
Hunter Semillon it’s early history 
Among the grape varieties brought back by James Busby in 
1832 was the Semillon grape. He divided his collection into 
thirds, one going to the Botanical Gardens, one to Thomas 
Shepherd and the remaining to his Hunter Valley vineyard Kirk-
ton.  
Thomas Shepherd was a renowned nurseryman who had his es-
tablishment near Vine Street in Darlington, just near what is 
now Sydney University. Shepherd was a friend of Busby’s and 
helped him write his manual for growing grapes. Shepherd also 
gave lectures on viticulture  at the Mechanics School of Arts in 
Pitt Street, Sydney. The  building designed by the colonial architect John Bibb is still standing 
and has been restored and become the Art House Hotel.  
The School of Arts was a precursor of Sydney University and served as an important resource 
for providing know how to the colonists. The Reverend Henry Carmichael one time president 
of the Hunter River Vineyard Association and owner of the Porphyry Vineyard was on the 
School of Arts Board  
A report seen here in the Maitland Mercury of 1850 outlines Shepherds identification of this 
grape variety as suitable to plant in the colony and how it became known as Shepherd’s Ries-
ling. 

 

James King of Irrawang among other mem-
bers of the Vineyard Association recognised 
the suitability of Shepherd’s Riesling in the 
Hunter such that by the 1850’s it had 
proven to be a most successful white grape 
variety. 
Known as Shepherds Riesling then Hunter 
River Riesling because of its resemblance 
to the German wine that was so popular at 
the time. We know it today as Semillon and 
indeed the Hunter has become famous for 
this Varietal thanks largely to the keen ob-
servations by the early pioneers of our 
wine industry. 


