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Introduction 

From my earliest memories, Christmas has always been a real 

time of celebration for my family. When I was really little it was all 

about the presents (at the Sunday School Christmas picnics, 

somehow I was invariably the girl who was given the train set – or 

the equally unwelcome tea set!). Even so, going as far back as 

when I was five or six years old, the really special memories are of 

food. The first Christmas feast I clearly recall centred on the 

icebox on our back verandah working overtime in its attempt to 

keep the drinks cold, let alone all the food. From then on, 

Christmas meant a groaning table topped with the ham and goose 

plus chooks from our backyard. Gathered around the table would be our family, as well as friends without 

families of their own who were warmly welcomed. I don't know how Mum ever managed it as, whilst Dad 

would have orchestrated much of the logistics of the feast, Mum would have done all the work – as tended 

to happen in those days. 

So it is that I've always loved this time of year. Those fond memories of a laden table are imprinted on my 

mind. Whilst I approach the Christmas season with much excitement, there is still a tinge of panic about 

how much needs to be done. Is it just that, at my age, Christmas seems to come around so quickly? Or is it 

a question of how I will juggle all the commitments of family, friends and the community, as well as the 

farming imperatives of crops that wait for no one? And, on top of it all, we'll try to pop down to Port 

Parham for some crabbing (see pages 11–45), if we manage to get away. 

Nowadays, for us the buzz of Christmas starts in earnest in late November, when we hold our annual 

Christmas party for the staff of the Farmshop and Export Kitchen. Our Christmas gathering needs to be 

this early because the following three weeks are their busiest period all year, so we want to celebrate 

together in anticipation of the hectic time to come. The Farmshop team will be filling online orders and 

hampers, working against the clock until the last day Australia Post is able to deliver parcels in time for 

Christmas Day. At the same time, the Export Kitchen team will be working around the clock to fill 

Christmas orders that are two to three times the normal volume. 

At this time, our neighbour starts to produce his Christmas speciality, the German yeasted cake, stollen. 

It's so moreish that we always have some on the lunch table at work, along with boxes of cherries, to keep 

everyone going. Honey biscuits are another Christmas tradition in the Barossa, with every bakery making 

their own, and someone at work always brings in their homemade ones to share, so much discussion 

ensues about whose biscuits are the best. 

The next thing for Colin and me to juggle is attending the grandchildren's end-of-year concerts. We also 

start deftly putting out feelers to find the best gift for each of them – I find that their cousins generally hit 

the mark, more so than their parents, and definitely more so than we oldies. It's never about the value of 

the gift, but rather what is perfect for each child, in the hope that they will always remember it. 

Our choir will have rehearsed a new batch of carols to perform one Sunday evening just before Christmas 

at a tiny church in a paddock outside Keyneton on the edge of the Barossa, where the locals gather for a 

variety of performances showcasing the colour and spirit of the community. Whether it's a semi-

professional musical trio from Angaston, a youngster reciting or small groups and our choir singing, or the 

whole congregation singing together, traditions are alive and well, and there is such a feeling of goodwill. 

After the concert ends we all mill around, chatting and delighting in what a lovely evening it has been, with 

http://www.penguin.com.au/contributors/129/maggie-beer


many staying on for a sausage sizzle. It's our tradition to head back home for our own sausages on the 

barbecue, and the night inevitably ends around the piano, with glasses of wine in hand. All these rituals add 

to the special atmosphere of Christmas in the Barossa. 

I often say that, in coming to the Barossa, I truly live by the rhythm of the seasons, and Christmastime is no 

exception. Apricots are the first of the stone fruit to ripen in the Valley's orchards – and having recently 

acquired our own stone-fruit orchard, we are driven by the need to be ready for harvest. This means that 

hundreds of trays must be cleaned and about an acre of land covered in piping to hold the trays of apricots 

as they dry under the intense summer sun. Whilst an early season can mean apricots needing to be picked 

a week or two before Christmas, the onset of apricot season is usually heralded by Christmas Day itself. 

Therefore, it takes a great deal of planning to ensure that everyone involved in the picking and cutting can 

be with their family on Christmas Day and Boxing Day. At any rate, we are guaranteed of having at least 

some of our own fresh apricots ready to enjoy over the festive season. Then later, the (very South 

Australian) sight of a huge expanse of apricots drying is a promise of the treats in store. 

Although we have thousands of apricot trees, we have only three Anzac peach trees, and their timing is 

generally spot-on. The maroon-flushed skin and juicy white flesh of these peaches is so fragile that they 

don't travel well, but luckily, Christmas is when they're ready. They are just perfect for Christmas and New 

Year's parties, especially when made into that iconic Champagne-based summer cocktail, the bellini. And 

how I love a party, whether giving or attending! 

Despite the huge amount of organisation involved, the one aspect of the season that is never anything 

other than a true joy for me is thinking about the food for Christmas and its associated holidays. I have the 

advantage of tradition behind me so some things just fall into place, yet there is always leeway to try 

something new, as there are many more events to think of than just Christmas Day (see pages 163–203). 

Whether it's throwing a supper party for the choir (see pages 89–126), a drinks party for friends and 

colleagues (see pages 53–81), or factoring in all the advance cooking that needs to be done before the 

New Year so Colin and I can take a few precious days' break after Christmas to tide us over until our 

beach-house holiday in January, it's never a chore. 

I really mean it when I say I get excited about pulling the food together for all these special occasions, even 

though there are a few ingredients I must wait for Mother Nature to decide on for me. Take the first flush 

of figs, for example – will they be ready in time for Christmas? If not, who do I know growing figs in a 

warmer climate that might be able to help me out? Is there enough water in the dam for Colin to catch 

yabbies? If not, they are such a must-have on our Christmas menu (see page 167) that I've been known to 
order them in from Western Australia. When it comes to my grandchildren, I also need to make sure I 

have something special to offer my vegetarian granddaughter Zöe. And, do I take into account that five-

year-old Ben will only eat the goose and not touch the salad or vegetables on the table, or leave that to his 

mum? 

I must admit to a streak of extravagance when it comes to this time of year – and, if I am tempted by 

something special, I'll justify it by saying, 'but it's Christmas . . .'. This same impulse drives me to finish off all 

the things at home that have been on my 'to do' list all year. As I want everything to look beautiful, this is 

when the pomegranate hedge will be trimmed perfectly, the garden weeded and all sorts of things put away 

so that our place is as tidy as it will ever be – for Christmas! 

On Christmas Day itself, the house will be overflowing with flowers, and even though the roses will be 

past their first flush, there will be vases crammed with every rose available, as well as the Christmas lilies 

that magically appear each year – I just love filling the house with flowers! The fridge will have had a 

complete clean-out, with every unnecessary jar removed to make space. The cellar will be raided for 

special wines, though they will have to be kept in the garage as the fridge will already be groaning with 

food. And in the aftermath of a full day's cooking, the chaos of my kitchen sink (captured by wonderful 

photographer Earl Carter on pages 204–5) will be enough to make every one of you feel super-organised 

because you would never let your sink get into such a state! 



Even if Colin and I do manage to sneak away for a few quiet days after Christmas, we are always home in 

time for New Year's Eve (see pages 243–273) and New Year's Day (see pages 279–299). Then, if the 

season allows us, we are off to the beach straight away. Whilst I never want to live anywhere other than 

the Barossa, the sea is magical to me. It's the place where I can switch off, spending my time relaxing, 

reading, swimming and walking, as well as cooking with as much freshly caught seafood as I can get my 

hands on. When I feel the sea breeze, see the moonlight playing on the water and hear the hypnotic sound 

of the waves, I know just how lucky I am. 

 


