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Murder in the suburbs isn’t murder technically at all really is 
it? It’s a justifiable reaction to aesthetic deprivation and golf.1 

Suburbia has been satirised and mocked by the best of them from 
George Orwell’s 1939 caricature in Coming up for Air to Dame Edna 
Everidge from the 1960s and TV’s Kath and Kim in twentieth-first 
century Australia. For many of the generation growing up in the 
twentieth century, suburbia is, on the one hand, the remembered 
nightmare from which the human chrysallis escaped to experience 
adulthood and its pleasures elsewhere – the stifling, conformist 
sameness which nonetheless hid evil deeds like murder. Others hold 
dear the wistful nostalgic memories about growing up in a domes-
ticated cosy world of backyard games so effectively mobilised by 
conservative Prime Minister John Howard during the 1990s in relation 
to Earlwood, a suburb of Sydney.2

It is certainly the case that for the older generation who lived through 
depression and war in the twentieth century, the suburbs represented 
safety and peace – ‘a roof over our heads’; ‘a place to call our own’. 
Like the soldier who came back from Changi POW camp, kissed the 
ground at Narrabeen, a suburb in Sydney, and said: ‘this’ll do me’!, the 
expanding suburbs after the 1950s were the retreat for many men after 
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time abroad in global conflict; a place to replenish the spirit and build 
again – individual lives, families, homes, garages, sheds, gardens, lawns.
Suburbs have also been long hated,3 and more recently loved,4 
by writers and intellectuals. They have also been perceived with 
an uneasy ambiguity, as ‘being neither town nor country, but an 
unwilling combination of both, and either neat and shining, or cheap 
and nasty, according to the incomes of its inhabitants’.5 This was 
the ‘half world between city and country in which most Australians 
lived’ that architect Robin Boyd decried in his elitist work on Australia 
domestic architecture.6 Recently, however, there has been a strong 
and growing interest in delineating the complexities of the suburban 
experience rather than simply denouncing or defending it.

Over the last twenty to thirty years, suburbia has had a make-over. 
How it is remembered and what place it has had in our lives has also 
being reconfigured. Many now accept that the nostalgia relates only to 
a childhood dream of the white Anglo-Saxon part of the population that 
obscured a great deal more than it revealed. Certainly the historian 
Andrew May argued in 2009 that ‘the reliance of the twin fictions of 
the novelist’s pen and of baby-boomer nostalgia for our predomi-
nant images of post-war suburban history precludes the prospect of 
developing more sophisticated historical narratives’.7 Even before the 
impact of the massive post-war migration, the suburbs were more 
culturally and socially diverse than we have previously understood. 
Class and religious divisions, if not always race and ethnicity, have a 
long history within suburban communities.8 Nowadays, the articulation 
of that nostalgic memory in public forums is strongly contested, as 
suburban places are made and remade over time.

In March 2013, for example, Peter Roberts wrote a column for the 
Sydney Morning Herald which had the heading: ‘What happened to 
the suburb I used to know? His particular suburb was Greenacre 
near Lakemba in Sydney and his article juxtaposed a suburban past 
and present. He remembers a suburb where he grew up during the 
late 1950s and early 1960s as a place of peace, sparsely populated, 
filled with boys sports and games:

Lakemba? Sure that’s where we went to the Sunday matinee 
at the Odeon every week and watched such pearls as the 
Three Stooges, Jerry Lewis and Ben-Hur.

Roberts does not mention that Lakemba is now the site of a mosque 
and one of the biggest Muslim communities in Australia. But most 
of the Herald readers will have this in mind. In his (Anglo-Saxon) 
memory, there was no violence as there is now, which he blames 
on the ‘enclave of Little Lebanon’. Greenacre and Lakemba now, he 
says, have been ‘turned into a minefield, or a battlefield, or a refuge 
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of drug dealers, criminals, drive-by shooters and terror’. His elegaic 
tone is one of sadness and loss:

That was my home – the place where I once simply couldn’t 
imagine living anywhere else – transformed to the place where 
I could never imagine living again.

