
 

Title 

 

‘Tried and Tested’:  

Community Cookbooks in Australia, 1890 - 1980 

 

 

Sarah Jane Shepherd Black  

BA (Hons), Grad Dip Ed 

 

Discipline of History 

School of History and Politics 

University of Adelaide 

 

 

Thesis submitted for the degree of  

Doctor of Philosophy 

 

Date:  ………………………… 

 



 

 

 

i  

Table of Contents 

Abstract ............................................................................................................................. v 
Declaration ...................................................................................................................... vii 
Acknowledgments .......................................................................................................... viii 
List of Tables ..................................................................................................................... x 
Australian Food Terminology ........................................................................................... x 
List of Abbreviations ........................................................................................................ xi 

Section 1 Form and Function ............................................................................................ 1 

Chapter 1:  Introduction: Australian Community Cookbooks as Social History .............. 3 
Community cookbooks as the object of scholarly inquiry ........................................ 3 
Community cookbooks in Australia .......................................................................... 6 
The North American and Australian research background ....................................... 9 
Literature review - bibliography and primary literature .......................................... 11 
Literature review - secondary literature .................................................................. 13 
Theoretical framework ............................................................................................ 18 
Methodology ........................................................................................................... 24 
The structure of the thesis ....................................................................................... 29 
Defence of my methods ........................................................................................... 29 
Potential problems ................................................................................................... 34 
Limitations of the thesis .......................................................................................... 35 
Aims of the thesis .................................................................................................... 36 

Chapter 2:  “These Unpretentious Little Books”: Defining the Genre ............................ 39 
Defining the Australian community cookbook ....................................................... 39 
Other names for community cookbooks ................................................................. 40 
Scholarly descriptions and definitions .................................................................... 41 
Core definition ......................................................................................................... 43 
Further issues of form and content .......................................................................... 51 
What makes a successful community cookbook? ................................................... 63 
Shortcomings of community cookbooks ................................................................. 65 
At the margins of the genre ..................................................................................... 73 
Conclusions ............................................................................................................. 78 

Chapter 3:  Subtypes of the Genre: An Overview ........................................................... 81 
Historical development of the genre ....................................................................... 81 
1. Religious .............................................................................................................. 84 
2. Patriotic ............................................................................................................... 86 
3. Education Institutions .......................................................................................... 90 
4. Health and Medical ............................................................................................. 94 
5. Civic and Regional .............................................................................................. 98 
6. Country Women’s Association (CWA) ............................................................ 100 
7. Cultural / Multicultural ...................................................................................... 102 
8. Leisure ............................................................................................................... 104 
9. Miscellaneous – The Rest.................................................................................. 107 
Conclusions ........................................................................................................... 109 

 



 

 

 

ii

Section 2 The Three Pillars of Cultural History ............................................................ 111 

Chapter 4:  Ethnicity, Identity, Food and Community .................................................. 113 
Defining ethnicity .................................................................................................. 114 
Ethnicity, food and identity ................................................................................... 116 
Foreignness and ethnicity in Australian history .................................................... 119 
Food, ethnicity and identity in Australian community cookbooks ........................ 123 
Conclusions ........................................................................................................... 146 

Chapter 5:  Class Associations: Tastes of Luxury and Necessity .................................. 149 
Food, taste and class .............................................................................................. 149 
Class inflections of community cookbooks ........................................................... 150 
Historical factors in Australia ................................................................................ 152 
Discourses of class in Australian community cookbooks ..................................... 156 
The class relationship of food preference .............................................................. 160 
Tastes of necessity ................................................................................................. 161 
Tastes of luxury ..................................................................................................... 166 
Negotiating the margins of necessity and luxury .................................................. 170 
Conclusions ........................................................................................................... 176 

Chapter 6:  The Gender World of Community Cookbooks ........................................... 179 
Community cookbooks and gendered narratives ................................................... 179 
Gendered culinary and cultural dichotomies ......................................................... 181 
Separate spheres and women’s social agency ....................................................... 183 
Gender constructions and images of the ‘good woman’ ....................................... 185 
Female authority and recipe writing style ............................................................. 192 
Femininity, daintiness and baking ......................................................................... 193 
Men and community cookbooks ............................................................................ 200 
Men’s contributed recipes...................................................................................... 201 
“Masculine” flavour associations .......................................................................... 204 
A “masculine” recipe-writing style ....................................................................... 208 
Merging spheres: Change in the air ....................................................................... 212 
Conclusions ........................................................................................................... 215 

