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ABSTRACT 
 
 
The Hunter Valley is an ‘extremely difficult’ place for growing grapes to make wine. It is 

regarded as one of the most consistently inconsistent wine growing regions in Australia. Yet, 

it is Australia’s oldest continually producing wine region with a reputation for making world 

class wines. There exists no recent historical account of the relationship that Hunter Valley 

wine growers have with their non-human natural environment. This thesis contributes to an 

understanding of the paradox of the region’s continuity and complexity of wine production 

during the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. Using new and existing oral history 

testimony, in conjunction with textual and documentary analysis, this thesis investigates 

reasons for the sustained perseverance of wine production in the Hunter Valley. The analysis 

is framed by the concept of terroir as an analytical prism to reveal a wine grower’s attachment 

to, or, reverence for the region as a place of wine production over time. The thesis contends 

that Hunter Valley wine growers have a fundamentally reverential, albeit intrinsic, 

relationship with the non-human natural environment. This thesis contributes to questions in 

Australian environmental history about human belonging and relationships with non-human 

nature. 
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There are few human pursuits that generate as close a relationship between people and the 

land they cultivate as does viticulture. 
- Harm Jan De Blij, Wine: A Geographic Appreciation (Totowa: Rowman & Allanheld, 1983), 4. 

 

 

Where wine is easy to grow, it is seldom superb. 
- Max Lake, The Wine in Mines, Wines & People: A History of Greater Cessnock (Cessnock: Council of 

the City of Greater Cessnock, 1979), 258. 

 

 

The Hunter Valley is a strange place. It’s very unpredictable. 
- Perc McGuigan, interview by Lindsay Francis, 27th June, 2000, Oral History Testimony. 

 

 

Knowing the region we live in and feeling an ecological sense of home are seen as initial 

steps to recovering our links with nature throughout the world. 
- Phillip O’Neill et. al., Journey’s: The making of the Hunter Region (St Leonards, Allen & Unwin, 

2000), 2. 
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INTRODUCTION 

A PLACE OF ELEMENTAL AND PERPETUAL PARADOX 

 

West, beyond the rugged coastline of Newcastle; bounded to the north by the long slash of the 

Hunter River, and the blue shadows of the Barrington Tops; right below the flank of the 

ancient Brokenback escarpment; here, beneath a blue sky perpetually menaced and obscured 

by clouds; in the shadow of giant Blue Gums and craggy Ironbark; between winemaking 

sheds, older homesteads and newer houses, hotels and resorts, golf courses, windy roads, 

creeks and streams that flow beside pastures of grazing cattle, a neat patchwork of structured 

grape vines, heavy with impending promise, entwine themselves to wires, posts and stakes; 

stretching out in parallel with irrigation lines that run and run over soils of sandy loam, red 

clay, and brown dirt.1 

 

This perspective of the Hunter Valley is familiar to those in the region who live and work 

amongst its vines and wines.2 The Hunter Valley is Australia’s oldest continually producing 

wine region.3 Its history with wine began with vine plantings in the eastern portion of the 

valley in the late 1820s – beginnings that are tied to a much longer history of wine growing in 

Europe, and the Caucuses, where wine grapes originate.4 Scholarly histories of the Hunter 

Valley as a wine region are few, and are limited to origin stories; with the exception of 

McIntyre5. There are also ‘popular’ histories written by passionate advocates, usually 

themselves wine growers.6 However, despite being Australia’s oldest continually producing 

wine region, the Hunter Valley has a reputation for being an ‘extremely difficult’ region to 

																																																								
1 Daniel Honan (2017). This is my reflection on the place I am writing about. 
2 The Hunter Valley, or, ‘the Hunter’ includes the Hunter River catchment and the adjacent Lake Macquarie and 
Great Lakes catchments. However, in this instance, the term Hunter Valley is used in this thesis to describe the 
Lower parts of the Hunter Region; specifically, Pokolbin and Broke, which are the major current wine growing 
areas of the Hunter Valley. This where the research project is located. Pokolbin and Broke are concentrated 
around the towns of Cessnock and Singleton respectively. Other wine growing areas include Denman and 
Muswellbrook, in an area known as the Upper Hunter. 
3 Julie McIntyre, "Resisting Ages-Old Fixity as a Factor in Wine Quality," The Australasian-Pacific Journal of 
Regional Food Studies 1 (2011): 247. 
4 Jancis Robinson Julia Harding and José Vouillamoz, Wine Grapes: A Complete Guide to 1,368 Vine Varieties, 
Including Their Origins and Flavours (London: Penguin Group, 2012), viii. 
5 See McIntyre (2012), McIntyre et. al., (2013) 
6 See Lake (1964, 1970, 1979), Halliday (1979). 
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grow grapes and make wine.7 This observation is borne out in a number of oral history 

testimonies by people who work in the wine industry, in the Hunter Region, as wine growers, 

wine makers, and wine writers.8  

 In Hunter Wine (1969) Max Lake recalls fellow Hunter wine grower Jack Phillips 

lamenting, “the elements are against us”. Lake writes that after experiencing frequently 

devastating crop losses in 1932 and 1938, and again between 1956-58, and finally in 1960, 

Phillips, ultimately, “rooted out all his vines”.9 According to multiple oral history 

testimonies, the ‘elements’ were, again, unkind, when in the early 1960s, an especially 

violent storm ripped through the Hunter Valley Distillery (HVD) vineyard, which was owned 

by Penfolds at the time. Perc McGuigan was the vineyard manager: 

The storm formed above the mountain. It came in from the west with heavy wind from the 
west. It cut the whole of the western side of the vines. Cut all the fruit off. It went about a mile 
towards the south and it struck a southerly, and the southerly brought it back and it cut the 
other side of the vines. And not only did we lose the whole of that crop, but we lost our good 
pruning wood for the next couple of years.10 

 

After this, Penfolds abandoned the HVD vineyard; “they just walked away from it. They 

decided they couldn’t hack this any longer and they left it for three or four years.”11 

Eventually, though, Penfolds did revive the vines with careful attention, until it came back, 

“as good as ever”.12  

Wine growing has been a major part of the history of the Hunter Valley for almost 

two hundred years. Yet, with regards to the reliability of the weather, over time, the region 

has become notorious for its “extreme conditions” for growing grapes to make wine.13 This is 

																																																								
7 Phil Ryan, interview by Rob Linn, 5th May 2003, Oral History Transcript. 
8 Throughout this thesis the term ‘wine grower’ is a collective term used to describe wine producers who grow 
grapes and/or make wine. It includes viticulturists and winemakers. 
9 Max Lake, Hunter Wine (Brisbane: Jacaranda Press, 1964), 69. 
10 Perc McGuigan, interview by Lindsay Francis, 2000, Oral History Transcript. N.B. Year not specified by 
interviewee in transcript, although from corroborative testimony from other interviewees, we can surmise that 
this hail event occurred sometime between 1960 and 1963. 
11 Jay Tulloch, interview by Lindsay Francis, 28th June, 2000, Oral History Transcript. 
12 Perc McGuigan, interview by Lindsay Francis, 2000, Oral History Transcript. 
13 Andrew Margan, interview by Daniel Honan, 6th April, 2017, Oral History Transcript. 
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why it is regarded as one of the most consistently inconsistent wine growing regions in 

Australia. Located 130 km north of Sydney, situated in the climatic transition zone between 

the sub-tropical climate to the north and the cool mid-latitude climate to the south, the region, 

typically, experiences drought conditions during the winter and spring growing season, when 

high levels of soil moisture are needed, and wet and humid conditions in late summer, when 

wine growers would prefer a dry atmosphere in order to concentrate grape sugar levels and 

minimise fungus and mould disease growth.14  

Wine growing is a European form of agriculture to Australia. Indeed, most 

ampelographers agree the origins of the wine grape, Vitis vinifera, began at the border 

between Europe and Asia and that it was among the earliest major fruit crops to be 

domesticated, between 8,000 and 10,000 years ago.15 From this single species there are up to 

10,000 cultivars, or wine grape vine varieties, of which 1,368 are believed to be commercial 

varieties used to make wine.16 Domesticated wine grape varieties in the Near East slowly 

spread westward towards the Mediterranean and reached the southern parts of Greece before 

spreading throughout Europe, in particular, France, Italy, and Spain. The introduction of Vitis 

vinifera to the New World regions of Australia and New Zealand, and so on, did not occur 

until the period of European colonialisation in the 18th and 19th centuries. Vine plant stock 

was first brought to Australian shores with the arrival of the First Fleet in 1788 and was later 

planted near Government House at Sydney Cove, Port Jackson. 17 Vitis vinifera was first 

planted in the Hunter Valley sometime in the late 1820s. 

 

																																																								
14 Phillip O'Neill, "The Gastronomic Landscape," in Journeys: The Making of the Hunter Region, ed. Phillip 
O'Neill Phil McManus, Robert Loughran (St Leonards: Allen & Unwin, 2000), 158. 
15 Robinson, et al. (2012), Wine Grapes, viii. 
16 Robinson, et al. (2012), Wine Grapes, viii. 
17 Julie McIntyre, "A 'Civilised' Drink and a 'Civilising' Industry: Wine Growing and Cultural Imagining in 
Colonial New South Wales" (History, University of Sydney, 2008), 37. 
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The Hunter Valley’s continuity and complexity of production is paradoxical. How, 

then, might this be explained? Why have people persevered with wine growing in the Hunter 

Valley throughout the twentieth century? While existing literature on Hunter Valley wine 

history – scholarly and popular – offers some explanation for this problem, this thesis seeks 

an environmental historical explanation. Presently, there is no analysis of the relationship that 

Hunter Valley wine growers have with their non-human natural environment. Why has the 

Hunter Valley – in recent history – continued to be sustained by its growers, makers and 

writers, as a source of wine for domestic and international markets despite great challenges to 

do so?  

Environmental historians have urged closer attention to the physical landscape that 

surrounds us and embraces us as human beings, by giving agency to the non-human natural 

environment as a significant actor in the ongoing narrative of history.18 Environmental 

historical attention to relationships between humans and non-human nature is a means by 

which to draw out the reasoning behind continuing to produce an agricultural crop in the 

particular conditions of a geographical space. 

