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BUSINESS 

When the fizz went out of property, one 
tycoon turned his hand to wine 
Richard Balfour-Lynn’s Kent vineyard is in the vanguard of proud English producers 
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Richard Balfour-Lynn doesn’t do humility. Or at least, he didn’t. For almost three decades he was 
one of the property world’s most ruthless wheeler-dealers, as famous for his boardroom temper 
as for his ability to spot business opportunities and persuade the banks to back his grandiose 
ambitions. Then came the property crash. 

Today the erstwhile property and leisure tycoon, whose interests once ranged from Liberty, the 
venerable London department store, to the De Vere and Malmaison hotel chains to MWB 
Business Exchange, the serviced offices group, has reinvented himself as a producer of wine, 
apple juice and cider and as a passionate flag waver for English fizz. 

He even admits to feeling chastened by his property empire’s collapse after a decade-long deal 
frenzy: “It was extremely difficult and very chastening and very humbling. When I look back at 
that period, I’m embarrassed, frankly.” 

Why embarrassed? “Because so many of us lost touch with the real world. It was all about growth 
and greed. It was about building big things, it was about taking things over. It was about getting 
bigger and bigger. You could raise whatever money you wanted. Things just went out of kilter.” It 
was only with the benefit of hindsight that he had been able to stand back and see what a “really 
mad era” it was. 

Does he blame the banks for throwing money around like confetti? “Undeniably, we’re all 
responsible. I’m responsible, which is why I’m rather embarrassed.” 

Mr Balfour-Lynn believes that the crash engendered a return to a more old-fashioned business 
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philosophy, one that he himself has bought into. “If you borrow money today, they want proper 
security and proper loan-to-value metrics. It’s a very different ball game.” And hand-in-hand 
with the return to a more conservative way of doing business has come a shift away from global 
companies and products. “The global businesses are the ones under attack at the moment. 
People are gravitating towards family businesses, traditional businesses, particularly in food and 
drink. We’re seeing lots of new businesses emerge and young entrepreneurs selling really 
authentic products. It’s a really interesting change.” 

He may not qualify as a young entrepreneur, but his Hush Heath wine business in Kent adheres 
to his born-again philosophy of localism, provenance and authenticity. “The one thing I’ve learnt 
about building a premium brand is that every element, most importantly the people working in it, 
have got to reflect that brand.” 

Such a modus operandi is light years from his time in property. “Pride, passion and a refusal to 
compromise can be difficult. It’s difficult to box that into an investment package that meets the 
usual hedge fund return plans or shareholder requirements. It’s a very long-term game.” 

Fortunately, Mr Balfour-Lynn does not need to seek external investment or answer to third-
party shareholders. Despite losing what he admits was “a very, very large amount of money” in 
the collapse of his property and leisure interests, and having to sell luxury homes in the south of 
France and South Africa, he says that his family “are financially secure and we’re gradually 
building up again bit by bit”. 

He and his wife, Leslie, bought Hush Heath Manor, a 16th-century property near Staplehurst, in 
1986 and in 2001 acquired the 400-acre estate that the house had once been a part of. “At that 
stage the estate was fairly run down. It had some apple orchards and some arable, plus some 
sheep and cows. When it came up for auction unexpectedly, it seemed the logical thing to buy it 
since it surrounded our house. I’d always been interested in vineyards and wine and, at my wife’s 
suggestion, we planted our first vineyard in 2002.” 

When they planted five acres with the aim of making a sparkling rosé the last thing on their 
minds was creating a serious business, but the 10,000 bottles of Balfour Brut Rosé made from 
their first harvest in 2004 at the nearby Chapel Down winery won a gold medal at the 
International Wine Challenge. “It put us on the map.” 

In 2010 they created their own winery in a cowshed and persuaded the head winemaker at 
Chapel Down to join them. Since then they have started making different styles, including a red 
wine (a pinot noir) and a sparkling apple wine, have set up tours of the estate that attract 25,000 
visitors a year and have started exporting to countries including the United States, Canada, 
Japan, Hong Kong and Belgium. Exports are on the rise, thanks in part to the weak pound, and 
account for 10 per cent of sales. 

Mr Balfour-Lynn believes that it is only in the past two years that English wine has started to be 
taken seriously. “Wherever you went in the world, if you told people you made English wine 
they’d look at you and say, ‘You can’t grow grapes in England.’ But now people are not only 
talking about it but the big multiple retailers all want English wine on their shelves.” 

About 18 months ago, the Balfour-Lynns realised that they needed  



a five-year plan for Hush Heath. That plan involves building a much bigger winery to cope with 
new targets that they have set: increasing the land under vine from 30 acres to at least 100; 
boosting production from 120,000 bottles of wine to between 300,000 and 400,000; and 
expanding cider from 250,000 bottles to 400,000. 

It will cost about £3 million. “It’s a serious investment, but it’s representative of the way people 
from other business backgrounds have invested heavily in wine. Instead of it being a bit of a 
hobby, you’ve got serious people like Nigel Wray at Chapel Down and Lord Ashcroft at 
Gusbourne looking at it from a proper business perspective. Then you’ve got Taittinger coming to 
Kent and becoming the first French champagne house to plant vines here, with other champagne 
producers and wineries from around the world interested in planting in the southeast.” 

For all his excitement over the potential of English wine, however, Mr Balfour-Lynn plays down 
forecasts that by 2020 the industry will be producing ten million bottles a year, saying that grapes 
are an agricultural product, subject to the vagaries of the weather. 

A reminder of that was the severe frost that hit Kent in April, wiping out as much as 40 per cent 
of the Hush Heath crop. “Climate change has unquestionably helped us in southern Britain, but 
the other side of the coin is that it leads to more unusual weather patterns.” 

Despite the best efforts of Mr Balfour-Lynn and his wine-making confrères, the perception that 
English wine is not only poor quality but also more expensive than the equivalent champagne or 
prosecco refuses to die. At the opening of his latest restaurant, Marco Pierre White said that only 
“a total numpty” would buy English wine, claiming that it was “overpriced and not very good”. 

The Hush Heath boss, who owns a small group of pubs and inns, may have cast off his mantle as 
a volatile property tycoon, but he shows a glint of his former steel in his riposte. “Marco Pierre 
White’s comments do not reflect the consumer’s view of English wines. They were undoubtedly 
made simply to garner publicity for his latest restaurant.” 
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Richard Balfour-Lynn emerged from the boardroom after the property crash to build a new life and career as a winemaker 
 

Mr Balfour-Lynn at Marylebone Warwick Balfour Group, where he was chief executive 
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