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Abstract: 

Ken Robinson’s theories of creativity can be applied to creative cookery and the 
changes in how recipes were presented during both World War II and the immediate 
post-war period. He writes: ‘It is important to be clear about what creativity is and how 
it works in practice. There are three related ideas … imagination, which is the process 
of bringing to mind things that are not present to our senses; creativity, which is the 
process of developing original ideas that have value, and innovation, which is the 
process of putting new ideas into practice’ (Robinson 2011: 3). This paper looks at 
cooking in terms of these three elements – imagination, communication and creativity – 
during World War II and immediately after, when food shortages, rationing and 
coupons presented limited food options, and into the post-war period when home 
cookery, newly released from domestic drudgery, rapidly became a creative art. It 
argues that creative cooking relies on recipes and how they are written and presented, 
as well as the cook’s skill and creative intuition.  
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Introduction: imagination, communication and creativity 

It struck me, as I followed a recipe for the ‘Rhubarb, Sour Cream and Cinnamon 
Sugar Cake’ from Belinda Jeffrey’s The Country Cookbook: Seasonal Jottings and 
Recipes (2010), that there are elements of cooking that cannot be learned from 
cookery books, magazines or recipes. Jeffrey’s recipe calls for four cups of rhubarb 
and, as I only had three, I substituted tart apple to make up the fourth cup. Rather than 
beating the sugar and butter with a hand beater as directed, I decided to use my food 
processor and, instead of timing the cooking, I waited until I smelled that cooked-
cake-smell wafting through the house. 

Luce Giard reminds us that the process of cooking is based on cultural order, and is 
about creating one’s own style of cooking by ‘navigating through accepted, allowed 
and ready-made techniques’ (in de Certeau, Giard & Mayol 1998: 156). She also 
writes that cookery is based on women’s observation and (via the transmission of 
knowledge), the understanding of a series of techniques, and that it requires multiple 
memory, a ‘programming’ mind, sensory perception and creative ingenuity (157). 
Even with the help of books, a woman’s knowledge of cookery creeps into one, she 
says, making the observation when she finally took up cooking that it ‘was something 
that came to me from my body, and that integrated me into the great corps of women 
of my lineage, incorporating me into their anonymous ranks’ (153). 

Sir Ken Robinson writes about the creative process: 

It is important to be clear about what creativity is and how it works in practice. There 
are three related ideas … imagination, which is the process of bringing to mind things 
that are not present to our senses; creativity, which is the process of developing original 
ideas that have value, and innovation, which is the process of putting new ideas into 
practice (2011: 3). 

To cast this in terms of cooking creatively, first we imagine the dish or we see or taste 
it, and then we follow the recipe and, in the process of following the instructions, we 
tweak and change as new ideas or essential adaptations (when we don’t have the right 
ingredients or equipment at hand) come into play.  

During World War II and in the immediate post-war period, cooking (and learning to 
cook) changed for most Australian housewives. Increasingly, women dispensed with 
hand written recipe collections handed from mother to daughter, the large Anglo-
Australian housekeeping manuals with their sections on basic cooking, and the 
extensive ‘standard’ cookery books that had been the mainstay of their mothers. 
Instead, they found a more creative inspiration for their cooking in popular women’s 
magazines such as Woman, The Australian Women’s Weekly (AWW) and Women’s 
Day and Home (later Woman’s Day), the women’s pages of newspapers, cooking 
demonstrations and cooking shows on radio. They were also inspired by a new style 
of cookbook that contained international dishes and that showed women how to cook 
and entertain with flair, using innovative presentation styles such as step-by-step 
photographic instructions and colour images of artistically arranged prepared recipes. 
By the mid-1950s – with new and exciting recipes and food ideas, and modern 
kitchens replete with timesaving devices – cooking was well on the way to becoming 
a creative art for those who weren’t trained chefs.  
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‘Dom Sci’ and creativity 

Margaret Cole explained to me that she was never allowed to cook at home. Growing 
up in the inter-war period in Australia, her family was short of income and her mother 
could not afford any failures in the kitchen. Her first experience of cooking was, 
therefore, in her school Domestic Science classes in the 1930s. Creativity in terms of 
cookery, it appears, was not encouraged here either, training was systematic and 
work-focused. Sara Burstall writes in her preface to The High School Cookery Book 
first published in England in 1919 and used in Australian schools as a Domestic 
Science text in the 1930s: 

It is now generally recognized [sic] that systematic teaching in the Domestic Arts 
should have a place in the curriculum of schools for girls since we can no longer 
assume that training in household work and management will be given in the home 
itself (Bradshaw: iii). 