 

AN ENVIRONMENTAL HISTORIOGRAPHY 

As Rachel Carson wrote in her seminal text Silent Spring (1962), the history of life on 

Earth is a history of interaction between living things and their surroundings.19 It is an 

interrelationship between the geological environment and the biological species that live 

within it. This includes anything that impacts or influences the day-to-day agency of humans, 

such as plants and animals, rocks, soils and the landscapes they comprise. Worster (1990) 

proposes that environmental history deals with the role and place of nature in human life by 

																																																								
18 Linda Nash, "The Agency of Nature or the Nature of Agency?," Environmental History 10, no. 1 (2005): 67. 
19 Rachel Carson, Silent Spring (London: Hamish Hamilton Ltd, 1962), 5. 
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studying the interactions of past societies with the non-human natural world.20 Over time 

human cultures have changed non-human nature through diverse systems and methods.21 

Cronon (1993) defines this relationship between human and non-human nature as 

‘dialectical’ and demonstrated in powerful metaphorical dualisms that have existed within 

cultures since Biblical times.22 However, since humans have evolved over millions of years 

within the non-human natural environment and are themselves nature, then, ‘mutual’ is a 

more appropriate term because it captures the intrinsically necessary, shared interrelationship 

between these presumed dualistic realms of life on earth. That is, humans and non-human 

nature are mutual, compulsory ‘stakeholders’ in any human or non-human system that exists; 

whether it be ecological, political, economic, or socio-cultural.23 Human societies exist within 

the natural environment; they do not exist without it. Both are essential interlocutors, 

constantly negotiating how each constituent might oblige the other to endure.24 However, as 

the following examples illustrate, historically, humans have tended to regard themselves as 

independent of non-human nature, rather than interdependent with it. 

 

In The Broken Promise of Agricultural Progress (2014), Muir documents the failures 

of European ideas and modes of agriculture resulting from the importation of invasive species 

of plants and animals to the dry inland plains of New South Wales in order to meet the 

growing domestic and international demands of society for food and fibre. From settler 

attempts at farming in the late 1800s, though to the mid twentieth-century, such development, 

led by modern forms of agriculture driven by economics and new scientific discoveries, 

																																																								
20 Donald Worster, "Transformations of the Earth: Toward an Agroecological Perspective in History," The 
Journal of American History 76, no. 4 (1990): 1089. 
21 I.G. Simmons, "Our Landscapes Be but Lies: Culture, Time and Environment," in Environmental History : A 
Concise Introduction (Oxford, UK ; Cambridge, Mass., USA: Blackwell Ltd, 1993), xiv. 
22 William Cronon, "The Uses of Environmental History," Environmental History Review 17, no. 3 (1993): 11. 
23 Mark Starik, "Should Trees Have Managerial Standing? Toward Stakeholder Status for Non-Human Nature.," 
Journal of Business Ethics 14, no. 3 (1995): 207. 
24 Carson, R (1962), Silent Spring, 5. 
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progressively degraded the natural environment and severely limited recurrent and 

sustainable agricultural ventures.25 For instance, the experiment of dam building and 

establishing irrigation systems required to grow cotton all but destroyed the Darling River 

and its tributaries. Blue-green algal blooms grew and spread, culminating in 1991 with the 

world’s longest blue-green algal bloom in the world in the Darling River.26 Muir draws on 

archival primary source material in the form of newspaper dispatches and reports and letters 

from the Australian and United States Department of Agriculture, the CSIRO, and the 

Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics archives to illustrate the story of Australian 

farmers’ relationships with the non-human natural environment, through European modes of 

agriculture. It reveals how they tried to grow food and cotton in an unpredictable climate and 

environment, largely unsuitable for such activity. Muir’s research covers a broad range of 

disciplines, including agriculture, geography, pedology, and biology, which, all-together, 

inform his examination of the impacts of settlement and European agricultural practices on 

the north-western plains of New South Wales.  

Similarly, in How a Continent Created a Nation (2007), Robin explores the 

Australian wool industry. Wool was once the engine for the national initiative of nation-

building developments like the Snowy Mountain irrigation scheme.27 According to Robin, 

stocking rates of sheep for the ‘benign fleece-producing machine’ increased and pushed 

further and further inland, into dryer parts of the country.28 This caused massive 

environmental deterioration, particularly in the most arid parts of New South Wales, which 

went unacknowledged until the soil erosion crisis became manifest in the daily dust storms of 

the 1930s. Dust storms blanketed the state from Broken Hill to as far as Sydney, on the east 

																																																								
25 Cameron Muir, The Broken Promise of Agricultural Progress, ed. Iain McCalman and Libby Robin, 
Routledge Environmental Humanities (New York: Routledge, 2014). 
26 Muir, C (2014), ‘The Broken Promise of Agricultural Progress,’ 164. 
27 Libby Robin, How a Continent Created a Nation (Sydney: University of New South Wales Press, 2007), 57. 
28 Robin, L (2005), How a Continent Created a Nation, 69 
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coast on NSW.29 This led, Robin explains, to the introduction of non-native grass species to 

replace the sparse native vegetation, so that the sheep, and therefore the wool industry, could 

continue to have something to eat.30 Yet, this initiative did little to prevent or improve land 

degradation. Both Robin and Muir’s accounts of the extraneous relationship early 

agriculturalists had with the dry inland plains of NSW is demonstrated by their futile attempts 

to subdue and transform the native environment, which is ascribable to their failure to first 

understand the native Australian environment before attempting to change it with imported 

forms of agriculture. 

Elsewhere, in North America, Hannickel employs an environmental history approach 

to understand the concurrent advance of grape vines and empire in Empire of Vines: Wine 

Culture in America (2013). During the early development of colonial experimentation with 

wine growing, growers argued that establishing a powerful wine industry was important for 

the construction of an elite nation and forging a new American identity.31 This contention is 

also made by McIntyre in her PhD thesis; ‘A ‘civilized’ drink and a ‘civilizing’ industry: wine 

growing and cultural imagining in colonial New South Wales’ (2008), and the subsequent 

publication First Vintage (2012), which both address how early attempts at wine growing in 

Australia were intended to ‘civilise’ the socio-cultural practices of the fledgling colony.  

Hannickel deploys contemporary art and film analysis with selected literary 

interpretation, and combines these with more traditional modes of historical research, such as 

documentary analysis from published newspaper and magazine articles, journals, and books 

to contend that grape culture was more explicitly expansionist than other agricultural 

products and practices in the nineteenth century.32 Again, similar to McIntyre, Hannickel’s 

																																																								
29 Muir, C (2014), ‘The Broken Promise of Agricultural Progress,’ 67, 53, 110. 
30 Robin, L (2005), How a Continent Created a Nation, 68. 
31 Erica Hannickel, Empire of Vines: Wine Culture in America (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2013), 7,8. 
32 Hannickel, E (2013), ‘Empire of Vines,’ 7. 
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account of North American wine growing is embedded in an environmental historiography 

because of its combined historical, environmental, and cultural elements. Her argument that 

the North American wine industry arose from elite ambitions draws on familiar 

environmental history themes of imperialism, colonial expansion, industrial and 

technological revolution, agricultural change, as well as power, racism, and even emotion, 

due to wine growing’s romanticised images of rustic elegance, sun-drenched hillsides, and 

verdant grapevines.33  

Ultimately, Muir, Robin, and Hannickel’s work illustrates western attitudes towards 

nature, which tends to place human pursuits ‘outside’ of nature, and disregard the mutual, 

interrelated existence they have with the non-human natural environment. This is what 

Worster (1990) calls the ‘reorganisation of nature’ via the ‘agroecosystem’, which is defined 

as an ecosystem reorganised by human cultures for agricultural purposes.34 The essence of 

Worster’s argument is that indigenous species of flora and fauna are either rearranged or 

removed entirely by European modes of agriculture and replaced by non-native species in 

order to produce more food for humans.35 Alfred W. Crosby (1993) calls this ‘ecological 

imperialism’.36 ‘Ecological imperialism’ occurs via activities such as the importation of 

wholesale European agricultural products and practices into areas that may not be compatible 

with the native climate, soils, flora and fauna, which, as the above instances have shown, can 

have deleterious effects on the environment. Worster attributes this ‘reorganisation of nature’ 

to the economic and political system of capitalism, which is a system that, for the first time in 

Earth’s history, compressed nature into a simplified general market abstraction called 

‘land’.37 Capitalism reorganises nature through commodification via the ‘agroecosystem’, 

																																																								
33 Hannickel, E (2013), “Empire of Vines,” 1. 
34 Worster, D (1990), Transformations of the Earth, 1100, 1093.  
35 Worster, D (1990), Transformations of the Earth, 1095. 
36 Alfred W. Crosby, Ecological Imperialism : The Biological Expansion of Europe, 900-1900 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1993). 
37 Worster (1990), Transformations of the Earth, 1001. 
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which encourages farmers to become specialists in ‘land’ production by reducing the 

diversity of their crops to a ‘monoculture’. Worster defines ‘monoculture’ as a part of nature 

that has been reconstituted to the point that it yields a single species, which is growing on the 

land because there is strong market demand for it.38 A vineyard, for example, is a 

monoculture. Thus, the non-human natural environment is impacted by human systems of 

culture, including agriculture. As cultures interact, they influence, affect, and, ultimately, 

transform one another, as well impacting human and non-human nature – both the biological 

and the geological – which intersect within the mutual confines of their surroundings.  

Muir, Robin, and Hannickel’s work exemplifies how environmental historians 

consider the relationship that humans have with the non-human natural environment. They 

examine the attitudes that determine the relationships people have to non-human nature. 

Hitherto, the above examples indicate when European modes of agriculture are imported into 

non-European environments that this relationship appears to be extrinsic, rather than intrinsic. 

That is, people regard themselves as living outside of non-human nature, rather than within it; 

independent, rather than interdependent. In particular, they demonstrate the dissociated 

relationship past agriculturalists have had with the native environments of Australia and 

North America due to the socio-cultural systems of agriculture and capitalism.  

