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Did Trollope have to foot it through the Paroo’s heavy sand
With his “one continuous picnic” in Australia’s happy land?


TIBBS’ POPULAR SONG BOOK,
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foreword Gay Bilson



FILING CUTTINGS IN appropriate places brings forth little surprises when going back to a book years after it was first published. One Continuous Picnic came out in 1982 and I had kept three reviews. Geoff Maslin, a journalist with The Age in Melbourne, called Michael Symons a ‘monitory gourmet’ and the substance of the book a ‘disturbing and critical essay on all aspects of Australian food’. The novelist Marion Halligan, who has always been a keen and intelligent commentator on the kitchen, cried out that ‘(the book) should be mandatory reading for every consumer of food in any form who lives in this country’. She went along with Symons’ argument that Australia lacked a cuisine in the traditional sense because it never had a peasant economy, and that the ‘tyranny of transport’ called for industrial foods which were durable, so we saw the success of the post-Victorian marketing shamans who developed the iconic foods depicted in a small painting on the dust jacket of the first edition: Rosella tomato sauce, Arnott’s Sao dry biscuits, Kraft cheese, a can of Golden Circle pineapple rings, Foster’s beer and a Hoadley’s Violet Crumble bar.


Graham Pont, who taught in the School of General Studies at the University of NSW, and included a course on Brillat-Savarin, wrote in the National Times that the book ‘is the most important . . . to appear so far on the subject of food and its historical and cultural role in Australia’. Despite this encomium, Pont disagreed with much of its thesis. He thought that Symons was preoccupied with peasants and overlooked different aspects of our food history, including the ‘nobility of the barbecue’, arguing that it is a more ancient method of cooking than the peasant’s preferred stockpot (I, for one, would argue for the nobility, if that is what it is, of the stockpot). Stretching to the different end of the social scale, Pont also pointed to what we gained from the upper classes—etiquette, the accoutrements of the table and banquets, arguing for learning from the top down. Symons himself, who would meet Pont and Halligan, and who would persuade the former and myself to convene the First Symposium of Australian Gastronomy, saw Pont’s criticism as a misunderstanding of the argument. This was to assume, according to Symons, that the debate was about whether the upper- or lower-classes contributed more to good cooking, when in fact he was making a distinction between traditional agrarian societies and our own modern, industrial one.


What I think Pont was suggesting, in simultaneously praising and yet disagreeing with One Continuous Picnic, was the need for a critical interest in dining and all that dining asks to be brought to the table, that is, agriculture, culinary traditions and culture. This was surely what Symons wanted too: engagement and serious discussion about something hitherto dismissed as not worthy of inclusion by historians. His book had no precedent except for two authors published in the nineteenth century: Edward Abbott’s The English and Australian Cookery Book and Dr Philip Muskett’s The Art of Living in Australia. Two years after One Continuous Picnic was published, Richard Beckett’s Convicted Tastes: Food in Australia appeared. I can think of no other. Beckett wrote that ‘because Australia is young we have not had to find our local culinary way’. Symons’ view is that it is ‘not our youth but the persistent temporariness of our industrial society, its lack of links with the land’. Convicted Tastes—entertaining, quirky, strong on recipes and, in part, history—is not a thoughtful enquiry with thesis, conclusion, and exhortation as Symons’ book is.


Despite these vital and interested commentaries, One Continuous Picnic didn’t exactly shake the culinary world when it came out, although it became the point from which the symposium mentioned above began. These symposia, it might be argued, spawned the University of Adelaide’s course in gastronomy, presided over by Barbara Santich. The book has also had a cumulative impact as a tool for research. The fact that it had originally been privately published says something about the lack of interest in examining our culinary past. Was it, perhaps, a book before its time, or, more to the point, a book that addressed a culture of denial?


During the 1980s, for the most part a decade that saw unprecedented middle-class disposable income and status-conscious spending, we were so self-consciously enamoured by our new interest in restaurants with different, fresh menus and with the promotion and celebration of particular chefs that we found no time to examine the culture from which this excitement and change appeared. Increased travel saw us eager to lay our new-found sophistication on the public table. We brought home a reverence for the new cooking in France, we found Italy civilised, and we even began, if only in a small way, to notice the countries north of Australia that had confident, exotic cuisines and definitely no inferiority complexes. We were so caught up in these new possibilities that the past was something only to run away from, and in running away, there was no room for gastronomic enquiry about the past. In effect, we simply turned our backs to make a fresh start.


Even more pertinently, there has always been a lack of interest in Australian culinary history. We have seemed to be contented in our unexamined lives, perhaps even abject in our lack of curiosity. In recent years, years in which we have surely seen the need to change the traditional idea of what it is to be Australian (and even though the Prime Minister, John Howard, fatuously said in 2003 that ‘we know what an Australian has always been and an Australian will always be’) this complacency has been deflated and riddled by changing demographics and with questions raised by a new breed of historians, sociologists and by that branch of enquiry that is fast gaining academic ground, Food Studies.


One Continuous Picnic might have been originally subtitled ‘A History of Food in Australia’ but Symons has always been something of a reformer. The final chapter of the first edition, its title taken from Muskett’s nineteenth-century book, exhorts us to grow or support locally grown foods, to care about the provenance of everything we swallow, and to eat with the seasons. Although this is what sensible cooks and the best chefs, more than two decades later, do, it isn’t what the dominant supplier of food, the supermarket, provides, and it isn’t what food advertising promotes.


As I write, the most recent issue of the weekly colour magazine of Australia’s national newspaper has appeared. The contents of this annual food issue are, in sum: testing the recipes of television chefs, three of whom are English; a lunch prepared by a celebrity chef that includes photos of himself and guests; celebrities remembering dinner parties with other celebrities; recipes for small cakes and biscuits by the paper’s resident cook; and a summary of ‘ten super foods that boost the body’s immune system’. If foods might be said to have celebrity status then these are they.


It was at the beginning of the 1980s that Symons told us what we ate, posited why and exhorted us, just as Muskett had nearly a century earlier, to grow, cook and eat with intelligence towards healthy enjoyment. Yet the 1980s produced an ogre. The best food became a status symbol, not something to share, and those who cooked it professionally became parochial celebrities. If our history shows us that we thought taking food seriously was only for ‘bullshit artists’, then it would seem that the media’s attitude towards food makes sure this opinion still stands.


The last few decades have been witness to a gushing increase of interest in cookery and the pleasures of the table in the middle-class press, so much so that the sharp-tongued English food critic A. A. Gill wrote this year that ‘Australian food is very good, but at the top end, it suffers from taking itself way too seriously’. If media bombast might be equated with seriousness then I agree, but Gill is only writing about ‘top-end’ restaurants. At the same time the food industry (and it is the history of industrial food that Symons mainly addresses), although paying lip service to new flavours and to health issues, stocks the supermarket shelves with foods that bypass everything the ‘top end’ celebrates. ‘Value-added’ foods that don’t need cooking skills to turn them into something consumable, and that therefore avoid any sense of the provenance of the parts, are the norm. ‘The ability to cook has become so partial and eroded for so many people,’ wrote Richard Grayson in an essay in which he reflected on Peter Sellars’ 2002 Adelaide Festival, in which food was a central concern. It isn’t that everyone should have a compulsory and consuming interest in cookery, but that the stakes, which have never been equal, are now exaggeratedly and seemingly irreparably unequal.


Parallel to, and implicated in the changes in attitude towards our foodways over such a short time, is the larger question of who the ‘we’ is when we speak of eating in Australia now. Kylie Kwong, a Sydney chef, asked about being ‘Australian’, answered, ‘I guess my silly name, and the fact that my mum serves pavlova after a Chinese banquet, sums (it) up.’


‘Nothing is so simultaneously fundamental to survival and yet so embroidering of civilisation as food,’ Symons writes towards the close of One Continuous Picnic. In later books, particularly in The Pudding that Took a Thousand Cooks, he showed that to write about food is to include every facet of its production, everything that defines it and so ourselves, everything that crosses class boundaries and acknowledges that the table is central to history studies. Things have changed since One Continuous Picnic’s first appearance, but not necessarily for the better. ‘There’s too much food in most food writing now—too much food and too little that goes further,’ wrote Adam Gopnik in The New Yorker. Surely this is the sticking point.





preface to the new edition



AFTER PUBLISHING THIS gastronomic history nearly a quarter-century ago, I continued as co-proprietor of the Uraidla Aristologist restaurant in the Adelaide Hills for a total of fifteen years. In the intervening period I also instigated the Symposiums of Australian Gastronomy, completed a PhD in the sociology of cuisine, wrote other gastronomic works such as The Shared Table (1993) and The Pudding that Took a Thousand Cooks (1998), conducted New Zealand food research on a Marsden-funded project and enjoyed many rewarding meals with some excellent companions. But even with the benefit of these additional experiences, I could not have written a better book. Consuming five years of journalistic fire, One Continuous Picnic inspired and informed my subsequent activities.