Cole remembers using this text at school in 1933. She underlined parts of the copy I 
cite from, most likely for an end of year examination, including instructions that, ‘All 
brass and copper utensils must be kept dry, clean and bright’ (21). She remembers:  

I had to study that! Miss Picard taught us Domestic Science we had a room to do our 
cooking in … the Dom Sci Room. I remember one of my friends came to me one day 
with an egg in her hand – we were going to make scones or something – and she asked 
me, ‘How do you break an egg?’ She had never been allowed. She came from a 
property and they had cooks and she’d never been in the kitchen. I used to try and help 
Mum in the kitchen at home and she wanted us to help but she couldn’t afford to let us 
go and make things because if we burned them or ruined them it cost more money. 
Things were not good we couldn’t afford to waste food (Cole: 6 June 2012). 

Cole remembers that she may have found this book helpful, especially when newly 
married and confronted by the old wood stove in the farm kitchen of her first home. 
But she did not cook from it. Instead, she found inspiration for her cooking in the 
pages of Woman magazine and Vesta Junior’s weekly article in The Argus newspaper. 
She tore these recipes out each week and saved them in a recipe folder. 

Margaret Fulton – undoubtedly Australia’s best known cook and food writer – 
remembers her domestic science days at school and wonders how she ever considered 
a career in cooking from what she was taught at school (2000: 20). ‘I learned how to 
cook awful food and to cook it badly. … Mad things were taught at school under the 
guise of Domestic Science’ (21).  

Even in the late 1960s, Australian schools did not encourage students to be creative 
with their cooking. The home economics textbook, Cookery – The Australian Way, 
was compiled by a group of home economists for Australian girls in 1966 and was 
reprinted twice in 1966 and 1967: an indication of its widespread use, but not of its 
popularity. The following poem appears immediately after the forward and just before 
the introductory chapter on ‘Nutrition and Diet’. I include it here because it suggests 
that any attempt at creativity can only result in failure: 

I guessed the pepper; the soup was too hot! 
I guessed the water; it dried in the pot! 
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I guessed the salt; and – what do you think? 
We did nothing else the whole day but drink. 
I guessed the sugar; the sauce was too sweet! 
And so by my guessing I spoiled our treat; 
And now I guess nothing, for cooking by guess 
Is sure to result in a terrible mess (Baldwin et al., 1966: introduction).  

 

Cooking creatively out of necessity 

Despite this approach at school, war, food shortages and rationing were certainly a 
catalyst for creativity in the domestic kitchen. Writing in The New York Times in 
1944, American food writer Jane Holt describes how:  

Since the start of rationing women have thought more about good food and talked more 
about it than they ever did when butter and steak and Roquefort cheese all fitted into 
the accepted scheme of things. Forced by shortages to summon up their best efforts, 
they have prepared meals that have not infrequently been flavored [sic] with greater 
imagination than was ever displayed in the old days (22).  

Holt’s article concluded that seasoning food was a key to good cooking and cooking 
required creativity. Unlike Cookery the Australian Way, she concludes that a good 
cookbook was a good place to start but ‘one of the hardest things to learn is to season 
food properly – nothing can teach that – what is needed is imagination and 
experimentation’ (22). 

