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CHANGING
TASTES
Australia’s current crop of food festivals are
at the forefront of dining trends, shaping what
– and the way – we eat, writes Sarah Gamboni
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ack in November last year, I was
invited to be part of the judging
panel for Taste of Melbourne.
Together with four other food
writers, we worked our way around
12 stalls, tasting signature plates from the
state’s top restaurants, including Supernormal,
MoVida, Circa and Gladioli.
Amid Supernormal’s sublime Sichuan chicken
and San Telmo’s Argentinean beef, there was
one dish that captured our attention: Robin
Wickens’ duck-fat ice cream from the Royal Mail
Hotel in Victoria. Originally conceived as a way
to use leftover duck fat in Wickens’ Dunkeld
kitchen, this pimped-up sundae exemplified
what Taste is all about: it was inventive yet
accessible, and utterly delicious.
John Flower, director of Hothouse Media and
Events, sees festivals such as Taste as an
opportunity for chefs and restaurants to engage
with a new group of diners. “I believe Taste

plays an important role in allowing attendees
to experience restaurants they have heard
about but never visited,” he says.
It’s also the perfect platform for chefs to
test the waters with a unique creation, such
as Wickens’ impossibly rich ice cream,
allowing for tweaks and refinements before
it’s added to a restaurant menu. “In relation
to developing dishes, it provides insight into
public affirmation of a given dish or food style,
which can drive new menus and broader dining
trends,” says Flower. “I like to think of it as a
kind of food vox pop.”
Now held in 22 cities worldwide, including
Sydney, Perth and Melbourne, Taste is just one
of the hundreds of food and wine festivals that
roll out across Australia each year. Food lovers
can get their fill of everything from smalltown chilli celebrations and regional wine
shows, to culinary galas featuring the world’s
top chefs.
<

“

I hope it’s not
too grandiose
to say that I
think festivals
have the ability
to shape what
happens with a
country’s food
culture.
PAU L H E N RY
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… there was one dish that
captured the judges’ attention:
Robin Wickens’ duck-fat ice
cream … this pimped-up
sundae exemplified what
Taste is all about: it was
inventive yet accessible,
and utterly delicious.
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GASTRONOMY

From March 4 to 13, the Melbourne Food &
Wine Festival marks its 24th year with a series
of sell-out events. Having been with the festival
for 14 years, CEO Natalie O’Brien is well placed
to reflect on the changing face of the Australian
food scene.
“It’s always fascinating to see which events
are the most popular,” says O’Brien. “This
year Mission Chinese sold out within days, as
did the 1600 tickets for the Longest Lunch. A
raw dessert event trended incredibly highly
and, at the other end of the spectrum, Adrian
Richardson’s suckling pig dinner was right up
there in the popularity stakes.”
Rather than being a harbinger of the latest food
fads, O’Brien sees festivals’ role as a way of shining
a light on the constantly evolving Australian food
scene. “We work in parallel with the current
trends,” she says. “I think of the festival as this

incredible dialogue and collaboration between
chefs, consumers and producers.”
O’Brien points to Margaret Xu’s collaboration
with Teage Ezard as an example of the way
ideas flourish. “Margaret wanted to show the
kitchen how to make tofu from scratch, so they
were running all over town trying to get the
ingredients. In exchange, they showed Margaret
how to make chlorophyll,” says O’Brien.
“When Theodore Kyriakou came out from
The Real Greek in London, he had this green
vegetable on the menu that we’d never heard of.
The local Greek community translated it for us
and we learnt that it’s a thistle that grows beside
any highway leading out of Melbourne.
“It’s a reminder of what we’ve got, whether that’s
old ingredients that may have been forgotten,
or an exchange of completely different ideas,”
says O’Brien.

Paul Henry, co-creative director of Tasting
Australia, South Australia’s pre-eminent culinary
event, believes festivals’ role as influencers goes
even further.
“I hope it’s not too grandiose to say that I think
festivals have the ability to shape what happens
with a country’s food culture,” says Henry.
“I know it’s a lofty ambition, but our aim is to
change people’s habits and perceptions around
their own dining tables, as well as the choices
they make when they eat out and travel.”
<

TRENDSETTERS
(clockwise from left) The Royal
Mail Hotel’s Robin Wickens; the
Melbourne Food & Wine Festival’s
innovative events have helped
uncover new foodie stars and
dining concepts.
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March

Melbourne Food & Wine
Festival, VIC
melbournefoodandwine.com.au
Taste of Sydney, NSW
tasteofsydney.com.au

April

Orange FOOD Week, NSW
orangefoodweek.com.au
Taste of Perth, WA
tasteofperth.com.au
The Great NZ Food Show, NZ
greatnzfoodshow.co.nz

May

Tasting Australia, SA
tastingaustralia.com.au

June

Truffle Kerfuffle, WA
trufflekerfuffle.com.au

July

Food Show Auckland, NZ
foodshow.co.nz
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Margaret River Gourmet
Escape, WA
gourmetescape.com.au
Taste of Melbourne, VIC
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The Taste of Tasmania, TAS
thetasteoftasmania.com.au
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When Theodore Kyriakou
(pictured above) came out
from The Real Greek in
London, he had this green
vegetable on the menu that
we’d never heard of … we
learnt that it’s a thistle that
grows beside any highway
leading out of Melbourne.

FESTIVAL
HIGHLIGHTS
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Tasting Australia kicks off in the first week of
May, showcasing South Australia’s diversity
and a connectedness to the land. “We’re not
about loud, attention-grabbing restaurants and
chefs. In 2014 our headline act was a farmer,
Joel Salatin, not a chef,” he says. This year’s
line-up includes Rodney Dunn of Tasmania’s
Agrarian Kitchen, artisan butcher Pierre Oteiza,
San Franciscan champions of change
Chris Kiyuna and Anthony Myint, and a host of
chefs who practise a paddock-to-plate ethos.
While the festival hub is the Town Square in
central Adelaide, the program covers a broad
sweep of the state, with gourmet walks in the
Barossa, regional cheese and wine trails, and
wild mushroom foraging in the Adelaide Hills.
“There was 50,000 years worth of culture within
our state before Europeans arrived, so we hope
to shine a light on native foods and foraging,
which are increasingly influencing our chefs and
food culture,” says Henry.
In Western Australia, foraging and native
foods were hot-ticket items at the Margaret
River Gourmet Escape last November. This
famously hedonistic weekend has played host to
Heston Blumenthal, Rick Stein and Marco Pierre
White, but there’s a serious element to all of that
gourmet glitterati. Sustainable seafood dinners,
fermenting workshops and the Kambarang South
West Aboriginal Gourmet Experience tapped into
the current zeitgeist for mindful dining.
It’s also a key consideration for chef Spencer
Patrick, who spearheads Taste Port Douglas. “A
lot of people don’t realise how much of Australia’s
produce comes this region, particularly fruits
and seafood, so Taste Port Douglas is all about
showcasing those ingredients,” says Patrick. “I
thought the best way to do that was invite all of my
cheffy friends up to experience it for themselves.”
In 2015, Colin Fassnidge, Ben O’Donoghue and
Adrian Richardson were among the big names
who jumped on board. Highlights included the
chef masterclasses and the Kuku Yalanji Cultural
Food Tour, led by local Aboriginal guides and
concluding with a beach barbecue.
And what food trend would Patrick like to
see more of in 2016? “Well, I’d like to see less
of something actually… We’re working towards
zero waste in our kitchen, from the bird
to the beast to the dairy, and I hope that’s a
practice that filters down to younger chefs and
<
the wider community.”
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