Presently, there is no recent historical analysis of the relationship that Hunter Valley 

wine growers have with their non-human natural environment. As a way to contribute to the 

existing scholarship concerning historical narratives about human relationships to non-human 

nature, this research project, which is embedded within an environmental historiography, 

uses oral history interviews to retrieve memories and impressions held by Hunter Valley wine 

growers about their relationship to the region as an ‘extremely challenging’ and ‘extremely 

																																																								
38 Worster (1990), Transformations of the Earth, 1101. 
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difficult’ place to grow grapes and make wine. This may offer an explanation for the paradox 

of the region’s continuity and complexity of wine production over time. 

 

ORAL HISTORY 

Oral history is a picture of the past in people’s own words.39 Using audio recording 

equipment and transcripts, oral history is a means of capturing the pervasive moods, attitudes, 

and conditions that existed in a particular place at a certain time, through the testimony of 

interview participants. It is a qualitative method of interview that follows a semi-structured, 

inductive and open-ended question and answer model, which culminates in a collaborative 

dialogue that is ‘co-produced’ between the interviewer and interviewee.40  

Based on the interviewers line of question, oral history allows interviewees the 

opportunity to draw attention to themes, objects, moments, and places that they associate 

with special occasions, places, and certain feelings they can remember.41 Oral history is 

useful for filling important gaps in the historical record that may otherwise go undocumented 

using traditional modes of historical research, such as text and documentary analysis, while 

also providing and preserving a richer account of things past. The recorded dialogue between 

researcher and participant creates a narrative, which, Grele (2007) explains, is a way for 

individuals and communities to order and make sense of their experiences:  

 
Narrative… lends structure to the experience of experience and unites the individual to the 
collective; practically, cognitively, and aesthetically, and therefore encompasses a social 
relationship and identity. Integral to the construction of memory, narrative is the ‘organising 
principle of human experience’.42   

 

																																																								
39 Beth M. Robertson, Oral History Handbook, 5th ed. (Adelaide: Oral HIstory Association of Australia, 1995), 
2. 
40 Charles T. Morrissey, "Riding a Mule through the Terminological Jungle: Oral History and the Problems of 
Nomemclature," Oral History Review 12 (1984): 22. 
41 Kerstin Gunnemark, "Memorable Belongings," in Oral History: The Challenges of Dialouge, ed. M. 
Kurkowska-Budzan and K. Zamorski (Kraków: Jagiellonian University, 2009), 27. 
42 Ronald J. Grele, "Oral History as Evidence," in History of Oral History: Foundations and Methodology, ed. 
Lois Myers and Rebecca Sharpless Thomas Charlton (Plymouth: AltaMira, 2007), 60. 
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Oral history narratives are informed via the unique histories of a personal past made up of 

attitudes and dispositions which are then reproduced and ‘told’ in the form of a ‘personal 

narrative’.  A person’s ‘personal narrative’ orients their way of acting, thinking and being in 

present circumstances, which is where meaning is made. Moreover, as Leavy (2011) puts it, 

meaning is not ‘waiting out there’, but, rather, co-created, or, ‘co-produced’, collaboratively 

between two people.43 The interviewer and interviewee creates an historical ‘narrative’ that 

enables ‘voices’ and the meaning they create to reverberate across space and time.44  

 For example, Madsen (2015), demonstrates how oral history projects can play an 

important role in supporting community resilience by uncovering stories of the past that are 

used to support and strengthen a social narrative of how communities respond to change and 

adversity.45 Consistent with Frisch’s concept of ‘shared authority’46 – whereby, oral histories 

are conducted by multiple interviewers and interviewees, all of whom live in the community 

– Madsen, in collaboration with the residents of the Central Queensland town of Theodore, 

who were affected by devastating floods in 2011, used oral history interviews to uncover a 

social narrative around community resilience, and, open up space for exploration of that 

narrative within the community.47 Her conclusion was that oral histories can offer 

opportunities for community members to take a “good and honest look at their past as a way 

of understanding their present, and how they relate and work together for the good of the 

community”.48 

																																																								
43 Patricia Leavy, Understanding Statistics: Oral History: Understanding Qualitative Research (Cary, GB: 
Oxford University Press, 2011), 3-18. 
44 Janis Wilton, "The Walls Speak, Don't They? Heritage Places and Contested Memories: A Case Study," The 
Oral History Association of Australia Journal 22 (2000): 22. 
45 Wendy Madsen, "Using the Past to Strengthen the Present: Intersections between Oral History and 
Community Resilence," The Oral History Association of Australia 37 (2015): 56. 
46 Michael Frisch, "Sharing Authority: Oral History and the Collaborative Process," The Oral History Review 
30, no. 1 (2003). 
47 Madsen (2003), Using the Past to Strengthen the Present, 56. 
48 Madsen (2003), Using the Past to Strengthen the Present, 61. 
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Similarly, Sanders, Reeves and Chisholm (2007) demonstrate that using oral history 

in conjunction with cultural landscape analysis enabled a deeper understanding of the cultural 

complexity of the history of Rushworth and the surrounding region.49 Using oral history, the 

authors attempt to illustrate the ‘historical landscape’ to reveal the rural history of the life and 

times of the former forest workers of Rushworth and determine how people connect with the 

forest more generally. To do this, they created the heuristic device of ‘special places’, and 

asked the research participants to identify ‘special places’ within the forest as part of the oral 

history interview.50 This, the authors propose, helped to place the local history of the town 

within the context of broader historical narratives concerning regional identity and drill down 

to what it means to be connected with the forest. Sanders, et al., argue that oral history can 

provide a greater understanding of the community’s relationship to the forest, which is part of 

the non-human natural environment, in the present. 

The decision to use oral history interview and testimony for this research project was 

two-fold. Firstly, as each of the above examples demonstrate, oral history is a significant 

methodological tool for revealing an individual’s or communities’ meaning-making as they 

relate to the natural environment through their own unique narrative that gets ‘told’ within a 

place. As Hunter Valley geographers O’Neill et. al., state, “knowing the region we live in and 

feeling an ecological sense of home, are seen as initial steps to recovering our links with 

nature throughout the world.”51 Thus, oral history can be utilised to examine the relationship 

humans have with the non-human natural environment by investigating their ‘ecological 

sense of home’, or, rather, a reverence of place, which may foster a deeper ontological 

understanding of that place, and thus, could be used to present a case that promotes a deeper 
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connection to it. Secondly, oral history testimonies are an effective method for gaining in-

depth knowledge, from the perspective of participants, by accessing their experiential 

knowledge of living in places where an historical record may not exist. Presently, there exists 

only a handful of scholarly historical research and oral history testimonies on the Hunter 

Valley as a place for wine growing, and none specifically address the historical relationships 

wine growers have with the non-human natural environment.52 Therefore, this research 

project aims to begin to fill that gap in the historical record. The following is a brief 

contextual description and biography of the oral history interviewees that appear in this 

thesis. 

 This research utilises four new oral history interviews conducted specifically for this 

research project in conjunction with five pre-existing oral history interview transcripts 

conducted by Linn and Francis for the ‘Treading out the vintage’ (2000-2003) project. 

‘Treading out the vintage’ is a series of oral history interviews with associates of the 

Australian wine industry that documents the changes and growth of the industry in the 

twentieth century.53 The Hunter Valley wine growers that appear in this oral history series 

testify to the ‘difficult’ and ‘challenging’ relationship they have with the natural environment, 

which inspired and initiated this research project. Perc McGuigan, Max Drayton, Jay Tulloch, 

and Bruce Tyrrell’s interviews were conducted in the Hunter Valley in 2000. Each 

interviewee has strong historical ties to the Hunter Valley wine region. All were born and 

raised in the district and have worked in the wine industry for some fifty years or more. Phil 

Ryan’s interview was conducted in 2003. Ryan was born in the United Kingdom and first 

arrived in the Hunter Valley in 1967 to make wine for McWilliams Mount Pleasant. 

McGuigan, Drayton, Tulloch, Tyrrell, and Ryan’s testimonies speak specifically to the 
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paradox of continuity and complexity of wine production in the Hunter Valley, hence why 

their interviews were included in this research project.  

New oral history interviews were conducted by this thesis author, Daniel Honan, in 

2017 with present-day wine growers; Rod Kempe, Usher Tinkler, Andrew Margan, and Liz 

Riley. Kempe is a wine grower at Lake’s Folly, while Tinkler and Margan are wine growers 

who own and manage wine businesses in Pokolbin and Broke, respectively. Tinkler is an 

intergenerational wine grower whose family has been farming in the Hunter region since 

1841. Margan is an experienced wine grower who grew up around wine in the Hunter Valley 

and was ‘mentored’ by Bruce Tyrrell’s father, Murray Tyrrell. Riley owns a viticultural 

consulting business that manages vineyards in both the Upper and Lower parts of the Hunter 

Valley wine region.  New oral histories were conducted with present-day wine growers of the 

Hunter in order to substantiate existing statements about the environmental ‘challenge’ of 

producing wine in the region and, more specifically, to investigate memories and 

relationships about the natural environment that may account for the paradox of the region’s 

wine production over time.  

In addition to new and existing oral history testimonies, this research utilises 

historically pertinent documentary analysis from ‘popular’ historical writings about the 

Hunter Valley, written by Max Lake and James Halliday. 

Max Lake was a hand surgeon from Sydney who established Lake’s Folly in Pokolbin 

in the Hunter Valley in 1963. Lake wrote two books about the Hunter Valley wine region; 

Hunter Wine (1964) and Hunter Winemakers: Their Canvas and Art (1970), and one chapter, 

called ‘The Wine’ in the book; Mines, Wines & People: A history of Greater Cessnock 

(1979).  

James Halliday is an Australian solicitor-cum-winemaker, wine writer, critic, and 

wine show judge. He helped establish Brokenwood Wines in Pokolbin in the Hunter Valley 
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in 1970. Halliday wrote The Wines & History of The Hunter Valley (1979), which gives a 

historically-pictorial account of the district that is useful for understanding his past 

relationship with the Hunter and its environment, as well as providing supplementary 

accounts of change over time in the region.  

