THE BALFOURS STORY

The book is dedicated to all Balfourites, past and present, who
have made Balfours Bakery the South Australian icon it is today.
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B

alfours is so much a part of South
Australia’s history. Its origins can be traced
back to 1852, just 17 years after Adelaide’s
founding. Generations of South Australians
have had their Balfours favourites, from
Scotch pies and Albert biscuits in the mid-19th
century to square pies, chocolate donuts and
custard tarts today.
So, it is time to share the story. In this book
you’ll follow the ups and downs of Balfours.
You’ll meet some of the people who shaped its
destiny, delve into the origins of some iconic
products (like the famous frog cake) and learn
how Balfours has adapted to changing times.
It’s a story of a family business that began
with one small shop, opened by a Scottish
baker in Adelaide’s rough and ready colonial
days. Today, more than 165 years later, it is
a sophisticated operation, with bakeries in
Sydney and Adelaide turning out hundreds
of different products: pies, pastries, muffins,
crumpets, cakes, donuts, croissants … the list
goes on.
Chances are you’ll have your own fond
memories of Balfours: its cafés, its cake shops,
a lunch-time treat from the canteen or a latenight one from the pie cart. This is your chance
to revisit them all. Enjoy.
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Balfours staff photo,
featuring Mr and
Mrs John Gordon
Balfour (bottom right)
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FAMILY TREE
BRICKNELL FAMILY

THE HERIDITAMENTS
HERINAFTER
DESCRIBED…

CALDER / BALFOUR / WAUCHOPE FAMILY

William
Cormack Calder

John Bricknell

I

n 1858, legal documents were written in anything
but plain English. This document, signed by James
Calder, is a mortgage he arranged with the East
Torrens Building and Investment Society. The Society
lent him £400 to help him acquire the lease of his
second shop in Rundle Street, premises formerly
leased by another baker named George Chalken.
James was required to make repayments of 32
shillings every Monday and maintain the premises in
good order. In case you’re wondering, a hereditament
is an item of property that can be inherited.

Fred Bricknell

SOLD TO

(From Cornwall)

(From Scotland)

Came to Adelaide
after seven years
in a Victorian
goldfields tent
camp with wife
Ann-Marie.

Brought his family
to Australia to
join his successful
brother, James.

Frank Bricknell

Sarah
Bricknell
The family
connection was
created when
Sarah married
Andrew Lawson
Calder, who may
have been the
heir to his Uncle
James’ estate.
Sarah also came
from a family in
the baking trade.

m

Andrew Lawson
Calder
William Calder’s
son, Andrew
Lawson Calder,
acquires the Calder
business when
Calder & Balfour is
wound up, but sells
up after a few years
and the Calder
name disappears.

James Calder
1818 – 1889

T

1914 MERGER

(Acquired Bricknell’s)
The name that is often lost in all of this is
Herbert Hosking, who became the proprietor
of Bricknell’s, which merged with Balfours in
1914. Hosking was a director of the company
until his retirement in 1958. He never had
his name on the door but undoubtedly
contributed a great deal to the firm’s success.

his generation tree outlines the progression of multiple families
through the bakery we know as Balfours. The company name
changed many times over the years, paying tribute to a number of
family involvements. To avoid confusion, the title Balfours, with no
apostrophe, has been used throughout this book, as well as some
nicknames such as Jack, for J.G. Balfour. Today, Balfours is owned
by San Remo, another South Australian family business.
Suspected to be an early image of the Balfour family (from left: Elizabeth, Jack, Margaret and John) c. 1910

Margaret Balfour
1821 – 1887

John Balfour
Senior

(Emigrated from Scotland / no children)

Elizabeth
McDonald D.1910

BOUGHT CALDER
FACTORY FROM
RECEIVERS

Charles Wauchope
remains as
chairman until his
death, when J.G.
(Jack) Balfour
takes over until he
dies some years
later. He has a son
named Gordon.

Herbet Norman Hosking

m

(From Scotland)

Scottish baker James Calder and wife Margaret
Balfour were the pioneers of this family in
Australia. Aboard the sailing ship, Collooney,
bound for Melbourne, they decided to stop their
journey early, in Adelaide

Charles
Wauchope

Herbet Norman
Hosking, image
thanks to State
Library of SA,
Encyclopedia of
South Australia

5

(From Scotland /
founded Cafés)

m

John Balfour
Senior (known as
J.G. or Jack) never
emigrates.

m

John Balfour
D.1910
(From Scotland)

Married to John
Balfour. She
eventually became the
driving force behind
the Balfours Cafés,
and pioneered the
tea-room concept in
Adelaide.

Son of Margaret’s
brother, he
emigrates with
some of his siblings.
He becomes
apprentice to
James Calder, and
a partner in Calder
& Balfour.

Margaret Calder
Balfour “Maggie”

John Gordon
Balfour “J.G”

John Gordon’s sister,
Maggie Balfour,
marries Charles
Wauchope, who
also enters the
business. The business
eventually becomes
Balfour & Wauchope.

John Gordon
Balfour (later
known as J.G. or
Jack) enters the
business to help his
mother, Elizabeth.
He has a son
named Gordon.

Gordon
Wauchope
A grandson of John and Elizabeth Balfour, who
worked closely with another grandson, Gordon
Balfour. He was a young athlete at Scotch
College, then learned the business from the
bottom up. He was part of the company for 46
years, 30 years as chairman (after the death of
Jack Balfour).

David
Wauchope
Gordon Wauchope’s son, David Wauchope,
enters the business in the 1940s, eventually
becoming managing director and then chairman.
They are still owed money for this purchase when
the company goes into receivership and the
Wauchopes lose control of the business, ending
the family connection that began with Margaret
Balfour and her nephew, John. It was David who
had a burning ambition to enter the export market
in the 1980s.

Gordon Balfour
So this generation
sees both Gordon
Balfour (apparently
sometimes known
as Mac) and
Gordon Wauchope
active in the
business.

John Balfour
Gordon Balfour’s
son, John Balfour,
works in the
business for some
years but leaves the
firm. The Balfour
family eventually
sells all shares to
David Wauchope’s
family.
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J

an O’Connell has been
an advertising copywriter,
magazine editor, columnist and
author. She wrote about cars,
finance, property, government
programs – and food. Jan was
instrumental in the advertising
campaign that introduced Yoplait
yogurt to Australia and developed
advertising for Australian brands
including Jaffas, Peters Ice
Cream, Uncle Toby’s and Four ‘n
Twenty Pies.
Jan and husband Fred
Harden co-edited a food
magazine, Regional Food Australia.
This gave her a taste for writing
about food. Her first book, Me
and My Big Mouth, explored
the way Australians’ eating
habits have changed, and led to
australianfoodtimeline.com.au,
and her second book, A Timeline
of Australian Food: from mutton
to MasterChef. Food history
has become something of an
obsession, says Jan. “Delving into
and writing about Balfours’ past
was a fascinating project.”
Jan has a degree in history
and English and has tutored in
copywriting. She now lives, works
and eats with her husband in
Abbotsford, Melbourne.

F

C

red Harden’s keen eye for
the striking image dates back
to his boyhood when his film
projectionist father gave him his
first camera. Working as an ad
agency in-house photographer,
he wasn’t satisfied with still
images, and went on to help form
the Melbourne Filmmakers Cooperative in the early 1970s.
Fred became a television and
film producer, a technical editor
for industry publication Cinema
Papers and, later, a web guru.
Interest in the intersection of
media and technology led him to
pioneering Australian MultiMedia,
a Murdoch magazine.
Fred started Regional
Food magazine with wife Jan
O’Connell. His writing and
photography focused on small
producers, wine-makers and
restaurateurs.
He also worked on his
wife’s book, A Timeline of
Australian Food.
For this book, Fred spent
many an hour sifting through
company memorabilia,
documents, 100-year old recipe
books and vintage advertising,
cataloguing and identifying
images to help bring this
company’s history to life.

hefs, restaurants, farmgates
and total food love have been
focal points of Dianne Mattsson’s
career in journalism, spanning more
than 40 years of reporting and
editing.
She is one of the Foodbirds,
a duet ever in pursuit of wickedly
good edible experiences to share
in print, and on radio. An interest
in “hero” producers led her to
weaving the colourful Balfours
stories through this beautiful book.
“It has rolled into a
compelling tale of bakers and
their imaginations, and of families
navigating roller-coaster years
in business,” says Dianne, who
thankfully drew on research by
Jan O’Connell. “The highs, lows
and strength of characters made
this fun to write.”
Dianne is the storyteller
behind four books, from food
destinations to family histories,
and, over decades as Food Writer
at The Advertiser contributed to its
dining-related publications. Now
freelance, she writes about food
through a column in The Sunday
Mail, interviews for J-Air radio,
and, web-content writing has
become another specialty.
Dianne travels widely, but loves
coming home to South Australia,
“the best food bowl of all”.
Balfours fig and walnut cookies
photo: Brendan Homan Photography
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BAKER
ON BOARD
Scottish baker James Calder and
his wife, Margaret (nee Balfour),
were bound for Melbourne when
the trials of a long sea voyage led
them to disembark in Adelaide
instead. The decision in 1852,
marked the start of a South
Australian baking dynasty that has
given us our beloved frog cakes,
square pies and custard tarts.

I

t was probably the goldfields that
lured Scottish baker James Calder
and his wife, Margaret, to set sail from
Edinburgh aboard the Callooney.
In 1852, cruises were absolutely no
fun. Life aboard the crowded wooden
ship measuring just 37m long and 6.7m
wide was arduous, cramped, dirty, and at
times dangerous. The couple endured
the ordeal for more than four months.
They sailed past Perth, but by the time
they docked in Adelaide, they’d had
enough. They disembarked early, and
the rest, as you will see, is history.
The master baker and businessman
was escaping tumultuous times in
Scotland. Jobs were disappearing
because the Industrial Revolution was
producing machines to replace labour.
British bakers worked up to 19 hours
a day in oppressively hot conditions,

snatching a few hours of sleep in the
mornings while doughs were rising.
The toll was high. Britain’s bakers,
for example – so famous for their
unique breads, scones, pancakes, fruit
cakes, oatcakes, shortbread, and biscuits
– rarely lived past 42 years of age.
By the mid-19th century, ovens and
baking equipment were improving, and
the invention of baking powder opened
up the bakery world. The “magical
additive” made cakes rise without yeast.
James Calder was quick to master
every new feature of his baking craft.
At age 26, he took over his first
Edinburgh bakery.
He soon added a second outlet,
in one of the most fashionable streets
of the nearby port town of Leith.
After nearly a decade together,
he and Margaret Balfour remained
childless, which gave them greater
freedom than most to pursue a new
life in Australia.
Surely the lure of the Victorian
goldfields at Clunes and Ballarat was in
their minds, along with thousands who
boarded ships that could barely cope
with the exodus to life Down Under.
Reports of the times show “goldfever” was widespread.
Ships changed hands at inflated
prices as entrepreneurs sought to
profit from the fortune-hunters.
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Illustration of a Barque c. 1900s

The couple
endured the
ordeal for
more than four
months.

The Calders had new access to quality, locally grown ingredients. When they
arrived, about 20 percent of South Australian families were growing grain.
Local millers were winning global praise for the quality of their flour.
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The first advertising for Calders hailed “RUSKS, RUSKS, RUSKS”.
Arrowroot rusks were sold in one pound (250g) packets, at 1s 4d. The
business was soon renamed Calder’s Fancy Bread and Biscuit Bakery.
In 1857, a second shop was opened at 43 Rundle St. The future looked
bright, so the Calders encouraged more family members to join them.

BAKER ON BOARD | THE BALFOURS STORY

Adelaide had a
population of
20,000, about
a tenth of
Edinburgh.

There’s no account of the Calders’
own journey, but they were advised
to take mountains of clothing. An
Immigrant’s Guide to Australia noted
there would be strict water rationing.
No washing of clothes would be allowed
on the voyage. They also had to take a
mattress, bedding, cutlery, a coffee pot
and soap.
Endless days at sea, gales, extreme
heat and cold, the tedium of games such
as chess, backgammon and cards were
not the only hardships.
The baker and his wife, accustomed
to delicious fresh-baked treats, were
limited to a boring diet of ship biscuits,
salt meat, preserved vegetables and
perhaps a little cheese, mustard and

Calder's Steam Biscuit Factory

pickles. It’s no wonder they chose to
stop early and seek their fortunes in
Adelaide rather than at the diggings.
The contrasts to the home they
had left behind were huge.
It was December, and the days were
already hotter than anything they had
ever experienced.
At times, Adelaide streets were all dust,
or so muddy that ladies frequently lost
their shoes while crossing the road.
Adelaide had a population of
20,000, about a tenth of Edinburgh.
Gold fever had reduced the Calders’
new home in Australia to a virtual ghost
town because so many locals had traded
their jobs for a stab at golddigging over
the border.

By 1866, the business was being promoted as a “machine
biscuit factory”. Premises at 130 Rundle Street, just 12.2m
x 3.7m, were transformed with the addition of a steam
engine, making it the first Calder’s Steam Biscuit Factory.
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Windows and doorways of many
homes were bricked up and carried
notices saying, “Gone to the diggings”.
Streets were almost deserted and many
shops lay vacant.
In Edinburgh, jobs were scarce. In
Adelaide there was an acute shortage
of workers.
One humorist suggested a “South
Australia – TO LET” sign was needed on
islands enroute, to attract passengers on
passing ships.
Soon after the Calders arrived,
Adelaide’s luck began to turn. Some
diggers came home with their spoils,
and the colony was profiting from its
own rich copper mines. Wheat farmers
and millers were reaping high prices for
the foodstuffs they exported to feed
the hungry gold seekers.
The city might still have been
muddy, with primitive sanitation, but it
also had schools, churches, mechanics
institutes, theatres, newspapers, and
even a Botanic Garden.
It was a city poised to grow. James
Calder was determined to grow with it.
In his first premises, at 130 Rundle
Street in the heart of Adelaide, he set
up shop as a bread and biscuit maker.
The Balfours story had begun.

BAKER ON BOARD | THE BALFOURS STORY
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At 130 Rundle Street, four men and an apprentice worked from 5am to
5pm, hours hailed in the South Australian Register as “considerably
more reasonable” than most bakeries. James believed shorter hours
were a win-win for business and well-rested workers.

Balfours baker
in traditional attire

With the thrill of mechanisation in mind, the canny Scot
travelled back to Edinburgh in 1865 to buy kneading, rolling
and cutting machines. Many ensuing trips overseas kept
the bakery in step with advances around the world.

It was a city
poised to grow.
James Calder was
determined to
grow with it.

