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Bye, bye bain-marie
Sydney’s Subcontinental has joined the charge to 

spice up a hit-and-miss cuisine.

Page 136

N
ik

k
i 

T
o



136  QANTAS  |  July 2015

Truly authentic, culturally diverse Indian cuisine has never been easy 
to fnd in Australia. But with Melbourne and Sydney leading the way, 
the tide of bain-marie butter chicken and vindaloos is at last receding.

S TO RY BY A N TH O N Y H U CKS TE P
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Quisine.

WHERE are Australia’s great Indian 

restaurants? For years, bar a couple of notable 

exceptions, we’ve been offered little more 

than the standards. Lamb rogan josh. Butter 

chicken. Beef vindaloo. For its part, vindaloo 

isn’t even authentic. Its roots can be traced 

back to a Portuguese dish called carne de 

vinha d’alhos. 

Drive two hours in any direction in India 

and everything changes – people, culture, 

architecture, language and, yes, food. 

Regional Indian fare is fragrant and fresh 

and nothing like the stodgy curries we’ve 

become accustomed to seeing in bain-maries. 

What we’ve had on the menus of many Indian 

restaurants in Australia is not even the 

amuse-bouche of Indian cuisine.

But things have changed. From the sleek 

sophistication of Melbourne’s Tonka to the 

street food of Sydney’s Bangladeshi-inspired 

Bang, Australia’s southern capitals are 

leading a charge down the subcontinental 

spice trail. They’re exploring the regions 

and applying innovative techniques to 

accentuate ever more exotic ingredients.

They’re smart, sexy and, as you may 

have discovered, next to impossible to  

get into. But when you’re travelling along 

such a refned and riotous spice trail, well, 

you’re going to expect to encounter a lot of 

fellow adventurers.

Restaurateur Sam Christie (Longrain,  

The Apollo, Cho Cho San) is at the forefront 

of the push with his new Sydney restaurant, 

Subcontinental. He believes this embrace of 

the exotic is long overdue. “I’ve been waiting 

for this moment,” he says. “It’s a very diverse 

and intricate cuisine that’s been under-

represented considering the amount of 

Indian, Sri Lankan, Bangladeshi and 

Nepalese living here.” The food, he adds, is 

“fragrant, vibrant and deserves its time in the 

sun. It’s food I want to eat all the time and 

clearly our food culture is ready for it, too.”

Kumar Mahadevan is arguably Australia’s 

most infuential Indian chef. Food critics love 

the Woolloomooloo Wharf-based Aki’s, while 

his Concord eatery, Abhi’s, will celebrate 25 

years in business this year. “What is most 

pleasing is they’re not losing the soul of the 

food,” he says of the modern Indian chefs. 

“Refning it is one thing but if you lose the 

soul, you take its heart, too.”

Mahadevan is excited by the new wave 

of young operators willing to explore India. 

“Finally!” he exclaims. “I have been pushing 

this for 25 years now. This will open up the 

food I love so dearly to so many more people.”

Suddenly, the subcontinent has become 

the spice of Australian life.

T O N K A

20 Duckboard Place, Melbourne; 

(03) 9650 3155

tonkarestaurant.com.au

Licensed

Adam D’Sylva has created what 

many consider Australia’s best 

Indian restaurant. A narrow 

laneway (hey, it is Melbourne) 

leads to the old Honkytonks 

nightclub site, where shelves of 

spirits have been replaced by 

subtle spice. Friendly waitstaff 

will guide you through the 

eclectic wine list but it’s D’Sylva’s 

creative take on curry that’s 

carving a new path. Eaten 

a Rajhastani curry before? At 

Tonka (right), the moreish sauce 

coats a conft duck leg. Feel like 

something from the tandoor? 

Here, it’s Petuna ocean trout. 

Sexy and refned, Tonka is the 

very model of modern Indian.
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H O R N  P L E A S E

167 St Georges Road,  

Fitzroy North; (03) 9497 8101

hornplease.com.au

Licensed and BYO (wine only) 

Who knew Indian would honk 

your horn? This North Fitzroy 

curry house is imbued with 

effortless urban cool, thanks to 

the Hindi proverbs on the walls 

and the solemn wedding portrait 

on the menu. Named after the 

instruction plastered on the 

back of most Indian trucks, 

Horn Please has garnered a huge 

following (as evidenced by the 

regular queues). Choose “from 

the street” (such as the tandoori 

trout with a side of slaw) or 

“from the pots” (slow-cooked 

goat in pickling spices). The 

papdi chaat looks more like 

nachos, while the lentil dumplings 

will knock your socks off. 