School texts provided a foundation, outlining the principles of cookery, but during 
this extended wartime and post-war period of substitutions and coupons it was the 
shared recipes found in magazines and newspapers that provided home cooks with 
inspiration for daily meals using seasonal ingredients and whatever else was available. 
General cookbooks were of limited use during wartime when many of the ingredients 
their recipes relied upon were in short supply or rationed. Newspapers and magazines 
stepped into this gap, publishing new recipes every week. In newspapers, these 
recipes were usually sourced from readers who were often paid for their contributions 
in the form of prizes for the best recipe and consolation prizes for every recipe 
published. Magazines followed this process, but also illustrated their recipe pages in 
colour. Creativity was, thus, encouraged and rewarded for a community of women 
who sent in recipes that they had adapted to suit the times. Woman magazine paid 
10/6 for the ‘Recipe of the Week’ and 2/6 for every other recipe published. These 
were significant amounts as the average weekly wage for women in 1950 was £3 per 
week, meaning 10/6 was just over a sixth of the weekly wage. Food manufacturers 
also offered lucrative cash prizes for creative recipes entered into competitions. In 
1945, for instance, a Mrs J. E. Jenkins won £250 for her prize winning ‘Golden Snow 
Cake’ entered into the Aerophos Baking Powder recipe contest. 
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Fig. 1. Mrs. Jenkins wins £250 for her Golden Snow Cake, Woman, 15 October 1945: 36. 

The cookbooks these women owned rarely demonstrated the discursive food writing 
that we know today. They usually included a description of the purpose of the book in 
the forward, followed by recipes which were lists of ingredients followed by 
instructions on making a dish. Cookbooks did not include the contextual social, 
historical or cultural information about dishes and ingredients familiar today, 
however, the women’s pages in newspapers added more information, speaking to 
their women readers about cookery in an ‘over the back fence’ conversational 
manner. Helen Seager, for instance, wrote (under the pen name ‘Vesta Junior’) in the 
women’s pages of the prominent Melbourne newspaper, The Argus, between 1944 
and 1950. Her recipes were mostly sourced from her readers, but it is clear from her 
writing that she loved food and cooking, and each week she shared stories and recipes 
with thousands of housewives in her weekly column ‘Test and Tell’. Here she 
describes her visit to a farm outside Canberra during this period of food shortages and 
rationing: 

It was refreshing to talk to somebody about cooking: somebody who didn’t have to 
worry about eggs and butter; somebody whose meat was even then cropping about on 
the open plains. And at afternoon tea it was a delight to the eyes to see good old-
fashioned meringues piped full of rich cream and to eat cakes and heavily buttered bun 
loaf with never a grudging thought about coupons. 

Funny how coupon conscious we are when we take tea with our friends in the suburbs 
… how thankful that her sandwiches with the mayonnaise dressing saved her the 
necessity of using up the butter. But all the same it was nice to sit back and enjoy a 
really good old-time country tea party and not to have to say once, “But my dear, you 
shouldn’t; a dry biscuit is all anybody can expect these days … and anyway it’s just a 
cup of tea I am dying for.” 

Did I hear a murmur about recipes? Well, here they are. We sifted out some favourites 
that can be tried under the awe-inspiring eye of the rationing authorities. Try Spiced 
Apple Pie (the Illoura way). … And now try Illoura Caramel Pudding. This has gone 
the rounds of Canberra housewives and is a hot favourite (‘Vesta Junior’/Seager 1944: 
9). 
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Seager also acknowledged the downside of cooking – an unrelenting three-times-a-
day, seven-days-a-week task for most housewives. Her column ‘It’s the Sweets 
Course that Baffles Some Housewives’ is a woman-to-woman discussion of the woes 
of having to prepare a dessert:  

I’ve know superb cooks, imaginative, venturesome; but their minds just as blank when 
it comes to sweets … I am always rather amused when people produce a mould with a 
flourish, yet sneak blancmange apologetically on to the table … as if they weren’t 
usually one and the same thing. … Moulds came in with refrigerators and blancmange 
is usually associated with the red plush tablecloth and aspidistra era … just like the 
wobbly jellies named strawberry, raspberry, lemon, orange, which, apart from a few 
shades difference in colour taste exactly the same (1945: 8).  

From there she gives a recipe for Apple Charlotte, which she recommends serving hot 
or cold with vanilla custard or mock cream.  

