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1

Why Australia?




The Australian wine industry has virtually reinvented itself… it has proved a great ambassador for Australia.

BRIAN CROSER


      
This book is an attempt to explain the success of Australians in the international wine market since the early 1990s, and to explore the historical underpinnings of a phenomenon almost without precedent in the long history of wine.

The story of wine in Australia is largely unknown, yet it is of increasing interest as the fame of Australian wine spreads throughout the world. Indeed, wine is one of the few consumer products in which Australians are setting the pace worldwide. Not surprisingly, the story combines many of the most typical elements in the Australian character, from a willingness to innovate and “have a go,” to a total disregard for tradition and the opinions of well-established experts in other countries. It is the story of the increasing sophistication of wine-lovers the world over, including Australia, and their growing thirst for ever-improving wines, together with the winemakers’ increasing ability to impose their own ideas, their own styles, on the generally conservative world of wine.

The rise of Australian wine is astonishingly recent. Since the mid-1980s, wine exports have increased from little over a million cases to six million by 1990 and an astonishing thirty-five million by 2001, a rate of growth unprecedented in the history of wine. As recently as the late 1980s, Australia imported more wine than it sold abroad. Part of the dramatic surge in exports is undoubtedly due to the continuing weakness of the Australian dollar since it was floated in 1985, but this does not provide more than a very partial explanation of the phenomenon.

 
The most obvious effect is economic. By 2001, wine had emerged as the only one of Australia’s seventeen top export industries that is a finished, manufactured product. Wine is sold on average at six times the value of the raw material, the grapes, from which it is made. As Jeremy Oliver pointed out, this makes it “the most successful manifestation of the ‘Clever Country’ syndrome” – lucky and clever with it, you might say. The transformation process is important not only economically but culturally as well, for it demonstrates, as does no other Australian product, Australia’s capacity to satisfy increasingly sophisticated customers the world over.

The “Australian revolution” has made the country the leader in the (sometimes rather artificial) battle between wines made in the New and Old Worlds. Australian winemakers simply don’t realize the fear they inspire in the Europeans, fear conveyed in the phrase used by Jacques Berthomeau, a senior French civil servant, in an official report: “The barbarians are at the gates.” In doing so he reinforced the nonsense that Australian wines are “industrial” whereas those from France are small-scale, artisanale. But in fact, until very recently, Bordeaux alone produced almost as much wine as the whole of Australia, often in giant cooperative wineries. In Australia, the majority of the country’s 1,500 wineries are decidedly modest affairs. Calling Australians barbarians will not deter them. By definition they have always been outsiders, the bloody-minded minority confident enough to go their own way.

The strength of the Old World’s reaction is a sign that there is more to the phenomenon than jealousy at the numerical challenge it represents. Despite Australia’s surge in production and exports in the past decade, it remains in the middle rank of wine-producing countries, with less than one-third of the production of each of the big three – France, Italy, and Spain – and barely half of that of the United States. Its export figures are still far behind those of the big two, France and Italy, which together account for around half of world trade in wine. Nor are its vineyards all that productive – far less so, for example, than those of Germany, whose northern climate ought to reduce yields. Even the threat from that supposedly all-conquering variety, Australian Chardonnay, has been grossly exaggerated. Production is less than half of that in California, while the yield per hectare (ha) is comparable to that in the far less favourable climate of the Champagne region in northern France. No, the fearful  reaction is not based on size or numbers but on the profound transformation in the winemakers’ attitude to wine-drinkers.

The Australian revolution in wine stems from the perceived requirements of the customers rather than the ego of the winemakers – though God knows few Australian winemakers are noted for their modesty. It is an assertion of the democratic rights of drinkers of modest means to have access to decently made, fruity, reliable wines, rather than the rubbish on which they previously had to rely in a world in which there was a class divide between the lucky few who drank fine wines and the masses who didn’t. This divide was, of course, partly financial; good wine is inevitably going to cost more, far more, than ordinary plonk. But, for the first time, Australian winemakers have offered drinkers a ladder of quality, up which they can climb as their taste for better wines grows with their financial situation. Whether the winemakers can continue to progress, to make more subtle, more distinctive wines in the twenty-first century remains to be seen.

