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TRADITION & RENEWAL IN AUSTRALIAN 

GASTRONOMY 

DON DUNSTAN 

T.S. Eliot wrote "There is only the fight to recover what has been lost and 

found and lost again and again ••• " and while he found the conditions for 

that unpropitious, today the prospect for doing so in gastronomy seems on 

the contrary, propitious indeed. 

But first let me talk about the place of elites in society. After Marcuse, 

"elite" and "elitism" became pejorative terms. They should not be. The 

Marcuse thesis that one had to demolish the institutions of society in order 

to release the natural creativity of the masses was a great piece of 

nonsense. There is no creativity of the masses. Creativity will always be 

found in a minority of the population. Social change and improvement is 

inevitably brought about by ginger groups whose enthusiasms and creativity 

works like a yeast upon the masses. 

I will take an example from another area of the arts - the performing arts. 

Even before the development of mass entertainment through film and 

television, the proportion of the population attending live theatre 

performance was small. It grew smaller so that in the 1950s in Adelaide at 

any concert in the Town Hall or any ballet, play or opera at the Theatre 

Royal much of the audience knew a substantial proportion of the people 

there. 

However, with the establishment of State-supported performing companies and 

the building of the Festival Centre audiences were much larger and more 

diverse. The elite attending, enjoying, assisting by its reactions the 

setting of greater standards of excellence, grew many-fold. It was still an 

elite - a small part of the population. But it had its effect upon the 
·~ 

rest. While the Centre was building I was criticised for the expenditure of 

public monies on the arts, especially when we took that expenditure to the 

highest per capita in Australia. But when the Centre was opened, criticism 
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ceased. Public opinion polling showed that the arts policy we had pursued 

of setting standards of excellence and providing opportunities for audiences 

to experience a range of performing arts activities at a professional level 

had won support of the mass of the people, the most of whom did not visit 

the Centre. The establishment of standards of excellence is a part of the 

function of elites, and any one claiming to be a gastronome in this country 

is a part of such an elite. 

Interest in food,· in its greater variety, in better standards of cooking and 

presentation is a feature of many societies since the second world war but 

particularly the English-speaking world. At the end of the war the 

cookbooks on the shelves of book sellers were few. There was a rapid growth 

in the 1950s and then the publishing of cookbooks became a phenomenon of 

publishing. Paul Hamlyn boasts that his greatest profits have been made 

from cookbooks. At the same time the growth in restaurants of quality has 

been enormous. When in the early 1970s I set about changing the licensing 

laws to provide that one could drink alcoholic beverages and liquors with 

food unhampered by ridiculous time and other constrictions, added 

restaurants to the list of State-supported industries, insisted on the 

creation of a world-standard food school at Regency Park, I was bitterly 

accused of "restaurant socialism" by the radical students of the day. 

Today those students are enthusiastic chardonnay socialists happily munching 

away in the enormously increased number of restaurants ~f quality, now a 

feature of Adelaide which boasts a higher proportion of licensed restaurants 

to population even than Melbourne, which has been rightly hailed as 

presently one of the food capitals of the world. 

How has all this ferment at an elite level, for it is still a small minority 

of the population which provides the regular custom for restaurants, a 

smaller minority which regularly buys magazines devoted to food and wine, 

(unknown here pre-war) though a larger group which buys cookbooks, affected 

the rest of the people. 
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Let us examine the features of the Australian cuisine at the beginning of 

the war and see what has happened since then. 

At that time much cooking was still done on wood stoves, often with an 

auxiliary kerosene-burning device (the "Perfection" stove for instance), the 

latter being quicker to start of course, and capable of adjustments of heat 

very difficult on a wood stove. In the cities, gas and electric stoves were 

common, but by todays standards somewhat primitive. Electric beaters were 

to be found in many kitchens, particularly of course, those with electric or 

gas stoves, but the other major labor-saving devices, essential to many 

cooking techniques today, were unknown. Refrigerators were replacing 

ice-chests and Coolgardie safes. 