Now don’t raise your eyebrows at the mention of cream – it may be OFF for the 
moment, but there are still ways of obtaining it, and not on the black market either, and 
despite milk rationing. Take a breakfast cup of cold water, one teaspoon of sugar, a 
tablespoon of butter or margarine, 3 heaped tablespoons of powdered milk and if like ½ 
teaspoon of vanilla essence. Heat the water to blood heat in a saucepan then add the 
margarine or butter. Remove from the stove. Stir till melted then sprinkle in the 
powdered milk. Stir and then beat until thoroughly blended then beat till cold. Add 
sugar and vanilla and beat again. Chill, then just before serving beat again (8) 

Seager concludes with a direct appeal to her readers: ‘Try this and write again and tell 
me if it isn’t really good’, reassuring them, ‘No, I’m not taking a chance … I know’ 
(8). 
Women’s magazines from this time had a great deal more to offer the average 
housewife than cookbooks. Like the women’s pages of newspapers, magazine food 
writers/editors collaborated with readers by asking them to send in recipes and 
recognizing their creative cooking skills outside of their homes by rewarding these 
contributors with prizes and publication. Published weekly, recipes in magazines were 
current and reflected the availability of seasonal foods and seasonal food preferences. 
During rationing and food shortages, coupon-based recipes gave women helpful menu 
suggestions and, when the servicemen returned, there were ideas for parties and home 
coming celebrations. These were recipes that readers could rely upon as they were 
tried and tested. AWW further tested its reader’s recipes each week in the testing 
kitchen of the Australian Women’s Weekly Club for Servicewomen –  a club set up 
by AWW to provide accommodation for servicewomen away from home during the 
war (AWW 1970: 51) – who were apparently very happy with this arrangement 
(Anon. 1945: 38). 

It is often said that we eat with our eyes and the illustrations and photographs are a 
significant part of the selling appeal of today’s cookbooks. Prior to the 1950s, most 
cookbooks included illustrations to introduce a chapter or to advertise foods but did 
not include images of the recipes. The recipes in women’s magazines were, 
conversely, accompanied by colour photographs and graphics designed to be 
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attractive and appeal to a cross-section of women. These images also enabled readers 
to more fully imagine the finished dish described in the text. 

 
              Fig. 2: Charming themed Christmas page, Woman, 11 December 1944: 37. 

 

These colour images were only made possible by advances in high volume printing 
technology and the rotogravure printing process. Rotogravure printing gave 
magazines the capacity to print by the million and produce glamorous, albeit cheap, 
publications (Griffen-Foley 1999: 66). This meant that high volume magazines could 
include pictures; cookbooks with their shorter print runs could not afford this 
technique. High profile magazines, such as Woman and The Australian Women’s 
Weekly, competed for the lucrative women’s market from the time that the AWW was 
launched in the early 1930s. Both incorporated charmingly designed and decorated 
colour pages into their recipe sections using this technology.  

Women also used the pictures in these magazines creatively. Eleanor Dale published 
letters from readers in her ‘I Did it Myself’ column, a regular feature of Woman 
magazine where women were invited to send in decorating ideas and win cash prizes 
of 10/6/- and 5/- (every idea published won a 5/- prize). In 1944, a Mrs. Westamacott 
won a 5/- prize for her idea of transforming her kitchen into a ‘gay’ room by painting 
the high green ceiling cream (see, Fig. 3 below). She only had enough paint to go half 
way down the wall, so she made a frieze with the illustrations from Ann Maxwell’s 
cookery page in Woman. She used the coloured illustrations as the frieze, and the 
recipes were collated and hung behind a door (Woman 9 October 1944: 29).  

In a personal communication, Naomi Nicholson told me how, in the 1960s she saw a 
magazine article about a cookbook and sent away to America through her bookshop 
to get it. When it arrived, it was nothing like what she had expected – there were no 
pictures. The magazine advertisement had been lavishly illustrated with images of the 
recipes, so Nicholson cut them out of the magazine and stuck them in the book next to 
the recipes (personal communication, 2 March 2012).  



Adams     Creating the cook 

Strengthening learning and teaching leadership in the creative arts: createED 2009-2012  
TEXT Special issue 16, Barbara de la Harpe, Thembi Mason & Donna Lee Brien (eds.) 

8 

 

 
                                     Fig. 3. ‘I did it myself’, Woman, 9 October 1944: 29. 

Each week these magazines featured recipes for a different food or specific meals and 
occasions. AWW food editor Olwen Frances wooed her readers with her colourfully 
descriptive words, attractive pictures and snappy headings. In ‘Stormy weather 
breakfast’ (1 July 1944), Frances suggests hot dishes for cold mornings and 
introduces her selection of breakfast recipes with compelling reasons why breakfast 
was an important meal:  

The fashion of two meals a day and I-never-eat-breakfast is as dead as the dodo. 
Definitely outmoded. … A spanking hot dish of sausages and freshly made griddle 
cakes gets sleepy heads up earlier (22). 

