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Roger Haden writes: (from Newsletter No. 38) 
 
Preservation or Change?: The 14th Symposium of Australian Gastronomy 

 
 This year’s Symposium of Australian Gastronomy (26th-28th June) was blessed with glorious 

winter weather and held in the historic town of Beechworth, nestled in magnificent rolling-hill 
countryside south of Rutherglen, Victoria. Symposiasts arrived to find the venue and accommodation 
to be the old Mayday Hills Hospital which since its acquisition in 1996 has been a campus of La 
Trobe University, and is still set amidst the wonderful botanical garden of the original grounds.  

Settings matter of course, as 
does food and drink, whenever folk 
assemble for the purpose of discussion. 
Upon departure for talks with the new 
leaders of Europe, that arch-diplomat 
and gourmet, Tallyrand, famously told 
Louis XVIII of his preference for 
casseroles more than written 
instructions, indicating how food and 
drink oil the wheels of history. On a 
more mundane level good food and 
drink certainly assist conversation, and 
what has made the Australian Symposia 
special over the years is the degree to 

which gastronomic interest in fine food 
and wine has married with intellectual 
conversation and stimulating discussion 
on the subject of food and drink.  

 
However, as a veteran of some 12 Australian Symposiums, Assoc. Prof. Barbara Santich suggested in 
her opening address that 2005 was also a transition year. As one of the original group of academics 
and gastronomy devotees who organised and attended the inaugural Symposium back in 1984, 
Barbara emphasized that there was now a generational shift taking place. Many of the “old guard” 
still make the pilgrimage seeking the convivial atmosphere, exchange of ideas, pleasures of the table, 
ultimately supporting the preservation of the tradition they have built. But the world of food today 
compared to what it was like 20 odd years ago has changed in remarkable ways, and during that time 
a new breed of symposiasts have grown up. More and more are “passionate” about food than ever 
before, and the availability of quality products has also increased exponentially. Originally the 
Symposia’s “manifesto” entailed promoting gastronomy as a disciplinary field, and as an integrated 
part of political life in the broadest sense. Today, among this new generation, this particular battle has 
been won to an extent. At least there are many more who now take food very seriously. Perhaps in 
the future the Symposia will have more industry backing and involvement and move more towards 
the kinds of food fairs which are common in Europe. At present, however, the intellectual element is 
still strong. It was therefore somewhat ironic that, as we stood listening and pondering the changing 
of the guard, the chosen food-related theme for the Symposium should have been preservation or 
change? Did this also refer to the Symposium itself? 
 
Whatever the future holds, this year the number and quality of academic papers presented was given 
a fillip in the form of a valued contribution made by Le Cordon Bleu Australia, who sponsored six 
University of Adelaide MA Gastronomy student/graduate scholarships valued at $650 each, to cover 
the cost of attending the Symposium. Thanks go to LCB director, Graham Latham, for his original 
offer (at SAG 13), and for his ongoing efforts in 2005 to make scholarships available for 2005. 
Applications exceeded places. Those selected were as follows: 

Symposiasts lunch in grounds of La Trobe  
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Rachel Ankeny (with Tania Cammarano), Preserving traditions or perpetuating myths?:  the 
symbolism of salami among second wave Italo-Australians 
 
Tania Cammarano (with Rachel Ankeny), The Italo-Australian sauce-making tradition: Preserving 
tomatoes or something else?  
 
Bel Castro, ‘Who will save our Sinigang?’:  Whose job is it to preserve the flavours and Savours of 
Traditional Filipino Dishes?  
 
Samantha Wight, From a “jumbuck in the tuckerbag” to a tandoori backstrap on the BBQ: can a 
food tradition interact with change and still survive?  
 
Susan Cleary, The Burra Charter and other conventions:  their significance to the preservation of 
Australian culinary heritage 
 
Kelly Donati, Understanding Slow Food’s nostalgia:  Preserving food diversity or feeding imperial 
appetites?  
 
Robert Ford, an MA Gastronomy graduate, also presented a paper, entitled, Culinary writings: 
preservation or change in Australian Gourmet, although he did not receive the LCB scholarship.  
 