This accessibility is profoundly Australian, and is perhaps more easily perceived by sympathetic outsiders than by the Australians themselves, for they tend to take this quality for granted. In a speech to a seminar on French wine, Mike Paul, then the managing director of Southcorp in Europe, said bluntly that one of the major reasons for the success of New World wines was simply “the will to win” fuelled by the growing domestic demand. He added that Australian winemakers speak that now quasi-universal language, English, and this, combined with their willingness to listen, their attention to labels and packaging, and their use of varietal names, make it easy for the buyer.

At a marketing conference, the English journalist Robert Joseph pinpointed the underlying psychological drive behind Australia’s very diverse achievements in the last forty years of the twentieth century. “Cultural cringe,” he said. “Having been told that you’re only good at shearing sheep and playing rugby and cricket – maybe it does drive you to make better movies and make better wine and build better opera houses.”

Indeed, the first sign of the new Australia was the construction of the Sydney Opera House, completed in the early 1970s. Then there has been the national focus on a continuing success in sport, beginning, perhaps, in 1983 with the triumph of the financier Alan Bond (universally known  as “Bondy”) in wresting the America’s Cup from the USA, when every television screen in the country displayed two white triangles on a blue field. In 2000, the Sydney Olympics demonstrated to the world the Australian capacity for classiness as well as organizational competence – a stark contrast to the unappetizing haze of greed that had hung over the 1996 games in Atlanta.

Success has not been confined to areas in which Australia has been historically strong. I remember how, at the Cannes Film Festival in the mid-1970s, Canada and Australia were both neophytes in the industry, struggling for international recognition. Within a few years, the Canadians had returned to their previous obscurity. By contrast, the Australians were firing on all cylinders. Films like Picnic at Hanging Rock announced the arrival of a new force in world filmmaking while the Crocodile Dundee films were immensely popular (and what a lot of beer Paul Hogan sold in the USA!). Indeed, films such as Gallipoli expressed a knowledge of and pride in the past with fluency in a new medium. Similar characteristics were to feature prominently in the subsequent success of the wine industry.

The parallel between the film and wine industries is not of my making. In 1979, the Australian Film Board launched a campaign at Cannes under the slogan “A vintage year for Australian films”. Both were signs of the emergence of a new and peculiarly Australian contribution to civilized living. But the success of Australian films is a warning: today, most Australian talent has been absorbed by Hollywood, wine remains one of the few successful locally owned industries, with firms able to compete on equal terms with even the biggest international groups. But even the biggest groups could be victims to the ambitions of major multinationals. A fact emphasized in early 2003 with the takeover of BRL Hardy, one of the Big Four Australian wine companies, by the American Winemakers Constellation.

Whoever owns the industry, wine will remain a product which distils, as does no other, most of the best qualities in the character of Australia and its people. The most obvious is the lack of fear when approaching a new challenge, a willingness to “have a go”, to committing yourself without worrying too much about the outcome, let alone social norms. Such characteristics have provided Australia with a capacity, almost unique among New World winemaking countries, not to be abashed when  competing with people like the French, with centuries and, indeed, sometimes over 1,000 years of experience. On the world market, only the Americans have the potential to compete effectively, and the vast majority of their winemakers, like the majority of their countrymen, are too insular, too wrapped up in their own (enormous) domestic market to provide effective competition. In addition, says Australian author and winemaker James Halliday, “There’s this Australian assumption of self-help, the discipline of survival – 150 years ago you had to survive by yourself”, and when you did work with other people “no attention was paid to status”.

The atmosphere of mutual support created a strong ethos of “mateship” – that particularly Australian form of male bonding – but, so far as wine is concerned, the Australian tendency to cut any leanings to superiority down to size (the so-called “tall poppy” syndrome) has been counteracted by the show system. This has been a feature of Australian life since the early days. Shows are held in towns and cities throughout the country and bring together exhibits to find the “best of breed” for all the country’s products – from knitting to cheese, from sheep to wine – and have proved an ideal means of “improving the breed” through what amount to major Australian sporting-cum-social events.