Once the warmer weather arrives, she suggests making ‘Sweets … luscious and cold’ 
(18 November 1944), evoking their seductive, light coolness:  

Airy confections for the warmer weather … fragrant to the palate … refreshing with 
their cool colours and smooth, light textures … delicious to eat” [create these sweets] 
in the early morning … family just beginning to stir … kitchen window wide open … 
the quiet air sweet and cool on your face (37).  

Her feature on ‘Easy to pack lunch boxes’ this same year (11 March 1944) can only be 
described as theatrical. The caption under the image of her lunch box foods reads – 
reflecting an interest in the movies perhaps:  

The Stage is set, Time is 7.00am. SCENE is the kitchen. PROPERTIES are lunch box 
makings. THEME is to keep the family fighting fit. PERFORMANCES are all full of 
pep and variety (Frances: 27).  

Interestingly, on the next page, there is an abridged version of a Warner Bros Film 
The Gay Sisters. It is a series of photos with captions underneath that neatly 
summarise the story.  

Advertisers have long recognised the potential of cookbooks to market their products 
and many cookbooks of the time contained line drawings and high quality monotone 
advertisements – usually black and white, but sometimes in colour (Hoyle 2010: 5). 
Product advertisements in magazines used colour and creative images to sell even the 
most basic cooking products. Images of a white ‘Ballerina’ cake with pink icing, 
chocolate crackles, a chocolate dip for ice creams are used to advertise a new 
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‘mix’n’melt’ method of cooking using copha (solid vegetable shortening marketed in 
Australia by Betty King ‘noted home economist from World Brands’, an Australian 
version of America’s Betty Crocker)  (26 May 1951: 56). Aunt Mary’s Cream of 
Tartar and Baking Powder are similarly featured in a full-page advertisement (26 May 
1951: 54), with the superior raising capacity of the powder illustrated by a Green 
Sundae Cake and a Chocolate Angel Cake. These product advertisements encouraged 
creative cooking and decorating by illustrating the finished product in bold colour and 
beautifully displayed.   

 

 

 
Figs. 4 and 5. Australian Women’s Weekly, 26 May 1951: 56, 54. 

 

Step-by-step cooking and colour photography 

An innovative way of teaching cooking using photographs to clearly illustrate each 
stage of the preparation of a recipe was introduced in the 1950s. Jean Bowring’s 
cooking pages in Women’s Day and Home showed how this ‘step-by-step’ technique 
could be used help new cooks master basic cooking technique. Step-by-step 
photography became a popular way to demonstrate techniques to novice cooks, and 
newspaper and magazine publishers soon began publishing cookbooks incorporating 
this method of instruction along with photographs of completed dishes. Good 
Housekeeping’s Practical Picture Cookery, published by the Herald Sun News 
Pictorial in Melbourne, contained nearly 500 recipes on 160 pages. It included 17 full 
colour plates showing artistically arranged completed recipes, advertisements for food 
products and creative ways to decorate finished cakes. (Frog Cakes made using Aunt 
Mary’s baking powder, as illustrated below, are just one of many examples).  
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Fig. 6. ‘Novelty Frog Cakes’, Good Housekeeping’s Practical Picture Cookery, c.1952: 145. 
 

As well as the colour plates, there are 600 black and white photographs all giving 
‘step-by-step’ instructions for making many of the recipes. 

Early in the 1950s, AWW published Step-by-Step Cookery, written by popular British 
chef Marguerite Patten. This book was intended for people who were new to cookery 
and who wanted to produce exciting and nutritious meals with the minimum of fuss. 
Readers, the introduction stated, would find ‘colourful and special recipes’, which 
would aid cooks to create extraordinary dishes: 

I wanted this to be an exciting as well as an instructive book, so you will find quite 
colourful and special recipes in it, for I have found that if you know the right way to do 
it, it is no more difficult to make a luscious dish than a rather plain ‘humdrum’ recipe 
(Patten: 9). 