Accordingly, this new edition merely incorporates some minor corrections, an additional chapter that summarises subsequent developments, and a more extensive bibliography. For a new generation of readers, I should explain that 2s 6d means ‘two shillings and sixpence’, which became 25 cents in the ‘new money’ in 1966. Similarly, ‘lb’ and ‘oz’ stand for pounds and ounces, which were officially renounced in 1970.


Some additional thanks to Marion Maddox, Jennifer Hillier and publisher Foong Ling Kong, among numerous others.


Michael Symons


Wellington (New Zealand) and Adelaide, December 2006





preface to the first edition



Tell me what you eat, and I shall tell you what you are.


BRILLAT-SAVARIN, La Physiologie du goût, 1825


It requires the tongue and the pen of a Brillat-Savarin to give flavour to a Barmecide’s feast; but as victualling is as necessary a condition of existence here as anywhere else, I must do my best to enlighten you as to our situation in this respect. May you never have practical experience thereof !


RICHARD TWOPENY, Town Life in Australia, 1883


IN APRIL 1977 I set off with Jennifer Hillier to live in Italy with an intention of eating well and also with some vague expectation that I would come to understand why Australian society seemed culturally impoverished. Not quickly finding jobs or an apartment in Rome or Bologna, we followed the more economical dream of finding a village and a house with geraniums in every window. And so it was that at Radda-in-Chianti we started gardening, discovered how sublime food could be, and came to understand Australia’s deprivation. And I began writing this book.


From this Tuscan base, we became agritourists in Europe, finding our way according to the stars in restaurant guidebooks, judging towns by their markets, appreciating the weekend allotments encircling the cities and marvelling at the extraordinary range of vine trellises—from rocky craters in Yugoslavia to wires strung high between trees near Naples. Between trips, I researched Australia’s food history—by talking to visitors, writing letters back home, ordering books and visiting the libraries at the old British Institute in Florence and the Food and Agriculture Organization headquarters in Rome.


Thinking of moving into the business, we took the opportunity to become partners briefly in a small restaurant on a vineyard at Bacchereto, outside Florence. We liked the idea of a restaurant being a bridge between town and country, so decided to set up in a market-gardening area near an Australian city. It made returning to Sydney difficult, and, besides, I had an aversion to Centrepoint Tower. Choosing Adelaide’s still beautiful Piccadilly Valley, we found a century-old building with a little land at Uraidla. In April 1981 we opened the Uraidla Aristologist—the reason for the name is made clear in this book.


Our aim to use local produce has been hampered by the increasing industrialisation of crops. In place of the once balanced income from fruit, vegetables, cows, pigs, fowls and bees, local growers now resort to high overdrafts and semitrailers in order to send Brussels sprouts interstate. However, we’ve found a few gardeners with top fruit and vegetables. We have our own free-range eggs, a few salad vegetables and loads of raspberries. And we discovered that the Hills climate is becoming important for wine.


In researching this book, I was interested to find out about dampers, Foster’s Lager and the pavlova. I was pleased also to unearth stories about the Dungaree settlers, author Edward Abbott and some great nineteenth-century restaurants. I decided that if we understood the more recent history of supermarket food, we could improve our daily lives. But I only sustained these efforts for five years through the conviction that such a study of eating would reveal Australia’s uniqueness.


This is the only land that has never enjoyed agrarian society. Our history is without peasants. We’ve had hunter-gatherers and then industrial civilisation. It means we’ve been either conservationists or developers, without ever coming to an appreciation of the cultivated landscape. We’ve not made a permanent home, even using refrigeration to pretend we live somewhere else.


I trust that this gastronomic history of Australia will dispose of such clichés as the ‘Englishness’ of our eating (the English used to be more concerned with eating than we’ve supposed—think how often nursery rhymes refer to food). It offers explanations other than immigration for the recent ‘Europeanisation’ of dining. And it alters our broader self-image—the impression, for example, that we are ‘too young for true culture’. Our eating shows us to be a singularly working-class society, whose food had to be portable and profitable.


Australia’s uniquely ‘pure’ industrial cuisine is of international interest, not the least because it clearly demonstrates three stages of industrialisation, explored in the first three parts of the book, as the factory took over the garden, the pantry (or cellar) and then the kitchen. Most chapters are divided into two sections, the second being a case history.


I wish to acknowledge Jennifer Hillier’s contribution to the ideas in this book, and also to thank her for permitting my work on our restaurant to be part-time to the present. I thank Lenna Symons for doing much library research. I thank my partners in Duck Press, Angie and Gabriel Gaté and David Dale, who was also editor. I also wish to acknowledge Darce Cassidy, Barrie Dyster, Julie Rigg, Barbara Santich and Richard White, among the others who helped.


Michael Symons


Uraidla, South Australia, September 1982





Introduction The uncultivated continent



THE BRITISH GOVERNMENT exploded a handful of nuclear bombs at Maralinga and Woomera in South Australia between 1953 and 1957, and continued to fire various missiles in the 1960s. The British chose central Australia because they considered it to be so arid that few pastoral stations, let alone towns, would block their path. Nevertheless, they had to despatch patrols to round up remnants of the 10 000 or more Aboriginal inhabitants who once roamed the Western Desert. Deposited in the care of mission stations and government settlements, and no longer permitted to travel the distances necessary to find food and water, the refugees soon picked the nearby desert clean. Dependent on white people’s rations, they began to lose the complicated skills and culture that had sustained them for perhaps 40 000 years in apparently inhospitable conditions. So Australia’s last completely self-sufficient hunter-gatherers were brought into the fringe of industrial society.


Studying the Western Desert peoples in 1966–67, anthropologist Dr Richard Gould provided a glimpse of how food was consumed in Australia before the arrival of the Europeans. He found that these Aboriginal people covered the greatest distance of any nomads—walks of 400 and 550 kilometres were not unusual, particularly in times of drought. Groups shifted camp as many as nine times in three months, foraging over roughly 2500 square kilometres, he said. Moving typically in groups of 10—30, they came together in groups of 100 or more when food was plentiful.


The monotonous Western Desert of long, low sand hills and gravel knolls lacked real seasons, making food-gathering unpredictable. Yet with 38 edible plants and 47 varieties of meats available to them, the Aboriginal inhabitants considered the procuring of food to be less challenging than the terrifying lack of water. The rains averaged about 250 millimetres annually, but that figure is misleading since many years could pass with scarcely a drop. There were no freshwater lakes, flowing rivers or permanent springs in the desert, and the Warburton–Musgrave and Rawlinson–Petermann ranges were landmarks without streams. Instead the Aboriginal inhabitants of the region relied on occasional shaded pools in rocky areas or on subsurface watertables, the so-called ‘native wells’, where they dug for water. Dr Gould, who happened to visit the area in the last months of a record drought, summed this habitat up as the world’s ‘most unreliable and impoverished’. Yet these Australians lived a healthy, contented and fulfilled life. They survived not so much through great physical endurance as through knowledge, relying on their ‘cognitive map’ of where to find food and, especially, water.


The women sought the berries, seeds, leaves, bulbs, roots and fruits that made up the bulk of the primarily vegetarian diet. The daily staple was about 1–5 kilograms each of desert tomatoes. Good rain would bring wild figs. Drought meant greater reliance on dried fruit, such as quandong desiccated on the tree. Some dried fruit was preserved in balls. The women and children also caught small game, such as goannas, mice, birds, grubs and, more recently, rabbits and cats. Yet the food quest did not require more than four or five hours of work for each woman daily, and generally less. Even in drought, two or three hours’ collecting could be sufficient. The women’s work, in a sense, freed the men for their longer hours of more precarious hunting. Like the women, they collected small game, but they also hoped for a feast such as a kangaroo or emu. This way of life still left plenty of time for people to rest, gossip and make tools and artworks. Their adaptation was an ‘impressive human achievement’, Dr Gould concluded. Ironically, the tough environment protected the desert nomads for nearly two centuries longer than their amply provided coastal counterparts, as European invasion reduced an estimated 314 500 Aboriginal people to one-fifth of that number by the 1930s.