D E L H I  S T R E E T S

22 Katherine Place, Melbourne; 

(03) 9629 2620

delhistreets.com.au

Licensed

Bollywood icons might be 

splashed across the wood-

panelled walls of this Melbourne 

diner but the real song and 

dance is on the plate. Revellers 

cram in and down crisp panipuri 

while those queuing for a spot 

build up an appetite by watching 

the naan kingpins roll and char 

dough for this fragrant street 

fare. Sure, you can choose your 

own adventure with an array of 

thali (set meals) but ever had an 

Indian paella? Here it comes with 

a Hyderabadi twist. And don’t 

even think of leaving without 

a pistachio kulf ice-cream. 

B A B U  J I   

The George Building, 4-6 Grey 

Street, St Kilda; (03) 9534 2447

babuji.com.au

Licensed and BYO (wine only) 

The sister restaurant to Horn 

Please, Babu Ji has an equally 

quirky name and is taken from 

a playful term for government 

workers. “These babu jis 

dine with complete ease and 

enthusiasm, holding not a worry 

about time or return to work,” 

states the website. It plays out 

here, too, as St Kilda locals 

kick back in the relaxed space, 

enjoying the fragrant, spicy 

spin on Indian street food. 

Soft, opaque blue grenadier is 

enhanced by a coconut-milk 

curry sauce while eggplant gets 

all hot and crispy in the fryer. 

MELBOURNE

Portraits adorn some  

walls at Horn Please (left), 

offset by Bollywood films 

projected on others

Pistachio kulfi (below) from  

Delhi Streets, where Bollywood  

sets a colourful scene (right)

Basmati rice, reimagined butter 

chicken and coconut fish curry 

(below) served with a soundtrack 

of Indian disco music at Babu Ji
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B A N G

3/410 Crown Street, Surry Hills;  

(02) 8354 1096

bangstreetfood.com.au

Licensed

This is Bangladeshi with a brand 

new beat. At Bang, the lucky dip 

of street food is transformed into 

an intoxicating mash-up on the 

plate. House music adds energy 

to an industrial space of exposed 

brick and hanging globes, where 

the cool crowd seeks out new 

discoveries. Chef Tapos Singha 

has a spirited approach without 

losing the heart of his native 

nosh. Here, quail dives headfrst 

into the tandoor, Wagyu tri-tip 

takes a dip in a sweet curry 

and doughnuts get rum-soaked 

drunk. There’s no place in 

Sydney like it.

S U B C O N T I N E N T A L

8 Hunt Street, Surry Hills;  

(02) 9280 0088

subcontinental.com.au

Licensed

Something sexy is simmering 

in a subterranean space. 

Restaurateur Sam Christie spent 

a chunk of time hitchhiking 

around the subcontinent and 

the result is a restaurant that 

explores the entire region. The 

menu treks the spice trails of 

India, Sri Lanka and Bangladesh 

before ascending to the aromas 

of Pakistan and Nepal. Love 

the garam masala and coconut 

overtones of Bengali curries? 

At Subcontinental, they’re 

sweetened by king prawns.  

And burrata, that fresh cheese 

you might expect in Italy? 

Paired with a complex green 

sauce, it oozes India. Yes!

Curry of king prawns 

and burrata with green 

sauce (above) from the 

wonderfully diverse 

Subcontinental (left)

Lamb shoulder blade, 

okra, mint yoghurt 

and black salt (above) 

from Bang (right)
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N I T H I K ’ S  K I T C H E N

679 Darling Street, Rozelle;  

(02) 8084 8921

nithikskitchen.com.au

Licensed and BYO

We all wish we had a local like 

this. The brainchild of former 

Aki’s head chef Vikram 

Arumugam, this unassuming 

eatery takes inner-west dwellers 

on a sojourn through the 

T H E  S P I C E  R O O M

2 Phillip Street, Sydney;  

(02) 9251 7722 

thespiceroom.com.au

Licensed

As ferries back in and out of 

busy Circular Quay, this fne 

diner offers a room with a view 

of it all. A comfortable hum of 

happy diners sets the mood at 

this opulent space. Inspired by 

India’s grand havelis (mansions 

of architectural and cultural 

signifcance), The Spice Room 

has a stately, courtyard feel.  

The food is exotic but accessible. 

Catch of the day John Dory 

arrives with an irresistible cumin 

and coconut sauce, while  

a miniature fryer basket houses 

fried paneer and green chutney 

sauce sandwiches. It’s a glimpse 

into the past with an eye frmly 

on the future.  