The early stages of the renaissance of Australian wines depended heavily on the Old Country, one of many manifestations of the complex relationship between Britain and Australia. Historically, Australian wine was designed for an English market that liked strong, uncomplicated, uninteresting wines, but this route led to a dead end after World War II as British tastes moved away from strong, fortified wines. Then came a desire to ape the French as the arbiters of taste. Fortunately, increasing success in a business that combines a traditional agricultural enterprise (growing the grapes) with the value-adding skills of making wine has diminished the need for Australian winemakers to seek approval from Old World arbiters of taste. As Ray King, one of the key figures in the industry in the 1980s and 1990s, put it: “We have created our own myth and magic about Australian wine and winemakers.”

Curiously, the industry has not been considered economically signifi-cant; there is nothing about wine in The Oxford Companion to Australian History, published in 1998. The perceived lack of importance has had advantages since, as Lawrie Stanford of the Australian Wine and Brandy  Corporation (AWBC) points out, “It was too small an industry to be protected, so it was largely unaffected by government intervention… There’s a contrast with wool, which was protected, and so there was no innovation.” Wine also benefits because its producers were ineluctably in direct contact with their customers, whereas the boards that direct the country’s more important agricultural products are far removed from the final buyer.

The way wine is treated as an agricultural rather than an industrial product is emphasized by the fact that, unlike the historical practice in more established winemaking countries, most of the grapes are not vinified by the growers, who form a community rather separate from the winemakers. As a result, it has always been natural to measure yields in tonnes per ha and not, as in other wine-producing countries, in terms of the amount of wine produced by a ha of vines.

But also, because wine has been regarded as an agricultural product, it has benefited from the guarantee of quality applied, through a strict inspection system, to any agricultural product being exported and therefore forming part of the world’s image of Australian produce. Today the AWBC employs eighteen full-time tasters to ensure that all wine sold abroad conforms to stringently defined standards.

Good wine is the result of geology, geography, history – and the sheer bloody-mindedness of some key individuals. Wine has been made in Australia since the late 1790s and was always intended to be one of the continent’s principal products. Yet for over a century, until after World War II, the country’s winemakers were lulled into complacency by their ability to sell large quantities of (usually fortified and almost invariably rather inferior) wine in Britain. This imperial preference, combined with the local predilection for beer and fortified wines, made life difficult for the handful of enthusiasts who were trying to make fine wine.

Nevertheless, it is extraordinary how many of the themes that have contemporary resonance can be traced to the early years, whether it be the importance of doctors, the number of varieties in an individual vineyard, or the practice of mixed farming on an estate best-known for its wines. Historic echoes extend throughout Australian wine, not only in wineries and companies that have stayed the course since colonial times, but in winemakers and others in the industry whose family roots go back a century or more.

 
Australian wine regions are littered with abandoned wineries and wineries that have changed hands again and again over the decades, or have lived short butterfly lives, only to be revived sometimes nearly a century later. Happily, Australians have a strong sense of heritage – perhaps because they are not overburdened with it – and this shows through in the resurrection and continuing use of many of the oldest wineries. BRL Hardy, one of the big four that dominate the Australian industry, has its head office a few miles south of Adelaide at Chateau Reynella, which dates back to the 1840s. The firm has also restored the historic Houghton winery north of Perth. One of the first steps of the new management that took over the biggest company, Southcorp, in 2001 was to start making wine again at the historic Magill Estate on the outskirts of Adelaide and it is now restoring Seppeltsfield, most majestic of monuments to the glory of winemaking in Australia in Victorian times. The same feeling for heritage is shown at Chateau Tahbilk – now called Tahbilk Wines – in the Goulburn Valley north of Melbourne, where the Purbrick family has lovingly restored the nineteenth-century buildings and is still making a fine Shiraz from vines planted in the 1860s.

Another living and cherished piece of heritage is the estate at Angaston in the Barossa Valley, owned by the Hill-Smith family since 1849. Yalumba organizes regular “museum tastings” of historic wines made not only by the company but including many made (and donated) by its rivals. I was lucky enough to be invited to one held in London in 1998, the first outside Australia. These events provide proof of the quality achieved by Australian winemakers in the century before their renaissance in the 1970s, as well as a rare chance to taste wines made from the ungrafted vines grown in France and the Cape of Good Hope in the early nineteenth century, which have survived only in Australia. Everywhere else in the world, the depredation of the phylloxera louse at the end of the nineteenth century have meant that ungrafted vines have had to be replaced by new vines grafted onto USA rootstock unaffected by the louse. As a result, some parts of Australia, notably in South Australia, can claim to have vines older than those growing anywhere else in the world.