The first Europeans to penetrate the Western Desert were explorers who sought overland stock routes and grazing lands as relatively recently as 1872 and 1876. The immense and arid terrain frustrated them. In 1892 gold was discovered at Coolgardie, and the following year at Kalgoorlie, on the fringe of the desert. Sheep-grazing gained footholds in the early years of the twentieth century, and work was kept up on the transcontinental railway through the 1920s; the missions brought Christianity in the 1930s; missile recovery roads were graded across the desert in the 1950s, and more recently, mineral explorers tried their luck. But none of these visits or settlements was self-sustaining. They required a 565-kilometre water pipeline to the goldfields, trucks from railheads at Leonora and Meekatharra, and planes from Alice Springs and Kalgoorlie.


Aboriginal people drifted into the mining settlements, stations and coastal towns, attracted by curiosity, companionship, food and permanent water. They stopped walking and instead sat around, day after day, perhaps playing cards in squalor described long ago by Daisy Bates. The women were sexually exploited, and the elders became demoralised. From a state of complete economic independence, the Aboriginal inhabitants became tragically dependent. The typical diet came to consist of white flour for damper, white sugar for tea, camp pie, salt and beer, a combination that we will recognise as the classic nutritional disaster of industrialisation.


The diet particularly lacked fresh fruit and vegetables, something that the desert had provided but that government rations and then the stores found hard to supply. When Richard Gould and his wife were there, the desert’s Aboriginal population, estimated to have originally been 10 000–18 000, had fallen to 3200. White people had killed some, and many died of introduced diseases, exacerbated by malnutrition. The more natural ways of the self-sufficient hunter-gatherers had been replaced by the ‘relatively unsuccessful and unstable’ adaptations of the Europeans and Europeanised Aboriginal people. The complexity of Indigenous eating requires other books. I raise the Western Desert peoples to illustrate the destructiveness of the profoundly novel industrial way of feeding. Yet, despite the dramatic difference between the Aboriginal respect for the immediate environment and the invaders’ indifference, we both would leave the continent uncultivated.


Modern Australians


Australians have taken up driving to the supermarket once a week. We push a trolley down long lines of packages that cry to be pulled off the shelf. The package might contain a dozen eggs with thin shells, pale yolks and watery whites. It might be a carton of a white liquid derived from a scalding and chilling process carried out in stainless-steel pipes connected to a cow. It might be a packet of sliced spongy dough, factory-baked to a scientific formula for bread. Whatever it is, it will be brightly displayed, it will be transported long distances, it could well be a health risk, and it probably won’t look much like its original, if we happen to remember what that was.


We push our way to the checkout queue, where we pay what retailers call the ‘tape’, an amount that need not be questioned since it is electronically determined. Having never needed to speak to the young, female and thus cheap ‘checker’, we drive straight home so that the peas won’t defrost or the block of ice-cream melt. Between trips, we may visit separate shops for fresh fruit and vegetables, looking plump and attractively unblemished, thanks to better breeding and the planned application of commercial formulations, although the taste has faded. The same applies to meat, which the butcher might still cut, although he no longer slaughters the beast, and the pork appears to have been frozen.


Not very many people join the meal any more. Grandmother is looked after by matron, and Uncle Bob is fed by Meals on Wheels. At night, most of the family watch television, where their appetites are constantly reminded of the food industry’s menu. Lunch is a pie or sandwich away from home. Breakfast is taken in relays. So, on the rare occasions when it sits down together, the ‘tribe’ now numbers four. The shopper has chosen foods that the family might like, and since the children are so important these days, they dictate fare that seemed so much more exciting on colour television. Nutritious old staples such as potatoes are eaten because they are now ‘crinkle-cut’. The kids need never die of thirst because they can grab an aluminium can from the refrigerator and call in for regular iceblocks. The way to have a real family outing, somehow so important in childhood memories, is to drive the car to the local copy of the American takeaway barn. When the adults get together for a candlelit evening with friends, the cook nervously ventures into a strange ‘gourmet’ world charted in part-French by glossy recipe books. The wines are selected like products at a supermarket and end with a proud port. And, when it’s all over, the council truck collects the bags of garbage, the food mixed with glass and plastic. The process by which wastes disappear is as magic as those that bring water, electricity and the foods themselves.


The only chance we might have to glimpse the outside world is when we go to work. It’s a long week, necessary to support a family. Indeed, paying the bills increasingly requires joint husband-and-wife efforts, and this apparently leaves less and less time actually to prepare foods. We slave for at least eight hours on the production line or at the desk. Food is our biggest industry. We work to feed ourselves, and we feed to work. We would get off the treadmill, if it were not for the kids, who will probably thus never hear the cry of the ‘rabbit-oh’ or the ‘ping’ of the milk separator, never smell genuine bread and never know what a fowl yard looks like. Food technologists tell each other this old joke: ‘A boy, visiting the country for the first time, sees a pile of empty condensed milk cans and says, “Look, Mum, a cow’s nest”’.


Tuscan peasants


This book was partly inspired by the recognition that there is another style of eating, quite different from the present-day Australian style and not a return to the original, testing paradise of Aboriginal Australians. I realised this while spending two and a half years in the Tuscan countryside. While industrialisation has made great inroads in Italy, many people—still partly peasant—retain close contact with the soil, preserve their own foods and cook them in appropriate ways, perfected over the centuries. I’d never managed to eat or drink like it.


For a year we lived in an ancient watermill surrounded by woods, which provided strawberries in spring, blackberries in summer and chestnuts in autumn. We cooked the chestnuts as soup, fried them in marsala, pureed them with whipped cream and called it Monte Bianco and, perhaps best of all, simply roasted them on the open fire. There was an old apple tree at the backdoor, various figs, grapes and olive trees, which even provided a little oil when combined with the neighbour’s harvest. The house grew rosemary, sage, thyme, marjoram and parsley. And it taught an amazing fact, something that had been known to virtually everyone who had ever existed: that if you put seeds into soil and then water them they produce a bounty. We had staggering crops of peas, lettuces, cabbages and three types of beans—those eaten raw with cheese, those cooked whole and, best of all, those fagioli taken from the pod and simmered, either fresh or dried, in a Tuscan pot. Not to forget the tomatoes weighing down the plants, the garlic to be plaited into strings and the zucchini.


The red wines of the Chianti region were still largely made on semi-feudal estates owned by rich families from the cities and operated by teams of contadini (peasants). Most of the wine was made from the surrounding vineyards and by largely natural methods in old stone cellars, which were built to last. The slopes that were unsuitable for grapes grew olives for some of the world’s best oil. The farm labourers, dwindling in number as they compete with capitalism, lived on the estates or in nearby villages. They and their now factory-working neighbours managed to use, rent or share-farm land for their own grapes, oil, fruit, vegetables, fowls, rabbits and pigs, slaughtered ritually each winter.


While the men did the growing, the women had left the fields and commanded the kitchens. The midday break was usually of four hours’ duration and the lunch huge, starting with spaghetti and other pasta. There was a meat dish, a vegetable and then cheese, fruit and coffee. And red wine and thick slices of the morning’s bread. The people remembered baking bread in the large brick ovens alongside every farmhouse. This practice had declined along with the extended family, and the bread was now provided by a village baker. There was a general store almost as close by as the local bar, and the butcher too, who slaughtered his own beast and hung it for a day’s dismantling in the middle of the shop.


The annual cycle of dishes gave food social meaning—with, to take one instance, the festivities of carnevale (‘farewell to meat’) leading to Lent and then the pleasures of Easter lamb. While its national accounts don’t show Italy as a particularly wealthy country, economists neglect the intangible treasures of superb stone farmhouses, traditions of winemaking and food grown in your own garden. At least as much as works of art, the cuisine contributes to the richness of Italian culture, only a caricature of which is seen in our own versions of Italian restaurants.


No one would recommend feudalism for Australia; indeed, many Tuscans looked forward to running the estates as communist cooperatives. No one would recommend that work should be divided along sex lines. No one would imagine transplanting the Italian way of life to Australia, even if city Italians talk about returning to the country. Yet my Tuscan experience flavours this book.