Balfours Café (centre), 74 Rundle Street
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Royal

ConnectioN
QUEEN
OF CAKES

T

hese days, there’s nothing like a
Royal on a magazine cover to drive
circulation up. In the 1860s, when
Balfours pioneer James Calder was
modernising his Adelaide factory, it was
no different.
The momentous first royal visit, in
1867, sent Australian society into a spin.
Queen Victoria’s son, Prince Alfred,
Duke of Edinburgh, toured the eastern
colonies, starting with a busy three
weeks in Adelaide.
In his honor, huge portraits adorned
buildings and 40,000 gas lights
illuminated city offices. The Prince was
feted at balls, races, and processions.
At the South Australian Agricultural
and Horticultural Society’s Exhibition
(Royal Adelaide Show), Prince Alfred
presented the medals, including Silver
in the biscuit category won by James,
who also secured the Royal Warrant to
supply biscuits to the visiting Prince and
his party.
For the next decade, James
shrewdly promoted himself as “BiscuitMaker to H.R.H. the Duke of Edinburgh”.
He even claimed credit for the healthy
Royal digestive system, reporting he
made “a first-class DIGESTIVE BISCUIT
… for the use of his Royal Highness the
Duke of Edinburgh”.
His digestives likely included healthy
extracts of malt or malted barley
flour. Later recipes contained sodium
bicarbonate, often taken for stomach

“The effect in a
biscuit might have
been arguable,
but it was great
marketing.”

T

he appetite for all things royal dates back to this
country’s earliest days, and was particularly good
for business in the fledgling years of the company
that eventually became Balfours.
In 1840, the intricate “bride cake” for the
wedding of Queen Victoria to Albert drove an
enduring trend. It seems that as a child, the Queen,
just 5ft tall (152cm), was deprived of interesting food,
which led to her adult pursuit of the richest flavours,
and sweets.
Her giant tiered wedding cake reportedly
weighed about 136kg. Its base spanned nearly
three metres.
Style-savvy James Calder met local demand for
ever-new renditions. By 1864, the right-royal-style
towers of sweetness were masterpieces made to
order “unsurpassed for ornament and quality”, and
sold for a mere five guineas.

Balfours Crown Cake pre. 1930

upsets. The effect in a biscuit might have been arguable,
but it was great marketing.
Another miracle ingredient, charcoal, was hailed to treat
indigestion and/or flatulence. Calder’s Charcoal Biscuits
endured, and featured at the Adelaide International Jubilee
Exhibition in Adelaide in 1887.
Other biscuits were indulgent rather than therapeutic.
Soon, the Albert Biscuit, said to be a favourite of Queen
Victoria, was added to the Adelaide bakery’s menu. Spiced
and sweet with almonds and candied peel, it was devised
by Charles Francatelli, one of the Victorian era’s most
celebrated chefs.

Regal
PRAISE FOR
ADELAIDE

I

n a letter to the local press, the Prince, obviously
a fan of the biscuits, and Adelaide, wrote: “I have
noticed in Adelaide an absence of the poor and
rowdy class, so numerous elsewhere.”
His comment no doubt had the city
congratulating itself on being a respectable, Godfearing, convict-free society, in contrast to events
on the rest of the royal tour. A royal banquet in
Melbourne turned into a riot as 40,000 people
fought over food and drink for 10,000. A ball in
Bendigo was cancelled when its new Alfred Hall
burned down. In Sydney, the Prince was shot by
a crazed Irishman and was lucky to survive.
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BALFOURS BITES
Bits and pieces, stories and tales about some
of our favourite products over the years…
MELVICH CAKE

THE BASIC BISCUIT

The Melvich cake
was a Balfours star from
about 1914, advertised in
newspapers and on delivery
vehicles. “The perfect 6d
cake” (6d means sixpence)
was exclusive to Balfours.
The round cake’s paper collar
labelled it “a production of
exceptional quality”, and it
survived until 1960, by which
time it was a bar cake.
A hand-written recipe
was found in a notebook
of Balfours baker Joseph
Bateman, dating about 1931.
The plain butter cake was
flavoured with a special lemon
essence, later referred to as
“Melvich essence”.
Melvich is a town in
Scotland where Elizabeth
Balfour was born. Rather than
a handed-down recipe, it’s
more likely that Melvich was
an invented name, reinforced
by the fact that John Gordon
Balfour’s house in Unley Park
was called “Melvich”.
Other 6d cakes at
the time included Thomas
A. Cook’s Letitia cake,
advertised from about 1912,
named after the baker’s
mother who’d recently died.
Another bakery made a 6d
Australia cake.

Imagine a biscuit so dry
and hard that it is only edible
when dipped into liquid to
soften. That was the original
biscuit, baked and baked
to keep well for seafaring
travellers. Sea-port bakers
did a tidy trade supplying
biscuits to visiting ships. For
the lengthy voyages the
biscuits often were cooked
as many as four times. Also
known as “hard tack”, they
were commonly dipped in
water, soup or other drinks.
But “Captain” biscuits were
a finer grade, believed to be
the forerunner of the water
crackers we serve with
cheese today.

Right: Balfours Café
menu c. 1965

CRACKNELS AND ROUT BISCUITS
Newspaper reports show that cracknels and rout biscuits
were varieties that James Calder made in his bakery at 130
Rundle Street in the 1860s. Cracknels, hard biscuits thought
to have originated in Britain’s Isle of Wight, were boiled before
baking. They were made with eggs instead of water or milk,
which made them light, and supposedly easy to digest.
“Rout” was a term used to describe a convivial gathering.
Rout biscuits, presumably for such gatherings, were fancy
sweet biscuits. In James Calder’s bakery they were made
by pushing dough through holes in a brass plate on to the
baking trays.
SCOTCH BUN

Sometimes called a black bun, the Scotch bun is a dark, spicy fruit cake surrounded by a
yeasty pastry crust. It contains dried fruits, molasses, ginger and a good slug of whisky, and is
baked in a loaf tin. In Scotland, the “bun” was traditionally served on the twelfth night (January
6) but later became associated with Scottish Hogmanay (New Year’s Eve) when people visited
their neighbours after midnight in the custom of “first footing”.

Tennis cake plaque for regional South Australian bakeries

TENNIS CAKE
The Oxford Companion to Food, describes Tennis Cake
as “an English Victorian cake made to accompany the newly
invented game of tennis”. Lawn tennis arrived in Australia in
the 1870s. The first Australasian Championships (later the
Australian Open) in 1904 boosted the sport’s profile. Many
society families built private courts where, no doubt, cuppas
and cakes were offered after tennis.
It’s a light fruit cake containing finely chopped glacé
cherries and candied peel. Some recipes include angelica or
even chopped dried apricots. It can be flavoured with vanilla,
cinnamon and maraschino liqueur or with orange essence.
A version described in the 1944 Green and Gold Cookery Book
omits cherries, but includes lexias (raisins), currants, sultanas
and almonds.
Some early recipes give elaborate decorating instructions
so it resembles a tennis court, although the Companion
suggests the traditional topping was icing scattered with
chopped glacé cherries and angelica. One 1920s poster
shows Balfours may have offered the latter.

NIC NACS
“Another new biscuit” hit the Calder’s bakery list in 1873.
We can’t be sure what the Nic Nac looked like, but they were
certainly small and sweet. The name came from “knick knack”,
meaning “a curious or pleasing trifle more for ornament than
use”. They were created in London and were cut into a range
of fancy shapes. Nic Nacs are still popular in Europe and can
be shaped as alphabet letters or as tiny rounds with a dab of
white, yellow or pink meringue on the top.
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STEAM BISCUITS

BUSH BISCUITS

James Calder was one
of Australia’s earliest biscuit
makers. Like Arnott’s in
New South Wales, he proudly
labelled his premises as a
“steam biscuit factory”, but
he wasn’t making steamed
biscuits. New technology of
his time used coal-fed steam
engines to power travelling
ovens and machines that
kneaded and rolled the dough
or stamped out the biscuit
shapes. Newspaper reports
praised the new mechanics
as more hygienic because
the system produced biscuits
untouched by human hands.

Unique to South
Australia, bush biscuits were
similar to sturdy ship biscuits,
famous more for their shelf
life than their gourmet appeal.
Nonetheless, they became a
favourite in SA, eaten either
plain or with butter and, in
later years, Vegemite. Calder
& Balfour had a special line
in Bush Biscuits as early as
1885. Other manufacturers
continued to make them for
more than 100 years. Bush
Biscuits vanished around
1998, but fans have regularly
lobbied for their return,
including a 2012 Facebook
page calling for the Arnott’s
variety more recently
remembered.

Balfours product lineup photography for quality control

CHEESE CAKES WITHOUT CHEESE
The cake lists from Balfours in 1912 often included a dozen
cheese cakes that were nothing like the cheesecakes of today.
In fact, they didn’t include cheese at all. Originally known as
Welsh cheese cakes, they were a cross between a cake and a
jam tart. The pastry shell was topped with a dab of jam, then
filled with a sponge mixture that puffed up beautifully during
baking. No one knows where or why the cheesy name came in.
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YOUR STORY

WHAT’s YOUR BALFOURS STORY?
“I felt an instant connection to the story of Margaret Balfour the moment I discovered her story back
in the UK. Like me, she also came to South Australia to pursue her entrepreneurial aspirations. Now
I get to share my passion for the brand with South Australians daily, and follow in her footsteps. I am
proud to be a true Balfourette!”

Karen Jong
Balfours Café Owner since 2012
Karen Jong at Balfours Café City Cross, photo: Daniel Purvis
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PERFECT TIMING
FOR PIONEERS OF
THE CAFÉ SCENE
The story OF BALFOURS is proof that
timing is key, In baking, AND in business.

F

ood styles tend to mimic a sense of the times, like little
markers of history. In the 1870s, reflecting happy and
prosperous days in Adelaide, the feel-good tradition of
afternoon tea truly arrived.
The city was thriving. It had gas lighting and reliable water
supplies. Copper mines were a source of wealth for many,
grand homes were being built, and good rainfalls were keeping
farmers happy.
Scottish immigrant James Calder had built his successful
bakery business in Adelaide, but now aged in his sixties he
realised he needed help with its ongoing expansion. In 1877,
he made his wife’s nephew, John Balfour, a partner. The
company became Calder & Balfour.
It was a timely move because five years later ill health
forced James to retire.
John Balfour happily capitalised on the chic new
afternoon-tea trend, expanded the bakery’s wholesale arm
into the country, and appointed interstate agents. Baked
goods were sent far afield by road, and rail. John, who came to
Australia as a young teen, was another canny Scot. He kept a
strict eye on the cash flow, insisting all country orders be paid
for in advance.
The afternoon tea rage, fashionable in England since
the early 1860s, dovetailed into local custom. Australians
were renowned as great tea drinkers. In 1883, one Adelaide
journalist, Richard Twopenny, wrote that “tea may fairly claim
to be the national beverage”.

The bakery became the go-to provider for this social
ritual. “Appropriate edibles” could not be sticky, to spare ladies’
gloves. Nor could cakes and biscuits be too crisp, to avoid risk
of making a “disagreeable crunching sound”.
John’s wife, Elizabeth, had the idea that made them
pioneers in the café scene. Why not convert the shop at 43
Rundle Street into a tea room? The concept originated in
Scotland, the first in Glasgow in the early 1870s.
So, Calder & Balfours Tea and Coffee Saloon opened
in 1885, over three renovated levels linked by sweeping
blackwood staircases.
The South Australian Register reported on “refreshment
rooms elegantly furnished and filled with every comfort”.
A verandah with cast iron columns and friezes led to the
cake shop and the spacious “ladies’ tea and coffee room”.
Even toilets were provided, then a rarity in the city, and,
the upper floor became a gentlemen’s smoking room.
Before this, men had their pubs, but women had
few options. They could now congregate in respectable
surroundings, away from the “demon drink”.

In the 1870s ... the
feel-good tradition
of afternoon tea
truly arrived.

Balfours Café, 74 Rundle Street

Before this, men had their pubs,
but women had few options other
than gathering at home.
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TIMING TESTED,
BEYOND THE BUBBLE

LET
THEM EAT
CAKE
A woman of substance
is apt description for
Elizabeth Balfour,
the mastermind behind

Calder &

the company’s first

Balfour, once

tea rooms, and later,

propelled by

its successful cafés.

remarkable
market

W

vision, took
a devastating
beating
in the 1890s.
Calder & Balfours advertisement c. 1892

I

n 1889, James Calder died, aged 72, two years after the
death of his wife. We can’t be sure who inherited the
childless couple’s estate, possibly James’ nephew, Andrew
Lawson Calder, whose wife, Sarah Bricknell, also came from
a bakery family.
By 1892, a confident John Balfour at the Calder & Balfour
helm, was moved to build “one of the largest and best biscuit
factories in the Southern Hemisphere”, in Cardwell Street,
Adelaide. Construction cost £4500, and about that again on
equipment to “turn out any amount of first-class work, from
a loaf of bread to the most elaborate wedding cake”.
The factory was launched with great fanfare in 1893, but,
the timing couldn’t have been worse.
A mining boom had driven two decades of prosperity
in Australia. That bubble burst.

Farmers struggled with drought and declining exports.
Jobs became scarce. British investors abandoned this land
of opportunity, and, many banks collapsed. The downturn
still rates as one of the worst in Australia.
By February, 1894, John Balfour declared himself
insolvent. The factory, machinery, and 41/43 Rundle Street
had to be sold.
They were picked up by the company founder’s nephew,
Andrew Lawson Calder, who promptly deleted the Balfour
name, sold the biscuit factory in 1900, and the cafés in 1903.
John Balfour, a broken man, repaid many debts, but
apparently sought comfort in the bottle.

e don’t know how John Balfour met his wife. It’s unlikely
that the couple, who eventually had six children, met
before coming to Australia because the Calders and the
Balfours were from opposite ends of Scotland.
Elizabeth was only 13 when her older sister, Roberta, married
William Kerr, storekeeper and proprietor of the Emu Flat
Brewery in the Clare district, north of Adelaide. It was probably
some years later that Elizabeth joined her sister.
After her husband’s devastating business losses in 1894,
Elizabeth, aged 53, stepped up. She was determined to
rebuild the Balfours name.
Family stories suggest that she set John to baking and
hawking his wares around Adelaide, while she ran a small shop.
She then leased premises in Rundle Street and began building
the Balfours business. Together, they repaid many of John’s
debts within a year.
In 1894, her bold notice in the South Australian Register
read: PLEASE UNDERSTAND that Mrs. BALFOUR,
who Managed the late Firm of Calder & Balfour’s Tea Rooms
and Shops for 10 years, has opened a nice CAFÉ at 74
Rundle Street.
At her “nice café” she promised the best of luncheons, fruit,
cakes and pastry. However, she could hardly have imagined how
successful her new venture would become. For 110 years there
would be a Balfours Café at 74 Rundle Street.
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Success came quickly. By 1897, Balfour’s Café was
employing 20 people. On the day of Queen Victoria’s
Diamond Jubilee in May more than 1000 customers were
served. The space soon had to be extended. The result, according
to the Register was “one of the most compact and complete
establishments of its kind”.
Elizabeth modelled her café on Calder & Balfour’s first
Rundle Street space. Facing the street was the cake shop and,
on the same level, a ladies’ lounge with bright wallpaper and
attractive furnishings. Upstairs, the smoking lounge was fitted
with punkahs (large cloth fans in the Indian style).
Balfours’ own cakes were sold alongside imported
confectionery and specialties. Over the busy Christmas rush,
Elizabeth offered genuine Scotch shortbread and “the rare,
but much appreciated, Scotch bun”, plus mince pies,
Christmas cakes, fancy chocolate boxes, bon bons and Santa
Claus stockings.
Like James Calder before her, Elizabeth moved with the
times. Just three years after the first renovations, more extensive
improvements were underway, including works to expand the
on-site bake house which was connected to the café by a lift.
Elizabeth’s son, John Gordon (Jack) Balfour, who was in his late
20s, took charge of baking operations.
Her daughter, Maggie, had married Charles P. Wauchope,
a respected city businessman who became increasingly involved
in the success of the Balfours Café.
Elizabeth soon took on her son and son-in-law as partners.