SYDNEY

A chef works the tandoor oven at The Spice Room, a spot known for its inventive remixing of street fare

An orange cored 

to a fine peel and  

filled with jackfruit 

and ice-cream,  

a beloved dessert  

at Nithik’s Kitchen

subtleness of India’s south. 

There’s fair and there are soft 

touches, with assured service  

to boot. An ethereal pancake 

houses sweet blue swimmer 

crab, while crisp dosa dares  

to be dipped in sambar coconut 

chutney. But it’s the chef’s 

quirky signature orange with 

jackfruit and mango ice-cream 

that will leave you speechless. 
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Quisine.

Scallops with 

watermelon, 

avocado, lime and  

soy at Nel in Sydney

NEW TO 
THESE PARTS

They’re of the moment and making an impact. Here are the  
newest – and hottest – restaurants around the country.

R E V IE WS BY

WA  

Max Veenhuyzen

SA  

Nigel Hopkins

N T  

Sam McCue

TA S  

Jo Cook

V IC TOR I A

T R A N S F O R M E R

99 Rose Street, Fitzroy; (03) 9419 2022

transformerfitzroy.com

Open Tuesday-Sunday for breakfast,  

lunch and dinner. Licensed

The team behind Brunswick Street’s Vegie Bar has gone 

gastronomic at Transformer, a meat-free restaurant that’s 

causing a stir in fashionable Fitzroy. Behind its dramatic, 

street-art-infuenced façade, this old electrical transformer 

workshop has been reimagined as a smart canteen of 

terrazzo fooring, living plant walls and subtle, sexy 

night lighting. Chef Luke Florence’s preparations are 

high-concept tapas, evidenced in dainty cushions of 

pan-fried ricotta and rye gnocchi studded with blueberry 

compote and pumpkin mousse. The drinks list is equally 

impressive with barrel-aged negronis and a wine selection 

ranging from Fleurieu viognier to Burgundy pinot noir 

(biodynamic, naturally). 

R O S A ’ S  C A N T E E N

Level 1, cnr Little Bourke and Thomson streets,  

Melbourne; (03) 9602 5491 

rosascanteen.com.au

Open Monday-Friday for lunch and dinner. Licensed

Rosa Mitchell’s latest restaurant is a sleek, slightly 

corporate space at the banking and legal end of the 

CBD but the Italian fare is as authentic as her fans have 

come to expect. Choose from textbook plates such as 

carpaccio – made here with Gippsland beef – or a juicy 

veal saltimbocca scented with sage and prosciutto. Service 

is sharp and friendly, there’s a strong artisanal bent to the 

kitchen (they make their own fettuccine and agnolotti) 

and the wine list is a lesson in Italian grape varietals. 

D O N O V A N S

40 Jacka Boulevard, St Kilda; (03) 9534 8221 

donovanshouse.com.au

Open seven days for lunch and dinner. Licensed

A year after fre tore through its seaside kitchens, 

Melbourne’s beloved beach house is the talk of the town 

again. Donovans has marked its 20th year with a new 

look that’s much like the old one – an inviting pavilion 

of coastal colours and textures, shelves of wine and 

walls of glass with dress-circle views of boardwalk and 

beach life. The Mediterranean-infuenced menu endures, 

pitching Donovans signatures (whole roasted Macedon 

Ranges duck) alongside innovative offerings such as the 

twice-cooked cheese souffé with snails and parsley sauce. 
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Q U E E N S L A N D

P I Z Z E R I A  V I O L E T T A 

10 Wongabel Street, Kenmore; (07) 3378 2533

pizzeriavioletta.com.au

Open seven days for dinner. Licensed

It’s as if someone took a tiny, bustling corner of Naples 

and transported it to Brisbane’s western suburbs. The open 

kitchen is a furry of four, dough and rapid-fre exchanges 

of Italian. The succinct wine list? Mostly Italian. And the 

pizzas themselves are excellent. Whether it’s a margherita 

or salami, pork and fennel sausage with chilli oil, you’re in 

for a treat. Sip an Aperol spritz and watch the dough being 

tossed and adorned. Mere minutes later it’s on the table 

with its charred, puffed edge and the aroma of basil. Just 

don’t make the mistake of ordering a latte afterwards; in 

true Italian form, they only serve espresso or macchiato.