In order to comprehend, interpret and reveal how relationships between people and 

the ‘extremely difficult’ conditions of the non-human natural environment of the Hunter 

Valley manifests itself, with respect to wine growing, it is imperative now to introduce and 

briefly explain how this thesis conceptualises people’s experiential knowledge of living in, 

relating to, and being attached to place. 

 

TERROIR 

Terroir is a French term that has come to hold certain meanings in the ultra-

competitive global wine market. Directly translated from French to English, the term literally 

means ‘land’.54 More specifically, as it relates to wine growing, the land where a particular 

grape is grown, together with its soil qualities, water supply, drainage, aspect, angle of slope, 

and microclimate.55 More than this, however, terroir is a complex French term born from 

history and geography and shaped by cultural discourse and modern economic enterprise. 

Accordingly, the concept of terroir is both constructed and contested. 

For a long time, the best wines were presumed to come from Europe, particularly 

countries like France, Italy and Spain.56 This was illustrated by their long unbroken traditions 

and extensive experience in producing wine. This notion was soon consolidated by the 

implicit hegemonic design of the various legalised and bureaucratised systems that were 
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eventually established to protect status and place names against the growing impact of 

globalization.57 For example, when the AOC system (Appellations d’Origine Controlee) was 

established in France in 1935, it signalled the growing role of terroir as a discursive tool 

through the historical reorganization of the wine profession.58 According to anthropologist, 

Marion Demossier, terroir is about asserting and justifying differences at local and even 

micro levels and ultimately about acquiring social, economic, and political benefit from such 

claims.59 At the time, constructing distinctions like these benefited the wine elites who 

believed in the ‘determining power of geology’, which was, in truth, decided by the price of 

land, rather than taste. Despite early proclamations that “the nutritious substances of the 

terroir… communicate a tasty vigour to plants, which passes on to men and animals,”60 it 

was only later, after the authoritative constituents of a system like the AOC were fixed in 

place, that taste was retroactively associated with the concept of terroir.  

In contemporary wine culture, notions of wine quality are often attached to the 

constructed concept of terroir, which is frequently used by wine industry professionals and 

some scholars to signify, distinguish, and differentiate wine brands and their regional 

identities. For instance, a geographer’s understanding of terroir is constructed out of the 

physical sciences and is often used to back up the theory that great wines come from great 

terroirs.61 Overton and Murray (2011) argue how different places and environments, defined 

by soils, climate, aspect, slope, and culture imbue grapes and therefore wines with distinctive 

flavours and qualities.62 Indeed, many wine professionals believe that all the features of a 
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place taken as a whole – its terroir – have a distinctive influence that you can taste in the 

wine.63 Place, then becomes an important concept for understanding terroir.  

Moreover, Overton and Murray (2014) suggest that terroir may be expressed as the 

essence of place in a glass, which underpins the idea that different places produce distinctive 

and often unique wines.64 By contrast, research conducted by Maltman (2008) suggests that 

there is no direct geochemical influence on wine flavours and that this confusion is due to 

various misunderstandings of geological terminology used to describe wine; for example, 

‘earthiness’ or ‘minerality’.65 Notwithstanding this critique, Sommers (2008) is unambiguous 

when he writes, “terroir tells us that place matters… [because it] tells us that what we taste is 

a product of environmental forces and the decisions that people make in that environment.”66 

Hegemonic contestations of terroir are fixed in histoire événementielle; event-based, 

or political history that privileges a short-time span proportionate to individuals, to daily life, 

to our illusions, to our hasty awareness;67 “surface disturbances, crests of foam that the tides 

of history carry on their strong backs”.68 In order to comprehend, interpret and reveal how 

relationships between people and the ‘extremely difficult’ conditions of the non-human 

natural environment of the Hunter Valley manifests itself, with respect to wine growing, it is 

helpful to conceptualise terroir from the broad and sweeping vantage point of the longue 

durée.69 

Anthropologist, Robert Swinburn (2013) broadens a conceptual correlation between 

terroir and place by introducing the idea of ‘deep terroir’, which borrows from Arne Naess’ 
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(1992) alternative conception of environmentalism known as ‘deep ecology’.70 Swinburn 

contends his concept of deep terroir moves beyond the powerful political constructions and 

explanatory economic impressions of terroir, and presents an opportunity to individuals who 

feel the need to re-examine their relationship with their place in the non-human natural 

environment.71 Moreover, Bassett et. al., explain that terroir is used to link people to a 

particular place where it is thought that environmental stewards are more likely to emerge in 

places where people possess strong historical ties to a specific geographic area.72 

Furthermore, Skinner (2015) uses, what he calls, the ‘terroir perspective’ to highlight “deep 

and interdependent relationships that tie together wine, place, and the people implicated in 

the process of its production”.73 Similar to Swinburn, Skinner proposes a re-evaluation of 

terroir that exists over and above the political, economical, geological, even the microbial 

conceptions of the term. A ‘terroir perspective’, Skinner proposes, offers wine growers a way 

to 

engage with the land as a living entity in its own right – one in which they share a relationship 
based on interdependence. The vineyard is often spoken of ecologically, as a dynamic and 
living system… the land is ‘alive’ in that it possess an active agency – through its productive 
force, it does things, influencing and responding to the actions of people, plants, and other 
entities.74 

 

Thus, terroir, which is defined as an ‘ensemble of knowledge particular to place’,75 provides 

a way for humans to know of the place they live in and feel an ‘ecological sense of home’. 

Terroir is an important concept to consider in any wine focussed research concerning human 

relationships with the non-human natural environment. Place is another. 
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PLACE 

Swinburn introduces the idiom ‘reverence of place’ in The Things That Count: 

Rethinking Terroir in Australia (2013) to posit that “truth lies in the reverence of place”.76 In 

a study of Geelong wine growers who left highly skilled, well remunerated professional 

occupations to work in the wine industry, Swinburn attempts to understand why so many 

people are drawn to an industry with a troubled economic outlook. Swinburn concludes these 

small-scale wine growers have found ‘personal fulfilment’ through a ‘reverence of place’ via 

the act of producing wines of terroir.77 In other words, where feelings of satisfaction and 

accomplishment had previously been lacking in the material successes of their past 

professions, Swinburn’s wine growers found a ‘reverence of place’ via, what he calls, ‘the 

things that count’, which are made up of traditions, rituals and beliefs that are located in their 

perceived ‘truth’ of terroir.78  

In pre-modern Europe individuals and their communities were connected through, 

what Gidden’s (1991) terms ‘the situatedness [sic] of place’, which was replicated through 

the ‘structuration’ of certain traditions, rituals and beliefs.79 To be situated in a place is of 

profound importance for human existence. It creates and develops communities, builds 

narratives and facilitates meaning-making, which enable individuals to feel attached to the 

land and their surroundings. For example, prior to the beginning of European exploration and 

colonisation in 1797, Indigenous communities lived in the Hunter Valley for tens of 

thousands of years. It included the people of the Worimi, Awabakal, Darkinjung, and 

Wonnarua clans. These Indigenous communities have, therefore, been the dominant culture 

for the vast majority of human occupation of the Hunter Valley and have co-existed with the 
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ecology of the region for millennia.80 The people of the Wonnarua clan once lived in the 

region that has become the Hunter Valley’s principle place for wine growing.81 A descendent 

of the Wonnarua clan, James Miller explains in his book, Koori, A Will to Win (1985), with 

regards to long-term Indigenous occupation of the Hunter Valley, that  

 
the land held the key to life’s secret’s. Man was given the knowledge to read the land and for 
every rock, tree and creek he found an explanation for existence. He did not own the land, the 
land owned him. To know the land was to know life.82 

 

Miller’s words explicitly describe a unique attitude to ‘land’ that recognises the intrinsic and 

mutual interrelationship pre-modern Indigenous Australians had with the non-human natural 

environment, prior to European colonisation. Hundreds of years later, this attitude is echoed 

by Swinburn’s Geelong wine growers via their certain ‘truth(s)’ found in terroir, which, 

according to Swinburn, nurtures a ‘reverence of place’. Thus, to be attached to a place is an 

important human need. 

This research project aims to understand how Hunter Valley wine growers express the 

relationship between them and the non-human natural environment in which they live and 

earn their livelihoods. Such research is embedded within an environmental historiography 

that applies the inter-relational concepts of terroir and place as phenomenological devices to 

perceive, understand and interpret the association between wine growers and their place of 

wine production, in order to answer the research question; to what extent can the Hunter 

Valley’s continuity and complexity of wine production be explained by a wine grower’s 

appreciation of, or reverence to the region as a place. The following chapter expands on why 

the Hunter Valley is considered by many to be an ‘extremely challenging’ and ‘extremely 
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difficult’ place to grow grapes and make wine. It provides geographical and climatic context 

to support this conviction before illustrating the dimensions of these challenges using new 

and existing oral history testimony from Hunter wine growers, as well as scholarly evidence 

from past research, plus textual evidence from ‘popular’ wine histories.  
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CHAPTER ONE  

‘CHALLENGED ALL THE TIME’  

As Renwick states, “successful grape growing and winemaking in the Hunter require 

a great deal of luck and an awareness that the grape is generally much more at home 

elsewhere in Australia.”83 Floods and droughts, he writes, lead a long list of ‘elemental 

forces’ that include high, hot and cold winds; storms, hail; frosts; and even snow; fires; and a 

string of pests and disease of the soil, the leaves, the stems and the bunches of grapes.84 Such 

elemental adversity is to be expected in many parts of Australia where European forms of 

farming occurs. A complete recount of all the ‘elemental forces’ is outside the scope of an 

Honours thesis. As such, only the predominant ‘forces’ will be addressed; they are, rain, 

downy mildew, and hail. The dilemma of earning a livelihood solely from wine will also be 

briefly attended to. 