History without peasants


In terms of food, there are three main types of society, represented by the Aboriginal, the disappearing Tuscan and the modern Australian. The first, that of the hunter-gatherer, scarcely disturbs the prehistoric world in search of nourishment. Nuts and fruits are plucked from the trees; animals are captured; a little preservation is practised, and collecting is a communal, daily activity. Preparation with simple implements and fires tends to leave the food more or less in its original state. While individuals and tribes may suffer the whims of nature, this way of life could sustain a relatively small population for thousands upon thousands of years.


The second type of society is agrarian. The family stays fixed in a house, planting crops and keeping animals. In a creative interplay with the environment, they domesticate grains, vegetables, fruit trees, goats and cows. Preservation is by cooking, cooling, drying, smoking, pickling, syruping, salting and fermenting—giving such products as ham, cheese, yoghurt, wine and beer. Cooking is still done on a fire, but often in pots and usually with supplementary chopping, mixing, shaping and serving in appealing combinations. This type of food supply, the result of the Neolithic revolution about 10 000 years ago, until recently sustained the majority of the world’s population and gives us our impression of what food should be, whether it is ‘country garden freshness’ or ‘granny’s apple pie’.


The third type of society is industrial. Agriculture is mechanised, chemicalised and rationalised. Preservation and much of the cooking is done in factories, separating consumers from producers, and an enormous range of foods is distributed, obliterating geographic and seasonal variation. The system is distinguished by the fact that it is heavily dependent on non-renewable resources, especially petroleum for fuels and fertilisers. It thus has struck some people as a relatively temporary food supply.


Of course, the divisions are not rigid. The recognition that Aboriginal peoples used fire to clear grasslands allows them more husbandry than we’ve previously accepted. But having agreed that there are essentially three approaches to food supply, it is possible to recognise the single most important factor that distinguishes food in Australia from that in any other country: this is the only continent that has not supported an agrarian society. It has recent experience of hunter-gatherers. Then it switched to an industrialised food supply. Our land missed that fertile period of settled agriculture and cooking. There has never been the agrarian interplay between society and soil that created the great, traditional cuisines as we know them. Almost no food has been grown by the person who eats it; almost no food has been preserved in the home, and indeed, very little preparation is now done by a family cook. This is the uncultivated continent. Our history is without peasants.


By way of contrast, take North America. The original inhabitants were agricultural, collecting, cultivating and cooking maize, potatoes, sweet potatoes, haricot beans, pumpkin and 2000 other plant foods. The Native Americans provided many still classic dishes, such as roast turkey, roasted peanuts, clam chowder, steamed lobster, spoon bread and cranberry sauce, and were once even said to have treated the first Thanksgiving celebration in 1621 with popcorn. Two centuries before the First Fleet, the Pilgrim Fathers set off with entirely agrarian expectations. In 1815 two million people just west of the USA’s Appalachian Mountains (which still didn’t put them very far west) were largely self-sufficient and only peripherally connected to the market economy. An American historian, Carter Goodrich, wrote in the Economic Record in 1928 that ‘The United States owes its individualism largely to its small man’s frontier; I think it is not fanciful to suggest that Australia owes much of its collectivism to the fact that its frontier was hospitable to the large man instead’. Putting that in terms of food, while Americans have traditionally enjoyed the smallholders’ chicken and pig, we have relied on the graziers’ sheep and cattle.


European seafarers discovered the ‘last’ continent’s agrarian gap and passed on. Confronted with Australia, Captain Cook noted on Thursday, 23 August 1770: ‘The Land naturally produces hardly anything fit for man to eat and the Natives know nothing of Cultivation’. Europeans would have not ‘one Inch of Cultivated land’ to adapt, purchase or plunder, as they had done around the rest of the globe. Australia would have to be settled not for the old imperialist motives of plunder, slavery and trade, but as a quarry and a dump. For this, the British had to carry rations and then hew out cash crops. It meant a new kind of mission, a profitable equivalent of sending an expedition to the moon. It could be argued that opening up the country required a form of peasant living, but most arrivals settled in towns and were fed by massive imports of food, and squatters kept down the number of smallholdings. Certainly we neglected the vital task of assimilating indigenous plants and animals into something resembling an environmentally appropriate agriculture or cuisine. This country became the world’s earliest truly urban nation, in which many of us could no longer even recognise a tomato plant.


Are we really ‘too young’?


If true culture is the product of a deep and intimate relationship between a people and the soil where they have lived for centuries, then clearly Australia has none and could have none . . . The white man still seems an incongruous invader, huddling in cities, on the edge of this time-worn continent, building the wrong houses, wearing the wrong clothes, eating the wrong food.


I can agree with this statement made by my old newspaper editor, John Douglas Pringle, in his book Australian Accent (1958). However, the ellipsis in the middle of the quotation replaces the brief sentence, ‘There has not been time’. Pringle was wrong about this. Like others, he has explained Australia’s lack of ‘culture’, ‘civilisation’ and ‘identity’ in terms of its newness. So many times I’ve heard the same said about a ‘national’ food, that ‘Australia is too young’. But massive culinary shifts have occurred in much less than eight generations. European settlement of Australia is older than stoves, restaurants and Anglo-Saxon acceptance of the tomato. It took only one generation for us to forget the pleasures of bêche de mer, turtle soup and native turkey, and another generation to come to regard the pavlova as a most traditional accomplishment. Nor, given another two centuries, could our present way of life produce a ‘cuisine’ in any traditional sense. It’s not our youth but the persistent temporariness of our industrial society, its lack of links with the land.


The historian Keith Hancock was closer to the mark in his passionate Australia (1930), when he said all our history came after the French and industrial revolutions, affecting our political and economic relations respectively. He wrote of Australia, ‘She has not inherited a village civilisation nor love of the soil, but she has inherited factories and factory farms and the class-war’. While historians have interpreted for us our political fate, they have usually overlooked this factory feeding. Otherwise, we might have easily recognised that we are not ‘too young’ for a rich national culture, but rather too industrial.


Around the world, the great cuisines have arisen from peasant societies, even if they have been recognised by elites and refined by professionals. The rigours of survival have given the peasant a proper respect for cultivation and cooking, have demonstrated the advantages of tradition, have aroused the joys in the seasons and have enforced on-the-spot freshness. But Australians have put down peasants as ignorant, superstitious, inefficient and dirty. Continual attempts at closer settlement—from Governor King on—have been laughed at as installing a peasantry. The term of abuse ‘peasant’ is used by industrial Australians to assert their own superiority. Yet the lack of a peasant experience— or, conversely, our total history of industrialisation—explains why we have traditionally cared less about food than any other people in history.


It has been as if we were sent—in a description attributed to novelist Anthony Trollope—on ‘one continuous picnic’. We brought our food with us and we have been kept well supplied with portable provisions. We called our spot the ‘working man’s paradise’ in the nineteenth century and the ‘lucky country’ in the last. But we have invariably consumed preserved, packaged fare. We have sometimes feared ourselves to be intruders. At the end of an often tiring journey, we’ve not felt at home.





PART I



History without peasants


THE SAILING-SHIP ERA
(FROM THE 1780S TO THE 1860S)




[image: image]


Emigrants at dinner, Illustrated London News, 13 April, 1844








         1    



The English heritage The rations of an ocean-going empire—salt meat, flour, sugar and tea—influenced our assumptions about food. Meals had to be convenient and transportable, and were rarely fresh.



THE WEEKLY RATIONS for the marines during the First Fleet’s eight-and-a-half-month voyage were 7 lb bread; 2 lb salt pork; 4 lb salt beef; 2 lb peas; 3 lb oatmeal; 6 oz butter; ¾ lb cheese; ½ pt vinegar, along with three quarts of water daily. The convicts were to receive two-thirds of this, since they were meant to be enjoying a less arduous voyage.


The list of rations, which would soon be shortened and modified under the harsh conditions, reveals something of English eating in the eighteenth-century. The bread, oatmeal and cheese represented the core of a peasant diet, but without the supplementary fresh meat, milk, fruit and vegetables of the countryside. Salt meat, ships’ biscuits and dried peas were common preserved foods, handy on ships. The vinegar was erroneously thought to keep away scurvy, but good sailors recognised the need for fresh food. Conscious of the hardships ahead, Captain Phillip tried to feed his charges well, stopping at Tenerife and lingering a month each at Rio de Janeiro and Table Bay to supplement the salt rations with fresh ones. Even so a couple of dozen convicts died on the voyage.


