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Food and Colonialism across Australia, Asia and the Pacific 
Workshop Programme 

Friday 8 November 2019 

19.2004 
 
 
 
9:45-10:00 Welcome 
 
Acknowledgement of Country 
 
Opening Comments: Frances Steel and Claire Lowrie 
 
 
10:00-10:40 Opening talk 
 
Chair: Fiona Probyn-Rapsey 
 
Nancy Cushing, On the Hoof: The Animal Journeys that Made Australian Meat, or Meditations on 
writing an animal human history of meat in colonial Australia. 
 
 
10:40-11:00 Morning Tea 
 
 
11:00-12:30 Panel 1: Bodies, Labour and Commodities  
 
Chair: Claire Lowrie 
 
Emalani Case, The Kō is Paʻa: Sugar and the Colonization of Bodies in Hawaiʻi 
 
Nick Surany, Coffee and Colonialism in Tropical Australia: Australian-South Asian Connections 
 
Julia Martínez, Pacific Island cocoa and the indentured labour trade after 1920 
 
 
12:30-1:30 Lunch 
 
 
1:30-3:00 Panel 2: Production, Preservation, Contamination 
 
Chair: Julia Martínez 
 
Nicki Tarulevicz, From hoof to can: Discursively globalised food fears 
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Frances Steel, The domestic refrigerator as colonising agent? ‘Following’ fridges between Australia 
and the Pacific 
 
Cecilia Leong-Salobir, An Exploratory Passage on the use of Night Soil: Chinese Vegetable 
Growers in Australia and Singapore during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
 
 
3:00-3:15 Afternoon Tea 
 
 
3:15-4:15 Panel 3: Widening Tastes, Changing Habits 
 
Chair: Cecilia Leong-Salobir 
 
Lauren Samuelsson, ‘It was taken up with cries of delight’: The Australian Women’s Weekly and 
Chinese food in the Australian domestic kitchen, 1933–1982 

 
Claire Lowrie, Women’s drinking habits in the tropics: Embodiment, emotion and politics in 
Southeast Asia and Northern Australia, 1800s-1930s 
 
 
4:15 Break 
 
 
4:30-5:00 Publication Planning 
 
Chair: Claire Lowrie and Frances Steel 
 
 
5.00 Closing drinks 
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Abstracts (in speaking order) 
 
On the Hoof: The Animal Journeys that Made Australian Meat, or Meditations on writing an 
animal human history of meat in colonial Australia 
Associate Professor Nancy Cushing, University of Newcastle 
 
After more than a decade of publishing on aspects of the animals who became meat in colonial 
Australia, I am at last in the throes of preparing a proposal for a book which will bring together the 
disparate threads: British dogs co-hunting kangaroos with settler colonists in competition with 
Palawa people in Van Diemen’s Land, Indian sheep in the airless holds of trading vessels en route to 
Sydney, escapee pigs rooting in the wetlands owned by the Wonorua in the Hunter Valley, 
frightened cattle bellowing in the darkened streets of Adelaide and frozen rabbits from Queensland 
being sold in the market stalls of London.   It was always intended that the monograph would 
examine the interplay of animal agency, settler colonial food tastes and the economics of eating 
animals, but the research has taken me in other directions as well, including a more recent focus on 
the imperial mobilities which initiated, sustained and drained the populations of animals used for 
meat.  My presentation will set out the scope, intent, argument and structure of the proposed 
monograph with the intention of generating discussion and constructive feedback. 
 
 
The Kō is Paʻa: Sugar and the Colonization of Bodies in Hawaiʻi 
Dr Emalani Case, Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand 
 
When the first sugar plantation opened in 1835 in Koloa, Kauaʻi, Hawaiian laborers were pulled 
away from their lands into a new plantation community. Rather than farming their own foods for 
sustenance, they began farming a new crop that could not (and would not) sustain them nutritionally. 
Without being able to farm their own food, they were forced into eating new things. Luna, or 
plantation overseers, treated the laborers like children, even instructing them on how and what to eat. 
Thus, on the plantations, food functioned as a means of controlling unruly bodies, bringing them into 
compliance with colonial systems. This “taming” of the body coincided with a “taming” of the land, 
as plantations altered physical landscapes and monopolized water. In this paper, I will explore the 
rise of sugar in Hawaiʻi and its subsequent impact on indigenous bodies, both of people and the land. 
In this examination, I will also comment on the ongoing havoc sugar continues to have on our 
physical health and how the introduction of sugar as a commodity, and the amount of time and space 
it was given in Hawaiʻi, contributed to its prominence in our diets and therefore, the continued 
colonization of our bodies. 
 