Interestingly, popular TV chef Graham Kerr used this step-by-step teaching technique 
a decade later in his The Graham Kerr Cookbook, attributing his presentation 
technique to the influence of television. Kerr stated in the introduction to this book 
that recipes failed to clearly illustrate how to cook, whereas a TV demonstration could 
easily show this:  

My experience from television programmes is that the only real solution is to 
demonstrate a method visually. This is why I have gone to such lengths to give you this 
step-by-step television approach cookbook – covering nearly all the basic methods of 
cookery (1966: 6).  

Kerr takes his illustrations one step further than the 1950’s examples. He credits 
photographer Hubert Sieben for the styled food images and step-by-step instructions, 
and Eric Heath, a New Zealand artist and cartoonist, for the drawings. Colour and 
black and white photography are also utilised strategically, the expensive colour 
images are clearly used artistically – as a scene setter for the recipes that follow – 
while the black and white photographs are used to describe the cooking instructions. 
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Specialist cookbooks 

By the beginning of the 1950s, more and more cookbooks were starting to be 
published in Australia. With modern kitchens, new appliances and the end of 
rationing and food shortages, cooking family meals and entertaining guests became an 
important part of running a home, and these books both initiated and reflected this 
trend. The Hostess Cookbook perfectly illustrates this new style of cookbook, 
designed for the woman who both wanted to produce appetising and attractive meals 
without any fuss, and also to be certain of enjoying her own parties without any 
domestic help. Like the magazine cookery pages of this time, the author Helen Cox 
places herself in the kitchen to guide and support the hostess using gentle humour as a 
way of both explaining recipes and cookery technique, and encouraging the cook. As 
the hostess prepared for her dinner party, Cox is present, advising careful pre-
preparation, ‘many a mickle makes a muckle [sic] as ‘tis said and I would be inclined 
to put even a mickle behind me the day before. The sauce for instance, also the batter 
for the onions and part of the dessert’, and tips on how to manage the necessary 
cookery during the party, ‘If you can slip out for ten minutes to see to the grill, you 
will manage the whole dinner comfortably without help’ (Cox 1952: 3). 

The Hostess Cookbook uses a very different layout to the conventional, general 
cookbooks from earlier decades, most of which started with an introduction to 
cooking and then described the process of setting up a kitchen, following on with 
chapters on soups, meat, vegetables, hot and cold sweets, cakes, biscuits and 
confectionary and concluded with cooking for invalids and hints on laundry and 
general housewifery. The Hostess Cookbook was designed not as such a kitchen 
manual, but instead to encourage creativity – to demonstrate that ‘the making of more 
interesting menus and the cooking of new dishes is no more trouble and a lot more fun 
than sticking drearily to the old well-worn groove’ (x).  

It starts with menus for a range of parties, including small dinner parties, dinner 
parties for career women living in tiny flats, luncheon menus, cocktail party menus, 
wedding breakfasts, morning teas and afternoon parties. Alongside each menu are 
instructions for preparing the recipes. The second part of the book contains the 
recipes, written in what Cox describes as a ‘special way’ but which are, in actuality, 
not very different to conventional recipes. The items needed are listed at the top of the 
recipe and the method is given in a series of steps below. This was, as Cox described, 
so that the ‘reader can see at a glance the ingredients needed before beginning 
preparation, but has no further need to refer to them while proceeding with the recipe’ 
(viii). The index was also designed in order to make it easier for hostesses to find a 
recipe for, ‘unless a recipe can be found it might as well not be in the book at all’ (ix).  
In this, Cox apparently tried to consider all possibilities – a ginger sponge was, for 
instance, classified under both ‘ginger’ and ‘sponge’ to make it quick and easy to find.  

Looking at this book today the recipes seem quite complex and some of the language 
rather silly, but women did use this book and were inspired by its style and content. 
Naomi Nicholson declared it to be one of her favourites. She married in 1953 and 
‘had three small children within four years of that!’ She has said that she did not use 
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the menus at the front but went straight to the recipes, and loved the ideas this book 
gave her, especially those for transforming ordinary foods into special dishes.  

You could put a spoon of raspberry jam in the hole of a halved canned pear then cover 
it with meringue and bake it. Then you made custard with the egg yolks and you had 
really just pears and custard but with a difference (personal communication, 21 March 
2012). 