Balfours Café c. 1897
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CAFÉ CHALLENGES

E

CATERING BEGINS

I

n the early 1900s it wasn’t unusual for food at large parties and suppers to mainly feature cakes. Balfours found
another niche, offering a catering service, and its price lists at the time suggested menus for up to 120 people.
For £2 you could provide 120 guests with a mountain of cakes, tarts, cream buns, fruit sponges, “assorted fancies”,
macaroons and various slab cakes ordered by the pound.
There was opera cake, named for the famous opera house in Paris; genoa cake, a light fruit cake containing ground
almonds and orange rind; fig, cherry or sultana cake, and “cocoanut” cake.
And, the mysterious ping pong cake. The recipe for this has not survived, but we can guess it was developed amid
the table tennis craze in the early 1900s.
We’d love to hear from anyone who has old photos or tales of ping pong cakes.

In 1901, E. Balfour and Co. was established. It seemed like
a reflection of a unifying mood in Australia. After the gloom
of the 1890s, a welcome, more positive spirit took hold.
More improvements kept Balfours humming. In 1902,
electricity came to the café. “Beautifully ornamented mirrors”
were added to lighten up the long, narrow Ladies’ Lounge.
Bentwood chairs were set around marble-topped tables
covered with starched tablecloths. It was an atmosphere
designed to entice fashionable ladies, while the lounges
upstairs were suited to businessmen.
In early 20th century years, two more Balfours Cafés
opened in busy King William Street. In 1908, Jack and Charles
built a larger bakery on Morphett Street, which remained the
manufacturing base until 2003.
No menus from Balfours Cafés in this era have survived,
but it’s fair to guess they offered tea, coffee, cocoa and
chocolate, accompanied by bread and butter, toast, buns
or scones. And, of course, cake. A light luncheon might be
sandwiches, pies or eggs with toast, perhaps followed by
fresh or stewed fruit with cream.
In 1906, at age 65, Elizabeth Balfour retired. Sadly,
respite was short. She died in June, 1910, and a few months
later her husband, John Balfour, also died.
The two people who connected the firm to its pioneering
days, and to Scotland, were gone.
But in the years leading up to World War I, Balfours
remained unrivalled. Fresh renovations further expanded the
Rundle Street café, and new shops were opened in Exeter
and Unley. Balfours cakes were a drawcard everywhere.

Morphett Street factory c. 1908

ven in later difficult times, not
least the 1930s, the cafés were,
as one member of the Balfour family
aptly quipped, “putting the icing on the
cake”. They accounted for a third of the
company’s business. Management strove
to keep up with new times.
As austerity took hold, the press
was told demand had swung away from
sugary confections in favour of “plainer,
wholesome foods, with a tendency
toward green salads and fresh and
stewed fruits”. Lunchtime customers
were asking for “a small serve of fish with
green salads, and prunes and rhubarb
for sweets”.
In time, heavy competition came
from a new phenomenon, department
stores. Coles launched the first of its
famous cafeterias in Melbourne in 1930,
and in 1932 its new Rundle Street store
opened with great fanfare, offering
“quick service lunch and tea counters
for busy shoppers”.
The Myer Emporium advertised its
third-floor cafeteria, where, in summer,
“seashore coolness is maintained by the
use of refrigerated atmosphere”. Daily
specials on the menu included herrings
in tomato sauce for sixpence.
In 1934, plans for a new sevenstorey section of John Martin’s Rundle
Street store included, “the largest café
and restaurant in Adelaide”.

After the gloom
of the 1890s, a
welcome, more
positive spirit
took hold.

King William Street bakery c. 1908

130
Rundle
StreetStreet
c.1900
Balfours
Café,
74 Rundle
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AND THEN
THERE WERE
THE BRICKNELLS
It’s impossible to tell
this story without
delving into the history
of another family
business that grew
parallel to Balfours.

I

n 1914, a merger took place forming the company known
for the next decade as Balfour, Bricknell & Co. Limited.
Unlike Balfours founder James Calder, John Bricknell made
it to Victoria in Gold-Rush days. He and wife Ann-Marie left
his bakery in Bodwin, Cornwall, in 1853. They lived in a mining
camp tent in Maryborough for seven years.
Understandably, the mining life palled. They moved to
Adelaide where Ann-Marie had relatives. John ran a local
bakery until the 1870s when two of his sons, Fred and Frank,
succeeded him as Bricknell Bros. The pair expanded into cafés
and catering, first leasing the Adelaide YMCA dining rooms in
1885, but three years later amicably dissolved the partnership.
Fred became a well-known caterer, confectioner and
wedding cake manufacturer, based in Kent Town. His business
also hired out everything from knives and forks to tables
and chairs.
In 1900, he opened Bricknell’s Café at 31 Rundle Street,
just a few doors from what was then Andrew Calder’s café, and
not far from the new Balfours.
He was among the first to install electric lights and, in the
style of the day, the décor featured mirrors, glass, and white
wooden paneling picked out in gold.
The café also had a shop-front with an elaborate
confectionery counter selling the best boxed chocolates,

preserved and crystallised fruits, imported biscuits and fancy
paper serviettes and doilies.
Fred had help. Since 1893, he’d employed Herbert
Norman Hosking, an energetic young footballer with a flair
for business. When Fred’s health failed in 1902 he left the
management of the firm to Herbert, who was only 23. Fred’s
father, John, died in 1904 and before long Fred decided to sell
up and retire, so by age 28, Herbert owned the business.
Herbert wanted something grander – a venue for the
formal dinners so beloved by Adelaide’s social set. So, in 1909,
Bricknell’s took over the long-established Beach’s Restaurant
on Hindley St.
Between 1909 and 1913, Bricknell’s Restaurant specialised
in private parties. Elaborate menus featured French-style
cuisine, but it wasn’t long before Herbert realised not
everyone wanted the likes of larded sweetbreads à la creme.
His alternatives included chops and tomato sauce. While
there might have been the occasional pigeonneaux en aspic to
follow, most clients were happier with sirloin, roast turkey and
bread sauce.
When it came to pudding (or, entremet, as it was known)
Bricknell’s truly shone. While the menu offered 14 soups
(including turtle, oyster and eight kinds of consommé), 15
entrées and 24 mains, there were more than 70 desserts,
from simple rice custard to exotic charlotte russe (a cake of
sponge fingers layered with custard).
Formal dinners were lengthy seven or eight-course affairs,
further drawn out because of many formal toasts. Printed
menus often included a “Toast List”, beginning with the King,
then distinguished guests. Each toast, of course, demanded
a response. It’s a wonder anyone found time to eat.
Herbert’s enthusiasm for progress might have led to the
amalgamation of his business with Balfour & Co. Herbert
became company secretary.
The local press reported Balfours had been Bricknell’s
only serious rival. The Southern Argus of Port Elliot said that
together “their extensive plants, perfect organisation, and

Balfour, Bricknell &
Co. Limited factory c. 1914

experienced staff, enable them to
serve remote country districts as readily,

perfectly, and economically as they
can in the Metropolitan area”.
The merger enabled more
renovations at Bricknell’s Café. The
restaurant had been sold, but the café
soon filled a similar role with a dining
hall more than 150 feet (45m) long,
a banquet or ball room, an afternoon
tea room, and even an American
soda fountain.

Between 1909 and 1913,
Bricknell’s Restaurant
specialised in private parties.

AN EARLY FOODOLOGIST…

H

erbert Hosking wasn’t shy when promoting his business. He described
the Bricknell’s team as masters of “foodology”. Bold advertising
explained: “The science and art of food preparation and supply is thoroughly
understood at Bricknell’s. Trained chefs, capable buyers and a skilled kitchen
staff enable us to place before you at our café or restaurant the choicest of
well-cooked foods.”
The food and service “will grip you”, and “get gripped” declared a number
of brash ads that also began to include drawings of fashionably dressed people
and elegant tables.
By 1913, Herbert had also introduced telephone bookings.
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HIGH-SOCIETY CAFÉS
A string of Balfours
cafés became the
favoured spaces for
celebrations, catch-ups
and corporate huddles.

T

he shops in Exeter and Unley were eventually closed,
probably due to the pressures of WWI. But more outlets
were to come. In 1917, newly created entity Balfours Limited
bought the Grand Café, in a prime position at 58 King William
St. Already a going concern, it provided “spacious
and comfortable rooms for Grills and Light Refreshments”.
Just two years later, the grand four-storey Griffiths Tea
building at 49 Rundle Street was added to the Balfours pack.
The former tea and coffee warehouse was then transformed
into one of Adelaide’s most glamorous reception venues, the
Windsor Café, and doubled as the company headquarters.
The company also rebuilt its original 72 Rundle Street
premises. Since 1917, the first floor of the café had extended
above the adjoining Catt’s department store. With those
premises about to be sold, Balfours would lose the space
for 300 people. Something had to be done.
One of Adelaide’s most noted architects, Louis
Laybourne-Smith, designed a building that featured a
distinctive glass and steel studio-style window facing Rundle
Street. It remains a heritage-listed façade in Rundle Mall.
The windows flooded upper levels of the café with natural light.
The new Balfours Café was officially opened on September
30, 1924. Business continued there until 2004.
During the 1920s, the cafés hosted myriad events,
coming-of-age parties, dances, weddings and at least one 91st
birthday party. Newspaper reports gushed over the splendour
of the decorations and the beautiful frocks. A report on a
“delightful dance” in 1925, stated the hall was resplendent with
gold and tangerine streamers and bunches of balloons around
the walls. Miss Connie Copas wowed them in her “frock of
Parisian flame velvet, with a wide hem of white fur”.
Yet the spaces also attracted conservative crowds. An
Adelaide Rotary Club gathered for weekly lunch meetings
at Balfours on King William Street, which was also the venue
for the Master Bakers Association convention.
The city’s business elite regularly lunched at
Balfours Cafés.

THE
CAFÉS’
TIME
LINE

74 Rundle Mall, photo: Daniel Purvis

1885

Calder & Balfour Tea and Coffee Saloon by Elizabeth Balfour,
opens at 41 Rundle Street.

1885

Bricknell’s first catering operations begin with the lease of the
YMCA dining room in Gawler Street.

1894

Calder & Balfour in receivership and tea room acquired by
Andrew Calder.

1894

Elizabeth opens Balfours Tea Rooms at 74 Rundle Street in
opposition to Andrew Calder. Renovations take place in 1897,
1900, 1902 and 1910.

1900

Bricknell’s Café established at 31 Rundle Street.

1903

Andrew Calder sells his café and retires from the café business.

1904

Balfours opens an outlet at 184a King William Street.

1905

Balfours opens new premises at 48 King William Street.

1908

Bricknell’s Restaurant established with the acquisition of Beach’s
Restaurant at 9 Hindley Street.

1913

Bricknell’s Restaurant sold.

1914

Balfours and Bricknell’s merge but both café names are continued.

1917

Grand Café at 58 King William Street acquired from
Jackman’s Limited.

1917

With the opening of the Grand Café the premises at 184a
King William Street and 48 King William Street are closed.

1920

Street renumbering in Adelaide city changes Balfour’s Café address
to 72 Rundle Street.

1922

Windsor Café at 49 Rundle Street (formerly the Griffiths building)
opens and the building is renamed the Balfours Building.

1922

Bricknell’s Café at 31 Rundle Street closed.

1924

Café at 72 Rundle Street extensively rebuilt and remodelled,
producing the building that remains today.

1965

Windsor Café in Rundle Street closed.

1974

Grand Café in King William Street demolished to make way
for Southern Cross Arcade.

1979

Café in the mall closed but bakery shop continued.
Café reopened several years later.

2004
Rundle Street Café c. 1925

Balfours Café at 72 Rundle Mall closed.
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YOUR STORY

Georgina
Gounas
Balfours customer, Welland

WHAT’s YOUR BALFOURS STORY?
"As a young kid in primary school, my late father would go and buy the seconds from Balfours in the
city here in Adelaide. He used to go religiously at least once a week, and he would go especially for us –
I’m one of four kids. Every day he would finish work, go home, heat up whatever he had purchased and
bring it to us just in time for lunch ... oh, the memories! My favourite by far is a sausage roll, still is, and
also the vanilla slice of course. I do like the green frogs too, I must say, and I loved the little trifles, too.
They should bring them back.
My husband and I also had a snack bar a while back… in the morning when the delivery truck would
come, my son would always grab a chocolate donut and my daughter would grab a vanilla slice.”

Georgina Gounas at Balfours Café City Cross, photo: Ellen Morgan
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Move’n shake’n
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Balfour Wauchope Factory c. 1923

Trio of
BALFOURS

Flappers dancing carefree
post-war nights away in the
1920s were a reflection of an
optimistic landscape. Balfour
& Bricknell was ready
to progress, led by three
determined men. Jack Balfour,
Charles Wauchope and Herbert
Hosking made a diverse and
formidable team.

Herbet Norman Hosking

JACK … BAKER, BUSINESSMAN,
CHURCH ELDER, WITH A LOVE
OF FLOWERS AND CHOOKS.

J

ohn Gordon Balfour, known as
Jack, was born in 1872. By then his
parents, John and Elizabeth Balfour, had
moved from digs above James Calder’s
shop in Rundle Street to Hackney.
He studied art before moving into the
family business. By the time his mother
had opened her café in 1895 he was able
to control the baking operations, and
became a partner in 1901.
Jack’s sister, Maggie, and her
husband, Charles Wauchope, owned
land in Millswood. In 1898, Jack built
a handsome sandstone villa next door.
It was to be home to his growing family
of six daughters until 1905, when his
son, Gordon, was born, and they
moved to Unley.
Jack, a master baker and
confectioner, became an elder of
the Flinders Street Presbyterian
Church council, and, he was a founder,
benefactor and governor of Adelaide’s
Scotch College.
Privately, his passions were flowers
and chooks, even entering his Buff
Orpingtons in a series of egg-laying
competitions.
His Unley neighbours envied his
prize-winning roses. His pansies were
competitive, but not winners.