Arriving in January 1788, the ships quickly abandoned Botany Bay because it lacked fresh water and settled instead on Port Jackson. In the first year Phillip tried to allow adults a weekly ration of 7 lb flour; 7 lb beef or 4 lb pork; 3 pt peas; 6 oz butter; ½ lb rice. We can surmise that rations were reduced both because the newcomers expected to find and grow supplementary fresh food and because the stores on this bold mission were diminishing. Provisions were meant to last two years, but as the later colonial figure John Dunmore Lang observed, ‘every ounce of food for civilised man’ had to be imported, and stock brought for breeding had to be slaughtered to feed the starving. A female convict noted at the time:


We are comforted with the hopes of a supply of tea from China, and flattered with getting riches when the settlement is complete, and the hemp which the place produces is brought to perfection. Our kingaroo [sic] rats are like mutton, but much leaner; and there is a kind of chick weed so much in taste like our spinach that no difference can be discerned. Something like ground ivy is used for tea; but a scarcity of salt and sugar makes our best meals insipid.


It seemed smart to bring food in, and Phillip sent the Sirius off on a long food search in October 1788. The Sirius circled the globe and returned the following May with supplies that only lasted four months. The supply ship Guardian was wrecked off the Cape in December. When the peas ‘were all expended’, in April 1790, the weekly rations were reduced to 2½ lb flour; 2 lb rice; 2 lb pork. Brought from England, the rice was now infested and the salted pork so dry that it could not be boiled; instead it was toasted before the fire, the drops caught on a slice of bread or in a saucer of rice. The flour was good, having been brought on the Sirius, and instead of baking it, the soldiers and convicts often boiled it up with greens. By June 1790, when the Second Fleet began to straggle in, Phillip, who became famous for requesting that guests bring their own bread, noted that ‘we have not made that advance towards supporting ourselves which may have been expected’.


Great efforts were made to supplement the rations with hunting and fishing parties. Kangaroos were often shot, and fishermen out all night received a pound of uncleaned fish for breakfast. Within weeks of landing, Phillip had reported ‘wild celery, spinages [spinach], samphose [perhaps samphire, a cliff-face plant generally pickled], a small wild fig, and several berries which have proved most wholesome, particularly the leaves of a small shrub which is found in such plenty that it has not yet failed us as most of the others have done’. Other plants reported include a ‘sweet tea’, wild parsley and the leaves of the cabbage tree, considered a ‘rather pleasant substitute for vegetables’ when found. There was a small white berry that tasted like a green gooseberry, and which was found to prevent scurvy, but it was not available in sufficient quantities. Researching the ‘Hungry Years’ of 1788–92, Lois Davey, Margaret MacPherson and F. W. Clements concluded in 1947:


Nearly three years of an unappetising diet, which sometimes was below subsistence level and at all times low in most vitamins, had led to marked emaciation of soldiers and convicts . . . it would be correct to assume that the settlers lost the will to work as well as the physical ability.


But that assumption underestimates the drive, still not quite eliminated among even that dispossessed lot, to grow food.


The first agriculture


The early arrivals brought with them the ‘cultural baggage’ of the British Isles. They spoke, thought, dressed and hoped to eat as they were accustomed. In order that they might eventually become less dependent on outside supplies, their encumbrances also included ‘agricultural baggage’. The First Fleet decks were crowded with pens of sheep, hogs, goats, kids, turkeys, geese, ducks, chickens, pigeons, dogs and cats. More livestock was taken on at the Cape, and one list includes one bull, one bull-calf, seven cows, one stallion, three mares and three colts, 44 sheep, four goats, 28 boars and breeding sows. They had set out with peas, beans, potatoes and turnips, and at Rio and then the Cape they purchased a tremendous range of goods: coffee, cocoa beans in the nut, bananas, oranges, lemons, tamarinds, guava seed, prickly pear, fig trees, sugar cane, vines, quinces, apples, pears, strawberries, rice, wheat, barley, maize and more besides.


As well as the government farm yard, officers found room for private stock, and stashed away seeds, plants and cuttings. However, despite all the preparations that were made for a comfortable isolation, farming was painfully slow, taking years to develop. Cattle died at sea or were sacrificed as fresh meat, and by the end of the first year, the remaining herd of two bulls and five cows wandered off into the bush. They were discovered in 1795, multiplying in a fertile area of the Nepean River later known as Cowpastures. Meanwhile, a fresh herd had not arrived for almost four years.


The first public plots were planted east of Sydney Cove (part of the Botanic Gardens is still known as Farm Cove). One of the senior officers, David Collins, recorded: ‘Some ground having been prepared near his Excellency’s House . . . we had the satisfaction of seeing the grape, the fig and the orange, the pear and the apple, those delicious fruits of the old taking root and establishing themselves in the new world’. Grain that had escaped weevils and hungry mouths appeared and then withered in the poor sandstone soils. A good load of manure would have helped, but there were few animals to provide it. So Phillip took the government farms to a more promising locality, which he named Rose Hill, now Parramatta. ‘Most of the axes, spades and shovels were the worst that ever were seen’, Phillip complained.


But perhaps the greatest handicap was that these new arrivals were mostly military personnel and city poor, two model groups of consumers. Of the just over one thousand persons landed, it is often said that only one was a farmer, although this undoubtedly undervalues the widespread pastoral and horticultural knowledge of the day.


The first settlement was a lonely and not terribly successful prison farm, home to a brutal, ill fed, bestial and despairingly alcoholic community. Yet there were pockets of hope, with Governor Phillip keeping his vision of a new land before him, and some individuals finding solace in their gardens. The first clergyman, the Reverend Richard Johnson, is often described as the first farmer, or, as he referred to himself, ‘½ a farmer’. He did not like the place. The first November he wrote that, in his ‘humble opinion’, the government ‘would act very wisely to send out another fleet and take us all back to England, or to some other place more likely to answer than this poor wretched country, where scarcely anything is to be seen but Rocks or eaten but Rats’. But the 35-year-old Yorkshireman had already planted orange pips beside his family’s cottage, near modern Bridge Street in central Sydney. He also planted corn and vegetables, and by the colony’s first spring his ‘little garden’ was flourishing.


By August 1790, when his pips had grown two feet high and were ‘very promising’ and his garden peas doing very well, he had cut two crops of wheat, barley, oats and Indian corn, and had collected potatoes, at least a thousand cucumbers and many other vegetables. He revealed this in a letter to an English friend, to whom he remarked that strawberries, raised from a single root that Governor Phillip had brought, had become so abundant that there were scarcely any of the settlers ‘but who have them in their gardens’. He promised his friend that if all went well he would soon drink his health in ‘a Bumper [brimming glass] of New Holland wine’. He stayed on 12 years, acquiring more land and gardening against the gloom.


Before long Phillip’s relatively unproductive public farms, which used slave labour, were being overtaken by individualistic enterprise. The Governor had been empowered to allocate land, and in a despatch dated 17 June 1790, he reported:


In order to know in what time a man might be able to cultivate a sufficient quantity of ground to support himself, I last November ordered a hut to be built in a good situation, an acre of ground to be cleared, and, once turned up, it was put into the possession of a very industrious convict, who was told if he behaved well he would have thirty acres.


James Ruse was paying his way by the next summer. By then—with free grants of 100 acres to officers, 50 acres to privates and other settlers, and lesser grants to released convicts—a total of 950 acres had been cleared and cultivated about Sydney and Rose Hill.


By the end of the following year, 1791, 30 emancipists and three men still under sentence had been settled on blocks near Parramatta, modern Carlingford and north of Prospect Hill. Watkin Tench noted that while some of these first emancipists were ‘in a state of despondency’ and likely to starve, others were ‘tranquil and determined to persevere’. On 2 April 1792, the new Lieutenant-Governor, Major Francis Grose, wrote home expressing his amazement. Instead of the bare rocks he had been expecting, he found himself amid gardens that produced all sorts of fruit and vegetables. All that was needed for the colony to become self-sufficient was a shipload of livestock and grain.