 
Coffee and Colonialism in Tropical Australia: Australian-South Asian Connections 
Nick Surany, PhD candidate, University of Wollongong 
 
This paper examines Australia’s attempt to transform northern Australia into a producer of coffee in 
the late 19th and early 20th centuries. The emphasis on sugar in Australian historiography has tended 
to obscure the history of other food industries in Queensland, such as coffee. Although the industry 
did not have the same lasting economic impact as sugar, a rich and neglected transcolonial history 
surrounds coffee production in Queensland, one that connects Australia to other possessions in the 
British Empire. I show that Australian coffee producers relied upon expertise, plants and knowledge 
drawn from Sri Lanka (Ceylon) and India, major coffee producers from the 1840s, during a time 
when the South Asian coffee industry was in decline. However, problems such as the lack of 
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seasonal labour and government protection saw the Queensland coffee industry diminish by the 
1910s. Despite this, the industry had important historical implications for the modern tea industry in 
Queensland that developed in the mid-20th century, which was similarly driven by cultural links to 
South Asia. By redressing the historiographical gap on coffee and building on global histories of 
imperial circulations, this paper overall considers the importance of South Asia in the development 
of tropical Australia. 
 
 
Pacific Island cocoa and the indentured labour trade after 1920 
Associate-Professor Julia Martínez, University of Wollongong 
 
During the 1920s Australian and New Zealand demand for raw cocoa beans went beyond what could 
be supplied from Africa and the West Indies. In this new era of colonial exploitation, the Pacific 
Islands were targeted, with Australia looking to New Guinea and New Zealand looking to Western 
Samoa as their suppliers of cocoa. Australian planters also had an interest in the cocoa plantations of 
the French-British condominium of New Hebrides (Vanuatu). In 1927 New Hebrides and New 
Guinea together provided over 500 tons of cocoa beans to Australia. Western Samoa exported 792 
tons of cocoa but only one-seventh of that was destined for New Zealand. By 1959 Papua and New 
Guinea were predicted to meet Australian annual cocoa requirements of 12,000 tons. Existing 
histories of cocoa production have yet to fully explore these Pacific case studies. While cocoa 
plantations elsewhere were associated with slavery, this paper seeks to explain how indentured 
workers came to fuel the burgeoning twentieth-century Pacific cocoa production. 
 
 
From hoof to can: Discursively globalised food fears 
Dr Nicki Tarulevicz, School of Humanities, University of Tasmania 
 
For Kabita Ray writing in the context of colonial Bengal, the adulteration of food is not just a site of 
the imposition of colonial order, it is a product of British colonialism and the consequent 
mechanisms of order.  That is, she is suggesting the nature of exploitative trade and processing, 
produced the conditions in which food became unsafe. By the early twentieth century newspaper 
readers in Singapore were very familiar with international food scandals. The publication of Upton 
Sinclair’s The Jungle in 1905, and the ensuing exposes of the American meat-packing industry, 
generated hundreds of newspaper columns in Singaporean publications. 
 
If American beef played a role in modernity (“born in Texas, slaughtered in Chicago and eaten in 
New York,”) for consumers in Singapore there were additional steps in this chain. The American 
meat they were eating was canned and often shipped to Britain, or other parts of the empire, before 
making its way to Singapore. Canned foods, but especially meat, was at the intersection of anxiety 
about industrial food production and tropical necessity. The anxiety about the safety of food was 
discursively globalized, with local and global incidents, and responses, feeding each other. 
 
 
The domestic refrigerator as colonising agent? ‘Following’ fridges between Australia and the 
Pacific 
Associate Professor Frances Steel, University of Wollongong 
 
In the 1920s the electric refrigerator was introduced to Australian consumers as a ‘luxury unit’ for 
the home. Uptake was very small, and by the mid-1930s industry commentators considered whether 
these appliances had sufficient sales appeal in their utilitarian appearance, and lack of ‘shapely’ 
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proportions or choice of colour. Such considerations seemed rather remote from the Pacific Islands, 
where European consumers continued to be presented with the virtues of functional box-like models 
run on kerosene. In this paper I chart the shifting strategies to market domestic refrigeration in 
Australia and the Pacific between the 1920s and 1950s, and related ideas about food preservation and 
consumption. Not simply parallel histories, however, I also draw out some unexpected links as 
experiences in the Pacific, notably during World War II, informed the marketing of domestic 
refrigeration in post-war Australia. More generally, though, I also want to consider the ways in 
which infrastructures of cold – whether spatialised as ‘chains’ or ‘hubs’ of cold – can offer new 
insights into colonial processes in the tropics.  
 