 

International cookery 

At this time, Australian women were also interested in international cooking and 
popular cookbooks of the period responded to this interest. Cookery – The Australian 
Way includes a small chapter on ‘International food’ but this textbook underplays the 
popularity of international cookery in Australia leading up to that time: 

In recent years there has been a greater interest in international cookery. Many 
Australians are travelling and trying new dishes from the countries they visit. A number 
of cookery books dealing with the cookery of other countries are now available in 
English editions and in many of the larger Australian Cities there are now restaurants 
that specialise in the dishes of certain countries (Baldwin et al 1966: 125).  

Australian women were inspired by books like Cookery Around the World (1950) 
available through the Country Women of Australia branches, Elizabeth David’s A 
Book of Mediterranean Cooking (1951), William Wallace Irwin’s The Garrulous 
Gourmet available in Australia in 1952, and Oh, for a French Wife!, first published 
that same year. They also had access to a range of American cookbooks including 
Betty Crocker’s Picture Cookbook (c.1950). Not only were these books creative in 
their writing style and content, they encouraged creativity in their readers by 
introducing a wonderful array of beautifully described and illustrated achievable 
recipes.  

Australian food writers also produced cookery books that featured international 
recipes. Gwen Hughes graduated from the Emily Macpherson College of Domestic 
Economy in Melbourne with a Diploma of Domestic Science before she travelled to 
England where she was a senior lecturer and demonstrator for Parkinson’s England, 
manufacturers of electric ovens. Her book, Perfect Cooking (c.1950) was 
commissioned to encourage housewives to enjoy cooking with their Parkinson’s 
modern gas cookers with their patented Adjusto temperature control, and so it was 
necessary to explain the technical side of using this new technology: ‘Cooking is a 
matter of putting the right ingredients together and cooking them at the right 
temperature to achieve a given result’ (Hughes c.1950: 3). But, despite this focus, she 
managed to include a whole chapter on foreign foods, ‘Fascinating foods From far 
countries’ revealing her own fascination with travel and foreign cuisines. She starts 
this section with the observation: 

There is nearly as much excitement and romance, and, perhaps fear, about sampling a 
“foreign dish” for the “home stayer” as there is in actually being there for the more 
adventurous “home leaver”. Let us have a little have a little cruise safe within the 
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comfort of our British homes. Let us try and taste the good things each country is 
famed for, the while picturing the romantic setting of these dishes (255). 

Hughes then takes the reader into a series of strange and wonderful kitchens run by 
exotic-sounding women. They include Madame Darinka Jocanovic in Belgrade, Miss 
Anicka Zmelova in Prague, and Madame Mrskosova in Benesova where she learned 
to make wonderful sounding foods such as Apfel Strudel and Knedlikcy, Vanilla 
Kipfel and Christmas Stars. ‘Who would not enjoy the famous “Goose with 
Dumplings”’, she declares, ‘in the company of these gay, brave, thoughtful people 
with their romantic history, their gorgeously appareled peasants set in their richly 
picturesque scenery’ (255). She writes: 

And now, think of wondrous fjords, tall dark pine trees and still lakes, and taste the 
famous cakes and pastries of Scandinavia, the fruit soups, the amazing variety of Hors 
D’Oeuvres … the salads especially Herring Salad … And what of the East? … 
Japanese Sukiyaki is not so difficult to make and presents a well-balanced meal in one 
dish. … Saki wine in tiny handleless cups and a peach complexioned hostess in rich 
silken kimono make a difference of course! (257) 

Another writer, Elizabeth Campbell, encouraged her readers to believe that 
international cooking was not as difficult as they might imagine. She wrote in her 
introduction to The Encyclopaedia of World Cookery published in 1958: 

The thing about good cooking is that it is creative and imaginative, but not difficult 
technically – so that with a little guidance and encouragement any ordinary person with 
a liking for food can become an excellent, instead of an ordinary, cook. … I have 
concentrated on dishes, which can be made by anyone with a minimum of knowledge 
of the basic techniques of the kitchen. And I have included a few hints about these 
techniques which I have gained by experience, and which do not always appear in the 
books (6). 