There were several responses to this letter which seemed to strike a 
Sydney nerve and gave readers a sense of how the media mediates our 
collective memories. At least two letters accused Roberts of cloaking 
racism in nostalgia. Omar Sakr replied in the same edition of the 
Herald with an awareness about the public prominence of such views 
and how they need to be interrogated. Sakr is particularly critical of 
the assumption that all of the problems are the result of another ethnic 
group, as though murder and rape were not part of any other suburban 
culture. This view, he says, absolves one group for taking responsibility 
for the problems of the community as a whole. For him, growing up 
in this area probably twenty or thirty years later, the most important 
element was the camaraderie of his diverse delinquent friends.

One letter, though, was from someone who had lived for eighteen 
months in Lakemba until recently and also spent time there on a 
regular basis now. Con Vaitsas, now of Ashbury, claimed that Roberts’ 
vision was ‘way out of whack with reality’ and very outdated. He 
argued that Greenacre and Lakemba were no longer predominantly 
the home of the Lebanese but a mixture of very different nationalities 
living peacefully side by side: ‘my neighbours were Filipinos and 
Colombians on either side and Africans opposite us’, he wrote. So 
his perception was one of a successful multicultural community.

Such an exchange does little to recognise the complexity of current 
suburban life but it does juxtapose the memories from different gener-
ations and cultures against one another as alternative experiences 
of belonging to particular suburban localities. 

What is Suburbia?
Suburbs are geographically defined areas on a map, spatially located 
in our memories and also an idea: they colonise our imaginations as 
both inside and outside the pale. But beyond the government defined 
boundaries, how are they delineated? Are they anything beyond 
the city central? Inner city areas such as Surry Hills or Balmain are 
certainly not brought to mind by this term. Spatially the suburbs are 
seen as ‘out there’ away from the inner city which somehow don’t 
meet the criteria for single story occupation on a block of land which 
we think of as characteristically suburban. But where does the inner 
city begin and end now? Redfern, Waterloo, Alexandria, Drummoyne, 
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St Leonard’s? ‘As a state of mind and a way of living’, Humphrey 
McQueen has observed,

Suburbia is not confined to certain geographic areas but can 
thrive where there are no suburbs… It is pointless to lay down 
a criterion for suburbia that includes duplexes, but excludes a 
row of terraces. Where it survives outside its natural habitat, 
suburbia still aspires to the ways of living that are most 
completely realised by nuclear families on garden blocks with 
detached houses.9

The identity of suburbia, so far as it can be ascribed one, is shifting 
and insecure; a borderline and liminal space.10 Dominant stereotypes 
have listed it as ‘on the margins’ beyond edges of cultural sophisti-
cation and tradition’ and the areas that make up ‘sprawl’.11 But in the 
twenty-first century this static view has to be modified somewhat. 
And it is evident from this collection that suburban dwellers them-
selves have redefined being cosmopolitan as house prices in the 
inner suburbs skyrocket and push people further afield.12

The study of suburbs is often viewed as separate from the city or 
the urban as a whole. But in fact not only are suburbs obviously 
integral; they are now part of the networked city, reinforcing much 
older electricity grids, transport and water services with contempo-
rary communications networks, especially the internet and mobile 
telephony which has facilitated greater interaction between suburbs 
and across the urban generally. Suburbs are always relational in this 
sense and though we tend to throw a light on the local or the small 
concerns within the suburb as case studies, this collection does not 
argue for their isolation from the wider urban landscape, for we know 
that local knowledge too, has the power to change lives.

