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Got your mother in a whirl

She’s not sure if you’re a boy or a girl
Hey babe your hair’s all right ...
Rebel, rebel, how could they know
Hot tramp | love you so

David Bowie

As | talk with Chris | can’t get that song out of my head. Partly, that’s the image of her
and her partner Margie Harris, turning up at last year’s launch of the SMH Good Food
Guide with leather jackets emblazoned with “No GST” five days before the Federal
election. Chefs aren’t supposed to do that in Sydney. Your supposed to provide the
venue for the wannabe Machiavellis to clinch deals, not serve them up your politics, no
matter how cutely disguised as dessert it may be (of which more later). But with Chris
Manfield, where the food come from is also where the politics comes from, and they
come as a package.

Her back-story fuels the legend. Brisbane baby boomer girl with a strict Presbyterian
upbringing where pleasure, particularly sensual pleasure, isn’t encouraged. Leaves
home at fifteen and takes up hairdressing (her shock of rich cream hair now as much a
signature as Neil Perry’s ponytail). Goes back to school, matriculates and takes up
teaching primary school in the working-class suburbs of Adelaide. Feminist, openly
lesbian, maturing in the Dunstan era that prefigured in South Australia the kinds of
social changes, including culinary changes, that would percolate eastwards, along with
good coffee. Finally, a women-owner in an industry dominated by men as chefs, owners
and financiers.

Out of this story come the twin drives that inform and sustain her — a desire to be “totally
hedonistic, while mindful of the need to value and appreciate the luxury and pleasure,
and never to take these things for granted”.

Childhood meals were plain 50s fare, for sustaining the body but not the spirit. So, when
it comes, immersion in food becomes an “adult passion”, first stirred in the early days in
Adelaide, in student households where the newly emerging Asian body introduces her
to flavours to which she has remained committed. As food becomes a “serious hobby”,
the rebel finds fresh fields. Her interest grows in food that “raises the experience of the
table out of the ordinary”.

So itis that she first finds Cheong Liew and Phillip Searle, two sources of constant
inspiration to her, and follows Searle to Sydney to work in his milestone restaurant Oasis
Seros, very sure that his was the approach and understanding most consonant with
hers. These two are joined later by Gay Bilson, Stephanie Alexander, Tetsuya and Neil
Perry. What’s common to them all, she says, is they way they take a strong grasp of
classic cuisines (she nominates French, Chinese and Japanese) and adapt tradition to



new flavours and technique to produce distinctly different oeuvres. “Rules are meant to
be broken, but you have to know the rules first”. This for her is the pure meaning of
fusion and it’s the essence of her approach.

The aesthetic leads to a kind of luxurious austerity in her food. When she talks of what
she learned from Searle, she talks of the architecture of his food, its discipline and the
finesse. And his control over its production. Control is a word that comes frequently in
our discussion, as it does in the introduction to her first book, Paramount Cooking.
Owning Paramount has allowed her to control “the cooking, the presentation, the
wines, the feel, the look, the ambience, the attitude — all the components that make up
a restaurant”. She famously played with the possibilities of food and power in her
banquet for the Symposium of Australian Gastronomy, with guests alternatively being
herded, threatened, and humiliated as they ate food designhed to emphasis the play of
power and pleasure.

That’s the other part of being a rebel, having fun and pricking people’s pretensions and
prejudices, playing Puck. “You can’t take yourself too seriously”, says the creator of the
Freedom Sorbet Slice — an upright triangular ice slice described in Manfield’s second
book, Paramount Desserts as “drawing on the freedom flag, a symbol that has come to
represent gay and lesbian pride in our community”. And the equally out-of-the-closet
Slice of Pride, whose “tropical flavours were formed to capture the symbol of gay pride,
the Pink Triangle. It becomes a visual and edible feast of celebration”. These like the
Symposium dinner are a take on her public persona as they are about her politics. She’s
recently signed up to lead a gourmet travel tour of north-western India. and already is
having fun with the potential for a role as Mistress of Spices.

There is in this story a sharply discernible line of tenacity, and discipline, where
austerity and tradition balance with a determination to push the boundaries. You are left
in no doubt that when her mind’s set on something, hell and high water don’t stand
much of a chance. Take her entry into the fine dining scene. “Petaluma had opened the
restaurant at Bridgeport to showcase its wines beside the fine food. | bowled up on
Christmas Eve to Catherine Kerry, the catering queen of Adelaide, and said | want to
cook.” She is generous in her thanks to Kerry for taking a risk with this mature woman
with bugger-all formal training.

And yes, she’ll admit that at times she borders on the obsessive and anarchic. She is
determined not to be predictable, not to be defined by others, and at the same time not
to create the market for her food in her own image. Ask her if she would call her food
mod Oz and she says she feels ‘uncomfortable’ with the label, not because it’s broad
net doesn’t catch the elements of her food, but because it obscures the highly
individual practice. “You can’t eat Neil’s food, or Tet’s or Phillip’s or mine, and they
remain distinctive. It’s not just about food production, which a lot of what’s called mod
Ozis. It’s about thinking and working with the theory of food and its refinement.

But there is a contradiction here, between the rebel and the chef who nominates the
classic cuisine developed within the context of royal courts. There is another personain
Manfield, one which emerges when she writes and talks about food - the teacher. “Food



is an integral part of your socialisation, it’s a shared experience”, she says. That sharing
is two-fold: the sharing of knowledge and the sharing of food. “My books have a lot of
text, because | want to engage people who are interested in knowing about food, why
ingredients go together, how the process of cooking works”. But this isn’t presented in
an academic framework. “What you write about has to be something achievable,
approachable. You aim to get people take onboard something of what you do, so you
provide a range from the simple to the more complicated. It’s not about the
personality”. The introduction to Paramount Cooking urges the reader:” Don’t treat a
cookbook as a blueprint. Feel free to interpret the information as you see fit, to use what
is helpful to you”.

There is a democracy here that’s a kind of social justice, an extension into her food of
her political activism. You hear echoes of it too, when she talks about food as a great
communicator between people. “It allows you to communicate anywhere in the world.
You can go into any market and point, smell and taste, and then talk”. You also hear it
when she talks about cooking as something you do for others. She herself has gone one
step further and put her food at the service of her politics. Manfield was one of the
original members of the AIDS Trust of Australia’s committee which began Counter Aid,
an annual event when shops in Australia donate a portion of their funds on a particular
day to the Trust. She was with the committee when the event was reinvigorated as
Sydney’s annual Food Fair. Paramount continues to host Eat Our Words, the food and
literature event in the Sydney Gay and Lesbian Mardi Gras Festival.

“The biggest task now”, she says, “is to evaluate what’s happened in the last few years,
and to be able to distil that experience4 and present it clearly”. Again, we see the
teacher, the documenter, the one who has a sense of her place in a continuing tradition.
As for the future, there are the palaces of India, the launching of her range of spice
pastes, and the more immediate problem of the new Paramount menu.
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