Section 3 Australian Cultural Life ................................................................................. 223 

Chapter 7:  Ironing Out the Irony: Innovations in Domestic Technology ..................... 225 
Community cookbooks and domestic technologies in Australia ........................... 225 
Domestic technology and the material conditions of household work .................. 227 
The ‘servant problem’............................................................................................ 231 
The portrayal of domestic technologies in community cookbooks ....................... 235 
Home-based technologies ...................................................................................... 237 
Factory-based technologies: Industrially preserved foods .................................... 251 
Technology and the performance of gender .......................................................... 255 
Bush cookery: an example of low-tech cooking culture ....................................... 256 
Tension of “high” and “low” technology .............................................................. 260 
Conclusions ........................................................................................................... 262 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 

iii  

Chapter 8:  Region and Locality: The Sense of Australian Place ................................. 265 
Community cookbooks and regionality ................................................................ 265 
Defining regional cookery ..................................................................................... 267 
Food regionalism in Australia ............................................................................... 268 
Lack of regional cuisine in Australia .................................................................... 272 
Food regionalism, regional identification and community cookbooks ................. 274 
The effects of national food supply on regional character .................................... 309 
The role of adversity.............................................................................................. 310 
The role of culinary literature ................................................................................ 312 
Conclusions ........................................................................................................... 312 

Chapter 9:  Nation-Building and the Civil Society ....................................................... 317 
Food and Nation .................................................................................................... 321 
Community cookbooks and nation-building in Australia ..................................... 322 
Community cookbooks and the Australian civil society ....................................... 325 
‘The good life’ in Federation-era community cookbooks ..................................... 330 
Indigenous ingredients .......................................................................................... 334 
The theme of nation in twentieth-century Australian food ................................... 336 
Community cookbooks and community values .................................................... 342 
Charity, paternalism and democracy in the vision of the civil society.................. 344 
Conclusions ........................................................................................................... 352 

Chapter 10:  Conclusion ................................................................................................ 355 
Class ...................................................................................................................... 357 
Gender ................................................................................................................... 358 
Technology ............................................................................................................ 359 
Region ................................................................................................................... 360 
Nation and Civil Society ....................................................................................... 361 
Scope for further research ..................................................................................... 366 

Bibliography .................................................................................................................. 371 
Primary Sources .................................................................................................... 371 
Secondary Sources ................................................................................................ 395 

Appendix 1: Research Template ................................................................................... 415 
 



 

v 

Abstract 

‘Tried and Tested’: Community Cookbooks in Australia, 1890 - 1980 

Australian community cookbooks are an under-recognised and under-utilised trove of 

historical information about the life of the nation. Special features of form and function 

make this cookery genre distinctively revealing not only of the evolution of Australian 

food culture, but of twentieth-century discourses of identity. Community cookbooks 

express the voices of “ordinary people” in everyday life, in particular the large cohort of 

mostly middle-class twentieth-century women who recognised the community 

cookbook as a way they could help themselves and their communities. In doing so, they 

made their social, religious, political and cultural values manifest in the fabric of the 

community and thereby contributed to the building of the Australian civil society. They 

also left an enduring record of the foodways practiced in Australian homes. 

This thesis undertakes a genre study of the Australian community cookbook. 

Investigation of the history of community cookbooks in Australia positions them in the 

context of a fast-changing social and political culture, within an emergent and maturing 

nation. Careful dissection of the community cookbook demonstrates the significance of 

the special features that distinguish this genre – the important principle of the volunteer 

community group and the role of the recipes. The thesis discusses how Australian 

community cookbooks relate to the three pillars of cultural history – class, gender and 

ethnicity. It further reflects on a trio of themes with particular resonances in Australian 

social history – technology, regionalism and the development of the Australian national 

and civic culture.  

Survey of a large number of texts helps to refine understanding of how the genre has 

been mobilised in Australia, and how it has contributed to the broad history of 
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Australian communities and community endeavours. Closer reading of selected texts 

allows a deeper investigation of the themes of the community cookbook and produces a 

rich picture of Australian social and culinary culture at the domestic level.  

Sharing food is the most basic human communal activity. The sharing of recipes 

through community cookbooks has evolved as a multifaceted way of building social 

capital, making it a small but sturdy plank in the civil society. Community cookbooks 

are very flexible in reflecting individual communities, their foodways, their needs and 

their views of the broader society. This study of community cookbooks is a contribution 

to the field of Australian social and cultural history, particularly food history, and to the 

pursuit of history “from the ground up”. 
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