***

This collection was set up as a collaborative project by members of 
the Research Strength in Creative Practices and Cultural Economy 
at the University of Technology, Sydney, is in the first instance a 
testament to that range and complexity of twenty-first century 
responses to city suburbs, predominantly in Sydney, though with 
a nod to other suburban contexts on the most-populated eastern 
seaboard of Australia, such as Melbourne and Brisbane. Secondly, 
the collection showcases the lively engagement and interdisciplinary 
nature of the intellectual culture in the Faculty of Humanities at the 
University of Technology, Sydney, from the more traditional scholarly 
approaches of Humanities scholars to the range of cultural forms 
which make up Creative Practice in the academy, especially in this 
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case, Creative Writing and Media Arts.13 We had many seminars 
and discussions which took place in 2011 and 2012 about the ideas 
for the collection. We began by viewing it from the perspective of 
lived experience, always believing it possible that new technologies 
can create different spaces for collaborative scholarship within the 
traditional frame of a book.

And so it proved. We found that the tension between representing how 
a world was experienced while keeping that detached critical eye on 
its form and nature could work very well through a range of artistic 
and scholarly practice that spoke to each other. Karen Till, writing 
about her own engagement with memory studies as an artist, argues 
that more traditional scholars have a lot to gain by heeding the work 
of artists ‘who also acknowledge the ways that people experience 
memory as multi-sensual, spatial ways of understanding their worlds’.14

Three distinct themes emerged in relation to the central concept of 
re-imagining the suburban which people researched and made for 
this publication. As our title indicates these became remembered 
suburbs anchored either by our own personal past or those of others, 
suburbs as places that were made and remade across time and 
suburbs not only as the subject for various creative representations 
but also increasingly where creativity as an identified practice or 
industry takes place.15

Some of our essays take as their subject particular suburbs such as 
Bondi, Manly and Campbelltown. Others range across time and the 
space of the urban and suburban. Others focus on those inner city 
in-betweens, subject of urban renewal and consolidation, such as 
Marrickville, Pyrmont and Balmain. Some utilise the concept of the 
even more local through a focus on the park, shops, the backyard 
or the suburban house. And still others explore what took place 
in the homes of these areas there that came to be identified with 
suburban life.

Referring to the suburbs of England, Roger Silverstone previously 
commented in his 1997 book Visions of Suburbia that ‘An under-
standing of how suburbia was produced and continues to be both 
produced and reproduced is an essential precondition for an under-
standing of the twentieth century, an understanding above all of 
our emerging character and contradictions of our everyday lives’.16 
Whether his argument for the centrality of suburbia to historical under-
standing still holds for the twenty-first century remains to be seen 
given the many different shapes it now takes in our imaginations. 
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...the dark blue striped butcher’s apron is a thing of the past. In 
its heyday, the apron was smeared with blood. The more the 
better, in fact, as the extent of gore signified the amount of hard 
work and therefore success and quality of the butcher...

Debra Adelaide
Imagery by Greg Ferris

THE BUTCHERSHOPS IN MARRICkVILLE
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215

Chapter 14

1 The New Paddington
This enquiry begins, as it so often does, with a word. Precisely, 
three words. On a particular day the sign in the butcher shop was 
clear but baffling while the tray beneath was empty. My Vietnamese 
is non-existent, and the sales assistant’s English was not quite up 
to it, so I left the butcher shop still wondering what BELLY BIBLE 
HONEYCOMB could be. Offal, it was, almost certainly. The tray next 
to it held a pile of chicken hearts – marvellous, perfect miniatures of 
the human organ – while the one in front displayed a gleaming mass 
of calf liver, the blood congealing around it in purple ropes.

I don’t even remember what I was buying. Bones, possibly, for the 
spiced peppery broth that is the basis of pho, or beef noodle soup, 
which has become a favourite in the household. But that day something 
made me take more notice of these places, and what they were 
selling, and I realised that hitherto I had tended to look sideways while 
buying my meat, as if frank, full-on gazing was like openly staring 
at a prostitute on the street. Or worse, although meat pornography 
is barely a step away from the meat worship we see in temples like 
Woollahra’s Victor Churchill. Marrickville, we are constantly reminded, 
is the new Paddington, with its soaring real estate prices and a new 
café roasting its own beans opening every other week. (On pornog-
raphy, more below.) 