CHARLES … GREEN THUMB,
FINANCE WHIZ, AND RELIGIOUS
SPEAKER WHO PREDICTED
ARMAGEDDON.
Jack’s brother-in-law, Charles
Patrick Wauchope, was the company's
finance wizard.
Also of Scottish stock, he was born
in copper town Kapunda, in 1868. At
age 15, his family moved to Adelaide.
Ever an organiser, Charles went on
to work as a clerk at John Martin &
Co. where he soon headed the firm’s
athletics club and social committee.
When he married John and
Elizabeth Balfour's eldest daughter,
Maggie, at their home in Angas St,
Adelaide, times were good. Just two
years later, the family finances were in
ruins. Charles left his job to help.
The young couple’s first home was a
small city cottage that still stands on the
corner of Kenton and Cardwell streets.
By 1900 they had moved to Millswood,
next door to Jack.
Charles, also a keen gardener, was
a Christadelphian absorbed by his faith.
He delivered bible lectures around
Australia and went on a number of
overseas speaking tours.
His speeches may have alarmed
some colleagues. He predicted that
Armageddon and the second coming
of Christ would occur in 1934,
surely creating a planning challenge.
Nonetheless, his business acumen made
him the natural choice as Chairman of
Directors at Balfour & Bricknell.

HERBERT … MAN OF ACTION, PEOPLE PERSON.
A key third hand was Herbert Norman Hosking. His grandfather was likely a
miner from Cornwall, and the family lived in Burra for some time, but Herbert was
born in Norwood.
The spirited athlete left school at age 14 to start work at Bricknell’s, where he
quickly moved into management.
He encouraged his employees to be active, organising walking races between
branch staff, acting as starter and handicapper. In one 1903 event, 17 contestants
raced 14.5km in pouring rain, egged on by Herbert.
At Balfour & Bricknell, he was a people person who poured his energy into the
cafés. The company cricket team, staff picnics and socials were all his projects.
All the directors took a personal interest in their employees, who responded
with a sense of pride in their company. Records also show that employees had a say.
Many had a direct stake, via an employees’ share trust which was established at the
time of the merger in 1914.
A year after Fred Bricknell died in 1923, the company name changed again
to Balfour Wauchope Limited. Inexplicably, the third founding director, Herbert
Hosking, was never made a name partner.

then
there was
Wilfred

H

erbert Hosking recruited his
younger brother, decorated
Major Wilfred Hosking, to manage
the growing café arm. He fit right in,
commanding a troop of waitresses,
cooks and kitchen hands.
Wilfred later become the head
of the RSL in South Australia before
returning to the Australian army’s
catering corps in World War II. He died
during the war, in Melbourne, in 1942.
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WAR YEARS

Women baking in the Balfours factory while the men are at war. c. 1942
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IN THE WARS
W

orld wars, drought, prohibitions,
strikes, unionism, a pandemic
and then the Great Depression. Phew.
As Balfour, Bricknell & Co. Limited
amalgamated, the management was
thrown into a roller coaster of decisive
damage control.
The new baking union chased a
series of claims, including working hours
of 7am to 6pm. Balfour, Bricknell &
Co. drove a significant win, keeping
bakers at work in the early mornings, so
there would be fresh pastries and bread
available before lunch.
As the world was poised for war,
ingredients were stockpiled. It was
a wise move. Just five months after
the company’s 1914 merger, war was

declared. It cost Australia dearly, with
tens of thousands of lives lost, including
two men on staff.
Flour prices rose and heavy war
taxes loomed. By mid-1915, flour
stocks were depleted. A year later, the
directors lamented that “high prices,
high wages and high costs had come
to stay, at any rate until the world’s
markets were readjusted”.
In 1915, yet another headache. The
Women’s Christian Temperance Union
had campaigned for the prohibition
of alcohol for decades. Trumpeting
the need for Australians to be morally
upright in support of our fighting men,
they finally won state governments
over. In a March, 1915, referendum,

Balfours Café c. 1914

As the world
was poised
for war,
ingredients
were
stockpiled.
It was a wise
move.
conservative South Australia was the
first to vote in 6pm closing. The rule
remained until 1967.
Restaurants could sell only wine or
cider, and only between noon and 2pm,
and 6pm to 8pm. Exceptions could be
made for formal dinners. There were
riots outside the elite and exempted
Adelaide Club. Making an exception
for the so-called “toffs” was the only
way the Government could get the
legislation through Parliament.
Disputes over work hours also
dragged on.
Gas supplies to Adelaide diners
were abruptly cut off due to a coal strike
in late 1916. Then came an embargo on
industrial power. Balfours and Bricknell’s
cafés scrambled. Many baked items had
to be dropped, and other ways to heat
the water to make tea and coffee had to
be found.
The company battled on, hailing
the strength and “loyal efforts of
their staff”.
Some predicted the war would be
over by Christmas, 1914, but it dragged
on through four Christmases.
Through them all, Balfours managed
to deliver Christmas cakes, mince pies,
shortbread and confections to help
cheer Adelaide’s families. So many of
them were hoping for news of sons,
brothers, husbands and sweethearts
serving overseas.
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... IN RECOVERY

Mr and Mrs J. G. Balfour raising funds for war heroes c. 1914

I

n the early 1920s, Australia was
recovering from the war, and the
influenza pandemic that followed.
The Spanish Flu killed about 50
million people, more than 11,000 in
Australia. People avoided public places
for fear of infection, which was a blow
to Balfours and Bricknell’s cafés.
Finally, after the epidemic subsided,
came a decade of great feats of
aviation, the rise of the motor car and

the arrival of radio. Hemlines were up,
cocktails were downed. It was the era
of the “flapper” and even conservative
Adelaide kicked up its heels.
National and State Governments
encouraged manufacturing. Balfour,
Bricknell & Co. was ready for the
challenge, led by three determined men.
Together, John Gordon (Jack) Balfour,
Charles Wauchope and Herbert
Hosking made a strong management

team, despite their very different
personalities (see page 32).

In the early
1920s, Australia
was recovering
from the war ...
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A TALE OF TWO GORDONS

Balfour Wauchope Factory c. 1923

back. Coffee, tea, cocoa and chocolate
went from sixpence to four pence a pot.
“The past is no longer any criterion
for the future,” wrote Herbert Hosking
glumly in the Board minutes. After a
peak in 1927, the firm’s 1932 sales had
dropped more than 45 percent.
Yet the company, as always, did its
share for those in need. The Register
reported in mid-1929: “At Balfour
Wauchope Ltd’s factory all food left
over is collected every morning and
distributed to different institutions.”

Staff photo featuring Gordon Balfour and Gordon Wauchope c. 1920s

I

n the 1920s, two grandsons of
John and Elizabeth Balfour joined
the business. Cousins Gordon
Wauchope and Gordon “Mac” Balfour
were of similar age, born in 1904 and
1905. Both young men became factory
hands, but they were obviously on the
management track.
In 1928, Gordon Balfour went on
a study trip to Europe and Britain. In
Scotland, he worked at McVitie & Price
in Edinburgh. The leading biscuit maker

was producing more than 300 lines,
including highly successful chocolate
digestives and jaffa cakes. Equally
famous penguins (inspiration
for Australia’s Tim Tam) came four
years later.
He also visited a thriving post-war
Germany, and avidly collected many
local recipes.
On his return, Gordon was
appointed Local Director of Balfour
Wauchope.

The young Balfour had learned to be
uncompromising on cleanliness, some
would say obsessed. The factory staff
bore the rigor of daily checks.
He also set up a local and seasonal
purchasing cycle.
Challenges still lay ahead. By the
end of the decade of optimism, Australia
was reeling in the Great Depression. At
its peak in 1932, unemployment reached
32 percent. Banks failed. Families lost
their homes. Balfours cafés were scaled

Café manager Wilfred Hosking told
the paper, “there is no waste… and our
staff co-operates whole-heartedly in
the salvage of surplus foods”.
By September, 1932, the worst
was over – at least for Balfours. Some
products had been lost - the loganberry
and orange sponge never seen again but bakery cuts were showing results.
Then, founding director Charles
Wauchope died, followed by Jack
Balfour four years later.

It was time for the next generation
of the two families to join Herbert
Hosking in leading the company.
Gordon Wauchope became Chairman,
a position he held for the rest of
his life.

Challenges
still lay
ahead.

A PEEK BEYOND THE BLEAK

D

onald Bradman, “The Don”, a popular 1930s cricket hero, was a distraction, and a cause for national pride in the
Depression years. Tasmanian-born Errol Flynn starred at cinemas, and there were cheers for young and old in
Mickey the Mouse, as he was then known. In 1932, the Star Theatre chain in Adelaide celebrated Mickey’s latest release
with Monster Birthday Parties and two huge three-tier birthday cakes featuring the character, baked and decorated by
Balfour Wauchope Ltd. Up to 5000 children were expected at the Saturday afternoon events that, for a short time,
made everyone forget the Depression.
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RISING TO THE CHALLENGE
Raise prices to cover new taxes,
or cut prices to lure extra sales?
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THE BATTLE
OF BALFOURS

T

hese were post-Depression
dilemmas because by the mid-1930s
new sales and flour taxes were cutting
into profits.
Instead, Balfours bakers came up
with a stream of popular new products.
The cream sandwich, a round iced
sponge filled with rich cream, came in
raspberry, chocolate or vanilla. Fruit
sponges were promoted for afternoon
teas, bridge parties and suppers.
In 1934, new offerings included
walnut bars, walnut loaves and fruit
nuts, “from modern recipes with purest
and cleanest ingredients under most
hygienic conditions”.
Finances improved. By 1937, the
directors invested in a broad factory
overhaul. In 1938, a relieved Herbert
Hosking reported the firm had reached
a record turnover of £107,633/4/8d,
most of this attributed to the wholesale
and country sales.
There were, however, ominous
global rumblings. Japan launched a
bloody invasion of China. In Italy,
Mussolini’s soldiers were learning to
goose-step in preparation for Hitler’s
visit to Rome. In September, 1939,
Prime Minister Robert Menzies’
“melancholy duty” was to announce
Britain had declared war on Germany,
so Australia was also at war.

L

ife was forever changed by WWII.
The Federal Government assumed
new powers. Sport was curtailed,
cinema hours cut. Buildings and homes
were requisitioned. Windows were
blacked out, children wore identity tags
in case of evacuation. Air raid shelters
appeared everywhere.
Business was hobbled. Skilled
bakers, pastry cooks and apprentices
were off to war and difficult to replace.
One great loss to Balfours was longtime cafés manager Wilfred Hosking,
Herbert’s younger brother (see page
33), who re-joined the military. He died
in Melbourne in 1942.

OUT OF THE FRYING PAN…

Y

ou’d think the first peace-time Christmas for seven years would have
been a bakery bonanza. Instead, a coal strike in New South Wales
caused severe energy restrictions. Some machines were fitted with
stationary engines, but the loss of production was costly, and the cafés
struggled. Cancelled public transport kept customers home.
The next four years saw steel strikes, tramways strikes, gas strikes and
waterside worker strikes, and, another lengthy coal strike in 1949.
Many raw materials, particularly sugar, remained scarce. Food
rationing lingered on into 1950, although by 1948, Balfours was able to
advise that many favoured products, from cream sponges and fairy cakes
to sultana scones and “midget pies” were back.
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Life was
forever
changed
by WWII.
Advertisements for café waitresses
specified women “over 45”, not to avoid
flighty girls, but because they were
exempt from laws forcing employers to
engage labour only through the National
Service Offices. Nonetheless, Gordon
Wauchope commented on visiting GIs’
large tips, and “the flutter” they caused
among the café staff.
There also was a profound effect on
the Balfours factories. So acute was the
labour shortage in 1942 that there were
no hot cross buns for Easter. Christmas
was also bleak.
Balfours wrote to its customers:
“We regret that, owing to the serious
shortage of labour and materials,
together with the demand for cakes
to be sent to members of the fighting
forces, we are unable to accept any
orders for the period between 14th to
24th December inclusive. Our shops
are on the ‘quota' system and sales can
only be made while the daily stocks last.”
In 1943, egg supplies were halved,
so the bakery focused on yeast-based
goods.
Staff rallied, forming a Victory Loan
group to buy war bonds. Maintenance
men converted delivery trucks from
petrol to charcoal gas burners, although
drivers struggled to navigate these
temperamental machines through
the streets.
On Wednesday, August, 15,
1945, news came that the war had
ended. Balfours closed for two days
for celebrations, but Herbert Hosking
remained cautious. Recovering from
six years of war would not happen
overnight.
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INFLUENCE OF MR CLEAN

THE LOCAL FACTOR

Gordon Balfour’s obsession with cleanliness, learned from master bakers in
Scotland, was widely hailed. The News reported in 1930:

An advertisement in 1931 stressed Balfours’ support for local suppliers.
It promised cakes were:

“For many years the name of Balfour has represented the best, most up to date,
and hygienic of foodstuffs. These points are exemplified in the large factory of
Balfour, Wauchope, Limited, (sic) where cakes, pastries, and confectionery are
manufactured under the strictest supervision ensuring that consistency of quality
which has established such an enviable reputation.”

Freshly Made Each Morning from: South Australian flour, South Australian eggs,
South Australian butter, South Australian fruits, by South Australian artisans.

All Balfours advertising began to include the word “hygienic”.

1931

Gordon Balfour pioneered fresh, seasonal, local purchasing. Dried fruits came
from the Riverlands. Embattled wheat farmers were glad to meet the local
demand for fine flour.

RATIONING
American soldiers seemed flush but Australian households
had it tough. Along with war came food shortages
and rationing:

HELPING HAND,
ALWAYS
AS WAUCHOPE SAW IT
Lifetime chairman Gordon Wauchope, inherited a complex business.
At about 1934:
•	
There were about 70 factory staff, 200 wholesale customers and three cafés.
•	
Country shop sales were controlled. A store could not be too close to another
outlet and it had to maintain set prices (a practice that was perfectly legal
until 1971).
Six drivers delivered goods to inner suburbs. Other goods went by train or
•	
tram, carefully packed in large blue boxes.
•	
Country orders went by train, packed in crates or tea chests. There were
dinner rolls and bread, several kinds of fancy biscuits, buns, scones, cakes of
all descriptions and the popular pies, sausage rolls and pasties. And, of course,
wedding and meticulously crafted cakes, made to order by Balfours.