In line with contemporary food writing, this was a book for both reading and cooking. 
Campbell’s introduction is studded with evocative food memories of holidays and 
restaurants, and readers were encouraged to trust her as an experienced cultural guide 
as well as an excellent cook who had their best interests at heart. Each chapter was 
introduced with a general description of the country and its food culture followed by 
simple representative recipes. She assured her reader-cooks that when selecting 
recipes she had considered the availability of ingredients and the suitability of the 
recipe for home cooking. French cooking, she believed, was ‘the subtlest, the most 
imaginative and the most varied in the world and consequently it is from the French 
that we can learn most’ (8) and there are more recipes from France than from any 
other country in the book. 

Oh For a French Wife!, first published in Australia in 1952 and marketed as ‘the 
perfect guide to serious business of planning fine meals as well as providing a brilliant 
digest of the science and philosophy of cooking in general’ (front cover), both 
entertained and enlightened with its ‘witty combination of culinary advice, amusing 
anecdotes and mouth-watering recipes enhanced by deliciously appropriate drawings’ 
(Moloney and Coleman 1952: front cover). Stylistically, it was very different to most 
cookbooks of the time, combining simple recipes with anecdotes and tips on 
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successful entertaining, lists of do’s and don’ts, and notes on (the then-exotic) French 
culinary culture. George Molnar’s characteristic cartoons cleverly (and humorously in 
a gently suggestive way) illustrate the themes of each chapter. In the chapter on frying 
meat, for example, ‘Wherein I avoid a curious meal’, the authors discuss what heat, 
fat, salt and a beautiful girl can do to a filet steak (and what a practical man can do to 
rescue it):  

If you start with a low fire, the albumin on the outside won’t coagulate and the liquids 
will run out and boil away. The sugars won’t candy. The steak will look grey and will 
be flabby instead of being firm and blackish-brown and aromatic (29).  

There are chapters on how to boil rice without making glue, using wine in cooking, 
the philosophy of frying, and how to host, and cater for, a successful cocktail party.  

This book, even with its name-dropping and pretentions, encouraged creativity in 
cooking and entertaining with its classy, easy to follow French recipes (that were not, 
however, afraid to take shortcuts with a can opener) and its cartoons that lampooned 
the whole process of entertaining and cooking. More than 50 years later, Oh, For a 
French Wife! remains a book full of double meanings: the cover of the second edition 
(1964) describes the text as ‘a bedside book as well as a cookbook … but we’re 
tipping that if you take it to bed with you on an early night, you’ll soon find yourself 
planning more late ones!’ 

 
                                        Fig. 7. Oh, For a French Wife! 2nd edition, 1965. 

 

Conclusion 

For the wartime and post-war housewife, cooking was a seven-day-a-week, three-
times-daily activity, but it was often the most creative part of her domestic work. To 
cook creatively, there must be engagement with the task, and knowledge and skills 
need to be extended. Women were encouraged to be creative by sharing their own 
recipes and cooking tips in popular magazines and the women’s pages of newspapers, 
and were rewarded for their efforts with large cash prizes, publication and 
recognition. Cookbooks and magazines profiled new products, and existing ones in 
new ways, and also offered women exotic recipes and images from abroad, all aimed 
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at encouraging them to try and to create new recipes. What was also new in these 
texts was the presence of the author as expert guide, with the cook in the kitchen, not 
only acting as a source of advice, but inspiring confidence and also attempting to 
instil a sense of fun, pleasure and enjoyment. In many ways, these authors replaced 
the mother in the generational sharing of recipes that the modern cookbook 
superseded. This ‘guiding voice’ was sometimes that of the housewife contributor and 
sometimes that of the professional food writer, but it would appear that creativity and 
cooking were closely linked to the confidence these texts inspired.  

As Sir Ken Robinson states: ‘When people say to me that they are not creative, I 
assume they haven’t yet learned what is involved’ (4). The interest that the 1950’s 
housewife showed in cooking and cookbooks and extending her culinary knowledge 
that was serviced by these authors and their texts set the scene for the wide interest in 
the culinary arts that occupies our prime time television viewing and fills our 
bookshop shelves today. Today, with many other options, including pre-prepared and 
fast foods and a vast array of dining options outside the home, many continue to find 
cookery an outlet for their creativity and an escape from the grind of other daily work 
tasks (Shapiro 2004: 4). In this way, for many, cooking is still a creative activity, and 
one that is still guided by food writers, professional or not. 
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