But I mustn’t get above myself. This is still Marrickville Road, after 
all, with the exhaust-belching 423 awaited by the indigent and the 
hopeful. With orange or lime-green Mazdas and their marrow-curdling 
sound systems, driven by young men who are all biceps and piercings. 
With spivvy real estate agents, not so spivvy drug dealers, old Greek 
men with time on their hands, teenagers from the local high schools, 
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Chapter 14 ditto, and people like me: middle-class trendies, if we are being totally 
honest, though I insist my cultural roots, if not my political ones, are 
working class. 

2 Taboos
I was by then at the next butcher shop, heading towards Victoria 
Street, staring at a tray of enormous pigs’ trotters arranged in a heap 
under the glass counter. And I stress enormous: the one on top was 
the size of a log and the entire beast must have been as big as a 
rhinoceros. There were also chicken feet, another great pile of them, 
not quite as confronting as the cloven hoofs. When I looked closer 
a sense of something forbidden – something deep-seated, biblical 
– flickered in me. My generation was brought up to be suspicious of 
pork, which was said to harbour worms of some sort and required 
thorough cooking. 

Back in the day, there was sawdust, with a distinct smell that I still 
associate with cold meat, and sausages in particular. In fact when 
I was very young I believed sausages were made with sawdust. 
They certainly looked as if they were, and when brought home and 
unwrapped, even while cooking, still continued to smell the same 
as the entire shop. Sawdust has long been banished as unhygienic 
and now few places use butchers’ paper, though the product persists 
(corporate brainstorming sessions spring to mind, as do workshops, 
and faculty ‘retreats’).

Likewise, the dark blue striped butcher’s apron is a thing of the past. 
In its heyday, the apron was smeared with blood. The more the better, 
in fact, as the extent of gore signified the amount of hard work and 
therefore success and quality of the butcher. Such butchers often 
wielded very stained steel knives, sculpted into thrilling precision by 
the whetstone. They sold lamb, all parts; pieces of pork for roasting; 
fat and thin sausages; and stewing steak: chuck, steak and kidney. 
Then the offal: kidneys, tripe, brains (in a white plastic box) and lambs’ 
liver, slightly dignified by the name lambs’ fry. This is the meat litany 
of my childhood, where meat basically meant lamb (not to eat it would 
be virtually unpatriotic), and my mother would buy a side of it every 
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Chapter 14 few weeks: a leg, a shoulder, chops for grilling, chops for stewing, and 
one dear little kidney. She would also buy sausages and mince. Pork 
was rare, steak even rarer and chicken was for special occasions like 
Christmas. I never tasted turkey until I was a teenager. 

Chicken is now literally cheap as chips in Marrickville. Cheaper: $2.29/
kilo for chicken wings, and they are piled high in trays right under your 
nose, next to chicken feet, chicken necks, chicken frames (soup, the 
dog) and chicken livers. I have never eaten chicken feet, which are 
on offer for yum cha at the other end of the Marrickville Road shops. 
Now I wonder where this disdain comes from. Chicken feet or chicken 
wings. There is definitely more flesh on the latter. But shrinking from 
the prospect of the former has more to do with the problem of eating 
the feet of any animal, the parts that have trod in dirt and shit. That, 
at least, is the only logic I can find in this disgust. But a Vietnamese 
butchery, where any part of a beast is consumable and might be on 
display, is not the place for this delicate sensibility, this highly nuanced 
view of edible animal parts. Squeamishness is not so much scorned 
as simply not understood. 