N E W  S O U T H  W A L E S

N E L

75 Wentworth Avenue, Sydney; (02) 9212 2206

nelrestaurant.com.au

Open Thursday-Friday for lunch and  

Tuesday-Saturday for dinner. Licensed

Great dishes are often inspired by fond food memories. 

At Nel, the dégustation-only menu is a whimsical homage 

to the food of chef Nelly Robinson’s childhood. A backlit 

“nel” sign leads you down to a low-lit, subterranean space 

with exposed brick walls, copper piping and mid-century 

furniture. The wines are boutique, the cocktails playful 

and the food modern, albeit with a retrospective spin. 

Truffe and mushroom dumplings are coated in a sweet 

consommé – a nod to the treacle Robinson’s mother added 

to her mushroom soup – while slivers of venison carpaccio 

hide a dark chocolate soil. At $88 for eight courses, Nel is 

not only narrowing the gap between affordable and high-

end but it reminds us to have some fun, too. 

T H E  G A N T R Y  R E S T A U R A N T  &  B A R

Pier One Hotel, 11 Hickson Road, Walsh Bay; (02) 8298 9910

thegantry.com.au 

Open seven days for lunch and dinner. Licensed

As boats bob on the shimmering harbour, a mix of lovers, 

lunchers and hotel loafers sip cocktails on Pier One 

wharf. Thanks to the sweeping views, it’s impossible not 

to be mesmerised by Sydney’s latest waterfront idyll. 

This is no stitched-up hotel restaurant. And Chef Chris 

Irving’s dedication to “best in class” produce and innate 

understanding of seafood means that Coorong pippies are 

cooked simply in a garlic and chilli sauce, while gremolata 

adds zing to nutty, pan-fried barramundi. A welcome 

change, the Gantry knocks our perceptions of hotel dining 

out of the park.

F I R E D O O R

 23-33 Mary Street, Surry Hills; (02) 8204 0800

firedoor.com.au

Open Friday for lunch and Tuesday-Saturday  

for dinner. Licensed

When Lennox Hastie, former chef at Spain’s Asador 

Etxebarri (renowned as one of the best restaurants in the 

world), said he wanted to set up shop in Sydney, Sydney 

got excited. And then Sydney waited. And waited. More 

than three years later, the result is breathtaking. Sure, the 

space is cool – a sliding steel-clad wooden door reveals 

gorgeous wood detailing, communal tables and bar 

dining – but it’s the thought that has gone into the food 

that makes it stand out. Think marron smoked over apple 

wood and garnished with fnger lime or medium-rare dry-

aged rib on the bone with lemon. It takes a special chef to 

deliver such sophistication in simplicity and with a stellar 

wine list from young gun Ned Goodwin, it’s one of our 

most exciting new restaurants.

Vegetarian food gets  

a sexy makeover at 

Transformer (above); 

a new take on an old-

fashioned cocktail at 

The Gantry, Sydney
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H A P P Y  B O Y

2/36 Mein Street, Spring Hill; 0413 246 890

happyboy.com.au

Open Monday-Friday for lunch  

and seven days for dinner. Licensed

Happy Boy is a surprise package. For starters, it’s tucked 

away in a spare, industrial-chic space on a residential 

side street just a stone’s throw from the CBD. Nobody is 

stumbling upon this place by accident. This is Chinese – 

but not as you know it. There are no fsh tanks or 40-page 

menus here – just one page listing an eclectic array of 

dishes from Sichuan, Cantonese, Hainanese cuisines 

and beyond. Golden pieces of barbecued pork yield that 

all-important crackling crunch, while fragrant, fried 

eggplant comes in a spicy rich red sauce fecked with 

ground pork. A hearty bowl of fsh drowned in Sichuan 

chilli broth will warm more than the cockles of your 

heart. There is happiness, too, in the very decent wine list.

A U S T R A L I A N  C A P I TA L  T E R R I T O R Y

I T A L I A N  &  S O N S  –  B A C A R O

7 Lonsdale Street, Braddon; (02) 6162 4888

italianandsons.com.au

Open Monday-Saturday 5pm to midnight. Licensed 

Can’t get a table at the wildly popular Italian & Sons? 

Scoot around the back to the sleek wine bar they’ve 

just opened. You could wait it out with a drink from the 

impressive regional Italian wine list – the Terrazze Tenuta 

Mazzolino Pinot Nero is a highlight – but the bar also 

offers simple but authentic antipasti, pizzas and pasta. 

The Sicilian anchovies give golden fried mozzarella a salty 

kick, while a creamy lardo charcuterie is laced with hints 

of rosemary. If you’re after something more substantial, 

the house-made pasta (which changes daily) could be 

orecchiette with pork sausage and broad bean ragù.  