As Len Evans, the commentator at the 1998 tasting, put it, “The wines tell a lot about the character of the people at the time.” “Almost every wine contains a story of some significance,” added Robert Hill-Smith of Yalumba, “of the maker, the season, the region, the style or the variety.”  He thus disposed of another myth: that all Australian wines conform to a certain pattern. Few, if any, were what you might call “bulldozer” wines.

Yet another myth (and one that the Australians themselves have done much to spread) comprehensively demolished by the tasting was that Australian wines do not reflect the region or site from which they come. Indeed, as is the case so often in vinous history, many of the best sites were discovered early on. A high portion of the best older wines of the tasting came from a handful of sub-regions such as the Clare, Eden, and Barossa Valleys in South Australia, settled in the mid-nineteenth century.

There were fine wines of every description. The 1962 Bin 60A from Penfolds was still fruity – it must have been overwhelming when young; the 1963 Chateau Reynella Cabernet Sauvignon was still showing some elegant fruit thirty-five years on, as was the 1969 Redman Claret from Coonawarra. These reds were some of the many wines called “claret” or “burgundy” without much regard to the grape varieties used or the style of the wine. A 1956 “claret” from Peter Lehmann, for instance, was sixty per cent Shiraz (or Syrah) and the rest Grenache and Mataro (the name sometimes used in Australia for Mourvèdre). In those days, the use of such fanciful names was the only way Australians could sell their better wines. There were also some startlingly good wines made from what was called Rhine Riesling. These included a 1982 Riesling from Brian Croser’s vineyard in the Clare Valley with the sort of flinty butteriness characteristic of older European Rieslings, qualities echoed by a 1979 Heggies Riesling from the Eden Valley. Even more extraordinary were two fascinating, rather maderized but still delicious relics: Yalumba Rieslings from the Eden Valley dating back to 1944 and 1934.

Not surprisingly, it was the stronger, sweeter wines from Yalumba that stole the show. They included an Antique Tawny Port, which we agreed was the “nectar of the gods”; a Tokay made from the Muscadelle grape, which captured perfectly the overtones of late-summer flowers; and an 1889 Old Four Crown Port, which tasted like the distilled version of a nutty treacle tart. This was trumped by the 1894 Para Liqueur, one of a series of wines laid down by Benno Seppelt with instructions that it should not be touched until it had passed its centenary. One vintage of the Para Liqueur is put on the market every year. Apart from a handful of wines from Madeira, it is the oldest commercially available drink in the world. It had the most concentrated nose of any wine I have ever tasted,  like an old-fashioned grocer’s shop: “sugar and spice and all things nice” on the palate as well as on the nose. It was sweet but did not cloy because of the high acidity.

Unfortunately, stunning old wines such as these are now highly prized rarities. Nevertheless, there is a liqueur Muscat made by the Morris family of Rutherglen from a one-hundred-year-old solera (containing wines from a number of ancient vintages) that continues the tradition. The wine itself is balanced, with the deepest of Muscat noses, a subtle drink reminiscent of liquid fudge but without any of the cloying note so visible in lesser wines. The Morris family settled in Rutherglen in northeastern Victoria in 1891. In early 2002, Mick Morris, the founder’s grandson, a small, stocky, stalwart septuagenarian, was still standing in his antique winery, as redolent of a glorious history of winemaking as the most devoutly worshipped winemaker in Burgundy. The corrugated iron roof of Morris’s winery is susceptible to leaks, the presses are still of the old-fashioned basket design, its open concrete fermenting vats are surrounded by hundreds of casks of every possible age. When I casually remarked that one of the more ancient seemed to be leaking, Morris was indignant, “That cask came from a great cooper who went broke about a hundred years ago,” he said. He explained the casks’ longevity. “The cooper seasoned them so well. The thickness of the timber is greater than what you can get today. They were all hand-hewn rather than sawn, and the wood follows the line of the grain. You don’t get the same degree of porousness as you do with modern casks.”

