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Heirloom Vegetables

Over the last decade on restaurant menus and in 
organic markets and grocers heirloom vegetables have 
become more prevalent but what are they and why 
should we care?

Heirloom or heritage varieties are the types of 
domesticated food crops grown from seeds that 
were collected and passed down within families and 
communities that farmers have used for generations. 
As farming methods have changed and seeds have 
become the stock of large corporations many of those 
traditional seed varieties are either no longer available 
or have disappeared. 

As consumers are discovering, heirloom varieties offer 
a whole new world of flavours and they expand on 
the familiar shapes, colours, textures and nutritional 
values of the foods we commonly eat. 

More significantly, the rise of the heirloom vegetable 
movement helps protect against further loss of 
biodiversity of our food crops. The United Nations 
Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) cites a loss 
of over 90 per cent of the food varieties that were 
commonly grown a century ago. 

There are moves to protect the remaining genetic pool 
of food crops through seed banks – most notably the 
Svalbard Global Seed Vault in Norway. In India the 
Navdanya programme encourages traditional organic 
farming and the saving of heritage seed varieties. Seed 
saving groups are now active across the world. In 
Australia there are groups such as the Diggers Club 
in Victoria, which has spectacular gardens open to the 
public at Heronswood on Port Phillip Bay and St Erth 
near Daylesford. Both gardens are filled with heirloom 
produce and the garden shops sell heirloom varieties of 
seeds for you to grow and discover these lost flavours.

Seeking out the world’s lost seed varieties has been 
the mission of gardener and documentary maker, 
Adam Alexander, a trustee for Garden Organic in the 
UK. Adam visited Australia earlier this year as part 
of research for a forthcoming international TV series 
– The Seed Detective. His seed sleuthing has taken him 
to some of the most remote locations in the world 
including war zones to recover lost varieties of seeds. 
He then grows, harvests and collects the seeds to share 
these heirloom varieties with others.

Sally Wise
A Kitchen in 
the Valley
ABC Books
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Well-known cook, author and 
teacher, Sally Wise, has found 
her ‘ultimate country kitchen’ 
on a farm, nestled in 
Tasmania’s bucolic, verdant 
Derwent Valley, now home for 
her cooking school.

In A Kitchen in the Valley, Sally finds daily inspiration, 
declaring, ‘I have never known a region of such 
diversity of produce,’ and the generosity of neighbours 
willing to share their abundant produce. Among  
100 recipes, ranging from breakfast to dinner and 
afternoon tea delights, Sally pays homage to the 
region’s produce and beyond, in an eclectic mix  
of dishes.

From a local farm, lavender flavours Lavender Blue 
Ice Cream, while orchards inspire Valley Apple Cake. 
Tasmanian Pepperberry Sausages (her daughter’s 
recipe), features in a cooking class. Local lamb, 
seafood and a plethora of vegetables tell a story of the 
region’s wealth of produce. Superb photography 
evokes the landscape and the seasons’ moods, setting 
the scene for a banquet of flavours.

Chef turned author, Jane Lawson, 
has taken a diversion from the 
normal fare of her cookbooks to 
wander down memory lane and 
through the doors of that icon of 
Australiana – the milkbar – to a 
wonderland of forbidden treats. 
If you grew up here in the 1970s 
then you’ll have the memory of 
treats such as malted milk shakes 
of every flavour, bright pink musk 
sticks amongst a galaxy of lollies, 
hot chips and take-away snacks.

Milkbars were the predecessors 
to fast food chains and before 
Australians discovered coffee and

cafes. They proliferated on every high street in every 
suburb or town. What they lacked in café chic they 
made up for in their cheerful ambience, affordable 
food on the go and the quantity. Burgers were always 
made to order – thick and filled with salad that had 
to contain beetroot. From fried feasts to hot pies 
and sausage rolls, pasties and potato scallops with 
a milkshake or ice cream to finish – it was fuel for a 
hungry younger generation.

Milkbar Memories is a fun book, filled with the flavours 
of a childhood remembered and unlike the ‘70s all 
the recipes are additive free and use real, natural 
ingredients. As Lawson says herself, this is not food 
she’d suggest for everyday, but the recipes do make 
delicious memories and many are ideally suited for a 
fun theme for party food.

Milkbar Memories
By Jane Lawson
Murdoch Books  RRP  $39.99
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