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Lavinia Brown is an oracle when it comes 
to wine. Clocking up almost 20 years in the 

industry, she’s written a tasting bible, Cracking 
the Wine Code, taught her wisdom all over 

the world – from Geneva to Hong Kong – and 
now inspires through illuminating workshops. 
The Cambridge mum-of-three talks about her 

enduring passion for the vine. . .

y mother is French and my father 
just loves wine, so it was always 

around me growing up. In France, 
children are allowed to have a bit of 

wine with water and I remember 
trying a rioja when I was 10 and 

thinking that it tasted buttery. 
I fell into the wine industry. I studied 

French and philosophy at Oxford and my friend saw an 
advert for a job in the wine trade and thought I should go for 
it. I remember saying ‘Don’t be ridiculous; wine isn’t a job’. 
But I looked into it and thought it seemed really interesting; 
it was a sales and marketing role for a boutique city wine 
merchant, so I went for it and got it; it was a complete fluke! 

I was awarded a Vintner’s Scholarship by the Wine & 
Spirit Education Trust for getting top grades in my studies 
– out of about 5,000 people I came in the top three. I won 
a beautiful pair of glasses and £800, which was a serious 
amount of money then. 

When I was 22, my company sent me to Hong Kong to 
run its office. It was brilliant; nowadays Hong Kong is one of 
the international wine hubs but then it was just me and one 
other wine shop – and I literally mopped up the market!  

I started writing my book, Cracking the Wine Code, while 
living in Geneva – where I was working for an auction house 
as their wine specialist – and I published it in 2009. I wanted 
to demystify the industry because there’s a lot of pompous 
old men in the business! My book features how wine is 
made, how to buy, where to buy, all the useful things you 
need to know, explained in a no-nonsense way. 

After finishing my book, I went skiing and remember 
thinking ‘I have to set up my own business; I need to know 
that I’ve tried’. I came back from holiday and resigned. I 
launched Lavinia Brown Wine Solutions in May 2009 and 
worked like a horse, setting up corporate events, tastings and 
selling my book into Waterstones, Amazon and Daunt Books 
in London.

The mainstays of my business are workshops, private 
parties and bespoke corporate events. At workshops I’ll 
teach people how to taste and we’ll look at six noble grape 
varieties, so sauvignon blanc, chardonnay, chenin blanc, 
cabernet sauvignon, merlot and shiraz, for example, and look 
at why they’re different. 

I run a pop-up wine school in Cambridge at different 

venues; I’ve done Sticky Beaks and Urban Larder so far. 
My approach is a cross between Nigella Lawson and Jamie 
Oliver; straight-talking, yet fun. Wine shouldn’t be elitist. 
It’s not about being bullied into something by an expert or 
picking a wine because it’s expensive. If you like cheap wine, 
brilliant; if you like claret with sardines, go for it! Who is to 
tell you that’s wrong? 

I put together wine cellars for clients. I work out their 
tastes and introduce wines that maybe they wouldn’t try in a 
shop, so expand their tasting horizons. 

I’ve been lucky to taste some amazing wines; when I 
was 23, I organised a wine dinner in Hong Kong for the 
chairman of Goldman Sachs for Asia at his home, and he’d 
invited Asian representatives of all the big banks. He had a 
huge budget for wines, so I came back to England to source 
some incredible varieties. He hired a private chef from the 
Mandarin Oriental, who I liaised with on food and wine 
pairing – I couldn’t believe I’d been given the gig; that kind 
of respect and responsibility was amazing.

Though I do a lot of corporate events for London high-
flyers, my target market is everyday people who just want to 
learn how to define their preferences. So my goal is to crack 
the corporate market in Cambridge. 

The best wine I’ve ever tasted is Chateau 
Cheval Blanc. When tasting, I teach people 
to look out for tannins, acidity, sweetness, 
alcohol level, length and body, but with 
this wine I literally couldn’t have picked 
out anything. It was so balanced, it was like 
liquid velvet!

Find out more about Lavinia Brown 
Wine Solutions at laviniabrown.
co.uk or facebook.com/
laviniabrownwinesolutions.
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