Morris is by no means the only producer of divine fortified dessert wines. “Sometimes,” Bill Chambers, a neighbour of Morris, told me, “the Muscat grapes won’t go through the crusher” – because they’re so densely concentrated. “They’re certainly not accountants’ wines,” he added as he showed me round his vineyard, one part of which has been fenced off to allow sheep to graze on the foliage of vines which Chambers will then dig up. To him this is just another “paddick”. The winemakers of Rutherglen tend to behave like agriculturalists, liable to infuriate pilgrims come to talk about wine, he says, who find that Chambers and Morris want to discuss sheep. Chambers’s attitude is that of peasants the world over. “If you make a few bob, you buy a few paddicks.”

An even purer relic of the past, if only because it remains virtually untouched, is at Yeringberg, an hour’s drive from Melbourne above the  Yarra Valley, a large estate owned by Guill de Pury, the grandson of the founder. There the cooper’s tools have been left undisturbed since they were last used for the 1921 vintage, after which winemaking ceased for nearly half a century. But it is not only the ambience that matters; it is the old-fashioned attitude of de Pury and his wife to their estate, most of which is still devoted to sheep and cattle. De Pury and his son David have planted only a couple of ha since 1969, nevertheless producing some of the best wines from the valley. Sales are strictly controlled, credit cards are not accepted, and the cellar door is open to the public only for a single weekend at the beginning of May.

One group of winemakers sums up the whole history. In 1848, Father Aloysius Kranewitter, a Jesuit, arrived in South Australia from Silesia. The Jesuits bought an estate in the Clare Valley called Sevenhill, originally to make only sacramental wine. Brother John, who has been making the wine since 1972, is only the eighth winemaker, and still devotes a quarter of today’s 500-tonne crush to sacramental wines. The rest goes into a series of highly sophisticated wines ranging from dry reds to vintage ports. Blends of Chenin Blanc, Chardonnay, and Verdelho are used for the white wines, and Bordeaux varieties for the reds. Sevenhill wines win lots of trophies at the Clare Valley Wine Show. Need I give more examples to show that Australian wine has a distinguished history and does not consist solely, or even principally, of massive wine factories?

As an historian by training, I naturally responded warmly to the museum tastings, and to very lively “historical relics” such as Mick Morris. It was also natural for me to treat the story of Australian wine as an historian would, telling it in chronological fashion, and hoping that the reader will accompany me on a journey of discovery. Researching and writing this story has been one of the most fascinating adventures of a quarter of a century largely devoted to writing about wine.
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In the Beginning

 

In a climate so favourable, the cultivation of the vines may doubtless be carried to any degree of perfection.

CAPTAIN ARTHUR PHILLIP



The story of wine in Australia starts with the First Fleet, the convoy of convict ships which brought the first British settlers to what is now Sydney in 1788. It carried vines, some of which were sent on to Norfolk Island, 1,600 kilometres (approximately ninety-nine miles) northeast of the settlement at Port Jackson. The wines these vines were expected to produce were among the essential items (like flax, hemp, spars, and masts) that, it was thought, the new colony could supply for the home country, replacing imports from “foreign countries.” Indeed, Captain Phillip, the fleet’s commander, hoped that Australian wines would “become an indispensable part of the luxury of European tables”. This initial declaration of faith in the capacity of the new settlement to grow grapes and make wine – a belief for which there was no evidence, since no one knew much about the continent – ensured that settlers would at least try to plant vines and thus find the best regions for them. Without that element of belief, the grapevine would never have spread so quickly, if at all, throughout most of the Australian colonies.

Vines were originally planted in what is now the heart of downtown Sydney. According to John Beeston’s Concise History of Australian Wine, Phillip was surprised to see “how the vines thrive and I am in hopes next year of having a vineyard of five or six acres [two or 2.5ha]”. But a month later he was writing to the great botanist, Sir Joseph Banks, that the vines he had brought from Brazil and the Cape – not from Europe – had resulted in “two good bunches of grapes, the first this country has  produced”, yet “being neglected, they decayed on the vine”. This was not surprising, given the more serious problems he faced on top of the dampness of the climate during the growing season. Nevertheless, before Phillip left Port Jackson in late 1792, only four years after he had first landed, he had, in John Beeston’s words, “shown that grapes could flourish even in the hands of an invalid, botanically ignorant as he himself admitted, with the assistance of only a ‘tolerably good’ gardener”. The speed with which the vine spread and, above all, that drinkable wine was produced formed a double miracle since the settlers had been chosen for the, often very minor, crimes they had committed and not their technical competence. There was virtually no qualified winegrower among the first settlers.