An examination of the commonly-used cookbooks of the day, (the Green & 

Gold, the Commonsense, the Schauer, and that remarkable attempt to emulate 

Mrs. Beeton by Lady Hackett Moulden Buller-Murphy), reveals a tradition of 

cooking which has changed markedly. 

I should digress for a moment to recount the career of Lady Hackett,' She 

married, at a young age, the then elderly and wealthy Mr. Winthrop Hackett, 

a Western Australian newspaper proprietor. She bore him five children, 

several of whom were to have remarkable careers of their own. Mr. Hackett 

was duly knighted, so the lady became, naturally, Lady Hackett. On his 

death he left considerable endowments to the University of W.A., and his 

relict was awarded an Honorary Doctorate. She then married an Adelaide 

Lawyer, Mr. Moulden, kept considerable state at her North Adelaide home, 

Lordello House, (now St. Ann's College) and retained by special 

dispensation, the name Lady Hackett. When her husband, after service as 

Lord Mayor of Adelaide, was knighted she added hyphen Moulden to her title. 

When he died, she subsequently married Basil Buller-Murphy, a Melbourne 

barrister. No further dispensations being available, she then became Dr. 
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Deborah Buller-Murphy. In the dispensation period she had published the 

first edition of Lady Hackett's Household guide, (including salad recipes by 

Lady Dugan, the wife of South Australia's then Governor,) which was 

reprinted at the outset of war with the proceeds going to the Red Cross 

Society. 

I have cited this book, which was popular, because it is a bigger one and 

purports to be more comprehensive than the three more famous books I 

previously quoted. 

Examining them all, some features of the Australian cuisine then immediately 

stand out. The Australian cooks evidently used stocks for nothing other 

than soup. Meat and vegetables were not cooked in stocks but in water. 

While the books do not talk about the dripping pot, it was in fact standard 

in Australian households to collect beef dripping (which is frequently 

referred to in the books). Fat used in cooking meats was occasionally 

butter but more usually beef dripping, either raw or clarified. 

Most of us would prefer to suppress the memory of the dark brown and 

pervading smell of cooking in beef dripping which was a feature of 

Australian cooking in my childhood. Lady Hackett's recipe for steak rolls 

was:-

Take llb. rump steak, 3 ozs. breadcrumbs, 1 small onion, 1 

dessertspoonful mixed herbs, a little dripping, pepper and salt. 

Cut steak in squares of four inches. Mix breadcrumbs, onions and 

herbs and a little dripping to bind all, season to taste with 

pepper and salt. Put a little of the mixture in each piece of 

steak, and sew in shape of a sausage. Put all rolls in a 

saucepan, which must be big enough for all to lie on the bottom. 

Put in the dripping and let cook gently for three-quarters of an 

hour, then pour off the dripping and make a nice gravy. Serve 

with mashed potatoes. 
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The cooking sins which would be committed in that little exercise are 

legion, but the tradition lives on in parts of Australia. The Australian 

boarding house which also celebrated this form of cooking is largely a thing 

of the past, but I can aver that in numbers of Australian small town pubs the 

tradition is alive and well. 

A second feature of the cuisine was its cooking of vegetables. Janet Ross 

wrote in the pref ace to her "Leaves from a Tuscan Kitchen" in 1899 "The 

innate love of change in man is visible even in the kitchen. Not so very 

long ago soup was an exception in English houses - almost a luxury. A dish 

of vegetables - as a dish and not an adjunct to meat - was a still greater 

rarity; and even now plain-boiled potatoes, peas, cabbages etc. are the 

rule." Those words were largely true of Australia in the 1940s, except that 

as an accompaniment to the roast dinner baked onion potato and pumpkin were 

usual. But it was common to cook vegetables in large quantities of water. 

The Commonsense Cookery Book, (compiled by the Public School Cookery 

Teachers Association of New South Wales), has as its only recipe for green 

peas to boil llb. of peas in a quart of salted water with mint, soda and 

sugar, to drain and finish with pepper and butter. Lady Hackett's recipe is 

the same. The teachers of New South Wales also advocated boiled carrots 

(1 quart of water to a bunch), boiled onions (similarly), boiled pumpkin and 

marrow. And notoriously the aroma of boiled cabbage and beef dripping made 

up the smell of Australian boarding houses. 