1934

No one had to go hungry. Through the
Great Depression, people congregated
behind the Balfours cafés or factory,
knowing they would be given a meal.
Regular deliveries of pies and cakes
to organisations such as the Salvation
Army continued through the toughest
times. Balfours also supported the
Whitefields Institute, a church-backed
charitable group that operated a
soup kitchen and provided work for
tradespeople. For the Whitefields'
children’s party in 1930, Balfours’ skilled
decorators created a lighthouse cake,
to the delight of the luxury-deprived
youngsters.

•	
1940: Petrol rationing, a move that almost unseated the
Menzies Coalition.
•	
1941: Clothes rationing. A government ad featured a
nasty cartoon “squander bug” character urging people
to be thrifty.
1942: Food rationing began with only two ounces (55g)
•	
tea a week, sorely testing a nation where it was common
to consume 10 cups a day. Sugar rationing followed.
• 1943: Butter.
• 1944: Meat.
•	
Even foods not rationed were often in short supply,
particularly milk and eggs.
•	
In cafés, customers weren’t required to surrender ration
coupons, but there were quotas on foods supplied to
eateries.
•	
Hotel, restaurant and café meals were restricted to three
courses and the Commonwealth Government introduced
price controls. After a survey of Adelaide cafés in 1945,
the Deputy Price Commissioner approved the going rate
for grilled chops at two shillings, while curried crayfish was
judged to be fair value at three shillings.
• Women took over many jobs previously been held by men.
•	
By the end of the war, women in the Australian Comforts
Fund had knitted 3,085,776 pairs of socks, 1,139,087
balaclavas, 582,610 woollen gloves and 374,677 jumpers.
•	
Many a soldier received a special Christmas parcel from
the Australian Comforts Fund. The packages contained a
Balfours fruit cake and mince pies – delivering a welcome
taste of home.
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THE FIFTIES

The
challenges

A new
brigade

T

he retail world morphed as never before in the
1950s, challenging the Balfours Cafés.
Buses took shoppers to the doorsteps of
suburban centres, and competition popped up
everywhere, including a new cake shop at Myer
in 1952.
And, with increases in the State Living Wage,
the cost of labour, foodstuffs and even glassware
and crockery escalated, yet, for the first half of the
decade, the Prices Commissioner still controlled
what cafés could charge for a meal. Those controls
were finally axed in 1955, but then, there was public
resistance to price hikes.
Tastes were changing too. Post-war migrants
brought a new dining landscape with them. Italian,
Latvian, Greek, Dutch, Polish were most influential,
the tea rooms up against coffee lounges and
restaurants operated by “New Australians”.
The directors lamented that “…the generally
weaker trading tone and the growth of coffee
lounges has had an effect on our cafés. Two other
factors are also affecting the cafés detrimentally as
far as the evening meal is concerned. Eating facilities
at drive-in picture theatres are receiving considerable
support and the increasing number of private means
of transport together with parking problems are
tending to keep people out of the city.”
The Board noted a growth in “carry-away”
lunches and wisely resolved to join this bandwagon.

I

n the changing, challenging 1950s, only the
Balfours wholesale trade did well. Suburban and
country bakeries and delis proudly advertised that
they stocked Balfours products.
Gordon Balfour began to expand the bakery,
adding ovens, new machines and improved
refrigeration. The delivery fleet was increased. The
company took over more properties adjacent to its
Franklin Street premises and in 1956 the first stage
of a two-storey complex in Mellor Street
was completed.
By this time, yet another generation of the
Wauchope and Balfour families was on board.
Gordon Balfour’s son, John, started with the
company as an apprentice baker, eventually moving
through middle management to become bakery
manager. But it was Gordon Wauchope’s son, David,
who eventually had the biggest impact. In 1949,
at age 17, he joined Balfour Wauchope rather than
attend university. Twenty-five years later, he would
be head of the company.
In 1954, David set sail on an English study tour,
working at many leading bakeries. It was the last
Balfours business trip by sea. The following year, new
director, Vic Bateman, the son of Balfours baker
Joseph Bateman (see page 16 Melvich cake), flew
to the US.
Then, television arrived in Adelaide in 1959,
giving advertisers, including food manufacturers,
a new way to to talk to their customers.

Tastes were changing
too. Post-war
migrants brought a
new dining landscape
with them.
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FROM THE ARCHIVES

TREATS FOR THE TROOPS
“Food from home” was a heartfelt gift to our
fighting forces in both world wars. Volunteer
bodies joined to form the Australian
Comforts Fund, in 1914, and it was revived
during World War II. Of course, many of the
gift hampers contained Balfours cakes and
puddings, especially at Christmas.

F

amilies and friends were also able to send
hampers to absent servicemen and women, so
Balfours developed a special range, assembled the
hampers and handled the dispatch. There were two
sizes of cake, for 6/9d or 9 shillings, including packing
and postage.
Priced at 21 shillings, a large hamper included:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

1 large cake
1 tin meat
1 tin malted milk
1 tin condensed milk
2 packets raisins
1 tin Eurmenthol Jubes (large)
1 packet Butter Menthols
1 packet Aspros (large)
4 oz. almonds

Small hampers, for 16/6d, had a similar list of
contents, all sometimes varied due to changes in
availability of ingredients. Many people left standing
orders for cakes to be sent at regular intervals.

Balfours Christmas plum puddings were often sent to the troops
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Our original

FAST FOOD
FROM ENGLISH PIE START, TO FLOATING FINISH

F

REMEMBER
THIS?
Balfours ‘What About Me Advert’ ran
on State wide television and put the
Square Pie in the hearts, minds and
mouths of South Australians in 1991.

Balfours favourite square pie,
photo: Brendan Homan Photography

ootball, meat pies, kangaroos and Holden cars, might
have been hijacked from the US jingle, “we love baseball,
hot dogs, apple pie and Chevrolet”, but the ditty works just as
well Down Under. It hails the on-the-go food in a bag that is
arguably one of Australia’s national dishes.
The meat pie arrived with the first white settlers. By 1840,
one Hindley Street baker was offering mutton pies daily at
noon, “and on Wednesday and Saturday evenings at 7 o’clock”.
Scotch pies were a specialty in the tea rooms, and a staple
at Elizabeth Balfour’s café, where English pies were soon
added to the mix.
Traditional Scotch pies were round, and baked in a
straight-sided tin, rather like the English pork pie. The filling
was usually mutton doused with plenty of pepper. The pastry
was harder and less flaky than today, and the top crust was
recessed 1cm below the sides so peas, mashed potato, beans
or gravy could be dolloped on top.
We assume the English pie was the oval shaped, meat and
gravy-filled classic with slopey sides that we know today.
We know, that mushy peas have always been a favoured side
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Those floaters were
among the favOURITES of
late-night workers
and revellers ...

FLOATING
PHENOMENOM
W

e don’t know who invented the upside-down pie
floating in a puddle of pea soup, now famously
known as South Australia’s pie floater. Some say it was
Port Pirie baker Ern “Shorty” Bradley, whose early
1900s coffee stall advertised “hot pies and pasties a
specialty, hot saveloys, rolls and floaters”.

OUR ORIGINAL FAST FOOD
X | THE BALFOURS STORY

The station pie cart was updated over the years, but remained
an Adelaide institution, even patronised by the Premier of South
Australia in the early 1900s. Its chequered history shows it survived
an attack from an escaped bull, pranks by high-spirited university
students and noise complaints from the higher-end Grosvenor
Hotel across the road. In the early 1980s a city council edict
ordered the cart to close at 11.30pm. The ruling sparked a lengthy
battle, even debated in Parliament. By 1986, owner Charles Oram
had won the fight, and regained approval for all-night cart trading.
In 1987, Balfours bought Oram’s Oven Door Pie Cart along
with its licence to trade outside the railway station. It was quite a
departure from the company’s daytime outlets. The cart traded
from about 6pm until 5am, and only closed on Christmas Day. Of
course, during this time, all the cart’s floaters featured Balfour’s
favourite square pies.
When Balfours stepped in, the pie cart itself had seen better
days. Dean Evans, a Balfours employee since the mid-50s, oversaw
the building of a new cart based on Adelaide’s famous Red Hen
railway carriages (see page 58). The Great South Australian Pie
Cart returned in 1988.
For the next 17 years, a valiant band of Balfours employees
worked through the small hours to keep Adelaide’s night owls
supplied with their floater fix.
The demise only began in 2005, when the cart was sold to
Skycity Casino which aimed to keep it as a tourist attraction outside
the casino. The city council had other ideas, and the permit was
refused. There have been pop-ups elsewhere, but the last city pie
cart in the city closed down in 2010.

The iconic pie floater

dish, hence the advent of the South Australian icon – the
pie floater.
Those floaters were among the favourites of late-night
workers and revellers, the best customers at horse-drawn pie
carts which were an Adelaide fixture from the 1860s. Local
residents were less enamoured, and regularly complained
about the noise, litter, and even the tendency of some to
“scrawl obscenities on the windows with greasy pie crusts”.
In the late 1900s there were as many as 13 pie carts
dotted around the city, including one operated by another
famous baking name, the Gibbs family. But in 1938, the city
council succumbed to the local disdain and decided to phase
pie carts out. By 1958 there were only two left: one outside
the GPO in Victoria Square, the other outside the railway
station on North Terrace.
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The early Cornish
pasty was a meal,
often baked with
meat and potatoes
at one end and a sweet
filling like apple
at the other.

THE CORNISH TREAT AND OTHER
PIE-LIKE THINGS

T

he Scots brought us pies, the Cornish brought us pasties.
In the 1840s, UK miners left depressed conditions in
Cornwall behind for life in South Australia where copper had
been discovered.
A tribute is still paid to the miners who brought us their
famous lunchtime pasties, at the annual Cornish festival,
“Kernewek Lowender”, on the state’s Copper Coast.
The early Cornish pasty was a meal, often baked with
meat and potatoes at one end and a sweet filling like apple at
the other. A thick crimped crust allowed miners to hold the
pasty with dirty fingers, discarding the last bit to placate
the evil spirits, known as “knockers”, who lived in the depths
of the mine.
After its merger with Bricknell’s in 1914, Balfours also had
some Cornish heritage, so the Cornish lunch staple was added
to its range.
Photo: Brendan Homan Photography
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Then came the
square pie, one of
Gordon Balfour’s
best economic
decisions ...
DESIGNED IN 1958
IN CONCERT WITH
DAVID WAUCHOPE.
Pastry rolling, Balfours factory c.1950

Balfours executives enjoying square and round pies

A LARGER SLICE OF THE PIE
To start, there were just English pies, Scotch pies, pasties
and sausage rolls. By the 1930s, daintier styles included
cocktail pies and pasties, and “midget” sausage rolls. Midget
pies and pasties of the 1950s, became “party pies” in the
1960s.
Pies, pasties and sausage rolls have remained Balfours
ever-present staples, except for one winter, in 1951, when
pastie lovers went without because of a potato shortage.
Then came the square pie, one of Gordon Balfour’s best
economic decisions. It was designed in 1958 in concert with
David Wauchope. The pies were made by Bill Cowley on
Photo: Daniel Purvis
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By the late 1960s,
there were more
than a dozen pies
of all sizes.

Cowley's high-speed machinery in an
era when co-operation was common
within the industry. As you’d say today,
the square pie went viral. In 1967,
on Channel 9’s Newsbeat program,
Adelaide columnist Max Harris,
obviously a fan, quipped that Gordon
deserved a knighthood for it.
The square curry pie appeared in
1961, replaced by the square savoury pie
in 1963, the same year the first family
plate pie joined the range. By the late
1960s, there were more than a dozen
pies of all sizes. Pizza pies, country meat
& kidney, curry & rice pies … switching
and shifting to fit changing tastes.
After 30 prototypes, there was
even the microwave pie of 1989. The
pastry that stayed firm after microwave
treatment was believed to be a first,
if not everyone’s favourite.
Later came the footy pie, and,
aided by better frozen-food technology,
Balfours pies also popped up at Sydney
Cricket Ground, Melbourne's AAMI
Stadium and Kardinia Park in Geelong.

Balfours product
lineup for quality
control, c. 1980s

Balfours favourite 'footy pie'
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Later, a Pie of the Month
program allowed Balfours
to experiment with more
exotic ingredients.

Red Thai chicken pie

Later, a Pie of the Month program
allowed Balfours to experiment with
more exotic ingredients. In 2013, the
red Thai chicken pie prompted one
particularly enthusiastic online review:
“This pie has given me a new level
of appreciation for well-made chicken
pies. This pie is filled to the brim with
real shredded chicken, spiced with
authentic-tasting red Thai sauce.
The fact that this pie is loaded with
real chunks of soft chicken is really
something to be mentioned. Almost
all chicken pies either have processed
chicken, or what looks or tastes like
mouldy cardboard … I recommend
Balfours red Thai chicken pie to anyone
who has lost faith in chicken pies. There
is hope.”
Balfours premium pie range, photo: Brendan Homan Photography
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PIES ON
WHEELS
PIE CART TRIVIA

B

y 1998, the Balfours Pie Cart was selling about 40,000 pie floaters a
year. Famous patrons included rock legend Joe Cocker and comedian
Billy Connolly and, on one occasion, a visiting group of executives from
Malaysian airlines who enjoyed a black-tie event, complete with floaters and
Cooper’s ale. According to a company newsletter, the record for eating a
Balfours pie floater was 12.1 seconds, set at the Royal Adelaide Show in 1996.

PIES ON WHEELS | THE BALFOURS STORY

I

nto the dead-of-the-night world went
Balfours when it bought an Adelaide
institution, the Pie Cart. The dark-hours
phenomenon was a far cry from the
delicate day-time bakery trade centered
around refined tea rooms, dainty
pastries and daily bread.
After its 1987 purchase of Oram’s
Oven Door Pie Cart, and the license
to trade outside the railway station,
revellers were the new audience,
downing Balfours square pies swimming
in pea soup and sauce from 6pm
to 5am.
Under the keen direction of Dean
Evans, the dilapidated cart soon sported
a “fitting” new look.
Mr Evans, now 75, had worked for
Balfours since the mid-1950s.
He believed the Balfours cart
needed to be iconic, and decided it
should mirror the city’s famous Red
Hen rail carriages.

