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Expert’s choice

notable winemakers have made Semillon their 
obsession, exploring the grape’s hidden depths through 
extended skin and lees contact, which some winemakers 
of the Hunter are trialling (see Usher Tinkler and 
Hungerford Hill, below), but not to the same level.

France, of course, grows more Semillon than any 
other country. In Bordeaux it is picked much riper, and 
usually blended with Sauvignon Blanc, to alleviate its 
high acid attack, creating sublime dry white Graves and 
Pessac-Léognan. Additionally, the grapes are left to 
nobly rot, creating (with or without Sauvignon Blanc) 
those magnificent Sauternes and Barsac sweet wines.

Back in the Hunter, Semillon is the lone hero. It 
remains the region’s iconic saviour, even after almost 
two centuries of wine-growing. In recent times, 
single-vineyard wines have been evolving and 
expanding the understanding of Semillon as it relates to 
its unique Hunter Valley wine-growing environment.

The region’s key Semillon terroir is a gentle arc, or 
‘dress circle’, of sandy, alluvial, free-draining sites at the 
western end of Pokolbin, running in parallel along 
Hermitage Road, between Broke Road and Deasys Road. 
Here, Hunter Semillon’s reputation for finesse, line and 
length is most conspicuous. Noted examples from 
Andrew Thomas, Keith Tulloch, Brokenwood, Silkman 
and Pepper Tree originate from here. The vine provenance 
of Tyrrell’s top cuvées can also be traced back to within 
close proximity of this arc, although arguably they are 
now growing on even more lauded single-vineyard sites. 
The same can also be said for Mount Pleasant’s sandy 
Lovedale vineyard, beneath and further east of the arc. 

The following 18 wines were the highest scoring of 
more than 100 Semillons tasted (non-blind) from the 
2017, 2018 and 2019 vintages. Many of these vintages 
have not yet been exported, so contact UK importers or 
specialist Australian merchants for details. 

Daniel Honan is a 
freelance food and 
drinks writer based 
in the Hunter Valley

 G
raceful, elegant and unique, Hunter Valley 
Semillon is responsible for some of the 
most distinctive dry white wines in the 
world. Low alcohol, refreshing, zesty and 
crisp, the wines brim with bright acidity 

and tart to sweet citrus fruits in youth. Texturally they 
are often lean, sometimes with a talc-like mouthfeel, 
becoming softer, richer and waxier with age. 
Occasionally, flavours of toast and honey may emerge, 
as well as nougat and nuts in wines with bottle age. 

The Hunter Valley’s Semillons demonstrate their 
sense of place fluently, naturally and intrinsically. Indeed, 
Semillon producers in Australia’s other key winemaking 
regions could only hope to emulate their majesty.

In South Australia, those of the Barossa are usually 
richer, riper and fuller-bodied. There have been occasions 
where the Clare Valley has come close, but producers 
there know better than to attempt to replicate the success 
they’ve enjoyed with their Rieslings. In the Adelaide Hills, 
as well as in Western Australia’s Great Southern, a few 

HUNTER VALLEY SEMILLON
Particular to New South Wales, these dry whites can appear subdued in their youth, but given time 
they really shine. Tasting the field of recent releases in Australia, Daniel Honan picks his 18 best 

Keith Tulloch, Field of Mars 
Block 3B 2017 93

£13.69 (2015) All About Wine, Wild & Lees

Grown on the dry-farmed, silty, sandy soils of 
the Field of Mars vineyard, planted to Semillon 
in 1968. Vibrant, juicy limes, lemons and subtle 
hints of passion fruit. Balance and elegance in 
abundance. Drink 2020-2040 Alc 12%

Mount Pleasant, Elizabeth 
2018 93

£18 Specialist Cellars

One of the Hunter’s best, brightest, most 
accessible Semillons, named after Queen 
Elizabeth II. Taut lemon and citrus fruit, green 
apple and fragrant lime blossom with gentle, 
bright acidity. Drink 2020-2040 Alc 12.5%

Audrey Wilkinson, The Ridge 
2017 90

N/A UK www.audreywilkinson.com.au

Grown near the Brokenback mountains. Light 
but lifted aromas of lemon pith, ripe lime and 
green apple skin. Slinky acids on a supple 
palate, nearly juicy but for the talc-like texture. 
Drink 2020-2035 Alc 12%

Krinklewood 2019 93

N/A UK www.krinklewood.com

A superb wine, this has energy in abundance, 
with notes of lemon sorbet, green-apple skin 
and white-nectarine flesh. Undoubtedly one of 
the Hunter’s more delicate and elegant 
Semillons. Certified biodynamic and organic 
since 2007. Drink 2020-2040 Alc 10.8%

Two Rivers, Stone’s Throw 
2019 91

N/A UK www.tworivers.com.au

This Semillon hails from the Upper Hunter, 
west of Pokolbin. A cool pineapple core 
provides subtle sweetness and balance to tart 
yet ripe limes and herbal perfumes. Drink 
2020-2040 Alc 10.6%

