
09/17/2007 10:10 AMWine: Limited edition for literary lunches - Telegraph

Page 1 of 3http://www.telegraph.co.uk/wine/main.jhtml?xml=/wine/2007/09/15/edwine115.xml

RSS | Britain's No.1 quality newspaper website | Make us your homepage Monday 17 September 2007

Home News Sport Business Travel Jobs Motoring Property

 

A new  chapter:  Publisher  David
Campbell  and  businessman  Esme
Johnstone  sell  a  small  number  of
fine  wines  over  the  web  for  much

less  than  other  retailers  charge

Last Updated: 12:01am BST 15/09/2007

 

SEARCH  Go Our site Web

Food  and  Drink  home

Features

Recipes

Wine

Wine  offers

Ask  an  expert

Restaurants

Announcements

Arts

Blogs

Comment

Crossword

Dating

Digital Life

Earth

Expat

Family

Fantasy Games

Fashion

Features

Food & Drink

Football

Gardening

Health

Horoscopes

My Telegraph

Obituaries

Promotions

Science

Sudoku

Telegraph e-paper

Telegraph magazine

Telegraph offers

Telegraph PM

Weather

Your Money

Your view

NEWS  SERVICES

Blackberry service

Desktop alerts

Email services

Home delivery

Mobile

Photographs

Podcasts

RSS feeds

Weekly Telegraph

FEATURE  FOCUS

Wine: Limited edition for literary lunches

Publisher  and  merchant  join  forces  to  market  a  moderate  list  of  fine  wines  over  the
internet,  writes  Jonathan  Ray

Publishers are a notoriously thirsty bunch. When I worked for Berry Bros & Rudd, many
years ago, we kept an informal league table of our customers' wine consumption according
to their professions.

Based on the quantity bought (not the quality), publishers
were invariably up there with stockbrokers, lawyers, medics
and advertising executives.

Of course, if we wine merchants had been included, we
would easily have topped the table, since our trade
completely disproves the "I-never-eat-sweets-because-I-
work-in-a-sweet-shop" theory.

What hope is there, then, for fromvineyardsdirect.com, the
new web-based fine wine retailer set up by publisher David
Campbell and wine merchant Esme Johnstone?

"Publishers are indeed among the last of the lunching
classes," confirms Campbell. "Along with journalists," he
adds, giving me a look. "We're known for enjoying our wine
and I suppose that setting up one's own wine merchant is
simply an extreme way of ensuring a steady supply."

Campbell made his name by founding Le Guide Hachette des
Vins, France's pre-eminent wine annual, and by re-launching
Everyman's Library. Johnstone co-founded Majestic Wine and
is known for his long-time ownership of Château de Sours in
Bordeaux. When introduced by a mutual friend, the two men
immediately hit it off.

"We soon realised that we had a common aim," says Johnstone. "We both wanted to source
modest amounts of fine wine and to sell it over the internet for much less than other
retailers charge. We sat down over a couple of bottles, wrote out a business plan on an A4
sheet of paper and that was that."

The pair know how successfully books are sold on the web and believe that wine needn't
be different. Campbell, who, while living in Paris, bought much of his wine direct from
growers, despairs of supermarket shelves which groan with wine but not information.

Following the success of Majestic, Johnstone believes that there is a niche for a modestly-
sized online merchant with no overheads, selling small parcels of wine - often overlooked
by the larger merchants - at reasonable prices.

"I sold Majestic in 1990 and since then its formula of providing accessible wine hasn't
changed," he says.

"I'm very proud of my baby and I don't see why a similar, web-based merchant shouldn't
do equally well. We are able to put any amount of tasting notes on our website and every
month we feature a particular winemaker who undertakes to answer email queries from our
customers. We only have around 30 wines on our list - after all, how many different Chablis
does one need?"

The premises are equally modest - the site is run from a desk in the corner of Everyman's
offices in Clerkenwell, central London. With no shop or staff (other than themselves and a
computer boffin), the outgoings are minimal.

The wine is stored and delivered by a bonded warehouse. Johnstone is the chief buyer
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The wine is stored and delivered by a bonded warehouse. Johnstone is the chief buyer
while Campbell is the enthusiastic second opinion.

"I still have a proper job, you know!" says Campbell. "Happily, good wine and good writing
go well together and always have done. Indeed, in the early days of Everyman's, we were
celebrated for our bibulous lunches.

"We held them in our offices above a sex shop in Soho and I remember Isaiah Berlin and
Hugh Trevor-Roper, lured by the promise of fine wine, asking nervously if there was any
danger that they would be photographed entering the premises."

The office is agreeably cluttered with bottles and books and talk veers between the two
subjects. While Campbell seeks a corkscrew, I leaf through the books lying around on his
desk: a complete set of Evelyn Waugh, for whom Campbell has a passion.

"Decline and Fall and Scoop are the two funniest novels in the English language," Campbell
says. "Waugh loved wine and wrote a history of the wine trade, Wine in Peace and War. On
his deathbed, he declared that his only regret in life was that he hadn't drunk more good
Champagne."

Then he picks up a copy of Brideshead Revisited and finds the passage where Charles
Ryder and Sebastian Flyte are in the Painted Parlour surrounded by bottles, trying to outdo
each other with their flowery descriptions of the wine.

"…It is a little, shy wine like a gazelle."

"Like a leprechaun."

"Dappled, in a tapestry meadow."

"Like a flute by still water."

"…And this is a wise old wine."

"A prophet in a cave."

"…And this is a necklace of pearls on a white neck."

"Like a swan."

"Like the last unicorn."

"Some years ago I was dining with Auberon Waugh," butts in Johnstone. "I asked him
about his father and his reply is engraved in my memory. 'He was an absolute swine in all
respects except one,' he said. 'He gave us very good claret.'"

jonathan.ray@telegraph.co.uk
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