3 T & M Meats
I don’t know about the new Paddington, but one of the things I love 
about Marrickville is its strong community, its network of relationships. 
Backs of shops connect to other backs of shops. The Pho James 
restaurant is related to the cheaper Thuy Huong farther up the road. 
When my chemist can’t supply a particular medication she sends 
her assistant running down the road to the next chemist for it. When 
I mentioned to my optometrist, Loan, that I was interested in writing 
something about the local butcher shops she told that me her cousin 
owned T & M Meats and would be happy to talk to me. But pinning 
down the owner was tricky, and it was not until some months went 
by that I was able to learn why.
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Chapter 14 The first two times I went into the shop and asked for the owner, 
the staff said he wasn’t there, and told me to return another time. 
On my third visit, when I was finally introduced to Winston Tram, I 
realised that he had in fact been there previously, both times. Why 
had he been so evasive, especially as Loan had already primed him 
for the interview? The reason was pure gold, for a writer: several 
months before, he had agreed to let the shop be used as a setting 
for a magazine shoot. He was unable to tell me precisely who – or 
for what publication – but a team of people took over the shop one 
Sunday afternoon for what he understood to be some sort of fashion 
project. When a man dressed in skimpy women’s clothes emerged 
from out the back to perch in the window display, right on top of the 
meat, he was understandably horrified. Without saying as much to 
me, Winston made it clear he thought this was very kinky. I thought 
it was outrageous. Right on top of the sausages, the diced pork. 
Had these people paid him, or offered to? No, they had not. It was 
understandable that after such an experience Winston and his wife, 
who also ran the business, should be suspicious, especially when 
I indicated my colleague would like to film him in the shop. These 
were not the sorts of things he anticipated when deciding to become 
a butcher.

I am still wondering what kind of sexual speciality such a publication 
caters for, what sub-culture involves cross-dressing and meat pornog-
raphy. I am clearly too sheltered, here in Marrickville. 
   
4 Red Meat
Butcher shop etiquette once relied on an undercurrent of flirtation. Its 
discourse, dare one say, was always gendered. Buying meat is such a 
carnal transaction, though why this would necessarily translate to the 
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Chapter 14 winks and nods of barely suppressed sexual jocularity is not entirely 
clear. As children, we had the cultural models of Kev Kavanagh, the 
naked butcher brought to us by Grahame Bond, also a Marrickville 
boy, and the character from Dad’s Army (which our parents watched): 
Lance-Corporal Jones, who, despite his profession and his apparent 
attraction to a local widow – to whom he would often slip an extra 
sausage – always struck me as strangely effeminate. Now that I think 
about it, the naked butcher is apt. The meat is so totally unclothed: 
nothing is hidden and even though the meat might be sliced or minced 
or prettily arranged with rows of plastic parsley, there is no escaping 
its fundamental corporeality. 

For the conservative, respectable housewife, say of the 1950s, 60s 
or 70s, before kebabs in honey soy sauce, and chicken, fetta and 
rocket sausages, there was not much to come between a woman and 
her butcher. Perhaps the faint embarrassment of buying meat could 
be ameliorated by flirtation and jocularity. The suburban butcher was 
invariably a jolly character, often obligingly rotund as well. The butcher, 
moreover, garnered a grudging admiration, as it is only a certain kind 
of man that can take carcasses and chop them to pieces; that man 
is just a step away from the one who kills the meat, and thus the one 
who is closer than any other to the primal. The butcher was perhaps 
the suburban hunter: the scent of blood that lingered around him might 
have been repugnant but it was undeniably manly. And, besides, 
a butcher would be a red meat eater, a healthy protein-enriched 
character, brimming with haemoglobin. You could rely on someone 
that full of iron. They would be as strong as an ox. 
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Chapter 14 The hearty sexist culture of the traditional butcher shop has all but 
vanished, not that it ever appeared to have existed in the Vietnamese 
shops. The transaction is totally genderless. We customers all deal 
with our hesitation over purchasing meat, especially pigs’ feet and 
bleeding organs, in different ways but I feel if the women serving 
me are unfussed by pigs’ testicles and naked chicken feet, then why 
should I be? All the serving staff in the Vietnamese butcher shops are 
young women, cheerfully hauling around dripping cuts and slabs of 
meat, unbothered by the weight, the smells, the intimate body parts. 
They do not, or rarely, butcher themselves, though I regularly see 
them sawing through bones if they are the wrong size. 