At the time, Mr Evans, who started
an apprenticeship in cake decorating
when he was 16, was the business
development manager.
“I worked there for 47 years,
3 months and 17 days, and it was
wonderful,” he chuckles, admitting it
was a proud count. He retired at age 62
after a career which took him into just
about every job in the business. But it
almost wasn’t so.
He decided early on that cake
decorating “wasn’t enough”.
“I was going to resign. At the time,
Mr (Gordon) Balfour asked me why,”
Evans says. “He was a lovely man. Not
everyone thought so, but we always
got along well. He was 6’2”, totally
bald, always wore a black suit, white
shirt, black-tie and black shoes, and
might have looked like an undertaker to
some. He was an astute businessman,
but always a gentleman. He had a soft
side. I told him I didn’t see any future
for myself. I wanted to do more, to do
everything.”
The Balfours chief set the ambitious
young cake decorator up in the only
Balfours traineeship ever bestowed.
“And I went on to do, as I wanted –
everything.”
He moved up, from decorator to
foreman to supervisor, to manager,
learning every aspect of the business,
even driving delivery vehicles.
With a true sense of what would
work for Balfours, he drove the pie
cart’s makeover.
“A Lonsdale caravan builder did
it for us,” he says. It was a successful
move. The cart’s fame swelled.
“Everyone who came to Adelaide
would head to the casino and have a pie
floater. No matter how famous, they
were drawn to the cart,” he says, ticking
off memories including Billy Connolly,
Joe Cocker, and local politicians who
“did the floater”.
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Left: Politician Barbara Wiese enjoys a pie floater

THE GREAT CART DEBATE

T

he launch of the Great South Australian Pie Cart, owned and
rejuvenated by Balfours, took place on Thursday, June 30, 1988. Its
first pie floater was served to South Australia’s then Minister for Tourism,
Barbara Wiese. For the next 17 years, Balfours employees worked through
the wee hours to ensure Adelaide’s shift workers and late-night party goers
had their floater fix. Its presence, or lack of it, continues to be a point of
debate in Adelaide.

“It’s good with a beer,” he says
cautiously, quietly admitting the
floater is not a personal favorite, being
more partial to a custard tart.
The Evans family, his wife Joy,
and his two daughters (who both
had Balfours jobs while they were at
school), and three grandchildren, all
enjoyed the Balfours culture.
“It was a good job, one to be proud
of. People knew and respected the
company,” he says.
He travelled overseas on baking
and machinery fact-finding missions,
and “they always looked after us”,
down to Christmas parties for the kids.
“It was a wonderful part of my life.”
Mr Evans was even one of a
ten-strong team in a management
buyout, after the GST was introduced
in 2000, when efforts were needed to
keep the business local, and afloat.
“My only regret is that now, I
would love to go back and see how it
is, but you can’t go back and visit,” he
says referring to today’s security rules.
As for his pet project, the pie cart
… “it is part of Adelaide and should
always have a place in the city”.
Bring it back, he says.

Dean Evans

Opposite right: Painting of Balfours pie cart at Adelaide Train Station, Donovan Christie (2018)
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The oft-RETIRED

FOOD TECHNOLOGIST
R

oss Collins might just vie with
another ace, John Farnham, as
the comeback king. The food
technologist’s count for attempts
at retiring stands at seven.
He happily agrees it must be a twoway street, in that they love his work,
and he loves the job.
Even now, aged 72, he’s not sure
his retreat from the food business is
full-time.
The food chemist’s latest
comebacks have been in casual
techie roles at San Remo, the owner
of Balfours. He has worked for both
companies.
After building his career in a wide
range of renowned food companies
including Anchor Foods, Cottees,
and Rosella, he brought his breadth
of knowledge to Balfours in 1987. He
left the bakery firm to work for pasta
specialist San Remo in 1998, then a
quite separate business. After retiring in
2005, he was still being called back to
work “for stints” when San Remo took
on ownership of Balfours in 2008.
Food technology, now often
known as quality management, “is
about keeping up with, and applying,
regulations, requirements with contracts
and technical advice”, he says.
His work life began in Melbourne
and Sydney. He then married an
Adelaide girl, Sue, and the couple
settled in Reynella, where “housing
in SA was more affordable”, and the
baking business, was “another arrow in
the quiver”.

Balfours was a good company, he
says, although admits there were later
“ups and downs and times when
it looked shaky”.
“In early days, particularly under
the family, with David Wauchope as
chairman, it was a good company,” he
says. In 1998, he moved to the sturdier
San Remo, just ahead of the times when
State Bank troubles were jeopardising
highly geared companies.
“The Wauchope family had their
51-52 percent, and then the good Lord
told David Wauchope, a born-again
Christian, that he should hold 100
percent, and he borrowed heavily.”
Balfours later suffered from bank
foreclosure (see page 88), and was
acquired by San Remo, which he
describes as “the most stable company
I have ever worked for”.
As for his role in the development
of products over more than a decade
at Balfours, Mr Collins is humble,
maintaining “I was there to provide
advice of a technical nature”.
It was “teamwork”, he says, naming
respected development bakers, the late
Ian Gilmore, and Scottish baker Jim
Miller, as key players.
“I was there to give assistance,” he
says, listing elements of development
such as shelf life, compatible ingredients
including relaxants to get the correct
puff in a pastry holding various fillings.
“There were also a lot of legal
limits. A meat pie had to contain at
least 25 percent meat, along with other
flavours and gravy, and I would do the
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calculations. Sometimes I was more
involved in the math than anything else.”
He remembers the Balfours foray
into the Japanese market, from the
Gibbs factory in Glynde - “the site
where Robern Menz is now”. Balfours
first merged with Gibbs at Glynde, then
later became sole owner of the facility
(see page 89).
“The mexicana pie was really
popular in SA, and we adapted it for
export to Japan into the ‘hexy’, a
hexagon-shaped pie. The curry pie went
overseas as well. We made it sweeter
for the Japanese market, with sultanas.
They liked that.”
Today, his best Balfours food
memories include “the old vanilla slice,
you can’t go past it”.
“I used to enjoy a curry pie, and still
love a custard tart,” he says with relish.
“That tart has a baked custard filling
with the perfect texture.
“And the original D-shaped pastie
is a particularly good recipe. It has the
spice, the pumpkin and veg, but no one
thing overpowers the rest. It’s a really
good balance.”
Mr Collins confesses his food
connection is not over yet. Comeback
number eight looms, “with talk
they want me to be involved in
the commissioning of some new
machinery”.
“Let’s try and make that the last
one,” he chuckles, dreaming of the
“real” retirement and perhaps his first
big holiday in 20 years.

Ross Collins, photo: Daniel Purvis
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THE CUSTARD TART REVIVED
A

h, the custard tart. Longterm staff such as Michael Hane
(see page 94) say people would order two a day, every
day, in the Balfours Café. Food chemist Ross Collins, says it
is a wonderful baked custard filling “with the perfect texture”,
and another manager Dean Evans, now retired, says it is still
his favourite.
Food technologist Belinda Hanson-Kenny was a Balfours
product development manager from the late 90s, and
an advocate for saving the “proper” custard tart. She was
instrumental in keeping it “real.”
It was a time when there were moves to make many
products more suitable for freezing, and with longer shelf lives.
Her pure-food ethos won out for the tart, that remains
a fave because it is “traditional all the way”, filled with a fresh
baked egg custard.
“It was always the last thing baked, and came hot out of
the oven about 8-9pm,” says Belinda, who worked for Balfours
for nearly a decade from 1998, and now is a quality manager
and product development specialist in her own business,
Food Labelling & Safety.
At Balfours, “if you had to stay late you were one of the
privileged few who could have a tart straight from the oven”.
“It’s delicious warm or cold, and it’s still real,” she says.
The rest is a secret. A Balfours baker once revealed that
the difference was in the milk, but would say no more.
There is evidence that the tart was around in the 1930s,
but it went missing for about 20 years, possibly due to the
egg shortage that started in World War II. Then, in 1963, the
custard tart made a triumphant return at the most reasonable
price of 7c.

“It’s delicious
warm or cold,
and it’s
still real.”

Photo: Brendan Homan Photography
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DONUTS
IN TIMES THAT WERE
A-CHALLENGING

Photo: Brendan Homan Photography
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Pineapple and
cinnamon donuts
sold for
sixpence each.

Adelaide supporters donuts, Adelaide Oval 2018

T

New machinery was introduced
to the factory floor, improving
donut production and speed

he flower-power 60s might have been about peace and love,
but in business the times were a-challenging. If any company
was to survive, it would need to switch things up. Balfours
needed a winner.
Woolworths opened its first South Australian supermarket
in 1960, complete with car parking. Coles soon followed.
Foodland appeared in 1962, and three years later Tom the
Cheap began its suburban spread.
By the end of the decade the big stores were reaping a giant
slice of food sales.
Balfours had multiple concerns, including the 1960 credit
squeeze. Known as the “Holt jolt”, it aimed to slow galloping
inflation and a spree of spending after the end of import
licensing.
The Federal Treasurer of the time, Harold Holt (elected
Prime Minister in 1966), reduced tax deductions on borrowings
by business, raised sales taxes and drove banks to increase
overdraft rates and cut lending.
Tastes were also changing. With more women working,
afternoon teas dwindled, and less sugary un-iced cakes
were the in-thing.
In 1963, Gordon Balfour headed overseas to study factories
and find new ideas. In 1965, he ensured new machinery was
installed at Balfours, ahead of the latest rage – donuts.
Pineapple and cinnamon donuts sold for sixpence each.
A year later came iced and coconut donuts.
The success of donuts in delis, canteens and country stores
highlighted more need for change. In 1966, the Windsor Café
closed, along with other shops, hotels and theatres along Rundle
Street that were replaced by mod stores and car parks.
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Balfours donuts did
become a favourite for
the mid-morning tea break
or lunchtime treat.

S

ome people trace the history of the donut back to
the ancient Romans, who used to fry strips of bread
dough and dip them in syrups. The donuts we know today
came to us by way of the Dutch (who called them “oily
cakes” and fried them in lard) and, reputedly, an American
ship’s captain came up with the idea of the hole in the
middle.
The first donut machine was invented in 1920 in New
York by a Russian refugee called Adolph Levitt. However,
donuts were little known in Australia until after World
War II. Even then, they failed to become as popular as
they were in America where, according to a Balfours
newsletter: they were “eaten on almost every conceivable
occasion, breakfast, morning coffee, lunch, afternoon tea
and supper”.
Balfours donuts did become a favourite for the midmorning tea break or lunchtime treat. Competitors began
offering bigger donuts and the cry came from the sales
team, “Can you make ours bigger?” It was a problem.
The machine that extruded the dough couldn’t easily be
modified.
Eventually, a new machine was installed in Balfours’
Sydney factory. But that created a new problem. “Now
the mums are buying one, breaking it in half, and giving the
kids half each,” wailed the sales team. Shared or scoffed,
donuts remain a best seller.

CHOC DONUT

T

he all-time favourite, the Balfours choc donut, popped
up in 1967. Today, Balfours produces choc donuts at a
whopping rate every year, and, in 2018 they remained up
there with square pies and custard tarts as the company’s
best sellers.
Balfour Wauchope factory
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Original Balfours horse and cart
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A JOB

THE SIXTIES SCENE
Balfours was challenged to keep up
with a rapidly changing society:

FOR LIFE

T

he Balfours family ethos extended
to its workforce. Loyalty was
expected, and given. A respectful
distance was preserved between the
Wauchopes and Balfours and their
employees. Gordon Balfour strode
through the factory at 9am every day.
Tall, thin and dressed in black, his shoes
polished to a mirror finish, he was a
daunting figure. Managers might get
a brief “good morning”, but few would
dare to make conversation. He lunched
daily at the café, where staff served
“special coffee for Mr Balfour”,
a Tanganyika and Jamaican Blue
Mountain blend.

Although relationships remained
formal, directors frequently reached out
with financial assistance and support
to staff going through difficult times.
“There was a lot of compassion there,”
commented one long-term employee.
A job with Balfours could be a job
for life. Newsletters from the 1960s
relate extraordinary stories of long
service. Mr. H. L. Shroder, for example,
started as a horse-drawn delivery
vehicle driver. After 64 years, he
retired, aged 82. And a Mr Ellison Pitt
was still going strong as Sales Manager
after 50 years of service.
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Gordon Wauchope had been part
of the company for 46 years, 30 years
as chairman, when, in 1966, he died.
He was just 62.
Gordon Balfour assumed the
Chair for the next six years. He
remained a stickler for quality.
“You got that feeling about him,
that he wasn’t worried about the
money,” one of the factory staff
rremembered of Gordon. “It was just
his products and they had to be
excellent, and that’s what he was
there for.”
In one interview a staff member’s
(edited) example of Gordon Balfour’s
attention to detail stated:
“When we did something as a
Balfour’s standard it becomes part and
parcel of you. I still look at these Kitchener
buns today and I go past sometimes and
I want to pat them down. I’ll tell you the
reason. A Kitchener bun is a round ball of
dough, you cut it in half and then you put
cream in it. … but (now) when you open
up the jaws and get this cream, you’ve
got an area at the top and at the bottom
that is exposed to the air. Now, if we did
that when we were young and left them
exposed like that, that was a no-no. You
had to push them down so the cream
came right to the edge of the cut, so that
nothing in that area would dry out.”
(Dean Evans, 2002).

1967, South Australia was the last
•	
state to abandon six o’clock closing
for pubs, ending the infamous “six
o’clock swill”.
•	
The Beatles drew crowds of screaming
girls during their Australian tour and
an Adelaide rock group, The Masters
Apprentices, took Australia by storm.
•	
Young people were growing their hair,
drinking espresso and, by the end of
the 1960s, protesting against the callup and Australia’s involvement in the
Vietnam War.
•	
The “Dunstan era” began in 1970.
Premier Don Dunstan and his Labor
Government delivered electoral
reform, abolished the death penalty,
and recognised Aboriginal rights. It
brought about change to Balfours’
doorstep, turning Rundle Street into
Rundle Mall.
•	
Dunstan encouraged multiculturalism,
particularly in food. In 1968, Adelaide
had 22 licensed restaurants. By 1977,
there were nearly 200.
•	
In 1968, Kentucky Fried Chicken
opened in Sydney. Within three years
there was McDonald’s, Pizza Hut, and
Hungry Jacks. Adelaide had Burger
King. The juggernaut franchises were
the new go-to for fast food.

“It was just his
products and
they had to be
excellent, and
that’s what he
was there for.”

GIBBS CONNECTION

L

ooking ahead was a Balfours business trait. In the early 1970s
it acquired shares in pie-maker Glover Gibbs, and sealed an
agreement to build a new factory at Glynde.
James Cross Gibbs arrived in Adelaide in 1883 from Dunbar,
Scotland, and established one of Adelaide’s earliest pie stalls, selling
pies and pasties produced in a Rundle Street bakery run by his brother,
Jack. The next generation ensured Gibb’s Pie Cart was a long-term
fixture in Port Adelaide.
In the 1930s, James’ grandson, Harry, built his own machinery
for mechanised pie and pasty production.
The agreement with Balfours allowed the company to expand its
manufacturing. The Glynde facility, completed in 1972, was a modern
frozen food and export establishment, and it played an important role
in the future of Balfours.