 
An Exploratory Passage on the use of Night Soil: Chinese Vegetable Growers in Australia and 
Singapore during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
Dr Cecilia Leong-Salobir, University of Wollongong 
 
This paper explores the growing and fertilizing of vegetables in Australia and Singapore by Chinese 
immigrants from the 1850s to the 1970s. The Chinese were among the most important communities 
who grew vegetables on small farms, supplying households and markets in the two countries. The 
use of night soil, or human excrement, was a highly prized form of fertilizer in imperial China. 
Chinese migrants to Australia and Singapore, continued this practice alongside age-old furrow 
irrigation methods instead of hand watering. As a marginalized group in Australia with no prospect 
of purchasing prime agricultural land, most of the Chinese market gardens were on areas with sandy 
and swampy soils. There was no proper system of sewage in Singapore prior to the 1970s and human 
waste was removed daily by Chinese gardeners and other Chinese. The general perception is that 
only the Chinese used night soil to enrich vegetable beds. However night soil was used by other crop 
producers, including those in Australia, Japan and Britain. Local government records, oral history 
archives and newspaper articles show that white Australians and British colonials in Singapore were 
vehemently opposed to the use of night soil.  They viewed the practice not only as being insanitary 
but also adopted a morally virtuous stance against the Chinese as backward and primitive. 
 
 
‘It was taken up with cries of delight’: The Australian Women’s Weekly and Chinese food in 
the Australian domestic kitchen, 1933–1982 
Lauren Samuelsson, PhD candidate, University Of Wollongong 
 
This paper seeks to analyse the representation of Chinese cuisine in the Australian Women’s Weekly 
(the Weekly) in order to understand how the magazine encouraged Australians to cook Chinese food 
in the home. While scholars have considered the place of the Chinese restaurant in Australian food 
culture, very few have considered the role that magazines played in the adoption of Chinese food in 
the domestic sphere. From the late 1930s, the Weekly encouraged Australian housewives to ‘cook 
Chinese food for themselves’. They positioned domestic Chinese cookery as practical while also 
portraying it as a site of exotic fantasy and class distinction. The portrayal of Chinese food in the 
Weekly demonstrates explicit links between culinary knowledge and cultural capital in middle-class 
Australia. The Weekly shared this knowledge through a focus on ‘authentic’ Chinese cuisine: 
publishing recipes from Chinese contributors, teaching Anglo-Celtic Australians how to manage 
utensils such as chopsticks, and through sharing ‘gourmet’ Chinese recipes in publications like the 
Chinese Cooking Class Cookbook. 
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Women’s drinking habits in the tropics: embodiment, emotion and politics in Southeast Asia 
and Northern Australia, 1800s-1930s 
Dr Claire Lowrie, University of Wollongong 
 
From the early nineteenth century up until the 1930s, the notion that the ‘white race’ could not 
survive outside of the temperate regions of the world was a commonly held scientific and medical 
assertion. Those who went to live in tropical regions were warned that they might succumb to 
disease, physical lassitude and racial degeneration brought on by climatic conditions. The ability of 
‘white’ women to survive in tropical climates was a source of particular concern in Southeast Asian 
colonies, such as Malaya and the Philippines, and was especially troubling in Australia’s Northern 
Territory where it seemed the dream of a ‘white Australia’ might not be realised. Colonial officials 
and medical practitioners conducted various enquires into the lives of British, Anglo American and 
white Australian women in these sites and developed detailed recommendations regarding 
appropriate diet, exercise, attire and daily routines. But to what extent did white women in the tropics 
follow such advice? 
 
This paper explores how ideas about managing a hot climate shaped white women’s drinking 
practices in the Philippines, Malaya, and the Northern Territory from the 1880s to the 1930s. The 
paper will analyse the ways in which women quenched their thirst and how their choices were 
influenced by practical and political concerns. It considers thirst and the act of drinking as a physical 
experience and one that evoked particular emotions for women including vulnerability, anxiety, 
shame, longing and pleasure. By undertaking a transcolonial and comparative analysis, this paper 
seeks to bring to light shared and distinct drinking cultures across the Northern Territory, Malaya and 
the Philippines. 
 
 
 