The friendly service and the open fre in the centre of 

the room make it very tempting to settle in for the night. 

L O C A L  P R E S S

81 Giles Street, Kingston Foreshore

localpresscafe.com.au

Open Tuesday-Sunday for breakfast and lunch. BYO

Single-speed bike-riding hipsters mingle with dog 

walkers and pram pushers, all tucking into brunch 

after a morning stroll around the lake. This is one 

of Canberra’s hottest cafés so get there early or be 

prepared to wait for za’atar-coated eggs with dill 

yoghurt and quinoa tabouleh or banana and coconut 

pancakes. The coffee is from local roaster Redbrick 

Espresso, the cold-pressed juice a trademark and the 

vibe is relaxed and earthy. The owner of Local Press, 

former Honky Tonks bartender Jonathan Draper, has 

a commitment to local produce and green thumbs will 

love the planter boxes and succulents scattered 

throughout the room and along the communal central 

table. There is plenty of space for larger groups but, 

alas, Local Press doesn’t take bookings.

Quisine.

Firedoor in 

Sydney (below); 

Pizzeria Violetta in 

Brisbane’s western 

suburbs (bottom)

M A L T  P I E R

Shop 1, Pier Waterfront South, 1 Newstead Terrace, 

Newstead; (07) 3852 4338 

facebook.com/maltpier

Open Tuesday-Sunday 7am-6pm. Licensed 

Overlooking a swimming pool in the new Pier Waterfront 

precinct in Newstead, this compact café-bistro has an 

exclusive vibe. The Scandi-chic ft-out features muted 

tones, handcrafted timber furniture and wall-to-ceiling 

glass revealing a tranquil view. As the name suggests, 

this is a casual sister-venue to CBD fne-diner Malt but, 

happily, a few Malt classics have made their way to 

Newstead, which means you don’t need to have a whole 

meal here if all you’re craving is the salted caramel and 

peanut brittle brownie. Neither do you need a special 

occasion to indulge in those exceptionally tender beef 

cheeks, silky mash and red wine jus. You can even order 

it as takeaway, making it the classiest fast food in town. 
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W E S T E R N  A U S T R A L I A

M A R Y ’ S

509 Beaufort Street, Highgate; 0429 944 861

Open Wednesday-Saturday for dinner. Licensed

A permanent pop-up? A revolving restaurant? Mary’s, 

the night-time alter ego of Highgate’s Mary Street Bakery, 

could be described in myriad ways but all you need to 

know is that it’s one of the hottest openings west of the 

Nullarbor. There’s something very pure about two young 

chefs cooking the food they enjoy eating (especially when 

what they enjoy eating includes the ever-so-lowbrow 

likes of crunchy fried chicken-skin wafers seasoned 

with Japanese chilli). Much of Simon Kruger and Nick 

Malanczak’s menu hums with Asian savour, from the 

textural thrills of Korean steak tartare enriched with 

smoked oyster cream to a reimagined peanut butter and 

jam toast studded with Japanese kyoho-grape jelly. Fun 

drink options (sake, boutique wine and house-infused 

soju) suit Mary’s good-times ethos wonderfully.

S A U M A

200 William Street, Northbridge; (08) 9227 8682

sauma.com.au

Open Friday-Sunday for lunch and  

Tuesday-Sunday for dinner. Licensed

Sure, you’re welcome to drop by this modern  

Indian restaurant for a beer or cocktail at the bar but 

strong-willed is the drinker who can resist Gurps Bagga’s 

menu of spice and all things nice. Goan sausage, for 

example, boasts a chunky house-made snag lolling  

in a gutsy sauce bristling with the region’s trademark 

coconut vinegar. Bheja fry, a luxuriously creamy blend  

of lambs brains and caramelised onion, is another tick  

for original cooking. Dining on your lonesome? A menu  

of street food favourites (think char-grilled corn and 

onion bhajis) makes for perfect solo snacking.

S O U T H  A U S T R A L I A

A F R I C O L A

4 East Terrace, Adelaide; (08) 8223 3885

africola.com.au 

Open Tuesday-Saturday for dinner. Licensed and BYO

Chef Duncan Welgemoed has returned to his South 

African roots after a journey that’s taken him through 

several UK Michelin-starred restaurants. Africola is 

brashly outftted with a design scheme that suggests 

Mambo-meets-Frida-Kahlo-meets-African-shebeen. The 

menu opens with the Afrikaner favourite, biltong, then 

veers into the unknown with dishes such as smoked 

mussels and spanner crab on charred cos lettuce hearts. 