A LITTLE INSIGHT

I

n the early 1970s, Balfours produced a booklet for factory tours.
It gives an insight into the company’s operations at the time: Balfours
was the largest egg user in South Australia, had the busiest private
switchboard in Adelaide, and the company had to design its own
pie-making machinery to meet demand. There were more than 600
employees and more than 100 delivery fleet vehicles. Balfours’ goods
went as far as Darwin and western Victoria and New South Wales.
And, 72 Rundle Street was reputedly the busiest cake shop in the
Southern Hemisphere.

TRENDS EMBRACED

T

he culinary diversity of the 1970s conflicted with the menus
of Balfours Cafés, although, judging by nostalgic social media
comments, they remained a favoured destination for mums and
grannies with small children in tow, and country people visiting
the city.
In 1974, the King William Street site of the Windsor Café was sold
to developers who demolished it two years later to create the Southern
Cross Arcade, where Balfours opened a shop rather than a café.
Balfours also embraced suburban shopping. In 1970, Gordon
Balfour leased a shop in the new Tea Tree Plaza, in Modbury, and was
gratified two years later to hear the shop’s sales growth had outstripped
that of any other food outlet in the centre.
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David Wauchope (right) with IBM executives

The “Balfours Natural” range was presented at the
Royal Melbourne Show and the Melbourne arm produced
a new range of hot cross buns.
We might now see myriad hot cross buns, but it was
as early as the mid-1980s when Balfours dabbled in buns
flavoured with apple or raspberry, for Coles. Balfours
went on to become a “preferred supplier” to all Coles
Metropolitan Melbourne stores for Easter 1987. And those
new flavours came to South Australia the following Easter.
At the time, Balfours’ sales to Coles and Woolworths
totalled more than $1 million.
As the years rolled into the 1990s, the retail arm
of Balfours had managed to tick along with the everchanging times, and was expanding. New shops opened
at Glenelg and Marion. The Southern Cross Arcade shop
was renovated. In 1988, the 72 Rundle Mall was sold, and
leased back by Balfours. The café reopened in the early
1990s as Balfours Bake Café.

A NEW AGE and computers

T

he “thriller years” were in the late 1970s and 80s, say
many who worked at Balfours during these halcyon days
of change, new ideas and job opportunities.
It was backed by the forward drive and thinking of
David Wauchope, who became Managing Director in 1975.
His vision for Balfours extended way beyond South
Australian borders.
He started shifting gears by taking on 12 apprentices all
at once, in 1977.
One former apprentice remembers it was tough, at first.
“In the old days you’d get a kick up the bum and you’d
get a slap on the head … you can’t do that these days,” but
the work conditions eased with workplace correctness, and
David was even instrumental in setting up a formal trade
school for bakers.
In the same year, the company installed its first computer.
Future-savvy David appointed a general manager, John
Murray, to computerise the company. The result was
Computabake, billed as “the complete bakery management
system”.
At the dawn of the 1980s, Balfours had more than
600 products, most of them fresh, with a short shelf life.
Computabake co-ordinated purchasing, production, sales and
distribution. It stored recipes and costings, and even produced
product distribution summaries and packing slips. It provided

efficiency reports, tracked inventory, costs, sales and profit
margins. For its time, it was a revolutionary system
that became a saleable product in its own right, eventually
even installed into businesses in West Germany and the US.
In 1981, Balfour Wauchope acquired the remaining shares
in Glover Gibbs (see page 71) and, full ownership of its Glynde
factory, opening a path to David Wauchope’s burning ambition
to enter the export market.
Despite Gordon Balfour’s notable obsession with hygiene,
the city bakery was ageing and its rambling layout made it hard
to meet strict export-licence standards. With an eye on export
and efficient diversity, Balfours acquired the engineering firm
Charles Grant (Holdings) Pty. Limited, who manufactured
baking equipment, cementing its ability to update the Glynde
factory which was licensed to export in 1987.
New products were part of the full-steam ahead, including
a cream-filled “lamington style” donut, a hit in 1983. Balfours
and Alaska Foods began to distribute Golden crumpets,
flapjacks and muffins, and a contract with Coles brought
about house-brand Farmland cakes.
David Wauchope’s industry standing was unrivalled. He
became Chairman of the Australian Society of Baking, an
affiliate of the American Society of Baking Engineers, then,
in 1985, made his first foray into Victoria, buying a bakery
in Melbourne.

Original Computa Bake manual

Balfours Bake Café c. 1990s

THE HICCUP

F

rozen pies became a big-ticket item for the Balfours food
service (catering) arm in 1988, its “snack-time” range
backed by a substantial ad campaign. All was well, for a while.
It was the time when “corporate raiders” prospered, with
their “greed is good” philosophies. Not so, David Wauchope.
As a committed Christian, his faith endured but his Midas
touch faltered. Looking at the corporate carnage around him,
and ignoring the disastrous stock market crash of 1987, he
decided the future would be secure if his family were to own
100 percent of the Balfours shareholding.
Since the merger of Balfours and Bricknell’s back in 1914,
the Balfours Share Trust had enabled staff to have a stake
in the company. Now, one by one, they sold their shares to
the Wauchopes. David’s wife, Jan, became a director and
his children, including a doctor, a physiotherapist and an IT
professional, were called upon to take time out from their
professions to join the company. Theirs were perhaps not the
ideal qualifications for running a food business.
David employed a company chaplain and produced a
mission statement proclaiming that “our company head is
Jesus Christ” and the company vision was to “Love GOD
and love your neighbour as yourself”.
By 1990, he and his wife owned Balfour Wauchope –
all of it. The move, plus plans to make Balfours a truly national
brand, involved significant debt.
Famously, by 1991, the government-owned State Bank,
the company’s major creditor, was in desperate straits.
With an estimated $2.5 million in doubtful debts the bank
collapsed, bringing down with it the Premier, John Bannon,
and eventually the Labor Government.
A process began to retrieve the State’s money and
so began the most challenging period in Balfours’
long history.
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WHAT’s YOUR BALFOURS STORY?
“I remember staying with my granny in the holidays in the 1970s … Royce in the Balfours truck would
stop by every morning to deliver fresh bread in the Hills (off the beaten track). We would have a finger
bun, the freshest you’ve ever eaten, with lashings of butter. We loved Royce, he made our day. That was
service indeed!”

Jody Heptinstall
Balfours customer, Colonel Light Gardens
Jody Heptinstall at original Balfours Café site, Rundle Mall, photo: Daniel Purvis
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G

rand Prix, Papal mass, yes, but pfft. David
Wauchope had bigger ideas. In the mid-1980s,
Japan was his export target.
Strangely, the product chosen to lead the push
was the mexicana, a spicy meat pie.
Soon after the Glover Gibbs deal delivered the
Glynde bakery facility, and its export licence, David
struck a deal with Japan. The bakery produced the first
full container of beef pies, curry pies, savoury egg pies
and a range of party pies including the mexicana, the
latter accounting for more than 40 percent of that
first order.
Two Japanese businessmen flew into Adelaide for
a ceremony to mark the occasion. South Australian
Premier John Bannon put the “Australia inspected”
stamp on the first carton of pies to come off the
packing line, then David Wauchope and the Leader
of the Opposition, John Olsen, added their signatures.
The empty carton is now reputedly on display in the
Goryu Museum in Okayama, Japan. About 100,000
pies were shipped to Osaka, and a Balfours pie shop
was soon opened in the Japanese city of Kobe.
The “Thistleers” created more products for
the Japanese market. Never seen in Australia, the
hexagonal Mexicana (dubbed “the hexy”) led the
range, also including plain, garlic and herb butter
loaves, croissants, fruit pies, muffins and more than
40 savoury pastries.
At the time, South Aussies had their newbie,
the “snag bag”, a kransky sausage in pastry.

Never seen in
Australia, the
hexagonal
Mexicana (dubbed
“the hexy”)
led the range
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THISTLEERS WOW
GRAND PRIX CROWDS

I

n 1989, Ian Gilmour (top left) didn’t think “new product
development department” had the right ring to it, so he and Jim
Millar christened themselves the “Thistle Bakery”. Given Balfours’
Scottish heritage, it was an appropriate choice. Some say the quirky
name evolved from Scottish humour in the bakery about the most
elaborate cakes, and the happy “this I’ll do” attitude, eventually
rolling off the tongue as the Thistleers.
Otherwise known as “Roy’s Own Royal Thistleers”, the duo
worked under Manufacturing Manager Roy O’Leary. The company
newsletter praised their contribution when Balfours was chosen as a
supplier for the Adelaide Grand Prix. Boasting “Nothing is Beyond
Us”, the Thistleers invented a whole new range, including a Black
Forest torten bar, three types of gateaux bar (strawberry, mandarin
and melon), three types of quiche, (asparagus, mushroom and quiche
lorraine) and cheese stix. Each Grand Prix year, a Balfours decorator
created a cake in the shape of the previous year’s winning car, as a
window display for 72 Rundle Mall.
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ICINGON
THECAKE
O

ver the years, Balfours became known
for crafting some of the most impressive
occasion cakes in the city. Their sweet
masterpieces were baked for every celebration,
from Australia Day to a Qantas birthday,
featuring all kinds of icing decorations from
Mickey Mouse to the Easter Bunny.
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BIRTH OF

THE LITTLE
Photo: Brendan Homan Photography
Opposite: David Wauchope (left) and
Chris Howis (right) celebrate Balfours Cafe opening

GREEN FROG
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IS ANY LOCAL EVENT
COMPLETE WITHOUT
FROG CAKES?

A

Frog cake mascot , Adelaide Oval

FINDING
FONDANT

E

arly in 1923 on a six-month
fact-finding tour of Europe,
the UK, Canada and the US,
Jack Balfour chased the latest
thing in patisserie: fondant. The
name is from the French word
“fondre” which means “to melt”.
Previously, the sugar and water
paste was used to make individual
sweets, but early in the 20th
century it began to appear as
icing on small cakes. Either the
cakes could be dipped in the
melted fondant or it could be
poured over them – a process
known as enrobing – to produce
a smooth, silky finish. From
the 1920s, many of Balfours
“assorted fancies” featured
fondant icing as a base for more
decorations. The most famous
of these, of course, was the
frog cake.

H

is wide-mouth smile and beady
eyes on a glossy green coat
have charmed sweet-toothed South
Australians for more than 90 years.
Locally, he’s as famous as Kermit.
Beyond state lines, the famous
Balfours frog cake is no big player in
the food pond. In South Australia, the
cube of sponge cake with a layer of jam
through the middle, topped with a dome
of creamy filling and fondant icing, is a
treat in the memory of children – of
all ages.
Every creamy “head” is slashed,
by hand, with a hot knife to form the
“mouth”, and the two tiny black eyes are
piped on, by hand, to complete the cute
froggy face.
Although originally green, frog
cakes now also come in chocolate and
pink, and, bite-size mini frogs are part
of the range.
The frog cake’s origin at Balfours
is open to question. The cake has a
Wikipedia page of its own that says it
first appeared in 1922, introduced by
Gordon Balfour on his return from
overseas. But, records show Gordon
was then still at school, and didn’t go
overseas until 1928.

Perhaps his father, John Gordon
Balfour, who visited Paris in 1923 when
French pâtissiers were already making
fondant-covered petit fours, was the
frog’s creator.
The frog cake has its own chapter
in the 2011 book, Adelaide, by Kerryn
Goldsworthy. The writer chronicles the
cake’s association with AFL football,
another South Australian passion.
Balfours produced a special run of black
and white iced frog cakes in 2010, for a
rally to save the Port Adelaide Magpies,
Adelaide’s oldest football club, from
extinction.
Balfours has regularly sponsored
the local AFL. For years, when South
Australian teams Port Adelaide (the
Power) and Adelaide (the Crows) vied,
the matches were dubbed The Balfours
Showdowns. The events were marked
by special frog cakes produced in the
team colours. The frog cake mascot
entertained the crowds and Balfours
products and backpacks were on offer.
No wonder Adelaideans were so
ready to believe the April Fools’ Day
fantasy of a frog-shaped footy stadium
amid talk of the new $300m Adelaide
Oval redevelopment in 2009.

uthor Kerryn Goldsworthy reports she attended at least
one Adelaide funeral where they were served at the wake,
and local brides have been known to request a pyramid of
white frog cakes, or even a giant frog cake.
When South Australia was pitching Adelaide as the
location for the World Police and Fire Games in 2007, the
Minister for Tourism served an assortment of the green
cakes to the judges. The frogs have even been known to sport
moustaches in support of Movember, the charity event that
highlights men’s health.
In 2015, an exhibition at Adelaide’s Light Square Gallery
featured 140 artworks including ceramic frog cakes, wooden
frog cakes, resin and silver frog cakes. The pieces were sold to
raise money for mental-health research, the most expensive
piece selling for $6000. The show raised a total of $30,000.
Over the years, variations have included mice, cats and
chickens. When Adelaide hosted the Formula 1 Grand Prix
from 1985 to 1995, the rounded dome, normally the frog’s
head, became a racing helmet.
While they’re not Balfours’ biggest seller, their sentimental
significance is indisputable, even inspiring poetry (see right
‘the poem’).
In 2001, Balfours registered the frog cake name and the
shape as a trademark. In 2004, the National Trust declared
frog cakes to be an official South Australian State Icon. It is
one of the few instances where a heritage-listed object can
be regularly demolished!
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FEELING THE LOVE

S

outh Australians are renowned for
supporting their local treasures.
A huge swell of local sales helped the
state’s Spring Gully brand claw back
from financial ruin in 2013. And, South
Australians stepped up in droves for the
2018 “cut ‘em up, don’t cut ‘em out”
strawberries campaign after growers
were affected by tampering. So
much affection did locals have for the
Balfours frog cake, that when Balfours
suffered financial difficulty in 2000,
people responded to a suggestion in
The Advertiser and rushed to buy frog
cakes in support. Sales doubled.

THE POEM

O

de To Nostalgia by Sue Cook. Subtitled Adelaide
1952, it was first published in InDaily in 2015 and
read, in part …
Seven excited girls, chattering
like lorikeets at a feeder,
almost big enough to sit up to the best table
laden with mum’s hearty home-baked birthday spread,
except for one daring, taste tantalising plate
piled high with Balfours’ frog cakes, iced in
garish green, Barbie pink and chocolate, in paper skirts,
square bodies with domed heads,
icing blob eyes and yawning cream maws.
Tempting beyond seven-year-old dreams
of princesses kissing frogs…
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BALFOURS BITES
Bits and pieces, stories and tales about some
of our favourite products over the years…
VANILLA SLICE

CROISSANTS
A Balfours newsletter of 1988 recounts a story that traces
the origin of the croissant back to 1686 when the Ottoman
Turks were invading the city of Budapest.
The Turks were, so the story goes, digging underground
passages to reach the centre of the town, intending to use
them to enter and overrun the city.
However, a baker who was working through the early
morning hours, heard the sounds of tunnelling and sounded
the alarm. As a result, the attackers were repulsed and the
bakers became instant heroes.
As a reward, the bakers were granted the privilege of
creating a special pastry in the shape of the crescent emblem
on the Turkish flag to commemorate the victory.
SODA FOUNTAIN DRINKS AND SUMMER DAINTIES
American-style soda fountains arrived in Australia in the
early 1900s. In summer, Bricknell’s Café offered plain and
ice-cream sodas, sundaes and milk shakes, much the same
as today. There also were drinks known as “phosphates”. Plain
sodas of flavoured syrup and soda water were turned into
a phosphate by adding a teaspoon of “acid phosphate” – a
partially neutralised solution of phosphoric acid made with
salts of calcium, magnesium and potassium. With the same
acidity as lime juice, but with virtually no flavour, it apparently
added a desirable touch of sourness. Bricknell’s did phosphates
in 10 different flavours, mostly fruity but including chocolate,
vanilla, sarsaparilla and cola.