When I asked Winston why women didn’t butcher but only served, 
he was clear on this: you sold more meat with young women at the 
counter as they were much friendlier, but cutting it was out of the 
question, as the work was too physically demanding. Maybe this 
happened in the odd shop in Cabramatta, thought Winston, but not 
here.

Winston himself is unfailingly cheerful, friendly and smiling each time 
we speak and all through the recorded interview. He likes being a 
butcher, he is very happy being one, and it shows. He and his wife 
are a team, a most efficient one, but he would not want either of his 
children to enter the business – it is too much hard work. 

I asked Winston what he would have liked to have done, had he not 
become a butcher soon after arriving in Australia as a refugee in 1980. 
If he’d had an education, he said, maybe some sort of office job.

5 Haute Cuisine
Food shopping these days can invoke all sorts of anxieties, what 
with the specialisation in some outlets that makes even staples like 
bread and tea a form of high art. Pity the customer who can’t spot 
a sourdough loaf at a glance, or who doesn’t know her single origin 
sencha from her lapsang souchong. At least in these butcher shops 
you need not cringe at your own ignorance. Plus you can ask for 
almost anything – pig lung, testicles, beef heart – because you’re 
just serving a basic human need, not participating in MasterChef, 
even if so much contemporary cuisine has become a competition. 
Furthermore, no one minds if you only buy rib bones for the dogs, 
or cares what you intend doing with your bag of chicken giblets. 
Some of the Vietnamese butchers around here don’t even bother with 
expensive cuts of meat like fillet steak or French cut rack of lamb, 
knowing their customers’ preferences for slabs of pork belly or whole 
beef rumps or American ribs.
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Chapter 14 At Easter time in one of the shops there was a great mound of organ 
flesh advertised as ‘pluck’. When I enquired, I was told that it was 
the contents of the sheep: heart, liver, lungs and windpipe, all in one 
slippery piece still connected by veins and membranes. When I asked 
further, what on earth for?, the young woman shook her head and 
pulled a face. ‘I don’t know. The Greeks, they want it, this time of the 
year.’ She had no idea what they did with it, but suggested, ‘Maybe 
they make soup?’ 

And why is it called pluck? Because it is plucked whole from the 
sheep carcass. I discovered this from a website called Yuckylicious, 
devoted to the world’s worst recipes, when my usual sources like 
Mrs Beeton let me down, though in fact the 19th-century recipe for 
this dish, which involved stewing the sliced and seasoned organs, 
sounded quite medieval. 

Another time I was confounded by the identity of a pile of strange, 
pale brown, wrinkly matter. The young woman in this shop shook her 
head. ‘Pigs’ intestine. You don’t want that’, she said. She was right, 
but I still wanted to know how it was used. A sort of stew, apparently, 
a yum cha dish. ‘But it smells too much’, she added. ‘Even I wouldn’t 
eat it.’

6 The Word
Those three words all made sense when one day I spotted a similar 
sign in another butchers: BELLY BIBLE TRIPE. Underneath was a pile 
of lacy textured tripe, which seemed too pretty to be offal. Looked at 
sideways, it could have been a pile of white handtowels. It, the cow’s 
belly, was just under $6/kilo, and so I bought some, the first time I had 
ever done so. If no one at home liked it, the dogs would always eat it. 

I dug out that sturdy bible for cooks, the Larousse Gastronomique, 
but on the etymology it failed me. It contained over a dozen recipes 
for cooking tripe but no explanation for that curious name, bible tripe, 
which was left to Wikipedia and several online dictionaries. I learned 
that the first three chambers of the cow’s stomach are called the 
rumen, which provides blanket, flat or smooth tripe; the reticulum, 
which provides honeycomb or pocket tripe; and the omasum, for 
book, bible or leaf tripe. Mystery solved: the thin flaky membranes 
of bible tripe do resemble the leaves of a book. Thanks to Google I 
also noticed that all over the world there were tripe sites, tripe clubs, 
and that several restaurants regularly hosted tripe meals. 