Though Phillip regretted that ‘the period at which this colony will supply its inhabitants with animal food is nearly as distant at present as when I first landed in this country’ and had to send to Calcutta for supplies again, in 1792 there was no longer danger of starvation. Indian corn (maize) had been found more suitable than wheat, beginning the forgotten period of its triumph. Norfolk Island, which was highly fertile and easier to clear, had taken more than 1100 people from Port Jackson. In 1794 the rich Hawkesbury settlement was begun, and in 1795 a plough was used for the first time. With Arthur Phillip now departed, agriculture was under way.


The first food industry


With the expectation of imported supplies, the food-processing industry was slower in setting up. The majority of English people already valued the wheaten loaf, yet no large mill was sent in the early fleets. The 40 hand-mills proved unfit. On 24 July 1790, the Governor wrote to Under-Secretary Nepean: ‘Windmills will be wanted, and for the sending out of which I am to request that you, sir, will take the necessary steps’. A little over a year later, Phillip wrote home that ‘a windmill is now become absolutely necessary’. Yet not until 1797 did Governor Hunter get one going, and Sydney soon clattered with windmills.


On landing, Governor Phillip emancipated James Wright and appointed him as government baker. Wright supervised the urgent erection of a bakehouse out of stone from a nearby quarry, and with ovens and smokestack of English bricks. For 10 years he baked every sort of flour, frequently maize. The larger houses and first hotels had their own wells, fruit, vegetables, milk, brew houses and ovens. In 1803 the Union hotel was advertised for sale with—in addition to the ‘choicest fruit-trees’—an ‘excellent Bakehouse, a capital Oven and every utensil necessary to carry on the Baking Business’.


The first beer was brewed by John Boston in 1796, from Indian corn ‘properly malted’ and bittered with the Cape gooseberry. David Collins stated that ‘Mr Boston found this to succeed so well that he erected at some expense a building proper for the business and was . . . engaged in brewing from the above-mentioned materials’. However, Boston’s brewery failed after a short time. High consumption of spirits continued to worry early governors, and they made several attempts to import hop plants. Soon after 1800, James Squire planted five acres of hops and began brewing, again not very successfully. Sydney was not the right climate for good brewing.


Yet settlers sought tenaciously to hold on to familiar food and drink, to retain an Englishness for which we were long to apologise. And it is perhaps surprising how quickly they succeeded, at least to the extent that makes, say, a holiday resort habitable for a homesick tourist. When Dr Joseph Arnold reached Sydney in 1810, he was enthusiastic. ‘Thirty years ago this place was entirely forest’, he recorded, but ‘a person coming into Sydney Cove would think himself in the midst of a large city; if he dines on shore he finds all the luxury and elegance of the finest English tables’.


Tea, the beverage of empire


After visiting Australia, Percy Rowland wrote in 1903: ‘Some wag has observed that a merciful Providence delayed the discovery of Australia till after that of tea had rendered it inhabitable’. Perhaps this jest contained much truth, since tea was a portable, early ‘convenience’ food of the sort on which our nation had to be built. The Dutch might have brought an Indonesian influence to our continent; the Spanish might have imported a cuisine better adapted to Mediterranean latitudes, and the French might have turned this into a gastronomic paradise. But their ships had found no industrious peoples to plunder, no exotic potatoes or corn to carry home in triumph, no sugar or other spices to trade, nothing, and had passed on. Supplies for the colonisation of the uncultivated continent had to be provided from without, like a space expedition. Such an artificial settlement would require the emerging English approach to food.


Tea had arrived in England in the middle of the seventeenth century, and was served at the coffee houses of the well-to-do. The East India Company ships brought prices down to popular levels, and Jonas Hanway complained in 1757 in An Essay on Tea that ‘Your very Chambermaids have lost their bloom, I suppose, by sipping tea . . . What an army has gin and tea destroyed!’ Having dropped their charges in New South Wales, three First Fleet transports were immediately contracted to return to England via China to pick up shipments of the drug of the day. In 1830 the rural romanticist William Cobbett deplored the deliberate replacement of good strong beer by tea, complaining that it was a stimulant to excessive labour. It is little wonder that Australians, detached from English society in this period, became the world’s heaviest tea drinkers. As an easily shipped treasure and tool of imperial expansion, it was singularly appropriate.


In 1748 a visiting Swede, Pehr Kalm, remarked that the ‘art of cooking as practised by most Englishmen does not extend much beyond roast beef and plum pudding’. But the expansion of England’s empire was fuelled not by Sunday dinners but by tea, sugar and flour. The skills of its ships’ providores foreshadowed those of the modern food industry, essentially preserving food for those detached from the soil. The First Fleet carried traditionally stored foods, such as grain, dried peas, cheese and alcoholic beverages. But world trade boomed in such portable commodities as tea, coffee and sugar, products of colonial exploitation. These were joined by all sorts of attempts to extend what we later came to call ‘shelf life’. For instance, beer had been first bottled in England in 1736 for export to India. In 1772 Captain Cook had taken the first cases of ‘portable soup’, made by evaporating meat until it has the consistency of glue. It was common on ships visiting Australia until about 1820, when it was dropped in favour of a very important development: tinned meats.


The secret of feeding those removed from the land was the overcoming of food’s perishability, the elimination of freshness. The robbing of food’s vitality rebounded in the curse of scurvy. It was the first in a list of modern nutritional hazards, which includes pellagra (caused by an over-reliance on maize), beriberi, heart disease and cancers. Not only afflicting sailors, scurvy also caused trouble for people who shifted to cities—Gideon Harvey, the physician to Charles II, spoke of it as ‘the Disease of London’. With their highly unnatural diet, it also became a common complaint among the Australian settlers, who referred to it as ‘Barcoo rot’. Incidentally, the cure had been known all along to various medical people, ships’ captains and whole nations, who survived frozen winters with herbs. Sensibly noting that the ‘Sea is naturall for Fishes, and the Land for Men’, Sir Richard Hawkins in 1593 was glad to reach Santos, where he obtained fruit, a ‘certaine remedy for this infirmity’. Captain Cook was acclaimed for conquering scurvy for the British Navy. But it was more than just ships’ stores that fed the new inhabitants of our far-fetched paradise; it was industrialisation.


The industrialisation of England


In his Wealth of Nations in 1776, the Scottish economist Adam Smith mapped out an industrial empire based on the division of labour, the free market and determined colonisation, a project fit for his ‘nation of shopkeepers’. Industrialisation, it has been said, was inaugurated by the first iron bridge (1779) and the first steam engine (1780). But for the purpose of this book it was signalled by Thomas Robinson’s patent (1780) for the first kitchen range—based on the principles of physicist Count Rumford and consisting of a firebox with a cast-iron oven and a boiler on either side. This was the world out of which, in 1787, the fleet of 11 ships had set without fuss.


During the 60 years of transportation, Australia’s formative period, capitalism turned England upside down. By 1848 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels had published their Communist Manifesto, hailing the new age of rational progress, which rescued people from the ‘idiocy of rural life’. While capitalists had been ‘clearing whole continents for cultivation’, finding new wants to be satisfied from distant climes and battering down Chinese walls with cheap prices, they had reduced culture to a ‘mere training to act as a machine’. It was the industrial revolution.


England became the first ‘developing nation’, assisted by an organic explosion of population, Protestantism and maritime might. During this ‘age of explorations’ (1420–1620), European rivals sought spices and exotic foods, and they dispersed their domestic species among all except the ‘last continent’. The buccaneering British also became the oceans’ greatest slave-traders, transporting perhaps 4.5 million out of history’s 15 million slaves. The scheme combined the immense labour power of Africa with the seemingly inexhaustible crops of the Americas, where plantations supplied the motherland with tobacco, cotton and cheap sugar, the once rare ‘spice’ of medieval grocers. Simultaneously, England received more reverse ‘foreign aid’ by relieving India, and later China, of spices, cotton goods, silk, gems and tea. The same basic idea was advocated for Australia—notably by one of Cook’s crew, James Matra, and by an editor of Adam Smith’s works, E. G. Wakefield—only here English landowners took the place of planters, and convicts and assisted migrants replaced slaves.