The next important figure in a story that, even today, revolves largely around a handful of key individual winemakers, businessmen, and opinion-formers was Lieutenant John Macarthur, a noted polymath, who, by 1793, had built a sturdy brick house with 1.2ha “given to grapes and other fruit.” The idea of an estate devoted exclusively to vines took some time to develop and Macarthur was typical in planting grapes as just one of many other fruits. Indeed, it was not until the late twentieth century that winemakers abandoned their earlier preference for planting a wide range of varieties in a single vineyard. It never occurred to the early settlers (nor to many of their successors) that particular varieties of vines were “site-specific”.

There soon appeared an early example of the “cultural cringe” that was to dog Australian life for 200 years when two French prisoners of war were encouraged to plant a total of 12,000 vine cuttings on the assumption that, being French, they would know all about vines and wines. There was no real reason why they should and, indeed, they didn’t; their wine was undrinkable.

Macarthur was, among other roles, a “rum baron” at a time when rum formed New South Wales’s most important currency. He was also an unlikely wine enthusiast, and unfortunately, the grape varieties he gathered during a two-year trip to Europe in 1815–16 proved largely useless. He brought back between six and twelve cuttings of up to thirty varieties of vines, but within a few years he made two unfortunate discoveries. Firstly, as his son William put it, “After several years careful cultivation, the only sorts which we obtained were those now known as  the Gouais, Muscat Noir, Black Hamburgh, Little Black Cluster, Miller’s Burgundy, and Sweet Water, all but the first three had been previously introduced to New South Wales.” Worse, virtually all of them were either table grapes, or as with the Gouais and Chasselas, produced only mediocre wines.

It was Gregory Blaxland, one of the first explorers to cross the Blue Mountains in New South Wales and identify the potential of the rich lands to the west, who planted a vineyard close to the only possible market, near Parramatta, several kilometres west of Sydney. He carefully selected vines from the Cape of Good Hope that were resistant to anthracnose, a fungal disease often called black spot by growers, and in 1822 sent a sample of the wine he made to London. There it was judged “by no means of superior quality”, but was nevertheless awarded a medal to encourage the winemaker in his efforts. In 1818, Sir John Jamison, one of the largest landowners in the colony, planted a vineyard, typically as part of an enormous estate. He was clearly an innovator, for the vineyard was irrigated and, according to John Beeston, he employed “a native of Madeira” to plant the vines and “a German immigrant of long experience” to make the wines.

These were small-scale, tentative, usually amateur gestures. The true father of Australian wine was James Busby, whom Beeston calls “the apostle of the vine”. Like so many other pioneers, he was not the easiest of men. He had to be obsessive to achieve what he did and he was also self-righteous to the highest degree, his self-confidence precluding the possibility of being in the wrong. Thus, it was not surprising that his achievements were not immediately recognized and that he ended his life, in the words of the Australian Dictionary of Biography, a “tiresome conversationalist, a lone hand, crochety, oversensitive, and embittered”.

While Busby was still in his twenties, he provided Australian growers and winemakers with the two essential ingredients required to produce wine: manuals on how to make it and a wide range of (usually suitable) vine cuttings. Such a combination was unavailable to the winemakers of any other country or region for nearly a century. Through his combined activities, Busby towers over all other contributors to the theory and practice of winemaking in Australia to this day. Partly because Australia was one of the only two countries in the British Empire capable of producing wine (the other was its historic rival, South Africa), his books and  those of Alexander Kelly were the only serious nineteenth-century works published in English on viticulture and winemaking.