7 Blood
Until the 1990s, the main customers were Greek, and they were 
somewhat fussy customers, which Winston knew from the days he 
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Chapter 14 was working in a Greek butcher shop, before he started his own 
business.

Now the customers are varied, with different expectations and fewer 
demands. But this is because the Vietnamese butcher shops of 
Marrickville have changed. It is not so long ago that the shop where I 
bought my tripe used to display blood jelly and pigs’ spleen behind the 
counter, in square plastic tubs. The spleen was bright brick red, the 
blood jelly dark, dense and shocking, with none of the translucence 
of jelly. It looked more like paint. Blood dripped down the sides of the 
tubs, while the tiles behind were freckled red with the hurried slap of 
cuts and portions. Now the tiles are cleaner, and these products are 
kept out the back.

About halfway along the Marrickville Road shopping strip is another 
place approaching clinical status, having been refurbished in recent 
years. All the meat is wrapped tight in cling film, the displays are 
orderly, the prices neatly lettered. There are mirrors behind the 
rear shelves, not cracked white tiles. No faded handwritten signs in 
Vietnamese, Greek and Chinese, advertising weekly specials from 
years past. I had ducked into this shop thinking I would buy some 
blood jelly for a rice porridge (for which it was mostly being sold, not 
for sausage, as I’d first thought, which is the Scottish tradition) to 
augment my inaugural tripe meal, but found none. Here, there was 
very little in the way of offal. Not a spleen or intestine in sight. Not 
even any blood. Perhaps it is the Paddington effect.

T & M Meats is the cleanest. Winston’s white uniform is disappoint-
ingly spotless. His white tiles gleam and his glass display cabinets 
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premises was a dry cleaners before the Tram family took it over, and 
it has stayed clean. And I am quite disappointed that T & M Meats 
never sell blood jelly, and rarely has tripe. There is no blood, really, 
none of the pungent corporeality of the butcher shops of old, here 
in Marrickville and elsewhere, which had sawdust to soak up spills, 
and where you took away white-wrapped parcels that would bloom 
with rusty stains before you reached home. 

8 Childhood Food
These excursions into the Vietnamese butcher shops are a step into 
the culinary world of my own childhood, though the term ‘culinary’ sits 
uneasily with my memories of what we actually ate. My grandmother’s 
was the only tripe I had ever eaten. She would soak it in brine for a 
day, then boil it in milk with onions, thicken it with cornflour, and serve 
it mixed through with chopped parsley and Cornwell’s black vinegar 
sprinkled over the top. I don’t remember actively disliking this dish, 
which we just called tripe with onions, or tripe in white sauce, since, 
despite the texture, it was innocuous enough if you didn’t consider 
where it had come from. And even if you were squeamish about 
eating a particular part of an animal, this would be scorned: you ate 
what you were given. If you complained about being teased at school 
for your leftover brain sandwiches, you were lectured about being 
grateful that you had something to eat at all. The starving Africans, 
etcetera.  

My father, with the unquestionable authority of the man of the house, 
was able to reject tripe in white sauce on the basis that he despised 
parsley, or it made him ill, or otherwise had something to do with his 
unspeakable childhood. The rest of us had to chew and swallow it, 
while he made himself an omelette or a bacon and egg sandwich 
instead. It never occurred to me to wonder why he didn’t simply 
have his tripe without the parsley, but then I didn’t realise quite how 
clever my father was. Similarly, it would never have occurred to my 
grandmother, who lived next door to us, and later with us, to have 
cooked it without the parsley. Or indeed any other way but by boiling 
it in a white sauce, and just writing that again makes me wonder how 
anyone possibly ate such a dish. 