To be fair, by the time of Lady Hackett's book there were many recipes for 

vegetables in wider variety and some of them were good. But undeniably the 

Australians, though amongst the world's greatest meat eaters, treated meat 

and its accompaniments but poorly, even in an age where women were for the 

most part spending their lives about kinder, kirche, and kuche, and domestic 

servants were common. While Michael Symons has rightly pointed to lack of a 
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peasantry, the industrialisation of food production, the factory production 

of everything from canned fruit and jam to biscuits and yeast extract as 

significant characteristics in the Australian cuisine, the causal connection 

between that and the poor state of meat and vegetable cookery I find 

difficult to make. Perhaps it was because the concentration, attention and 

care were elsewhere. A brief look at the social habits of the day may 

provide some clue. Australian society was much concerned with putting on a 

social face. The houses of the time regularly had expensive facades not 

repeated in the side walls and with corrugated iron lean-tos at the back. In 

the 1940s the facade was often fashionably "Spanish". A verandah, too small 

for living area use, sat beside the front stippled facade and was ornamented 

by stippled arches supported by twisted columns. Australia had a 

multiplicity of little bungalows called "La Hacienda" where the little front 

gardens were adorned with rockeries containing cacti, succulents and aloes. 

The verandah gave onto the front parlour which was where, as for houses 

built with similar facadism but different temporary fashion in previous 

decades, one of Australia's important social occasions was celebrated - the 

afternoon tea. 

Apart from the family, afternoon tea gatherings constituted the most 

significant social interaction with others which occurred for women in 

Australian society. It was not in shopping. The butcher, the baker, the 

milkman and the greengrocer all called. Shopping was generally confined to 

grocery and clothing items. 

At afternoon tea the best face was put forward, as in the building of 

facades. Elaborate cake making is where the artistry went. In the 

Commonsense Cookery Book, 15 pages are devoted to vegetable cookery and 45 

pages to cakes and sweet pastries. Lady Hackett has over 100 pages of cake 

and pastry recipes. The judging of cooks at Annual Shows in country and 

city was on the basis of their cake-making and decoration. If a cook were 

praised then, it was mostly on the airy lightness of her sponge-cake, the 

Dunstan Collection, Special Collections, Flinders University Library.



- 7 -

light but moist richness of her date loaf. And very good cake-making it 

was. While the small farmers of Tuscany were massaging their prosciutto, 

the small farmers in Australia - and there were many, despite the 

industrialisation of farming, were producing for celebrations luscious 

scones, home-made blackberry jam and cream, and short-breads which melted in 

your mouth, brandy snaps which made it water. Cake decorating classes 

predominated in what adult education classes in cookery there were. 

So this then was Australian cooking tradition - meat and vegetable cookery 

which were not good, cake-making which was excellent. One can add that fish 

was sparingly eaten, fish cookery was unimaginative and often poor - it was 

standard to cook fillets of fish in a heavy batter - and much local fish was 

rejected as being inedible or at best unpalatable. Though fishing was a 

widely popular pastime, as it still is, the varieties used for the table 

were restricted. A further feature of the cuisine was in the high 

proportion of sugared products which it used. Home-made jams, home-grown 

fruits preserved in syrup were common. 

Now the traditions have changed markedly. The Australian cuisine of today 

has much less reliance on sugared products. Its cooking styles for meat and 

vegetables have changed considerably for the better. Cake-making is in 

decline, with the almost complete disappearance of the social afternoon tea 

at home as an institution. 

Let us examine the influences which have born upon this result. 