Busby’s aim was not only to propagate the vine, but also to use wine as a social improver. Like many other reformers and many early influential contributors to Australian winemaking, he crusaded for temperance against the spirits, above all rum, which so devastated the lives of early immigrants to Australia. He knew perfectly well what he was up against, how the convicts “brought with them their prejudice in favour of malty liquor and ardent spirits… the settler soaks over his keg of rum till he has drained it to the dregs, regardless of the squalid wretchedness of his family”. Despite Busby’s efforts, for a long time wine was, in Beeston’s words, a mere “droplet in a sea of alcohol,” a sea comprising mainly rum and gin.

Busby was twenty-three years old when he arrived in Sydney in 1824 as a sort of colonial civil servant. He already knew a lot about agriculture in general after a spell in Ireland and travels throughout France. He had lived for some time at Cadillac, up the Garonne from Bordeaux and across the river from the famous sweet white-wine regions of Sauternes and Barsac. On his arrival in Sydney he wrote A Treatise on the Culture of the Vine and started teaching at an orphan school at Liverpool, a small settlement to the southwest of Sydney. He planted vines on the estate of 5,000ha (12,355 acres), surrounding the school where he put into practice the theories he had described in his book. He was also given a personal land grant of over 300ha (741 acres), an estate called Kirkton, in the Hunter Valley, 160 kilometres (99.4 miles) northwest of Sydney. The Hunter was the first region to be extensively planted with grapes after it had been discovered that the region round Sydney itself was too wet for their cultivation. Although Busby himself probably never visited Kirkton, the property remained in his family for several generations and is an important part of the story of wine in Australia.

In A Treatise on the Culture of the Vine, Busby confirmed Phillip’s hopes, claiming that the vine furnished “the strongest probability of its supplying the great desideratum [his italics] of a staple article of export”. There was the distinct “probability the climate of New South Wales and many of its soils, at present useless for their sterility, would be favourable for the culture of the vine”. It was clear from the beginning that Busby was aiming to reach French standards of winemaking. He absorbed a great deal from the work  of Professor Chaptal, Napoleon’s minister of agriculture, best-known as the pioneer of adding sugar to fermenting grape juice to increase its alcoholic strength, a process still used and known as chaptalization. Even more important for Busby was Chaptal’s unprecedented work on the effect of climate, seasons, soil, exposure, and culture on the plant.

In the first of many encounters with the authorities, he was sacked in a rather shabby fashion from his job at the orphan school. Undaunted, in 1831 he wrote a second book, A Manual of Plain Directions for Planting and Cultivating Vineyards and for Making Wine in New South Wales, a work tactfully dedicated to Lieutenant General Ralph Darling, the governor of the colony. Support was boosted by Busby’s statement that his work was guided by his “strong impression of the importance to the colony of any increase of its exportable commodities”. Darling distributed the book throughout New South Wales and helped it to become a best-seller among an agricultural community, many of whose members were clearly interested in growing grapes and making wine.

Busby spent the last three months of 1831 in Britain discussing his prospects with the Colonial Office, his nominal employer, and then embarked on a long tour of southern Spain and France, starting in Cadiz and ending in Epernay, heart of the Champagne region. He compared himself with the famous late eighteenth century English traveller and agricultural expert, Arthur Young, who had noted that the grape was the most profitable agricultural product of any region he visited during his stay in France.

But his biggest contribution lay in the fabulous collections of cuttings carefully wrapped to withstand the long voyage Busby brought back to New South Wales. Among them he brought back 433 from the famous viticultural school in Montpellier in southwest France and a further 110 from the gardens of the Luxembourg Palace in Paris. Of these 543 vine varieties, 362 reached New South Wales safely – and, more importantly, were mostly still healthy.

Near Perpignan in southwest France, Busby came across the local red wines, made, as Beeston describes, from “the Grenache which gives sweetness, the Carignan which gives colour, and the Mataro [called Mourvèdre outside Australia] which gives quantity”. In total there were “nine bundles, containing fifty each, of nine distinct varieties of vines”. He then moved to the valley of the Rhône, where he noted that the local  wine, made from the Syrah grape, was widely used to strengthen even the most distinguished wines of Bordeaux, for it was the Bordelais who first introduced that supposedly purely Australian blend, Cabernet/Shiraz. (For a long time, Australian winemakers gave Shiraz the name of Hermitage, after the most famous region in which that variety was grown.)