The Hunter Valley seems to be particularly tailored to troublesome environmental 

conditions when it comes to wine growing. For example, it has been said that 

the Hunter’s an extremely difficult place to make wine consistently, and grow grapes. As we 
all know, it rains at… the wrong time of the year, and then it doesn't rain too much of the year. 
So… the people here really do feel challenged all the time.85  

 

This statement, made by Hunter Valley winemaker Phil Ryan, echoes Renwick’s remark that 

‘the grape is generally much more at home elsewhere in Australia’. Historians of wine 

growing in the Hunter Valley say little about violent weather events, like heavy rain and hail, 

perhaps due to the purview of each study, which tended to focus on the colonial beginnings 

and successive years of the wine industry in the district from the late 1820s until federation in 
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1901.86 As noted, Renwick briefly points out the ‘elemental forces’ the Hunter faces from 

time to time, although not much analysis is spent on this particular aspect of the region’s 

wine industry. Furthermore, O’Neill writes that the Hunter’s “climatic conditions are hardly 

ideal… humid sub-tropical conditions prevail in the summer when winemakers pine for a dry 

atmosphere”.87 Numerous oral history statements support this notion, as do the ‘popular’ wine 

histories of the Hunter Valley, written by Lake (1964, 1970) and Halliday (1979). Both 

authors devote time to explaining the existence and occurrences of these ‘elemental forces’. 

A concise assessment of the geography of the Hunter Valley underpins the notion that the 

region is one of the most difficult places in Australia to grow grapes to make wine. 

The vineyards and wineries of the Hunter Valley are located 130 km north of Sydney 

and is split between the Upper and Lower Hunter Valley. The region covers an area of 22,000 

square kilometres and includes the Hunter River catchment and the adjacent Lake Macquarie 

and Great Lakes catchments. The terms Hunter Valley, or, ‘the Hunter’, are used in this thesis 

to describe the Lower parts of the Hunter Region; specifically, Pokolbin and Broke, which 

are the predominant wine growing areas of the Hunter Valley. These two ‘sub-regions’ are 

concentrated around the towns of Cessnock and Singleton respectively. Other wine growing 

areas include Denman and Muswellbrook in the Upper Hunter.  

The Hunter Valley is a region located on the east coast of Australia. Over millions of 

years, the region has experienced major ecological transformations, from glacial action, 

volcanism, major crustal movements, and periodic inundation by shallow seas. The central 

part of the Hunter region is a broad valley embraced by rolling hills and floodplains where 

basaltic lava flows from violent volcanic activity created the Barrington Tops to the north-

west of the Valley, and the rise and fall of sea-levels over vast amounts of time impacted the 
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region’s major rivers and tributaries, which eventually formed the Hunter Valley escarpment. 

The Brokenback Range that borders the areas of Pokolbin and Broke in the Lower Hunter 

forms part of this escarpment and was produced by geological faulting, mass wasting, and 

erosion caused by running water.88 The soils of the Lower Hunter wine growing areas of 

Pokolbin and Broke are comprised of mostly deep, fertile, dark basaltic and brown clays 

(Demosols and Vertisols) and low fertile shallow sandy (Rudosols and Tenosols) soils and 

some poor draining alluvial (Tenosol) and acid sulfate (Hydrosols) soils.89 

Much of the difficulty in growing wine in the Hunter can be attributed to its 

geographical location, which directly influences the region’s marginal climate. The Lower 

Hunter is located in the transition zone between the subtropical climates of northern New 

South Wales and the lower half of Queensland, and the cooler mid-latitude climates of 

Victoria and Tasmania, thus making the climate of the Hunter Valley generally temperate, 

though frequently susceptible to severe storms that include strong winds, heavy rains, and 

hail. The ocean strongly influences the temperature pattern by minimising extremes along the 

coast.90 The Hunter Valley wine region is located approximately 50 km west of the coast and 

benefits from this moderating effect, which brings cooler south-easterly breezes into the 

valley of an afternoon. These ‘southerly-busters’, as they are known, can cause a dramatic 

drop in temperature between 15-20˚C and will occasionally bring rain.91 

 
The Hunter Valley is a strange place. It’s very unpredictable… When you look at the rainfall 
records… there doesn’t seem to be any pattern that follows at all. So much so that you have 
no idea what’s coming next.92 
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The Hunter is subject to random extreme rainfall events, usually associated with severe 

storms.93 Kempe states, “it’s always been a cow of a spot for growing grapes, because you’re 

competing with the rain.”94 Rain is public enemy number one for a Hunter Valley wine 

grower. Rainfall average in the district is around 1,100 mm per annum, with most rain falling 

in the summer months that typically bring regular storms involving intense winds, lightning, 

hail, and floods.95  

Vines need rain, or, at the very least, water prior to ‘budburst’; the emergence of new 

leaves appearing on the vine that signals the start of the growing season (late winter/early 

spring); and ‘flowering’; when grape bunches begin to form on the vine (late spring/early 

summer). Rain is not required during vintage time, when the grapes are picked. However, this 

is not always possible in the Hunter Valley where rainfall during vintage is one of the more 

predictable aspects of wine growing in the region.  

Given their Eurasian origins, wine grape vines are thought to be much more at home 

in conditions that are winter wet/summer dry. The Hunter Valley’s climate is almost the exact 

opposite. Jay Tulloch’s family has been growing wine grapes in the Hunter Valley since 

1894. He explains that: 

 
the vines are obviously indigenous to a Mediterranean climate; rains in the wintertime and 
hot, dry summers… Here we’ve got the reverse. So about the day that we want to start picking 
grapes, quite often it starts raining. That can cause enormous problems for us.96  

 

Too much rain, particularly if it is heavy, and the fruit on the vines may split, or burst, and 

whole bunches can be ruined, which can result in serious losses. If the fruit does not burst, 

the vines can still soak up too much water, which then gets stored in the berries and dilutes 
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the sugar content resulting in a significant loss of potential alcohol and flavour inherent in the 

fruit. When wine grape flavours are diluted, this can affect the outcome of the final taste of 

the wine, which may not be desirable for the winemaker or the person tasting it. In most cases 

a wine grower may need to wait through two or three weeks of uncertainty, constantly 

scanning the skies looking out for adverse weather conditions, including more rain or a 

steady increase in relative humidity, which can cause other ‘enormous problems’ for Hunter 

wine growers through the spread of mould disease growth. 

While the presence of the ocean ensures moderate temperatures from cool south-

easterly sea breezes, they infrequently meet with scorching westerlies that results in persistent 

cloud cover over the valley; cooling things down, but keeping moisture in, thereby increasing 

the region’s renowned humid conditions. Humidity is defined as a relative percentage of the 

maximum amount of water vapour the atmosphere can hold.97 Humidity extremes are 

common in the Hunter Valley, especially during the late spring and the warm summer 

months, when the grape vines are at their initial growth stage and quite susceptible to disease. 

The constant cloud cover ‘acts like a nursery for fungal disease’ and the wet and windy 

conditions of summer are ideal for spreading spores around vineyards throughout the 

region.98 Most significantly, downy mildew is an ever present challenge for wine growers to 

contend with as it has the potential to devastate yields. Most disease pathogens of grapes 

require moisture and moderate temperatures, yet none favour wet conditions more than the 

downy mildew pathogen. 

Unknown in the Hunter Valley before 1917, downy mildew has since become a 

chronic scourge in the vineyards of the Hunter Valley.99 The disease can defoliate a vine over 
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the course of an entire season and deprive the vigour of new wood on which next seasons’ 

growth will occur. Downy mildew is caused by a water-borne mould, which is a fungus like 

organism that requires water to complete its lifecycle. A foliar disease, it appears on the 

leaves of the grape vine as yellow and sometimes white ‘downy’ lesions that eventually turn 

brown and necrotic, causing the leaves to drop from the vines and photosynthesis to cease. 

When the disease infects young grape bunches early on in the season it prevents flowers from 

setting or developing altogether, and in older bunches, the disease will stop berries from 

softening up and ripening (véraison). Downy mildew has the potential to be disastrous for 

wine growers in the Hunter Valley where the climate is almost purpose-built for such disease. 

By now, though, wine growers expect it each year and have developed ways to manage the 

disease effectively. As Tulloch puts it;  

 
If you’re growing grapes in the Hunter Valley, downy mildew is something that you’re always 
going to be plagued with more often than not… you have to take the positive aspect and be 
prepared the whole time… The normal programme here is that you’re going to spray your 
vines roughly every fortnight, regardless of whether there’s anything about or not. Because 
when it comes here, it comes very quickly. And if you haven’t done it, you’re too late.100  

 

Given the peculiarities of the climate of the Hunter Valley, pre-emptive spraying with 

fungicide appears to be the best way to stop the spread of downy mildew in the lead up to and 

at various times throughout the grape growing season. Nonetheless, out-breaks do occur and 

in wetter than normal vintages, entire crops can be destroyed by the indiscriminate ravages of 

downy mildew; one of the ‘enormous’ viticultural ‘problems’ in the Hunter Valley. Another 

is hail. 

As Lake observes, “the cool sea breezes come in from the east and the seemingly 

innocent cloud just over the Brokenback distends with malignant hail.”101 Violent storms 

during the summer months are not uncommon for the Hunter Valley. They can bring 
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destructive ‘elemental forces’, like intense winds, lightning, and hail. Hail, in particular, can 

have devastating consequences for wine growing in the Hunter Valley. If it falls, it can wipe 

out an entire year’s worth of work and potential income in under ten minutes. Max Lake 

(1964) describes one such instance in 1956: 

I remember talking to Dan Tyrrell... Usually a taciturn and unemotional old man, there were 
tears in his eyes as he said, ‘I’ve been wiped out’. Hail had done a thorough job on his 
vineyard. As he watched he had lost almost the whole of his fine crops right at vintage.102 

 

Descendent of the Tyrrell’s family wine growing business, Bruce Tyrrell remembers the 

family vineyards being ‘basically wiped out with hailstorms’ during the vintages of 1958, 

1960, and 1962. With little to no grapes to pick, it basically meant they could make ‘very, 

very little wine at all’, and thus make ‘not a lot of money’ during these years.103 Another 

event described by Max Drayton recalls a hail storm in 1963 that forced the wine grower to 

pick his grapes much more quickly than he had anticipated: 

Bang! Five o’clock in the evening and down it came. We decided then that we’d have to get it 
off pretty quickly, so we tried to pick it in the next two or three days. The whites turned out 
pretty good, but the reds, by the time we got to the reds, they were fermenting on the vine. 
Unfortunately, we did try to pick a few of the reds and put them in the vats. They got that hot 
from the fermentation that the alcohol was evaporating out of them because of the heat. It was 
just a disaster.104  
 

That very same hailstorm is described by Max Lake in Hunter Wine (1964) as being one of 

the most intense storms he had ever witnessed in the district:  

It lasted twelve minutes but what a swath it cut through the vineyards, from Bellvue to Mount 
Pleasant, just touching Ben Ean and then curving round down to Lovedale. Such a peculiar 
patter is typical of the district’s hailstorms.105 

 

Tulloch recalls going out to visit the HVD vineyard in Pokolbin during consecutive years in 

1960 and 1961 and seeing ‘devastating damage’ done to the vines in that vineyard.106 Short of 
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ripping up the vines, like Jack Phillips eventually did in 1960, and replacing them with ‘cattle 

and the like’, some wine growers during the 1960s and 70s used hail cannons to try disperse 

the destructive stones, while others had multiple vineyard holdings that enabled them to 

avoid a total loss if ever ‘malignant hail’ was to descend upon them.107  

Renwick notes how, historically few producers of the past could safely specialise in 

wine. They had to be diversified farmers, with the assistance of family help to survive.108 

Indeed, Lake and Halliday both describe the financial returns on owning and managing a 

vineyard in the Hunter Valley as less than ideal. 