The showstopper is a roasted cow’s head, served in the 

form of three different dishes. There’s lots of fre, both 

in the hearth and in the belly. Sometimes challenging, 

always delicious, invariably great fun.

O R A N A 

285 Rundle Street, Adelaide; (08) 8232 3444

restaurantorana.com

Open Friday for lunch and  

Tuesday-Saturday for dinner. Licensed

Like Denmark’s Noma and Brazil’s DOM – restaurants 

celebrated for their focus on native produce – Orana 

aims to make the unfamiliar familiar. Owner-chef Jock 

Zonfrillo works with about 40 native ingredients to 

create exquisite dishes that showcase Australia’s more 

exotic favours. Orana is already garnering awards as 

one of Adelaide’s fnest restaurants and it’s had its share 

of celebrity diners – Mick Jagger included – keen to 

experience the dégustation menu. You might start at 

crocodile with green mango and wattleseeds or Alexander 

palm with bush honey and green ants, before moving on 

to dishes such as charred kangaroo tartare with gubinge 

(billygoat plum), grass and wild garlic. Flavours are 

extraordinary and the wine matching exceptional. 

Sweetcorn and goat’s 

cheese tortellini at 

Donovans, Melbourne



skirt steak), all cooked over a charcoal grill. One of the 

latest additions to Hobart’s happening waterfront has  

a strong Latin American infuence, from the smoky 

octopus to the charred vegetables with tomatillo, 

apple salsa and goat’s curd. But it’s not all about the 

food. There’s craft beer on tap, cider from the Huon 

Valley and a wine list that has a section called Weird 

& Wonderful (ever had an orange wine?). One of the 

slickest restaurants in Tasmania – local designer Georgina 

Freeman did the interiors – it’s friendly, welcoming and 

just as good for an after-work drink as a Big Night Out.

W I L L I N G  B R O S  W I N E  M E R C H A N T S

390 Elizabeth Street, North Hobart; (03) 6234 3053

facebook.com/willingbros

Open Tuesday-Sunday 3pm until late. Licensed 

This neighbourhood wine bar is bang in the centre of 

Elizabeth Street’s restaurant strip in North Hobart. Locals 

jostle for a spot at the bar or one of the few tables inside. 

The carefully considered menu covers snacks as well 

as something more substantial. Drop in for a drink and 

something to nibble (warm olives or chicken-liver parfait) 

or settle in for duck cassoulet or steak frites with Paris 

butter. The generous wine list boasts a selection from 

some of the best Tasmanian wineries and small European 

producers. Try to go on a Thursday, when they open an 

interesting magnum to sell by the glass.  

N O R T H E R N  T E R R I T O R Y

S E O U L  F O O D

Élan Soho Suites, 31 Woods Street, Darwin; (08) 8981 0888

elansohosuites.com

Open seven days for breakfast, lunch and dinner. Licensed

One of Darwin’s fnest Korean restaurants is winning  

fans thanks to dishes such as pork belly with kimchi, 

Korean-infuenced beef carpaccio and vegetarian 

bibimbap – a hot stone bowl of rice topped with shredded 

vegetables and a deep fried (but still runny-yolked) egg, 

ready for combining into one utterly delicious mess. Early 

teething problems have been ironed out and the drinks list 

is great, making it a good bet for a fun lunch or night out. 

TA S M A N I A

F R A N K  R E S T A U R A N T

1 Franklin Wharf, Hobart; (03) 6231 5005

frankrestaurant.com.au

Open seven days for lunch and dinner. Licensed 

You won’t fnd the usual cuts of beef at Frank. Here, 

there’s fat iron steak, hanger steak and entraña (inside 

Quisine.
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Neil Perry

Quisine.

Neil Perry (left) hatched his Pilbara plan with Heston Blumenthal (centre) and Thomas Keller at Sydney’s Rockpool Bar & Grill in 2013

IN MAY, 18 months after frst foating the 

idea, The French Laundry’s Thomas Keller 

and The Fat Duck’s Heston Blumenthal joined 

me in the Pilbara, where we cooked dinner 

for 30 people. Andrew “Twiggy” Forrest, his 

wife, Nicola, and Tim Roberts forked out 

$250,000, with all the proceeds going to 

the Starlight Children’s Foundation charity. 