It is impossible, I believe, to exaggerate the influence of post-war 

migration. While the substantial British migration did little to change 

existing Australian cookery, which had, after all, largely derived from the 

same traditions, the successive waves of Baltic people, Italians, Greeks, 

Hungarians, Germans, Dutch and Poles changed Australian food traditions by 
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introducing the "multiculinarism" which has been discussed at previous 

symposia. This produced both better standards of cooking of meat and 

vegetables, a greater variety of use of existing resources and increase in 

the variety of resources themselves. 

The dripping pot has almost entirely disappeared from Australian kitchens. 

Cooking fats are now mainly butter and vegetable oils. Australian cooks 

have learnt that you don't put meat into a cold pan with some dripping and 

expect a good result. Australians now relish squid which once was only 

caught for bait, eat shovel-nosed lobsters which used to be tossed back into 

the sea, and the scorned yabbie has become in such demand as to be an 

exported delicacy. 

Vegetables are now cooked in a greater variety of ways and often with butter 

and/or a little stock. No longer is the flavour and goodness always boiled 

out of them in large quantities of water and poured down the sink. 

The convenience of the kitchen has so far improved that householders may now 

cook dishes which previously would have taken so much preparation that with 

today's almost total absence of domestic servants the task of undertakinf 

them would have been daunting. Stoves and ovens, electric and gas have 

almost entirely replaced the fuel stove. Refrigerators are universal, but 

usually now contain a freezer compartment and with these, and the larger 

domestic freezers which are common, the keeping of foods of almost all kinds 

is simpler and effective. Blenders have become universal, and in the last 

ten years the food processor, derived from Cuisinart, has lessened the 

labour of chopping or pastry mixing, or pureeing that the domestic cook now 

has available techniques previously too troublesome in the domestic round, 

especially with the great growth of women's participation in the work force. 
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The post-war popularity of the pressure-cooker means lessened cooking times 

and often improved quality of flavour, and now the microwave is producing 

steadily a qualitative change which will eventually mean a whole new era in 

home-cooking. Microwaves are now almost ubiquitous. It is unfortunate that 

their manufacturers rarely employed anyone who knew how to use the things 

and what they were good for and what they weren't to write their books of 

microwave cookery. Indeed it was only when Claire Kearney introduced me to 

"Microwave Gourmet" that I even began to realise just the treasure trove 

that I could mine with my microwave. Eventually this knowledge will 

reach the community to replace the often sorry results of present domestic 

(and public) microwave cookery. 

With the ferment of interest in food resources has come a steady growth in 

their variety. 

In latter years the vastly increased travel by Australians in Asia, and the 

growth of Asian migration coupled with the influx of Vietnamese refugees has 

brought an·appreciation of new foods and flavourings, and made the technique 

of stir-frying understood and used in large number of Australian homes. 

Stir-frying is not mentioned in the pre-war cookbooks I have cited. When I 

published my cookbook in 1976 it was still little known and when I appeared, 

later that year, on the Mike Walsh show and demonstrated the technique no

one there had ever before seen it! Today in my village of Norwood three of 

the butchers shops always have meat prepared for stir-frying in their 

windows. 

While there were Chinese restaurants in Australia from the 1840s, (and Lad~ 

Hackett included some chinese recipes for savouries in her compendium) in 

the last five years Chinese restaurants have grown in number at a rate 

exceeding the building of McDonalds or Kentucky Fried Chicken outlets. And 

now in small supermarkets in the suburbs the Asian food supply section 

Dunstan Collection, Special Collections, Flinders University Library.



- 10 -

usually exceeds in shelf space the area given over to jams and preserves -

a situation unimaginable pre-war. The demands of Asian migrants have led 

to the presence in our markets of fruits and vegetables not seen before, and 

Australians are now realising that with a country which is only second to 

Brazil in having the largest tropical land mass of any nation, it is foolish 

to eat as if we lived only in a temperate zone. Ten years ago, apart from 

pineapples and bananas it was difficult to find tropical fruit in 

greengrocers in Cairns. Today, one cannot merely find them in Cairns, but 

in Sydney and Melbourne and Adelaide. 

In the last decade Kiwifruit from New Zealand and Avocadoes (mainly from the 

North, but now grown widely in suburban gardens in the temperate zone) have 

become common fare. 