Lake (1970), offering some advice to anyone considering investing their money into 

wine growing in the Hunter Valley, writes:  

Even if wine prices hold, the cost of establishing some of these ventures is such that I believe 
that they would be better to pur [sic] (put) their money into a building society Loan [sic]…. It 
has always seemed obvious to me that one did not start winemaking solely to make money. 
The further on my own project [Lake’s Folly] has advanced the more this seems evident. I 
said it before, and I will say it again.109 
 

Similarly, Halliday (1979) offers some sobering statistics regarding the economics of wine 

growing in the Hunter Valley. According to Halliday, a study in the 1970s by the New South 

Wales Department of Agriculture found that for a typical vineyard in the Lower Hunter, 

“return on funds employed varied from a negative of minus 1.3% to plus 5%, but these made 

no allowance for interest paid on borrowed funds”.110  

Almost forty years after Halliday published these figures, as of 2016, the Hunter 

Valley accounts for less than one percent of total wine production in Australia, with an 

average yield of 5.2 tonnes per hectare.111 94% of Hunter Valley wine growers operate at a 

loss by not being able to meet or exceed their cost of production, which, as Lake and Halliday 
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have demonstrated, is an historic trend. Despite this, up to 150 cellar doors operate in most 

parts of the Lower Hunter Valley alongside other wine tourism activities and subsidiary 

industries, including hospitality; cafes and restaurants, aviation experiences, and music 

concerts, to name just a few.112 Many, it appears are drawn to the Hunter wine region not for 

financial satisfaction, but rather, for the less quantifiable and intangible ‘lifestyle rewards’.  

In theory, as Tulloch, Renwick, and others have remarked, the wine grape vine Vitis 

vinifera does not suit the climatic conditions of the Hunter wine region and would be much 

better suited to a Mediterranean climate found elsewhere in Australia. This is because of the 

Hunter Valley’s geographical location which brings ‘extremely difficult’ ‘elemental forces’, 

consisting of severe storms, heavy rain, humidity, disease, and hail to bear on the place 

during vintage. Thus, the assumption is that the Hunter’s non-human natural environment, 

particularly in terms of weather and overall climate is somewhat hostile to, or, at the very 

least, not ideal for wine growing. Not to mention the poor financial returns that have signified 

the region’s apparent economic unsuitability, especially for people who only wish to 

specialise in wine. Yet, somewhat defiantly, the relationship between wine growing and the 

Hunter Valley has been unbroken since 1830.113 Its wine growers persevere despite the 

‘extreme challenges’ and consistent inconsistencies. Why is this?  

The following chapter investigates this paradox of continuity and complexity of wine 

production in Australia’s oldest continually producing wine region. First, by examining the 

existing reasons proposed by scholars, then, through original historical analysis that unites 

the concepts of terroir and place via Swinburn’s deep terroir and Skinner’s terroir 

perspective, which share an elective affinity. Their associated concepts are used as a prism to 

perceive a ‘reverence of place’, and, perhaps understand why Hunter Valley wine growers 
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persist with growing grapes and making wine in such a demonstrably ‘difficult’ and 

‘challenging’ wine region. 
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CHAPTER TWO  

UNBROKEN COOPERATION 

Existing research has advanced various reasons for the region’s continuity and 

complexity of production over time. Preliminary studies highlight initially ‘good’ climatic 

conditions for the district’s initial success, while later research refutes these ‘good’ conditions 

and claims that diversification is key to economic prosperity.114 Another points to ‘idealised’ 

notions of wine making by small to medium sized family business as the reason for the 

Hunter’s endurance over time, while more recent research points to a culture of ‘networking, 

cooperation and knowledge flow’ that can account for the region’s continuity and complexity 

of production as Australia’s oldest place for wine growing.115   

 

Driscoll argues that the ‘fundamental soundness’ for the early successes of the Hunter 

Valley wine industry was due to ‘a combination of factors’, chief among them, “the 

geographic and climatic suitability of the region”. He writes: 

Conditions for growing the vine were so good, and yields so abundant that, despite the 
experiments and clumsiness of the early winemakers, enough marketable wine could be made 
to satisfy the grower and hold out prospects of a good profit as his skill gradually increased.116   
 

He does, however, acknowledge that these ‘good conditions’ occurred well before any 

Hunter wine grower had to contend with the potentially devastating grape vine diseases, 

powdery and downy mildew.117 McIntyre shows that by the early twentieth century both 

diseases had appeared in the vineyards of the Hunter Valley and were causing ‘enormous 
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problems’ for the region’s wine growers.118 Coupled with random rain and hail events during 

vintage, as Perc McGuigan reflects, these ‘good conditions’ would soon recede, only to be 

replaced by the more familiar, contemporary reputation of being an ‘extremely difficult’ 

place to grow grapes and make wine. 

Writing nearly a decade after Driscoll, Renwick’s A Study of Wine in the Hunter 

Region of NSW (1977) states that, historically “few producers of the past could safely 

specialise in wine. They had to be diversified farmers, with family help to survive.”119 This is 

because, Renwick writes, “the Hunter cru [a French wine term signifying ‘quality’] year 

remains a rare phenomenon and that many run-of-the-mill or just ordinary wines are… 

produced in the [r]egion.”120 Where Driscoll notes that ‘conditions for growing the vine were 

so good’, Renwick argues, as we have seen, that, “successful grape growing and winemaking 

in the Hunter require a great deal of luck and an awareness that the grape is generally much 

more at home elsewhere in Australia.”121 However, whether conscious or not, Renwick’s 

fondness for the region is plainly embedded throughout the sixty-seven pages of his 

monograph. The study, which ‘grew out of long-standing interests’ and ‘close personal 

relationships with many of the regional entrepreneurs of the industry’ sought to identify 

“many serious problems” that the district will face in the future in order to “make some 

positive suggestions about solutions”.122 Indeed, the author’s apparent reverence for the 

Hunter Valley is indicated by only the second sentence of the first chapter: 

 
The relief to the landscape of the green vines, the red, the purple, brown and grey soils crossed 
by row after row of orderly lines of bearers and vines, the water stretches of the farm dams, 
ditches and other irrigation features, the neat approaches, beckoning signs and friendly 
welcome notices, and the buildings for wine making, storing and tasting, all make pleasant 
impacts.123 
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This excerpt is abundant with vivid imagery of the Hunter Valley wine region which supports 

his opening clarion call for the vineyards of the district “to be treasured and promoted for 

their aesthetic and recreational values, as well as for economic and financial reasons.”124 

Notwithstanding the economic statistics revealed in the study, which would have made for 

sobering reading when it was published in 1977, and still may do so today, Renwick is 

assured that the Hunter Valley wine region will endure: 

 
[B]ecause of the nature of the product itself and the history of wine in the Hunter, there is a 
hard core of common sense, awareness of tradition, local expertise, and a real love of making 
and using wine within the industry which will be the essential elements on which the future 
will be built.125  

 

Renwick’s discernible fondness for the Hunter Valley as a place for wine is expounded upon 

by O’Neill (2000) who observes that “very few of Australia’s winemaking regions match the 

Hunter in representing the idealised winemaking district.”126 He argues that while returns on 

capital investments in land and winemaking in the Hunter Valley are modest, many family 

businesses are instead compensated by ‘quality of life’ returns.127 Moreover, O’Neill also 

claims that “the medium sized family companies provide the historical continuity in the 

development of viticulture and winemaking” in the Hunter Valley. 128 “The small winemakers 

build the idealised winemaking landscape,” O’Neill writes:  

 
They own the acreages that form the rolling Pokolbin hills overlain with a chequerboard of 
vineyards and grazing paddocks, and dotted with small wineries each with its own family 
homestead and gardens.129 
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Contemporary family operators, Tyrrell’s, Drayton’s, and Tulloch embody this ‘idealised’ 

notion of the Hunter Valley wine grower, that, as O’Neill suggests, is “the quintessential 

image of a Hunter winemaker, based on a local rural family and its pioneer roots, with the 

surviving patriarch as chief winemaker”.130 Usher Tinkler believes this to be an advantage 

small family wine businesses have over larger companies and corporations: 

We’ve seen all the multi-nationals and all the big wineries leave the region because they can’t 
balance their books. The budget is too unstable for them to report back to their shareholders, 
so they’ve all left because they can’t manage it. If you’re looking simply at numbers… then 
you wouldn’t be here.131 

 

Smaller-scale boutique operations, like Tinklers, have been able to outlast larger corporate 

entities, in-part because of the longevity of inter-generational connections to the place, as 

well as their ability to offer ‘idealised’ wine tastings in small-scale winery environments that 

are ‘clearly embedded’ in the family based heritage that is intrinsic to the Hunter’s regional 

character.132 Broke wine grower, Andrew Margan, quoting Len Evans sums this sentiment up 

by saying; “It’s not the best place in the world to grow grapes, but it is the best place in the 

world to live to grow grapes.”133 

  