Hungerford Hill, Preservative 
Free 2019 89

N/A UK www.hungerfordhill.com.au

This has a super fragrance of ripe yuzu and a 
bright and fleshy pineapple core. Acidity is 
firm, and there’s a slight spritz – delicious 
sparkle and fade. Drink 2020-2025 Alc 11.5%

Tyrrell’s, Vat 1 2019 97

£35 Specialist Cellars

Sourced from old vines planted on ancient 
sand, the 2019 is tightly bound with vibrant 
citrus, white stone fruit and apple blossom. 
Remarkably pure, driven and delicate, it will 
age into magnificence in the decades to come. 
Drink 2025-2045 Alcohol 10.5%

Andrew Thomas, Braemore 
Individual Vineyard 2017 95

N/A UK www.thomaswines.com.au

A standard bearer of Hunter Semillon. Lemons, 
then limes, with honey emerging. Its firm, flinty 
texture is framed by zesty, waxy acidity, easing 
and slowly unwinding. First-class line and 
length. Drink 2023-2045 Alc 10.9%

De Iuliis, Single Vineyard 2018 92

N/A UK www.dewine.com.au

From fruit sourced at the Garden vineyard on 
the sandy flats of central Pokolbin. Whole-
bunch pressed before a cool stainless-steel 
ferment. Bright lime sorbet, fresh lemongrass, 
white floral notes and lean beeswax textures. 
Drink 2020-2035 Alc 11.7%

Tyrrell’s, Johnno’s 2019 96

£42.50 (ib, 2017) VinQuinn

An extraordinary single-vineyard wine from 
vines planted in 1908. Gentle basket pressing 
elevates texture, building finesse into flesh. 
Lemon, lime and green-apple fruit flavours 
persist, clinging to its bony acid structure. 
Drink 2020-2045 Alc 10.5%

Brokenwood, Tallawanta 
Vineyard 2019 92

POA Bancroft Wines

From a small plot of Semillon surrounded by 
Shiraz. Brokenwood has been the custodian of 
Tallawanta (planted in the 1920s) since 2014. 
Sweet yuzu citrus, saline and firm, with acidity 
wound tight. Drink 2022-2045 Alc 10.8%

Margan, Fordwich Hill 2019 92

N/A UK www.margan.com.au

Ancient red basaltic soils supply life to 2ha of 
Semillon vines, planted 45 years ago. Lemon 
and lime flavours remain clean and crisp with 
brilliant acidity, while camomile florals mollify. 
Drink 2020-2035 Alc 11.5%

Brokenwood, Trevena Kindred 
Vineyards 2018 95

£19 Bancroft, Specialist Cellars

A clarion call from this bellwether wine, grown 
at the Trevena vineyard (planted 1921) next 
door to Braemore, on similar sandy soils. 
Crystal-clear lime and lemon sorbet; juicy, yet 
lean and lithe. Drink 2022-2045 Alc 11.6%

Pepper Tree, Alluvius BM Single 
Vineyard 2019 94

N/A UK www.peppertreewines.com.au

‘BM’ stands for Braemore, one of the Hunter’s 
best sites for Semillon due to the finely grained 
alluvial soil. Its pure limey sweetness and 
lemongrass flavours will drive into the decade 
and beyond. Drink 2020-2040 Alc 11.8%

Tinklers, School Block 2019 92

N/A UK www.tinklers.com.au

From a site that was once occupied by 
Pokolbin’s first school, vines were first planted 
here in 1974. The wine has a distinct hint of 
waxy lanolin and camomile gives complexity 
to the expected notes of fresh lemon and lime. 
Drink 2020-2040 Alc 11.5%

Mount Pleasant, Eight Acres 
2019 95

POA Enotria&Coe

Hunter Semillon’s softer side, isolated from a 
unique parcel within the famous Lovedale site.  
Restrained and graceful, with floral apple 
blossoms, lemon and ripe lime. Elegant and 
unfurling. Drink 2020-2040 Alc 11.5%

Silkman, Single Vineyard 
Blackberry 2019 92

N/A UK www.silkmanwines.com.au

Lean, brisk and austere from the white sandy 
soils at the Semillon dress-circle vineyards’ 
southern tip. Cool, crisp, firm, fresh. Lemon-
zest and lemongrass aromas with a green-
apple tartness. Drink 2020-2045 Alc 11.5%

Usher Tinkler Wines, Death by 
Semillon 2019 92

N/A UK www.ushertinklerwines.com

Utterly unconventional, fermented on skins, 
four months in oak, no SO2 added. Mandarin 
skins, quince, apricots and nuts, with hints of 
fino Sherry. Refreshing, broad and fleshy with 
a phenolic grip. Drink 2020-2030 Alc 11.5%


