems (including Portuguese involvement in 

the Atlantic slave trade) and where exploitative labour practices in the wine sector have 

occurred.  

 

Key findings  

1) Founding, continuity and corporate history 

Founded 1790 in London by George Sandeman (brother David initially involved). The brand 

remained in family hands for generations and later passed through Seagram (1979), then 

briefly to Pernod/Diageo, and was bought by Portuguese Sogrape in the early 

2000s. Sandeman+1 

2) Sandeman family ties to high finance / Bank of England 

Albert George Sandeman (1833–1923) — of the Sandeman wine family — was a director of 

the Bank of England from 1866, Deputy Governor (1894–95) and Governor (1895–97). Bank 

records and multiple biographies confirm this. This is a clear institutional tie between the 

family and Britain’s central bank. Bank of England+1 

3) No direct evidence found of Sandeman & Co. owning slaves or directly trading in opium 

Searches of company histories, trade histories, brand histories, and digitised secondary 

sources returned no primary or secondary source stating that Sandeman & Co. directly 

owned enslaved people, financed slave plantations, or were opium merchants. The firm’s 

known business was buying/aging/marketing Portuguese (Douro) Port and Spanish sherry, 

aging it in Vila Nova de Gaia/Porto and exporting it. (If there were a major scandal of direct 

slave-ownership or opium trading, it would typically show up in merchant records, slave-

voyages databases, or contemporary newspapers — none of which link Sandeman to those 

activities in the sources I found.) Wikipedia+1 

British port merchants’ exploitative practices in the 18th/19th centuries: British merchants 

at Oporto/Porto often used credit systems and warehouse control that left Douro growers 

economically vulnerable; there are historical complaints and regulatory responses (Marquês 

de Pombal’s 1756 Douro Wine Company) aimed at corruption, fraud and exploitation within 
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the Port trade. This shows how the trade structure could be extractive even if an individual 

firm did not directly own slaves. Wikipedia+1 

5) Recent corporate events and no obvious modern scandal 

6) Modern industry problems (useful caveat) 

The wine sector globally has documented incidents of modern forced labour and labour 

abuses in various grape-producing regions (e.g., reported cases in Brazil, occasional exposed 

trafficking in European grape sectors). These are industry-wide risks worth checking when 

auditing any winery brand’s supply chain — but I found no specific reports tying Sandeman 

(or Sogrape’s Sandeman operations) to modern slavery allegations in the public sources I 

searched. Business & Human Rights Resource Centre+1 

 

No explicit evidence of slave-ownership or opium trade by Sandeman — company histories 

and historical studies of the Port trade reviewed do not show Sandeman as an owner of 

slave plantations or as an opium trader. (Negative evidence — absence across trade 

histories, slave databases and company accounts.) DatoCMS Assets+1 

Portugal’s broader role in the Atlantic slave trade — Portugal participated heavily in the 

Atlantic slave trade from the 15th century into the 19th; therefore, Portuguese trade 

networks were embedded in colonial slavery. That contextual fact is important when probing 

any Lisbon/Porto-linked firm of the period. projectmanifest.eu 

Modern corporate transfers — Sandeman was sold to Seagram (1979) and then passed to 

Pernod/Diageo and later Sogrape (2001–2003). Regulatory examinations focused on the 

large acquirers; I found no public record of Sandeman itself being accused of human-rights 

violations in these sales. Sandeman+1 
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