Furthermore, McIntyre et. al. (2013) identify ‘a culture of cooperation’ as an early 

feature of the wine-producing community in the Hunter Valley, which has been 

comparatively strong from its inception in the late 1820s. The authors suggest how 

networking, cooperation, learning and knowledge sharing, improved the Hunter’s 

effectiveness and enhanced the innovation capabilities of their fledgling wine businesses.134 

This is demonstrated by early Hunter Valley wine grower, Audrey Wilkinson, who told Lake 
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(1964), “we used to get a lot of help and give a lot of help”.135 This means, early twentieth-

century wine growers supported and assisted one another to endure against the elements and 

many other challenges that beset them as Hunter Valley wine producers. This postulation is 

corroborated by more recent wine grower oral history testimonies. The Hunter’s an 

“extremely difficult place [for wine growing], people here do really feel challenged all the 

time… so that brings people close together… just knowing how difficult it is,” states Ryan.136 

Furthermore, Kempe explains; “If things were to go pear shaped and I needed assistance, 

there’d be a dozen places I could ring up and I know that they’d have my back.” Margan 

qualifies this insight even further, when he says;  

We’ve all got each other’s backs… at the end of the day it’s the Hunter Valley versus the 
world. Not just in the market, but in terms of the weather… We’re at war with the weather and 
at war with the market place and that tends to bring us tighter and tighter together… Siege 
mentality, mate… That’s exactly what we’ve got here.137 

 

The words may be different, but the meaning and intention remains the same. Hunter wine 

growers and their communal ‘culture of cooperation’ has been sustained through close-knit 

relationships and a ‘siege mentality’ between the Hunter and the rest of ‘the world’. Being 

situated in a place within the geography of the Hunter Valley supports and develops a 

significant dichotomous community narrative that has enabled past and present wine growers 

to endure the challenging vagaries of the weather, and the marketplace, through a ‘culture of 

cooperation’.  

However, McIntyre et. al., also argue, “the continuity of production in Hunter 

vineyards cannot necessarily be credited to any especial foresight”.138 Hunter Valley wine 

growers were not necessarily consciously aware that they were acting as a cooperative cluster 

for learning and knowledge sharing, which would improve on their successes in the future. 
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Nevertheless, their unconscious efforts contributed towards a solid foundation for the 

subsequent successes that benefited the burgeoning wine industry of the Hunter Valley.  

These handful of studies help to inform and orient research about the Hunter Valley 

as a place for wine. They are useful for contextualising the history of the district and offer 

reasons, ideas and insight as to why the Hunter Valley is Australia’s oldest continually 

producing wine region. However, they do not specifically address the relationship Hunter 

wine growers have with the non-human natural environment and therefore they do not 

sufficiently explain reasons for its continuity and complexity of production over time with 

regards to the environmental effects of the climate and the inherent vagaries of the weather. 

The next chapter aims to address this using original oral history testimony and documentary 

and textual analysis appraised through the affiliated concepts of terroir and place, as 

Swinburn and Skinner use and understand them. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

HUNTER TERROIR AND HISTORICAL FIXITY 

When the concept of terroir is conceptualised beyond a history of events it offers an 

opportunity for people to re-examine their relationship with their place in the non-human 

natural environment.139 As Swinburn and Skinner have already highlighted, the basic 

hegemonic conceptualisation of terroir is not sufficient enough to perceive, comprehend, and 

reveal a reverential relationship to the natural environment that all wine growers live and 

work within. Therefore, it is logical to combine both Swinburn and Skinner’s expanded 

definitions of terroir – as outlined in the introduction – to formulate a ‘deep terroir 

perspective’. A ‘deep terroir perspective’ allows one to look beyond the hegemonic, political, 

and economic contentions – the mere ‘surface disturbances’ upon the steady swell of terroir’s 

prolonged history140 – in order to locate and reveal an inherent or implicit ‘reverence of place’ 

in the words that people say and/or write that might otherwise not be explicitly divulged. 

Thus, this research, which regards the relationship of wine growers with the natural 

environment is guided by a ‘deep terroir perspective’ to identify reasons for the paradox of 

the Hunter Valley’s continuity and complexity of wine production over time.  

 

While Kempe acknowledges that the Hunter Valley is an especially ‘challenging’ 

place to grow grapes and make wine, out of such challenges arise particular wines that are 

sensorially distinctive amongst a line-up of other wines from around the world:  

 
It’s such a challenging place to make wine, but there has been world class wine. Not just good 
wine, world class wine… I’ve witnessed it time and again, where… a great old Hunter wine 
will be thrown into a line-up of the great wines of the world and it will shine brightly.141 
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Historically, the term terroir has not been used to describe the ‘distinctive qualities’ that are 

said to be expressed in the region’s wines. Neither by the older wine growers themselves, or 

the ‘popular’ wine historians and commentators. This is evidenced, for example, in the 

existing oral history interviews conducted for ‘Treading out the vintage’ (2000-2003). 

Nowhere in the transcripts of interviews with people, such as McGuigan, Drayton, Tulloch, 

Tyrrell, or Ryan do they specifically mention or use the term terroir to describe the unique 

qualities or style of wine that the Hunter Valley produces. The term, terroir, is also not 

mentioned once in any of the ‘popular’ books and writings about the Hunter Valley by Lake 

(1964, 1970) and Halliday (1979), or the scholarly work of Driscoll (1969) and Renwick 

(1977). McIntyre (2012) does mention terroir, although this is not directly relatable to any 

Hunter wines in particular, and is confined to the context of the nineteenth century where it 

was used to describe colonial Australian wines.142 Thus, the term terroir as it is used and 

understood in contemporary discourse – wine that possesses a unique expression of place – is 

an historically new phenomenon in the Hunter Valley. As Kempe states, “the French don’t 

own the rights to terroir”.143  

Throughout his writing on the Hunter Valley, Lake tells the story of Hunter wine 

growers, past and present, providing illustrative examples of the ‘extremely difficult’ 

conditions under which they have endured. Across both Hunter Wine (1964) and Hunter 

Winemakers: Their Canvas and Art, Lake explicates the ‘unique style’ of a Hunter wine, 

alluding to the region’s ‘distinctive’ terroir, without saying as much.144 When Lake writes, 

“[t]he bouquet of a Hunter wine is usually sufficiently distinctive for the source of the wine 

to be recognised on aroma alone” he invokes an elemental understanding of the concept of 
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terroir.145 Although he does not explicitly use the term to denote ‘the source’ of a Hunter 

wine’s ‘distinction’, the significance of this statement is clear. Moreover, Tulloch evokes the 

concept of a terroir expression in the Hunter, as it relates to the environmental, or, ‘elemental 

forces’ when he states: 

[The Hunter doesn’t] make… wines that are huge big alcoholic wines. We tend to make wines 
with a bit more finesse. And that’s partly due to rainfall, partly due, I think, to the relationship 
to the, or, the closeness to the coast.146  
 

Indeed, it is apparent that Hunter Valley wine growers believe Hunter wines possess, what 

Kempe calls, a ‘Hunter stamp’: 

I do think that we make Hunter wines. And by that I mean, it doesn’t really matter whether it’s 
Shiraz or whether it’s Cabernet, or whether it’s Semillon, or whether it’s Chardonnay, I think 
there’s a Hunter stamp that goes on them.147 

 

This is what Sommer’s refers to as the ‘features of a place… [which] have a distinctive 

influence that you can taste in the wine’.148 Yet, even at this superficial and quite possibly 

economically marketable level of understanding the concept of terroir – from a sensorial 

perspective – Hunter wine growers recognise the ‘regionality’ of the Hunter Valley wine 

growing district as identifiably, distinctively, and historically unique to the region. “We have 

regional wine styles,” Riley states: 

[Y]ou can taste that when you go into a blind wine tasting line up. You know, Hunter 
Semillon with Barossa Semillons with West Australian Semillons, they all show, for me… 
‘regionality’. If you line up a whole lot of Hunter Semillons then you see terroir… You 
certainly see it across the region, you see variability, which to me is a reflection of the terroir 
within the region, but there’s still a regional footprint.149 

 

‘Regionality’ is a wine term used by wine professionals to describe the ‘distinctive taste’ that 

certain wines express from certain wine regions; that is, terroir - the essence of place in a 
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glass, which underpins the idea that different places produce distinctive and often unique 

wines.150 Hunter Valley wine growers proclaim the region possesses its own ‘unique style’ – 

that is, a regional expression of terroir – which is influenced by the ‘challenging’ climate of 

the place. In a justifiably lengthy quote, due to the complexity of the concept, Margan 

explains how Hunter wines, specifically Semillon, expresses ‘regionality’, thus: 

Our [wine] style is quite unique. Its uniqueness is wrapped around its speed of ripening. 
Average speed of ripening in the Hunter is forty-five days, whereas McLaren Vale is more 
like sixty-five days. So, they’ll have bud burst before us and pick three weeks after us. What 
affect does that have? Well the combination of latitude, with [the Hunter] being much further 
north, and then the amount of heat summation which is giving you flavour ripening. Clearly 
sunshine hours give you total photosynthesis, which gives you sugar, but we’re getting flavour 
ripeness at lower sugars, through that process [of speed of ripening]. And then, on top of that 
we have this significant diurnal variation,† due to the Pacific [Ocean], mainly where it’s an 
average 36˚C day and nights will be 16˚C, so there’s that 20˚C gap. Most importantly, those 
cooler nights mean that we’re keeping our acids. Therefore, generally speaking, we’re making 
lower sugar, higher acid styles, particularly in white wine. Then, [for] reds, you’ve got a 
smaller ripening period. Therefore, your tannin structure is not massive, more medium bodied. 
The flavour structure is in a different part of the spectrum… Less rich, less alcohol, and 
generally lower pH, higher acidity. The lower pH, higher acidity is also because we have 
acidic soils in the Valley. That’s not what everyone has, but that combination therein, in 
particular, works well for something like Semillon, where the flavour spectrum can cut in 
around 9.5-10% sugar. We can make ripe wine at 10% sugar with certain understandable 
levels of higher acidity. That’s the style of wine that Semillon is.”151 

 

Moreover, Tinkler observes “very distinctive flavours and consistencies year in year out” 

from his family vineyards, which he attributes to Hunter Valley ‘regionality’ and the 

specifics of his vineyard’s terroir: 

 
We have a Semillon vineyard that consistently shows lanolin, like wet wool aromas. I’ve only 
really picked that up in the last couple of years, and I don’t know how it gets into the 
vineyard. In the past, I’ve tried to get it out of the wine. I’ve tried to change the winemaking, 
but it’s a part of the terroir. You can’t get rid of it. It just is what it is.152 

 

Clearly, Hunter Valley wine growers know how the climate affects the wines they grow. 