Can you imagine trying to wrangle  

two of the busiest chefs in the world? The 

planning and logistics were crazy. You can’t 

get much further from the Napa Valley and 

London than the Pilbara. This is red-earth 

country, where cattle graze on a landscape 

carpeted with spinifex and herbage. As we 

few into Twiggy’s property, Minderoo 

Station, land, sea and sand rolled out before 

us. Thomas had just fown from Chicago to 

Los Angeles then to Sydney, Perth and 

Minderoo. No wonder he looked tired.

My kitchen team from Rockpool Bar & 

Grill Perth brought a stack of food, Heston 

scraggly caramel bits off it and placing  

it on the plate, while Heston turned the 

perfect ice-cream scoop. We produced 

incredible food in a shed in the middle  

of nowhere. 

It’s with great pride that I ring my 

colleagues from the best restaurants in the 

world and pose the question, “Guys, will 

you come and help?” The amazing thing is, 

I always get a yes. The Starlight Children’s 

Foundation wish-granting program is  

so important. I have seen frsthand how  

much joy these experiences can bring to 

children, their siblings and their parents.  

I have also seen how the memory of a great 

experience helps a family through the grieving 

process. That’s why this charity is so close  

to my heart.

The Rockpool Foundation is running  

this year in the City2Surf (city2surf.com.au) 

on August 9 for Starlight. I hope you’ll 

consider supporting us.  

You’d think coaxing two of the world’s best chefs to adjust their busy schedules 
and fy across the globe to the Pilbara might be a tall order. But when a good 
cause is involved, Neil Perry always gets by with a little help from his friends. 

MOVEABLE FEAST

packed some of his gadgets and Thomas 

selected WA marron as a lobster substitute for 

his famous lobster, beets and leeks dish. We 

had a steer shot and dressed some six weeks 

earlier, which was dry-aged. It created 

awesome one-kilogram rib-eye steaks to 

cook over the open fre. 

It’s always fun observing my fellow chefs. 

Thomas moves in the kitchen like a stealth 

fghter – smooth and with purpose. Not only 

did his marron dish look beautiful but the 

combination of the crunch of the crayfsh,  

the earthy-but-sweet beet sauce and the 

creamed leeks was extraordinary. 

Heston was always concentrating on 

three things at once. He’d help us plate then 

take a call from London, earpiece in, while 

playing with dry ice. The dry ice was used 

in his brilliant pain perdu so that the vapour 

spills from the bowl. It was very dramatic.

We all worked together. Thomas was 

caramelising the toast, I was cutting the hard, T
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WALK into a good Italian restaurant and chances are 

you’ll be handed a wine list that’s divided into regions. 

Given that Italy has 20 wine regions (and, at last count, 

some 350 grape varieties), it can be slightly overwhelming, 

even for wine buffs. “People are intimidated by wine lists,” 

says Nino Zoccali, the owner of Italian fne diner The 

Restaurant Pendolino in Sydney, which features some  

200 Italian wines. In an effort to make his list as accessible 

as possible, Zoccali includes descriptors on each wine.  

“It may seem like ABC but it helps people navigate what 

they are. There are so many different varieties from all 

around the world now.”

Australian winegrowers only began dabbling in Italian 

varieties 30 years ago. Italy’s warm, temperate climate 

mirrors many sites in Australia so you can expect to see 

more of these savoury, food-friendly varieties in the 

future. And if that’s the case, you’ll need to be an expert 

on all wines Italian. Here, then, is a dossier of some of the 

more common varieties.

Wine

Quisine.

CIN CIN 
Italy’s eclectic grape varieties are schmoozing 
Australia’s wine drinkers. So pull up a bar stool 
and let us decipher what it is you’re quafng. 

S TO RY BY PE TE R B O U R N E

PH OTO GR A PH Y BY E DWA R D U R R U TI A

2011 Marchese 

Antinori Chianti 

Classico Riserva 

DOCG 

Tuscany, Italy, $43

Quintessential Tuscan 

sangiovese with  

a splash of cabernet 

sauvignon, tobacco 

and plum notes and a 

fine-tannin finish. The 

2009 vintage is $42 

at Qantas epiQure 

(qantasepiqure.com.au).

2010 SC  

Pannell Nebbiolo

Adelaide Hills, SA, $45

Having worked in the 

Piedmont province, 

Steve Pannell loves 

nebbiolo. Aromas of 

roses and sour cherries 

with hints of leather. 

The palate is deft; the 

fnish savoury. (The 

2008 vintage is $50 

at Qantas epiQure.)

2012 Mandoleto  

Sicilia Nero d’Avola 

Sicily, Italy, $15

Nero d’Avola is widely 

planted in Sicily and 

this value-for-money 

offering is spot on. 