The restaurants in Australia have grown almost exponentially in number, and 

many people eat out where much of the pre-war population never did. Of the 

restaurants which are setting standards there are two kinds - those which 

present mainly the cuisine of particular country or region, and those which 

are temples of a newly creative cookery. As to the first of these, if you 

know where to go you can find better Chinese cookery in Australia than in 

China or Hong Kong, better Indian cookery than in most of India, and very 

good European, Middle Eastern, North African, and South East Asian cookery. 

So far there has been little influence upon us of Central American or South 

American cookery, which is perhaps surprising. It is true that so-called 

Mexican Taco joints abound, but generally speaking Mexicans would be 

unimpressed by them. 

The second category can boast some very remarkable establishments, and 

without producing an exhaustive list, the gastronomes of Australia have 

reason to bow low before the names of Gay Bilson, Stephanie Alexander, 

Philip Searle, and Maggie Beer. How far will their work affect general 
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traditions in Australia? All of them have used and do use techniques 

derived from the great cooking of history, and each of them is individually 

creative in a way which is original within a framework of the best of 

(largely European) traditions. Their setting of standards will I believe, 

have a similar effect to the standards demanded of South Australian crafts 

people in another area from which I draw an analogy. 

When I pursued the development of a crafts industry in South Australia I 

found that those engaged in the crafts lacked marketing skills and 

organisation. I therefore proposed to set up an organisation similar to 

one in Sweden which acts as a wholesale purchaser and seller and marketer of 

crafts products, and brought out an expert from the British Council to 

advise on what we proposed. He took a swift look and said "Hold everything. 

Your crafts are not of sufficient standard. You really don't have what to 

sell. You must establish some workshops and import craftsmen of world 

standard. Then your locals can work with them, and will learn to appreciate 

the standards which must be achieved." We took his advice, and that was how 

the Jam Factory Workshops, the first such major crafts centre in Australia 

was set up. The effect of the work of the master craftsmen on the standard 

of craftswork in South Australia was soon obvious. 

The works of the master cooks, the really creative ones in this country will 

in the long run be as important as Escoffier or Boulestin were in England. 

But in the use of historic ingredients and techniques and the creative use 

of them, there are some lacks and omissions in Australia which I find 

surprising, and I feel bound to mention a few. 

Australia is a significant wine growing country, and produces much in the 

way of house grapes available for table use and cookery. One of the two 

significant cooking liquors of Roman cookery was defoutum - a reduction of 
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fresh grape juice. I find it superb to use. It crops up in some European 

cookery - particularly the Hungarian, and I notice Maggie Beer uses it. But 

hardly anyone else does - a neglected traditional resource. Milk sauce, an 

almost caramelised reduction of milk occurs in Indian cookery and was 

transported to South America. An obviously good tradition which has sailed 

right past Australia. We have, however, an ungood tradition which also 

derived from India by way of England and still afflicts us, and that is the 

constant use of "curry powder". Commercial curry powders differ in their 

use of ingredients and taste different. What is more, they are almost 

inevitably stale. I boggle at recipes which specify "one teaspoon of curry 

powder" because there is little guarantee that what is produced will taste 

as the recipe-giver intended. But it afflicts some of our best esteemed 

cooks, and even occurs in Paul Bocuse's book - and he should know better. 

Now that all necessary ingredients are available for a freshly ground and 

precise mix of spices, I put in a plea for a renewal of Indian tradition in 

this country which can only enhance its cooking. 

We have little use yet made in this country of the rempah of Malay and 

Nyonya cooking, and are only beginning to add to our Asian influences those 

of Thailand, though daun kesum is beginning to invade our herb gardens under 

the strange title of "Thai hot mint". 

To sum up, the restrictive and poor standard Australian tradition in some 

areas of cookery has been replaced with a tradition providing not only 

better standards, but infinitely greater variety, much more creativity, and 

we are only at the beginning of creating a new tradition of excellence in 

Australian cooking spiced by that variety which enriches life. 
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