Back then offal was still pretty much offal, the name itself sounding 
awful, something which we kids punned on regularly, and the name 
itself derives from the term off-fall, meaning that which falls off the 
main cuts of meat, the lesser meats. As well as tripe, there were 
sheeps’ brains (crumbed, then fried), and the chewy, veinous lambs’ 
fry (bearable if you drenched it in enough tomato sauce). In my French 
culinary bible, gras-double de beouf en blanquette sounds so much 
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And the word gastronomy is derived from the Greek for stomach.

In the late 1970s Tony and Gay Bilson’s Berowra Waters Inn included 
a tripe dish on the menu. The recipe, reproduced in Gay Bilson’s book 
Plenty, was heavy on herbs and red wine vinegar and, while also liberal 
with the parsley, eschewed milk or anything white. This particular 
offal famously featured at the 1993 Symposium of Gastronomy 
Dinner in Canberra, where Bilson and her head chef, Janni Kyritsis, 
made a 40m-long tablecloth from honeycomb tripe sections stitched 
together with sausage casing. She described the table surface as an 
‘extra-terrestrial landscape of terrible beauty’. It was to remind diners, 
or gastronomers, of something quite fundamental.

Perhaps I would cook my half-kilo of bible tripe in a traditional way. 
But I only got as far as the initial boil: after several hours the tripe 
was still chewy and bland. The dogs loved it.

9 Being Gentle with the Meat 
It appears that what Vietnamese butchers like Winston Tram have 
known for a long time, the rest of the butchering business has only 
recently grasped. A Sydney Morning Herald article of July 2011 
reported that the recent appearance of women as butchers had been 
accompanied by a significant rise in sales. Craig Cook, proprietor of 18 
butcher shops, was ‘amazed’ at the impact of trained female butchers 
on sales figures. One of his shops, Northbridge’s Prime Quality Meats, 
showed an impressive 20 per cent increase in sales since two young 
women had been hired 12 months before. The difference, said Cook, 
was that the female butchers got behind the produce and talked it up 
a lot more, and the female customers felt more comfortable talking 
‘to another women’ about something as intimate as the evening meal. 
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Chapter 14 Most interestingly, though, is an aside in this report that betrays a 
respect for meat that reflects our culture’s growing awareness of the 
aesthetic as well as ethical nuances of primary produce: ‘[T]he girls 
are gentle with the meat’, said Cook. ‘The blokes are rip, tear and 
bust.’ 

10 Urban Suburban Meat
We do indeed have more of a conscience, but we also pay for it. 
Prodded by the youngest member of the household, who is more 
caring than I, we start buying meat from the Urban Food Market in 
Victoria Road, which sources organic, free range and sustainable 
meat from various producers, on behalf of restaurants and cafes. 
Each Friday and Saturday it is open to the general public, with a 
selection of cuts in vacuum-sealed packages. The meat is more than 
twice the price of the butchers farther down and around the corner in 
Marrickville Road. We can eat half as much meat then, says my son, 
who is prepared to sacrifice some of his diet for the sake of knowing 
the animals have lived a happy life and, although they’ve still been 
slaughtered for consumption, at least it has been done humanely. 
But if I thought of such things as I ate my $22/kilo pork belly (twice 
cooked, melting in the mouth) I would not eat meat at all. 

11 Postscriptt
Awful lot of excitement about offal at Brass

While dude food and modern Italian snare the headlines, 
unfashionable offal is staging a comeback in snazzy Potts 
Point. Chef Darren Taylor has introduced an offal menu on 
Thursday nights at Brass, and it is popular. “Nobody does 
offal any more but it conjures up memories from childhood,” 
he says. “I have customers come in having the tripe Lyonnaise 
(pictured) for entrée and sweetbreads for a main.”
(Sydney Morning Herald, 26 June 2012, Good Living, p3)
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