Juicy red cherry 

and boysenberry 

flavours over a light 

frame with soft yet 

savoury flavours. 
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W H I T E S

Arneis is an 

aromatic from the 

Piedmont region 

with flavours  

of nashi pear  

and white peach. 

Like a sauvignon  

blanc semillon 

without the herbs.

Fiano enjoys the 

warm climes of 

Campania and 

features subtle 

lemon and spice 

flavours and an 

intriguingly rich 

texture. Similar  

to a semillon (it  

ages much the 

same way) but  

with more oomph.  

Moscato bianco 

– or white muscat – 

appears in Italy as 

a low-alcohol (5-6%) 

fresh fruity moscato 

or sparkling Asti. 

Best at 11am with a 

platter of fresh fruit. 

Tastes like freshly 

squeezed grapes. 

Pinot grigio hails 

from the cool 

mountainous regions 

of Trentino, Friuli 

and Alto Adige.  

Crisp and clean  

with a lemony 

acidity. Shares the 

same DNA as pinot 

gris in France. Similar 

to sauvignon blanc, 

minus the capsicum.

Vermentino hails 

from Sardinia and 

thrives in its warm 

climate. Think 

honeydew melon 

flavours and a 

rich textural palate. 

Tastes a bit like 

chardonnay  

without the oak. 

R E D S

Barbera is a variety 

of Piedmontese 

origin with blueberry 

flavours and a zing 

of acidity. Its mild 

tannins make it ideal 

with spicy food. 

Tastes like a fresh, 

zesty merlot. 

Nebbiolo can be 

found in Piedmont’s 

Barbaresco and 

Barolo regions and is 

often referred to as 

nebbiolo d’Alba or 

Langhe nebbiolo. 

Featuring perfumes 

of rose petals and 

tar with a tannin 

bite, it’s the new 

“darling grape” that 

can be compared 

to pinot noir. 

Nero d’Avola is the 

most popular red 

variety in Sicily,  

famed for bold, dark 

cherry flavours and 

spicy tannins that 

add power but not 

weight. Like grenache 

with punch.

Primitivo is known  

as zinfandel in 

California but it also 

flourishes in Puglia. 

It has red berry 

flavours, dried herb 

overtones and rustic 

tannins. Similar to 

mourvèdre but with 

extra grunt. 

Sangiovese is  

the key grape in 

Tuscany, appearing in 

the guise of Brunello 

di Montalcino, Chianti 

and Montepulciano. 

Sour cherry flavours 

and hints of dried 

herbs are prevalent. 

It’s like shiraz with 

savoury overtones.

B A N J O  H A R R I S  P L A N E
Sommelier, Attica, Vic

We’ve got $20. What wine 

should we buy? It’s new, 

may be hard to find and 

it’s slightly more than $20 

but the label is Jauma and 

it’s a 2014 shiraz called The 

Message from the McLaren 

Vale, South Australia.

$50? Something a bit more 

serious from Yarra Valley.  

It’s a 2006 Yarra Yarra  

syrah viognier.

What hot new variety of 

grape should we be trying?

In Australia, people 

are doing exciting things 

with gamay. It has a lot of 

similarities with pinot noir 

in terms of its structure. 

What wine would you drink 

with Chinese or Thai food?  

Off-dry riesling.

And Indian? Gamay.

What’s the best 

champagne in the world? 

Some of the older wines  

I’ve had from Krug are up 

there with the best.  

What’s the best wine in 

Australia right now? I’d go 

for the top pinot noirs of 

Phillip Jones at Bass Phillip 

or maybe the shiraz-based 

wines from Julian Castagna 

at Castagna in Beechworth.

What do you drink when 

no-one’s watching? I enjoy 

interesting beers from 

smaller breweries. 

What’s the strangest 

question you’ve been asked? 

What do you drink when  

no-one is watching!  

W I N E  S N O B

2014 Coriole Fiano 

McLaren Vale, SA, $25

Winemaker Mark 

Lloyd is embracing 

Italian varieties with 

zeal. His fiano is fresh 

and bright with citrus 

blossom, lemongrass 

and pink grapefruit. 

(Available at Qantas 

epiQuire for $25.)

2013 Bollini  

Pinot Grigio 

Trentino, Italy, $24

This is a benchmark 

pinot grigio with 

abundant bosc 

pear and green 

apple flavours and a 

subtle and intriguing 

spicy character. 

A bright lemon-

essence acidity 

refreshes the finish.
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