We claim this Aussie darling, but it was most likely
invented in Britain. Most food historians trace its history back
to the French mille feuille (meaning a thousand leaves) which
has multiple layers of pastry.
Somewhere along the way a baker simplified the mille
feuille recipe, for the slice we know and love today: two sheets
of pastry, separated by thick vanilla custard, and topped with
smooth icing.
In some states, the icing is traditionally pink. In others, it’s
white. Others favour passionfruit flavoured icing or white with
chocolate ripples on top. Most sticklers for authenticity would
dismiss the idea of dusting the top of the slice with icing sugar.
In South Australia, the Balfours vanilla slice has white
icing, with a sprinkling of coconut. It was a late arrival,
appearing only in the mid-1960s, but has been a perennial
favourite ever since.
JUBILEE CAKE
Balfours memories often conjure pictures of its jubilee
cake, a South Australian specialty you could not find across
the border, although the West Australians might offer you a
jubilee twist.
Some say the cake was invented in 1936 to celebrate 100
years of white settlement in South Australia. They’re partly
right. A light fruit cake recipe published in the 1936 edition
of the Green & Gold Cookery Book is known as jubilee cake.
However, the Balfours version was quite different, and had a
much longer history.
Like the humbler, home-baked imposter, Balfours Jubilee
cake contained fruit, was topped with icing and was commonly
served with butter. But it was made with yeast, making it a
cross between a bread and a cake. And its history reached
back at least as far as 1912. In the early 1950s, Balfours Cafés
offered it toasted for 1/2d. The origin may date back to Queen
Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee in 1897, but we can’t be sure.

Top left: Balfours Café, 58 King William Street.
Top right: Christmas selection c. 1990

CHRISTMAS CAKES

KITCHENER BUN

From early days, the festive message was well and truly
told through the Scottish shortbreads, mince pies and
puddings produced in their thousands by Balfours.
In 1930, Christmas hampers ranged from five shillings
for a cake, four mince pies and a sprig of holly, to £1 for a
cake, 12 mince pies, shortbread, a walnut gateau, a box of
chocolates, a plum pudding, a large pack of fruit and nuts,
and the all-important sprig of holly. Some hampers included
a dundee cake – a rich fruit cake topped with almonds.
In later years, the Christmas cakes became more
elaborate. Taking pride of place were the iced cakes,
“containing the choicest of ingredients and loaded with
luscious fruits and nuts” and decorated with “Christmas
effects” and paper frills.
In the 1970s, Christmas puddings contained Bundaberg
rum, and at least one baker was known to have sampled a
few capfuls during the mixing process.
Balfours continues to produce a seasonal range of
Christmas puddings and mince pies.

The Kitchener bun is a kind of donut, without a hole. It’s
made from yeast dough, deep fried, with a creamy filling and
dusted with sugar.
It’s named after Lord Kitchener, the British Field Marshal
who was famous for his victories in colonial wars in Africa (and,
in Australia, for ordering the execution of Breaker Morant).
Naming a cake after a war hero may seem a little random
(although, after all, there is the Napoleon). But before
World War I, Kitchener buns were called berliners. Known as
pfannkuchen in their native Germany, they no doubt arrived
in South Australia along with other traditional Prussian or
German fare – among the many food traditions preserved in
places like the Barossa Valley
During the war, when antipathy towards all things German
even extended to food, no-one wanted to talk about berliners,
so they were given a more patriotic name.
Today, Balfours, to meet popular demand, makes both
Kitchener buns and the berliners. The latter is distinguished by
its icing and a filling of either jam or custard.
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what’s on
the menu?

T

he Balfours Café price list from 1963 reveals a menu that
made few concessions to an increasingly multicultural
society. There was a lot of toast. As an alternative to tripe and
onions, you could order your toast topped with eggs, devilled
kidneys, mince with egg, tomatoes and bacon, sardines, or
herrings with tomato. Main courses were stubbornly English,
the only cross-cultural influences being “pasty with spaghetti”
and a sweet curry with rice & fruit chutney.

The long list of
desserts included
cakes, pies and tarts
as well as trifles,
fruit salad, Peach
Pavlova with Ice Cream
and Banana Splits.

Other dishes, listed in a strangely American fashion as
“entrées”, were:
Stewed lamb with mashed potatoes and green peas
Pork sausages with mashed potatoes and apple sauce
Crumbed sausages with mashed potatoes and sauce
Lamb’s fry & bacon with mashed potatoes
Braised steak with mashed potatoes
Steak & kidney pie with vegetables
Square pie with baked beans
Ham & veal with vegetables
Potato pie with vegetables

4/4/4/4/4/4/2/6
4/4/-

For those feeling flush, you could opt for crayfish
mayonnaise for 7/6d (75 cents) or, for something light, a brain
& bacon sandwich for just 1/8d (around 17 cents). By 1969,
the list of entrées had been expanded to include brain patties
with mashed potatoes and salmon rissoles with anchovy sauce
& mashed potatoes. Prices for these and most of the other
entrées were, by then, 58c. But the pasty with spaghetti was
still a good buy at 29c.
The long list of desserts included cakes, pies and tarts as
well as trifles, fruit salad, peach pavlova with ice cream, and
banana splits. The prices sound ridiculously cheap, but when
you consider that the weekly wage for a skilled tradesman was
about £21 (or $42) a week and the basic (male) wage an even
lower £14/3/- ($28.30), it makes that crayfish mayonnaise an
indulgence indeed.

Balfours Bake Café c. 1990

Balfours Bake Cafe advertisement c.1990
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A ROLLER-COASTER RIDE

I

n the decade ahead there were great leaps forward. Freed
from debt, the cash-strapped Sumners Country Bakery of
Mount Torrens was rescued. In 1999, the long-awaited move
into New South Wales began with the purchase of a bakery
at Gosford on the Central Coast. In 2000, Balfours began
supplying cakes interstate, under the Coles brand.
There also were setbacks. The sale of the Glynde bakery
in the receivership fallout put an end to export ambitions.
Then, in 2000, the new Goods and Services Tax (GST) was
a disaster for Balfours.
The GST pushed up the price of previously tax-free pies
and pasties. Biscuits did not attract the new tax. Cakes did.
The GST structure put a squeeze on cash-flow which,
despite a healthy $65 million annual turnover, left the
company vulnerable.

THE FAMILY WAS OUT,
BUT THE STAFF JUST KEPT ON WORKING

A

t 3.15pm on July 15, 1996, David
and Jan Wauchope shook the
hands of several employees and left the
building. Balfours was in receivership.
So what happened to the staff?
They just kept working.
Its big heart earned wide community
respect for Balfours. But the famously
ailing State Bank was not as kind. The
Wauchope family decision to secure full
Balfours ownership coincided with heavy
borrowings in taking the brand across
state borders. The company was highly
geared, and the bank had to improve its
own balance sheet.
David Wauchope was Chairman of
the Balfour Wauchope Board, but had
stepped down as Managing Director in
1993. Senior executives were employed,
including new CEO Max Dyason,

formerly General Manager of Arnott’s
in South Australia.
Dyason’s critical eye on David
Wauchope’s export initiatives indicated
limited success. The mexicana pie
had eventually failed in Japan. He was
encouraged, however, by the company’s
70 percent market share in its home
state. Under his leadership, efficient
new pie machines were installed, and
Balfours put frozen and fresh pastry
products into supermarkets, nationally.
It was a tough new marketplace. The
Balfours business model had to change.
The labour-intensive decorating
department had to go. Wedding cake
orders fell from 7715 in 1982 to 733 in
1991. And, about 1000 products were
cut to 250.

The turnaround in profit and
healthy sales wasn’t enough to satisfy
the creditors. Yet when Balfours was
placed in receivership, the loyal and
appreciative staff stayed on.
Letters of support flowed, and
almost immediately, a buyer emerged.
David Wauchope had previously
rejected international offers, so it
must have been a small comfort to
learn the new owners, a consortium of
businessmen, were based in Australia.

the loyal and
appreciative
staff stayed on
... Letters of
support flowed

This time it was a management buy-out that kept Balfours
trading, and, a $9 million State Government funding package
enabled a shift to new manufacturing premises.
With new optimism, Balfours was soon back on the
acquisition trail. It took over bakeries interstate; locally it
went back into bread, buying out Bakeries of Australia, an
amalgamation of local Cowley’s and Price’s bakeries; it doubled
turnover to more than $100 million in 2003 by investing
in Sydney’s biggest bakery, Betabake, in Milperra; Adelaide
baking was moved to Dudley Park in 2004 where soon, more
than 40,000 pies a day were coming off that production line;
and the sale of the city plant delivered valuable capital.
Balfours was truly national more than 140 years after
pioneer James Calder started making biscuits in his Rundle
Street store.
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Balfours Bakery, 1800s

THE COMPANY
SAVIOUR

D

espite being the preferred contractor for the Aussie
Stadium and the Sydney Cricket Ground… Despite
the immense goodwill towards the company in its home
state … Despite (or perhaps because of) the many interstate
acquisitions, the future for Balfours still looked rocky.
Debts mounted.
Another long-established, and remarkable, South
Australian company stepped in. San Remo Macaroni
Company became the new owner of both Balfours and
Betabake in 2008.
San Remo is a family-owned business, founded in 1936 in
Adelaide by an Italian migrant, Luigi Crotti. It is now managed
by the third generation of the Crotti family. The company is a
successful manufacturer and exporter of pasta products with a
factory in Windsor Gardens and branches across Australia and
New Zealand. This historic bakery is now in the fold, and again
paying tribute to its early days with the addition of new
and beautiful biscuits to its range in 2019.

San Remo Macaroni
COMPANY became the new
owner of both Balfours
and Betabake in 2008.
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BALFOURS HAVE OVER 70 TRUCKS ON THE ROAD
DURING ITS PEAK ... THESE ARE THE DRIVERS.
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“It was unique in
Adelaide that a
family company
like Balfours was
supporting me.”

Michael Hane, photo: Daniel Purvis
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For the love
of Balfours
“

T

hey were so good to me, so
I want to be good to them.”
It’s a well-justified code of one
employee who reckons it’s surely not
uncommon in the Balfours workplace.
Michael Hane, 44, started work at
the 72 Rundle Balfours Café in 1995, at
age 21. He was a young athlete needing
support, and flexible hours.
“Part of the SASI (SA Sports
Institute) scholarship was that they
would find jobs for us, with flexible
hours,” says the former track and
field 800m runner. “Mine was in the
Balfours Café. It was a great job making
coffees and light meals, and talking to so
many different people.”
He remembers it was a time when
Cathy Freeman was running as well,
“and the interstate (athletes) were
getting more corporate jobs, in banks
and offices”.
“It was unique in Adelaide that
a family company like Balfours was
supporting me. The café gave me really
valuable flexibility, for my races, as well
as later on when I was an AFL umpire. If
I had a Sunday event or game, I wouldn’t
be rostered on Monday either.
“And when I went overseas with the
Australian (track & field) team, the café
just gave me $2000. It was a gift. No
strings. Sponsorship was so hard to find.

I offered to wear Balfours shirts and
promote them if I was interviewed, but
they said it wasn’t necessary, just that
‘we’re happy to support you’.”
“For 10 years they were good to
me, and I wanted to be good to them,
so I was determined to stay on at least
another 10 years, and I am still here.”
Michael’s best memories of the café
include the stock deliveries.
“It would all arrive freshly baked and
still warm. The aromas were amazing, as
if we were right there in the bakery as
the pastries and breads were coming out
of the oven,” he says, showing his sunny
disposition is matched by a sweet tooth
as he describes his own favorites at the
time, “the boysenberry pie and the
apricot streusel bun”.
“These days I still go for the custard
tart. That is one thing that hasn’t
changed over the years.
“And our regulars knew when
to come in for their fresh pies and
donuts. There were so many different

characters, and the regulars … they
made life interesting. Some would order
two custard tarts – every single day.
“It was a happy place to work.”
From the café job, Michael moved
on to become second in charge at the
Pie Cart, mostly working the day shift
ordering food and readying the cart for
its lucrative night shift.
Once his cart stint of about 18
months had ended, the café had closed.
Balfours offered him a job in sales, and
he is now a territory manager, a rep post
that keeps him “out and about, on the
road and talking to people”.
“Things are still good now, under the
banner of San Remo,” he says. “When
Balfours moved from the city to Dudley
Park there were big interruptions.
Things after that were up and down.”
With “absolutely solid” South
Australian family company San Remo at
the helm, “there is good support and I
have more resources to work with”.
“I’m happy,” he says.

“For 10 years they were good
to me, and I wanted to be good
to them, so I was determined
to stay on at least another 10
years, and I am still there.”
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C

ommunity spirit is a backbone of the Balfours bakery
business. The company has regularly supported not only
major events and charities, but those quietly in need, and
behind the scenes.
Sporting clubs and charities have confidently turned
to Balfours to be considered for sponsorship, support and
products. In many cases, such as football showdowns and the
Grand Prix, there were even products developed specifically
to reflect and boost the occasions.
From football to the circus, the South Australian bakery
has helped lift a multitude of community event, team, and
community profiles through its own valuable stamp, as
well as providing meaningful support to bolster staging and
promotion.
We list just a few of those who have benefited from
Balfours support: Adelaide Crows, Port Adelaide, Adelaide
United, South Adelaide Panthers, Norwood Redlegs
Sturt FC, Central District Bulldogs, Formula Grand
Prix, Dream Ride Australia as well as concerts, community
events and charities such as The Women’s and Children’s
Hospital Foundation.
Top left: Adelaide Oval, photo: Daniel Purvis. Top middle: Balfours
campaign featuring Tony Modra of the Adelaide Crows. Top right:
Sturt FC supporters, photo: Daniel Purvis. Middle right: Opening
of Cirque du Soleil ‘Totem’, 2015. Bottom right: Dream Ride
Australia, photo: James Knowler

CELEBRATING OVER 165 YEARS OF
BALFOURS BAKERY. SOUTH AUSTRALIAN
OWNED AND OPERATED SINCE 1853.