The standard of all the papers was exemplary and injected academic rigour and inquiry into the 
Symposium sessions. This helped to galvanise discussion and to generate further questions. With 
regard to the Symposium theme itself, each of the above papers approached the question of 
preservation or change from different perspectives, naturally. While Bel Castro wondered about how 
Philippino cuisine could be preserved and what the cultural value of this cultural preservation might 
actually be, Tania Cammarano and Rachel Ankeny suggested that a lot of what is said about 
“authentic” Italian foodways traditions in Australia (like sauce and sausage making) is simply not 
true. Kelli Donati questioned the implications of Slow Food’s politics and strategies, while Susan 
Cleary called for more clarity in terms of political agendas and for the need to consciously shape an 
agenda for legislation aimed at preserving traditions and food cultures. Samantha Wight’s paper 
suggested that preservation and change are somehow interlaced aspects of the same phenomenon, 
one which today we simply call foodways. 
 
The Symposium is always a time to 
blend the serious with the sociable, the 
intellectual with the sensual, and would 
not be complete without the weaving 
together of local events and festivals, 
visits to local producers, tastings, 
dinners, and special food events. SAG 14 
was notable for its intelligent, thoughtful 
programming. The dinner staged at ex-
immigrant centre at Bonegilla, where 
Italian families were housed and fed 
during the 1950s became the venue for a 
dinner prepared by Stephano Manfredi, 
himself a “detainee” at Bonegilla during 
his youth.  
 
 Dining at Bonegilla  
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“The first migrants arrived at the 
Bonegilla Migrant Reception and 
Training Centre in the Wodonga district 
in December 1947 under the Post War 
Immigration Scheme. During the 24 
years Bonegilla Migrant Reception was 
open, 320,000 people passed through its 
doors. Conditions at Bonegilla were 
basic with accommodation being in fibro 
and corrugated iron huts. The food was 
also basic and, though unfamiliar to 
many migrants, it was typical of 

Australian food at the time.” 
 –from the Symposium brief 
 
And the meal Steve prepared? A transformed version of the meals he experienced as a youngster: 
roast “mutton” (lamb), “three veg” (celeriac, carrots, beans), and “two fruits” (quinces and 
pannacotta). Local wines were also served, including a Pinot Noir from renown local boutique 
producer, Savaterre.  
 
Day one included a trip to Millawa cheese 
factory for a “ploughman’s lunch” 
accompanied by locally produced cider. 
Day two included workshops: cheese-
making, sausage making, and “foraging”: 
mushroom hunters in nearby Stanley were 
rewarded with plenty of edible fungi on a 
tour of the forest floor given by expert 
Michel Renoux.  
 
The final banquet, always a Symposium 
highpoint, was served in La Trobe’s 
campus kitchen and featured the finely 
honed cuisine of Melbourne chef Andrew 
McConnell, of Circa. We all entered 
through the dishwashing area where huge 

blocks of ice were sculpted to hold oysters 
chilled in individual “egg cups.” Diners 
filed past, champagne in hand, tasting the morsels, some of which (anchovies) were pinned to the 
walls, before entering the “dining room.” The menu was themed thus: Pickled, Smoked, Air Dried, 
Salted, Curdled, Pudding. The brined, steamed , and deep-fried duck leg was a treat. Among the 
wines, the 94 Yeringberg Cabernet was superb. Throughout the night, with a backdrop of massive 
shining stainless stock pots and other “mass catering” equipment, ebullient conversation amidst the 
subtle flicker of candle light created a dining experience which all present will remember.  
 
What of the theme? Preservation or Change? Clearly any black or white conclusion would be 
onerous. The Symposium of Australian Gastronomy is a place for discussion and debate, for all those 
interested in the foods of the world, and that on their plates; in where it comes from, and what 
culinary potential it may hold. The next Symposium is to be held in Tasmania. 

 

Michel Renoux and Foragers 

Bel Castro and Sam Wight at Bonegilla 
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 Oysters on ice…. And the chefs get to sample the banquet themselves 