Meanwhile the British Isles had undergone what is sometimes termed ‘the agricultural revolution’—the industrial revolution of the countryside—which was also to have a fundamental effect on the food supply. From the thirteenth to sixteenth centuries, the first wave of enclosures—whereby big farmers fenced off the commons—made ‘fat sheep and lean people’, and then ‘hedges became the gravestones of the peasants’ from the 1750s to 1820s. Large-scale farming was specialised, serving distant markets and reducing land and labour to simple cash commodities. The bigger farms produced not just wool but also mutton for the expanding cities. This application of capital to agriculture pushed peasants unwillingly off the land. Responding to the ensuing social turmoil, a rigorous internal security program made 63 extra crimes into capital offences between 1760 and 1810. These included not just petty theft, but also primitive forms of industrial rebellion, such as destroying a silk loom, throwing down a fence or firing a corn rick. Bread riots became common. Many of those hounded into city slums or arrested were then whisked off to New South Wales. The peak of looting and machine-smashing occurred in the winter of 1830–31, when nine labourers were hanged, and about 400 sentences were commuted to imprisonment and 457 to transportation to Van Diemen’s Land.


This was part of arguably the most massive social disruption in human experience. Instead of toiling together in fields, extended families were split up and forced into factories and domestic service, down mines or onto the roads. They lost the mutual aid of village communities, and they lost land and old crafts; in other words, they lost access to the means of production. They became dependent on wages. As for eating and drinking, they were robbed of the cottage diet based on bread, butter and cheese, and supplemented with milk, oatmeal, various bits of meat, abundant herbs, plums, apples, cherries, cabbages, carrots and onions, as well as beer, sugar and tea. The familiar tastes of the immediate countryside—the seasonal succession of tested dishes, the grandeur of peasant cuisine—were replaced with those of industrial fare. It took an industrial food to establish an industrial empire. Established at this moment in history, Australia never enjoyed the fruits of peasant society. Our continent was never to be cultivated as the old world had been.


For a glimpse of the new English life, listen to a workman arguing in a radical newspaper, the Black Dwarf, for sympathy with striking cotton spinners in Manchester in the year of Marx’s birth, 1818:


Let the advocates for obedience to his master take his stand in an avenue leading to a factory a little before five o’clock in the morning, and observe the squalid appearance of the little infants and their parents taken from their beds at so early an hour in all kinds of weather; let him examine the miserable pittance of food, chiefly composed of water gruel and oatcake broken into it, a little salt, sometimes coloured with a little milk, together with a few potatoes and a bit of bacon or fat for dinner . . . they are allowed no time, except three quarters of an hour at dinner in the whole day: whatever they eat at any other time must be as they work. The Negro slave in the West Indies, if he works under a scorching sun, has probably a little breeze of air sometimes to fan him, he has a space of ground, and time allowed to cultivate it. The English spinner slave has no enjoyment of the open atmosphere and breezes of heaven. Locked up in factories of eight stories high, he has no relaxation till the ponderous engine stops, and then he goes home to get refreshed for the next day; no time for sweet association with his family; they are all alike fatigued and exhausted.


The industrial revolution was partly financed by the deliberately reduced living standards, particularly dietary, of the Dickensian working class. The economic masters promoted potatoes as cheap and nutritious, and set the wage so that employees would have to make do with a little flour, potatoes and perhaps milk and pork. In the classic book The Englishman’s Food (1939 and 1957), Jack Drummond and Anne Wilbraham wrote:


One does not have to look far to find evidence that during the first 25 years of the nineteenth century the condition of the poorer people, both in town and country, went from bad to worse. Thousands driven to desperation by their terrible struggle for existence faced the horrors of the long voyage to Australia rather than endure the misery at home.


Fortunately the city brought some pleasures. Take the case of oysters. For centuries oysters were so cheap in London that they were within the reach of the poorest. In fact, they were associated with poverty. In Charles Dickens’s Pickwick Papers (1837), Sam Weller describes Whitechapel: ‘here’s a oyster stall to every half-dozen houses. The street’s lined vith ’em. Blessed if I don’t think that ven a man’s wery poor, he rushes out of his lodgings, and eats oysters in reg’lar desperation’. While the custom became impossible in London in about 1850, owing to reckless dredging prompted by the city’s rapid growth, it survived in dozens of Sydney oyster bars, and today Australians are still devoted. However, in general, grim industrialisation made English workers reliant on a crude food industry, the increasing sophistication of which is the subject of the rest of this book. From the ‘nation of shopkeepers’, Australians would inherit a diet of flour, sugar and tea.



_______



The taste for home



MODERN AUSTRALIANS CHUCKLE at attempts by early artists to depict the new land. They made it look so ‘English’. And while some artists had trouble representing the strange flora and fauna, they were more accurate than we imagine in portraying the rustic village life here, which seems foreign to our eyes. With their lingering taste for the disappearing European countryside, many settlers tried to civilise this continent with traditional comforts.


Alongside James Cook on the Endeavour was another very modern person, Joseph Banks, a sophisticated young botanist who had put up £10 000 for scientific equipment and assistants on the ship. He eventually became the influential president of the Royal Society, the centre of the scientific universe. He took a great interest in the continent and has been given the title ‘the Father of Australia’. He wrote from England to Governor Hunter on 30 March 1797: ‘In truth, my dear Sir, could it be done by Fortunatus’s wishing cap, I have no doubt that I should this day remove myself and family to your quarters and ask for a grant of lands on the banks of the Hawkesbury’. Never again setting foot on our soil, he nevertheless helped to shape the colony from a distance, especially in its all-too-slight agrarian ambitions.


Banks was consulted by government officials and by governors, in whose appointment he had a part. Governor King was his protégé and Bligh his nominee—two governors unusually interested in cultivation. Under Banks’s advice, King brought with him the seeds of cabbage, cauliflower, rhubarb, lettuce, celery, melons, onions, radish, turnips, peas and beans. Among letters held by the Mitchell Library are two large volumes rich in correspondence between Banks and Bligh about botanical and horticultural matters. Banks provided the colony with gardeners, such as George Suttor, whom he sent in March 1800 in charge of a consignment of plants. Suttor was given 186 acres at Baulkham Hills, which he named Chelsea Farm after his birthplace. Here he built up a nursery and was soon sending oranges and lemons to Sydney.
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Richmond looking west, Landscape Scenery Illustrating Sydney, 1855





Another Banks disciple, botanist and explorer Allan Cunningham, was inspired to become a ‘Johnny Appleseed’ and, as John Dunmore Lang put it:


uniformly to carry along with him a small bag of peach-stones on his exploratory expeditions into the interior; and whenever he found a suitable piece of ground in the wilderness, to dig it up and plant a few of them in it in the hope that the future trees might one day afford a timely supply of food, either to the wandering native, or to Europeans who might accidentally lose their way into the pathless solitudes of the interior.


So Joseph Banks, noted for his botanical explorations of this strange land, attempted—not the least by domesticating the country with introduced species— a not inconsiderable civilising task, neglected by the dominant capitalist ethos, but taken up by his associates and a proud tradition of acclimatisation societies and nurseries.


The surprisingly large catalogues of nineteenth-century plant nurseries indicate that such cultivating impulses should not be overlooked, despite the widespread poverty of our attitudes to food. An early Sydney nurseryman, Thomas Shepherd, who established his Darling Nursery on a 28½-acre grant from Governor Darling in 1827, soon offered 70 varieties of apple trees. Take the case of John Smith & Sons in the soon prosperous Mount Macedon area outside Melbourne. By 1869, this nursery advertised 71 kinds of dessert apple trees (of which only Cox’s orange pippin and northern spy would still be familiar), 17 other varieties of English apples, 11 American varieties, and 80 kinds of pears (nearly all with French names), not to forget the plums, cherries, nectarines, peaches, apricots and soft fruits. And according to the 1887 catalogue of nearby Taylor & Sangster, that nursery alone offered a surprising 70 varieties of gooseberry.


Catalogues, reports, newspapers, books and diaries record countless other cases of the transport of English comforts. One appealing anecdote is contained in the letters of Mary Thomas, who was among Adelaide’s first settlers in 1836. She longed for the tastes of home, and even for fresh vegetables, although for several weeks an Aboriginal woman supplied a bunch of native watercress in return for a biscuit, and Mary collected a ‘sort of samphire’ for excellent pickles, and the ‘leaves of the Hottentot fig’, which were also very acceptable. After nearly two years, she was moved to write home to her brother: ‘It is only a childish whim, for I fancy I could relish a bit of Hampshire bacon more than anything to be got here, and if you can prevail on Mr Kinggate to pay you for two flitches out of my money from the bank interest I would be glad to have them’. A month later, she wrote asking George to add four or six hams, a pot of good honey and


about five or six dozen of Isle of Wight cracknels, for which Southampton is so famous . . . You will perhaps think me very childish to send 16 000 miles for a pot of honey and a few biscuits, but I am so attached to my native country, and especially to my native county and its productions, that I fancy nothing like them.