Busby aimed to propagate his treasures “in the most suitable soil and climate”, noting, especially in Burgundy, the omnipresence of limestone in the best vineyards. In the journal of the tour, which he published in 1833, he wrote that the major lesson to be learned about fine wine was that “In all those districts which produce wines of fine reputation, some few individuals have the advantage of selecting a particular variety of grape and managing its culture so as to bring it into the highest state of perfection of which it is capable.” These producers also seized on “the most favourable moment for the vintage by the rapidity with which the grapes are gathered and pressed, so that the whole contents of each vat may be exactly in the same state, and a simultaneous and equal fermentation be secured throughout”. They sold only the best vintages, and then only after proper maturation. Here Busby was asserting that the wine’s quality was due more to the winemakers’ efforts than to the characteristics of the vineyard in which the grapes were grown. In doing so, as in so many of his other achievements, he was setting a pattern that was to be followed by Australian winemakers throughout the ages, although recently, as we shall see, the nature of the vineyard has come to assume much greater importance.

Even though Busby did not visit Bordeaux or the vineyards of the Loire or Alsace, his collection included most of the classic French varieties, with a few exceptions such as Merlot and Gewürztraminer. In addition he brought back a handful of varieties grown around Jerez in southern Spain, not only the dual-purpose Gordo Blanco and Doradillo, but the Black Muscat and Cornuchon, and whites such as Muscat of Alexandria, some of which should have been used exclusively for making dried fruit and not for wine. In Spain, the Gordo Blanco, which Busby described as the “large white Muscatel”, was used primarily for drying. Unfortunately, in Australia it was responsible for too many inferior – and usually fortified – wines. This was a classic example of the curse of dual usage, which was to limit the quality of fine wine produced from suitable varieties in Australia for a century and a half. Yet Busby was aware of the  importance of having an alternative use for the grapes and so was aiming to acquire “a competent quantity of the most valuable varieties cultivated in the best districts of Spain and France, both for wine and raisins”.

Although Busby’s travels were confined to France and southern Spain, winemakers could sometimes rely on receiving cuttings picked up by travellers en route to the new colonies. Indeed, to understand many of the varieties grown in the first century of Australian wine, you have to follow the route taken by the ships that carried the vines. From Madeira came the Verdelho, which produces the finest wines made on the island. The variety was immediately seized on as a suitable variety for Australian conditions, and is of increasing importance today, even though it has nearly died out in its original home. From the Cape came many varieties that were often called by their Cape Dutch names, such as Hanepoot, their name for Muscat of Alexandria.

In general, however, the Australians made do with Busby’s collection. It took 150 years for Australia’s winemakers even to start experimenting on a commercial scale with the many varieties from Italy, Portugal, and northern Spain, whose climates are so similar to Australia’s grape–growing regions. Busby’s influence was enormous – and, on the whole, enormously positive. But his successors were constrained by the severe quarantine restrictions governing the import of vines into Australia which drastically limited the number of varieties the country’s wine–makers had to play with. To some extent this was inevitable since, until recently, Italian varieties, in particular, were virtually unknown outside the regions where they were grown.

Busby’s early passion for wine seems to have faded after his three books, although he is believed to have been the first to make wine in New Zealand. At the age of thirty-three he became closely – but usually unsuccessfully – involved in the country’s affairs, acting as a liaison between the Maoris and the settlers.

Not surprisingly, given his temperament, for a long time the credit for the introduction of his varieties was awarded to John Macarthur and his son William. Busby’s collection was planted in Sydney’s embryonic Botanic Gardens, where it was neglected. Duplicates were sent to Macarthur, to Melbourne, and to the new colony in South Australia. This was fortunate because, after languishing unnoticed in a corner of the Sydney Botanic Gardens for a quarter of a century, the plants were destroyed.

 
A nearly complete collection of 365 varieties was also sent to Kirkton, which passed into the ownership of Busby’s sister Catherine and her husband WD Kelman. Their daughter married CF Lindeman, a member of the famous winemaking family, and the vines lived on for nearly a century until they produced their last crop of a hundred gallons (379 litres) each of Chablis and burgundy as late as 1924. But Busby’s true legacy was nothing less than the foundation of the industry as we know it today.
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