
Barbara and Tony Laithwaite 
Doctor of Civil Law 

Durham Cathedral, 2 July 2014 
 

The dissertation should be the high point of an undergraduate degree: the 

combination of knowledge gained from the course and a topic of intense 

personal interest. Very few dissertations spawn a highly successful business 

career but this is exactly what happened for Tony Laithwaite. Tony admits that 

his dissertation – on the wines of Saint-Émilion – was not the greatest piece of 

work but Professor Bill Fisher, head of the Geography Department, loved wine 

and gave it a generous mark. Tony was on his way. But if it was Tony 

Laithwaite of Hatfield College who started a business in the wine trade, it was 

Barbara Hynds of St Mary’s College who provided the business brain to 

ensure a highly successful company. Together, they are without doubt 

Durham’s most entrepreneurial couple. 

 

Tony Laithwaite came up to Hatfield in 1965. His A levels were not the 

strongest but the Senior Tutor at Hatfield, Adrian Sandys Wood, saw 

something he liked and gave him a place. A romantic Francophile dreaming of 

Brigitte Bardot, Tony spent his gap year in France, living with a friend of his 

grandmother. He already had a book on wine and photographs of happy girls 

in vineyards made him think that picking grapes and making wine would be a 

good thing to do. Once at Durham, Tony spent most of his time doing lighting 

and decorations for dances and gigs, including Pink Floyd and The Who. For 

a term, he dated Helen Hynds from St Hild’s College but once he had met her 

little sister, the chase was on - but Barbara fought him off for some time. 

 

Barbara Hynds came up to St Mary’s in 1966 to read chemistry. She had an 

explosive reputation – literally – and was regarded as something of a liability 

in the laboratory; there was even talk of her signing a disclaimer. Barbara 

recalls very fondly her moral tutor at St Mary’s, Edna Jenkinson, who was 

very supportive when times got hard; she continued to call on Miss Jenkinson 

long after graduation. Barbara was Rag Queen in 1967 something which 

seems to have only increased Tony’s determination. 

1 
 



 

Tony went back to his beloved France after graduation. The people he knew 

were what we would today call entrepreneurs and given his continued 

association with wine production, it was only a matter of time before he got 

involved himself. His mentor and friend, Monsieur Cassin, suggested one 

evening that Tony sell cases of wine for him in the UK. Tony describes this as 

his “light-bulb moment”, sitting in a Citroen 2CV – he saw the vision 

immediately. So, this is how he got started, driving a van to and from 

Bordeaux and selling cases of wine to whoever would take them, including Bill 

Fisher and others in Durham. Tony’s exasperated college tutor had written of 

him: “Some real intelligence not applied. Has rarely taken advice.” Clearly, 

when the time was right, Tony was astute enough to take advice and act on it. 

 

Operating from various premises in Windsor, including a railway arch, there 

was no real business plan until his second lucky break came. Having met 

Barbara again at sister Helen’s dinner party, they became an item. Tony 

challenged her to give up her job in TV market research and come and help 

him run the business. She did! They make the perfect combination:  Barbara 

provides the analytical business skills; Tony knows wine and has the happy 

knack of spotting opportunities, which Barbara then makes work. Barbara 

started by conjuring up two years of accounts from receipts in Tony’s glove 

box; he had no idea that accounts were needed! When they formed a limited 

company, there was no doubt who should be managing director. 

 

The third lucky break involved a helping hand from Durham-graduate Sir 

Harold Evans, then editor of the Sunday Times. Tony wrote to complain about 

a recent article on the wine trade. The letter was printed including Tony’s 

address. The orders poured in. Then a well-connected customer suggested to 

the Sunday Times that it run a special offer for the readers. From here on, the 

business grew quickly until today the turnover approaches £400 million, which 

roughly equates to 40 million bottles sold each year. They have continued to 

innovate: an increasingly global wine list, employing “flying winemakers” (their 

term), taking their skills to new countries like China and India. Nowadays we 

take Australian wine for granted but it was Laithwaites who got us used to the 
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idea. They aim to get there before everyone else and their trademark has 

always been authenticity – wines direct from the producer, not an anonymous 

blend bottled in some English port. And making their own wines in their own 

vineyards is of increasing importance to them, personally and commercially. 

 

Tony and Barbara Laithwaite have been unstinting supporters of the 

University. They have regularly hosted DUBC rowers for the Henley Regatta, 

Barbara providing the necessary carbs with a succession of meals. They have 

also generously supported the Institute of Hazard, Risk and Resilience and it 

is a matter of great pleasure to me personally that my water samples are 

analysed for their chemical content in the Laithwaite Laboratory, a happy 

combination of Tony’s geography and Barbara’s chemistry. 

 

There had been wine companies doing mail order before but Laithwaites took 

the concept to a new level, and today they are probably the world’s biggest 

wine merchant. Customer care is central to the company and it is interesting 

that Barbara and Tony both liken the relationship to a college community, 

emphasising the bond between people, that sense of belonging to the club. 

They married in 1975 and went on to grow their business and their family. All 

three of their sons are in the drinks trade: Tom helps Tony with customer 

relations, Will has his own brewery, and Henry his own vineyard. Henry 

deserves special mention: he wisely avoided both his parents’ colleges and 

went to neutral Collingwood, where he met his future wife Kaye.  

 

The award of honorary degrees to a married couple is rare but it is entirely 

right that we should honour Barbara and Tony Laithwaite together and salute 

their entrepreneurial success. 

 

Chancellor, I present to you Anthony Hugh Gordon Laithwaite and Barbara 

Anne Laithwaite for the awards of Doctor of Civil Law honoris causa. 
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