By April the following year, she was describing the quickly maturing fruit in her orchard, which ‘brings me to mention a whim I have lately taken into my head . . . two or three bushels of apples . . . Further, six or eight dried chappers, a chapper being a part of a pig I am particularly fond of, especially when cut and smoked in the Hampshire fashion’. Finally she requested slips of apple and pear trees for her orchard: ‘Likewise, I want a root of rhubarb . . . You will think me very silly, but I cannot help it, for I have such a desire for something English that nothing else gives me any pleasure’. Here she was, ordering more delicacies, before the first shipment had even arrived.


Ten months after the original letter—following a drought, which caused the cattle to be driven beyond the mountains for feed as well as several months without vegetables and generally high prices—Mary Thomas explained to her brother that ‘housekeeping is no joke here’. She still had no kitchen, using the outdoor fire for cooking, and by the way, she hoped the apples had been shipped, ‘for, I assure you, I long to taste them, not having touched fruits except melons for more than three years’.


Waiting was a tremendous strain. As she eventually revealed to her brother, ‘I really long so much to hear from you that when an English ship comes in it makes me quite nervous till the mail arrives, and when I find myself disappointed of a letter I am almost ready to cry’. However, on 15 March 1840, after waiting exactly one year and a half, she wrote an excited postscript: ‘We have received the bacon and hams, and excellent they are; such a treat as I, at least, have not had since I have been in the colony. The cracknels were as fresh as if they were just out of the oven, but the pot of honey, I am sorry to say, was broken’. By scraping it up and clarifying it, she ‘saved about a pound of as fine honey as I ever saw’ and immediately ordered yet another hamper of everything.


Mary Thomas had described the first Christmas Day in Adelaide, three days before the colony was even proclaimed. ‘We kept up the old custom . . . as far as having a plum pudding for dinner, likewise a ham and a parrot pie’, she recorded. And she later discovered one of her neighbours had actually enjoyed roast beef, ‘though we were not aware at the time that any fresh meat was to be had in the colony’. The fact was that Captain Duff’s cow had fallen into a lagoon and was so injured it was expedient to kill her. The continuation of a quite unseasonable feast—‘plum pudding at 100 degrees in the shade’—is perhaps the most oft-remarked Australian food oddity. Devoting a chapter of his Australian Colonists (1974) to the habit, the historian K. S. Inglis remarks, ‘It would long be an Australian tradition to enjoy both the heavy Christmas dinner and the absurdity of it’. More than a joke, it was clear evidence that we had not made a home here.
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Meat three times a day With the success of grazing, bush workers ate meat, damper and billy tea at every meal. The small ‘Dungaree’ settlers on the Hawkesbury, attempting the peasant alternative,were harassed and ridiculed.



IF JOHN MACARTHUR is to be credited for starting Australia’s ride on the sheep’s back, then he ought also to be blamed for putting us on the road to appalling cuisine. He was the ringleader of the opportunist syndicate surrounding the New South Wales Corps, which overthrew a governor and whose activities stunted the colony’s economy and agriculture. Macarthur and other budding capitalists pioneered an industry that had profitably replaced peasants in Great Britain: grazing. After the 1813 crossing of the Blue Mountains and encouragement from Commissioner Bigge’s report for the British government in 1822, these rich adventurers bought stock, acquired a small complement of shepherds from the largely male and rootless population, and squatted on land ‘further out’. Ironically, these coveted grasslands had been created by burning-off by the Aboriginal inhabitants, who thus unwittingly hastened their own downfall.


Grazing’s success turned us into a nation of meat-eaters, an impossible dream back ‘home’. More profoundly, the maintenance and, indeed, glorification of a drifting, shiftless way of life prevented the food supply from ever really developing beyond the high dependence of the convict stage and towards self-sufficiency. The itinerant workforce, the founders of so many working-class traditions, were paid in rations. Handed out on Saturday nights in unreliable measures and supplemented by spirits and a final cheque, their food ration eventually earned the name ‘Ten, Ten, Two & a Quarter’ because it usually consisted of 10 lb flour; 10 lb meat; 2 lb sugar; ¼ lb tea; salt. This became the characteristic and monotonous diet for Australia’s first century. Contemporary accounts, job advertisements and political debates referred again and again to the rations, whether consumed on land or sea. They influenced life like no other foods before or since. Milk was no use since it quickly went off. Butter and cheese, which had been effective ways of keeping cream through the northern hemisphere winter, were no better, even with oversalting. Fresh fruit and vegetables needed good water, a modicum of stability and effort. The starkness of this limited, year-round fare suited the overwhelming male, brutalised society.


Arriving by long sea voyage, Australians had to pass a curious form of fitness test: they had to endure the artificial fare of ship’s rations. Historian Russel Ward has pointed out that 40 years after the First Fleet, 87 per cent of the population were either convicts, emancipists or ‘currency’, who were generally the children of convicts. Even in 1851, 59 per cent had convict origins. So the population was reared on prison rations. When they laboured on bond for settlers, they hoped for something approaching the same weekly sustenance. When they joined the great wandering bush workforce, they received the same from the squatters. And if they worked along the coast in boats, it was the same treatment. For instance, court records show that a gang of sealers signed on in 1804 by Simeon Lord, an emancipist turned entrepreneur, were to receive a weekly ration of 7 pounds of meat, 10 pounds of flour or biscuit, 1 pound of sugar and 10 bags of rice ‘for the voyage’ and ‘tea or grain for coffee’. The sealers were often stranded in the unknown oceans—becoming used to wallaby, mutton bird, seal flesh and oil, seaweed, birds’ eggs and fish—and if rescued, the men were compensated with 10s for each week of exhausted rations.


Even when they went into business for themselves as timber-getters, they carried the same stocks. If setting up as settlers, they continued to import the same chests of China tea, bags of salt and sugar, and kegs of rum from the capital. Only the biggest or most thorough installed a garden, let alone a bread oven. Australians would be among the first to acquire the new iron stoves, but for the first 70 years at least, the dominant means of cooking was an open fire, whether at a campsite or in a hut or cottage. With the necessary implements—a tomahawk, knife, quart pot and frying pan—the rations made ‘A damper; a fry of meat; pots of tea’. The damper was flour and water, without leavening. The meat was salted pork, corned beef and then slaughtered mutton cooked without ageing. The tea, though taken with plenty of sugar, generally lacked the refinement of milk. The rations became the source, as nutritionists might note, of today’s dietary distortion and, as gourmets might note, of gastronomic disaster.


The Reverend David Mackenzie wrote in the 1840s that ‘no personal female attractions, however great, can long remain scatheless against beef-steaks at breakfast, cold beef at noon lunch, roast and boiled beef at dinner and cold beef at tea or supper’. Equally discouraging, W. W. Dobie talked in 1856 of the ‘muttonous’ diet. A young Frenchman, Edmond Marin La Meslée, concluded when the country had been conquered not quite a century, ‘It is true to say that no other country on earth offers more of everything needed to make a good meal, or offers it more cheaply, than Australia; but there is no other country either where the cuisine is more elementary, not to say abominable’. ‘The average Australian takes no aesthetic pleasure in food’, wrote Melbourne playwright Louis Esson in 1918. ‘This country was pioneered on corned beef and damper’, he said. ‘That is why the Australian in general takes plain and heavy food, looking askance on anything exotic, and why the general run of our restaurants lack enterprise and variety.’


Early bush life


Not instructed in the three Rs, the convict settlers rarely left the same historical accounts as their superiors, and few first-hand reports remain of the rations. In the racy novel The Adventures of Ralph Rashleigh (c. 1840), the author (probably James Tucker) showed our early fare to be the cause of prison despair, murder by starving felons and moments of happiness. Fortunately, too, Alexander Harris, a clergyman’s son who had fallen on hard times and who wrote as an ‘Emigrant Mechanic’, left a series of books, including the notable Settlers and Convicts. This conscientious and powerful record of ordinary bush life between 1826 and 1841 helped to create the mateship legend.
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