They are aware of their terroir, either implicitly or explicitly. Whether it is a discernible 

																																																								
150 Murray and Overton (2014), Finding a Place for New Zealand Wine, 42, 43. 
151 Andrew Margan, interview by Daniel Honan, 6th April, 2017, Oral History Transcript; NB: †‘Diurnal 
variation’ is the temperature variation between high and low temperatures that occurs during the same day. This 
variation in temperatures has a significant impact on a grape's ripening pattern; the heat of the day promotes 
sugar accumulation, while the cooler night-time temperature preserves acidity levels. Wine growers use pH as a 
way to measure ripeness in relation to acidity. Tannin is a textual element in wine that makes wine taste dry. 
152 Usher Tinkler, interview by Daniel Honan, 30th March, 2017, Oral History Transcript. 
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regional difference demonstrated by the same wine grape grown in different regions, or 

discernibly localised differences demonstrated by the same wine grape grown in the same 

region, the wine growers of the Hunter Valley are aware of their region’s terroir, and Rod 

Kempe believes it ought to be preserved;  

 
I think that there’s a ‘regionality’, over all else, with what we do here, and that’s really 
special… We don’t want to dilute that, we don’t want to lose that, because that’s what we 
are.153  

 

Based on these statements, and given what we know of the concept of terroir, it is evident 

that the specific geographical location of the Hunter Valley – a place known for its 

‘challenging’ and ‘difficult’ climate, extreme rainfall events, high humidity, and hail – 

possess the wines of their distinct ‘regionality’, or, unique expression of terroir, which, 

according to some is difficult to replicate anywhere else in the world.154 Accordingly, this 

reflects a special human relationship with the non-human natural environment that is 

mediated by the persistent, albeit paradoxical, growing of ‘distinctive’ wines in a place not 

ideally suited to the activity. This, in turn, appears to elicit an implicit ‘reverence of place’ 

from those with occupational connections to wine in the Hunter region, which is borne out of 

respect for the region’s history and geography. 

The Hunter Valley’s identity is synonymous with its history and its geography The 

wines emerge from the district’s geographical and historical narrative; they are a tangible part 

of the heritage of the place. The ‘difficult challenge’ to consistently produce wines each and 

every year in an inconsistent environment appears to inspire a ‘reverence of place’ that 

accounts for the paradox of the region’s continuity and complexity of wine production. 

Hence, “I’ve got enormous respect for the history of the place,” states Margan: 

 

																																																								
153 Rod Kempe, interview by Daniel Honan, 30th March, 2017, Oral History Transcript. 
154 Andrew Margan, interview by Daniel Honan, 6th April, 2017, Oral History Transcript. See also, Kempe 
(2017). 
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[T]he fact that [the Hunter] has survived so long, despite the adversities that exist… I’ve got 
enormous respect for the fact that we maintain this incredibly pure style of Semillon… We 
could turn around and pull all these old vines out, or start making them into sweet, sparkling 
Semillon, or stuff like that. And yet, every young winemaker, let alone old winemaker, here is 
still just as determined as ever to make this wonderfully pure, acid focussed, dry, light bodied 
white wine, that flies in the face of what the market tells you.155 

 

Here, Margan demonstrates an obvious reverence of the Hunter Valley as a place for wine 

and wine growing. This is evidenced by a present-day determination to persist and ‘maintain 

[an] incredibly pure style of Semillon’ regardless of what the market, or, indeed, what the 

weather says.  

 

As we have seen in chapter two, Renwick’s reverence for the Hunter Valley as a place 

for wine is implicit in his writing. It is also implicit in the ‘popular’ writings of Halliday and 

Lake. For example, Halliday writes, in the introduction of The Wines & History of The 

Hunter Valley (1979): 

The beauty of the valley is frequently subtle: the setting sun behind incandescent vine leaves; 
mists rising on winter mornings, stone buildings tucked away in unexpected corners; the 
carolling of magpies, the hard scream of the sulphur-crested cockatoo. And constellation after 
constellation of diamond bright stars in velvet night skies. Insidiously these and other images 
build within one’s memory, resulting in a deep and enduring love for those with eyes to see 
and ears to hear156 

 

For someone reading this, or, indeed writing this, living in the bustling swarm of a capital 

city, like Sydney, where, instead, mist rises from vents beneath a concrete footpath on winter 

mornings, and electric lights obscure the ‘velvet night’, this scene must sound completely 

alluring. Furthermore, presenting justifications for the planting of a vineyard, establishing a 

winery, and starting a wine label in the Hunter Valley, Halliday explains that “wine… fulfils 

the creative urge deep inside all of us and takes us back close to nature.” Engaging with wine 

growing in the Hunter Valley, permits him, Halliday writes, to “return to Sydney from a 

																																																								
155 Andrew Margan, interview by Daniel Honan, 6th April, 2017, Oral History Transcript. 
156 Halliday, J (1979), The Wines & History of The Hunter Valley, 7. 
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weekend’s pruning feeling as if I have had some kind of celestial shower – cleansed from 

within and at peace with the world.”157 Viewed from a ‘deep terroir perspective’, Halliday 

demonstrates a virtually cosmic relationship with the place, expressed through a ‘deep and 

enduring love’ for the history and wines of the region. As a ‘popular’ wine writer, Halliday 

has contributed an enormous amount of advocacy for the Hunter Valley, which has 

undoubtedly promoted the district and preserved its historical continuity in relation to wine. 

So too has Max Lake.  

Certainly, in addition to his explication of the unfavourable climatic conditions, and 

his implicit allusion to Hunter terroir, Lake’s most palpable illustration of his innate 

awareness of the environment affecting the outcomes of wine production in the Hunter 

Valley lies hidden in chapter twelve of his contribution to; Mines, Wines & People. In one 

short paragraph, Lake sums up the ‘challenging’ paradox and enduring qualities of wine 

growing in the Hunter Valley: 

White woollies gambol over the lion dozing at Brokenback; fierce summer breathe of the 
tropics not far to the north; lazy hum of the cicadas; sometimes the tail lash of a Coral Sea 
cyclone; these scarcely hint of a great wine area. And yet, the wines, like great ones anywhere, 
are only just made, each vintage; dodging most years, between disasters of one kind or 
another; to emerge in the glass, as one of the marvellous gifts of capricious nature.158 

 

An analysis from a ‘deep terroir perspective’ locates a demonstrable ‘reverence of place’ 

found in this quotation, where Lake encapsulates the marginal conditions for wine growing in 

the Hunter Valley, alongside his awareness of the environmental circumstances that cause 

such conditions. Like Halliday, confirmation of Lake’s attachment to the Hunter Valley as a 

place for wine is reinforced through his various wine-related activities in the district, which 

includes planting a vineyard, building a winery, and establishing a wine brand, as well as 

writing a number of ‘popular’ wine histories about the Hunter Valley as a place of wine.  

																																																								
157 Halliday, J (1979), The Wines & History of The Hunter Valley, 115. 
158 Max Lake, "The Wine," in Mines, Wines & People: A History of Greater Cessnock, ed. Jim Comerford W.S. 
Parkes, Max Lake (Newcastle: the Council of the City of Greater Cessnock, 1979), 223. 
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Such testimony from these and other Hunter Valley wine growers reveals an implicit 

understanding from descriptions and reasons for why wine growers have persevered with 

wine production in the Hunter Valley, over time, regardless of the region’s ‘extremely 

challenging’ climatic conditions. Similar to McIntyre et. al’s. notion of a ‘cooperative wine 

growing cluster for learning and knowledge sharing’, which has contributed to the perpetuity 

of the Hunter Valley wine industry over time – with or without conscious ‘especial foresight’ 

– the reflections and remarks made by Hunter wine growers, in this chapter, illustrates that 

they do inherently relate to the natural environment of the Hunter Valley in such a way that 

their memories and contemplations also reveal an implicit understanding of the affect that the 

‘elemental forces’ have on the wines grown in the district. Moreover, it explains how the 

‘challenging’ features of the place have a distinctive influence on the wines produced there. 

Such implicit knowledge appears to fortify a wine growers innate ‘reverence of place’ and 

their intrinsic relationship to the non-human natural environment, while also encouraging an 

historical resolve to persist with wine growing in a region with less than ideal wine growing 

conditions. 
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CONCLUSION  

MARVELOUS GIFTS OF CAPRICIOUS NATURE  

  

This thesis has explored the connection of Hunter Valley wine growers to non-human 

nature. It reveals a fundamentally reverential, albeit intrinsic, relationship, over time in a 

‘deep and enduring love’ for wines grown in the Hunter Valley. This wine is viewed as ‘one 

of the marvellous gifts of capricious nature’ expressed in continued engagement with 

‘extremely challenging’ climatic conditions. In spite of less than ideal climatic conditions and 

poor economic returns, Hunter Valley wine growers persist due to their regard for wines that 

exhibit a regional ‘Hunter stamp’; a unique ‘essence of place in the glass’. 

Future research focused on wine growing or other forms of agriculture as a window to 

the human relationship with non-human nature might consider Bassett et. al.’s contention that 

environmental stewards are more likely to emerge in places where people possess strong 

historical ties to a specific geographic area.159 Further research may also investigate how the 

‘agroecosystem’ has impacted on the Hunter’s natural environment over time in the use of 

agrochemical inputs to deter disease as an element of the region’s ‘extremely challenging’ 

conditions over which growers have exerted control. 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

																																																								
159 Bassett, T.J. et. al. (2007), Constructing Locality, 105. 
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