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With the food scene exploding, it’s time to pay Sydney 
another visit. Jamie Khoo uncovers the hottest new 
addresses in the harbour city. Work up an appetite!

AUSTRALIAN 
MASTERCHEFS

An antipasti platter 
at The Potting Shed 

W
e’re having lunch with 
Australian chef Mark 
Best at Pei Modern, his 
restaurant in Sydney’s 
Four Seasons. The table 
is overrun with food and 

Best looks on, bemused, as we hover over 
plates of pork and fennel sausages, beetroot 
and orange salad, salt cod croquettes and 
calamari with peppers and passionfruit. 

This is the second Pei Modern 
(peimodern.com.au), the first having made its 
mark in Melbourne in 2012. All the dishes 
use Australian-sourced produce, with 
almost everything from New South Wales, 
in fact. Best tells us that he and his chefs 
strive to “catch the spirit of the producers 
and growers and pass it on.” This seems 
to be the zeitgeist of Sydney’s food scene: a 
celebration of the fact that you can get just 
about anything from Australia’s land and 
sea — from wines to dairy, meats, seafood, 
fruit and veggies.

Pasture-to-plate dining isn’t new in 
Australia, but it’s getting an upgrade. Chefs 
and restauranteurs are putting ordinary 
spuds and sprouts into unlikely new 
concoctions that promise to surprise the 
senses as much as they please the palate.

Later that evening, we tuck into the eight-
course degustation menu at Best’s flagship 
establishment, Marque (marquerestaurant.
com.au) in lively Surry Hills. It’s quite a 
different vibe from the casual shared plates 
we had at lunch, but the Mark Best stamp is 
evident. Each dish represents his philosophy 
of “using very simple ingredients and 
allowing them to be something luxurious.”

“There’s always a surprise,” says Best. 
“I like people to be a little disarmed.” This 
means something as unassuming as an 
almond becomes among the best dishes I eat 
all week when it appears as a foamy jelly 
and gazpacho alongside sweet corn, avruga 
caviar and some seriously chunky Fraser 
Island Spanner crab. 

We also eat the silkiest slivers of smoked 
eel with a parmesan gnocchi; buttery tender 
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octopus in a creamy prawn custard; and a 
velvety wagyu with just a tinge of smoke. 
Day one done, and we’re just getting started.

“Disarming” is the word that comes to 
mind when trying to describe the Sydney 
culinary experience. You’re allowed to let 
your guard down because the dining scene 
is as relaxed and joyful as the country 
itself. Best’s approach — that food should 
be egalitarian — stayed with us during the 
rest of our stay. The fact that our pressed 
dresses and designer clutches didn’t need 
to accompany us to dinner surprised us as 
much as the food did. We could go as we 
were, wherever we were going. 

Even at Quay (quay.com.au), one of 
Australia’s most awarded restaurants, 
helmed by one of its most awarded chefs, 
Peter Gilmore, the relaxed, come-as-you-are 
atmosphere continues. You may remember 
Gilmore from his appearances in MasterChef, 
where his formidable snow egg and 
chocolate ethereal desserts were the subject 
of some seriously stressful pressure tests.

Quay, with its stunning views of Sydney 
Harbour and its bridge, is a haven from the 
crowds of Circular Quay. The two-and-a-
half-hour tasting lunch takes us through six 
courses and two desserts, with every dish 
showcasing seasonal ingredients. We work 
our way through a super fine raw smoked 
Blackmore wagyu topped with fermented 
rye crisps and raw funghi, with horseradish 
soured cream. Then, a Western-style congee 
with mud crab and an egg yolk emulsion so 
comforting it’d rival any Chinese porridge. 

There’s also bay lobster steeped in 
chicken fat, pig jowl beneath thin slices 
of scallop, snapper dressed with smoked 
oyster crackling, and a slow-cooked duck 
with crackling black rice miso. We finish, of 
course, with the snow egg (surrounded with 
a cherry granita) and chocolate ethereal. 
Both sublime. 

When we finally tire of five-star dining 
(it happens), there is still fresh, good food to 
be had in more casual corners. Start at Bondi, 

if only because it’s a Sydney rite of passage. 
Icebergs Dining Room (idrb.com), which 
overlooks the beach, serves a delicious brunch 
with the options of Champagne and caviar, 
or free-flow prosecco. For something more 
offbeat, head to Coogee Pavilion (merivale.
com.au/coogeepavilion), a breezy rooftop bar 
offering icy cocktails and a mouth-smacking 
selection of Middle Eastern-inspired tapas. 
Or go low-key at Manly beach where, after 
shopping along the main avenue, the Corso, 
you can beach bum away the day at Manly 
Wine (manlywine.com.au), over seafood, raw 
salads and Oyster shooters. Otherwise head 
for the park instead of the sand for big, busy 
salads at The Potting Shed, followed by 
sweet treats at The Grounds of Alexandria 
(groundsroasters.com).

If the burger novelty hasn’t ended for 
you yet, you’ll want to try Sydney’s offerings. 
Given the concern for (you guessed it) super 
fresh ingredients, you can chow down on 
a giant bacon and cheese number and for 
once feel that this “junk food” isn’t really all 
that junky. At Burger Project (burgerproject.
com), a Neil Perry spin-off of Rockpool Bar 
& Grill, grass-fed beef is ground into patties 
daily so you feel every last morsel of juicy, 
melty meat. There’s also daily-churned ice-
cream and milkshakes, because what else 
goes better with a burger? Or, head straight 
for Mary’s, burger royalty in Sydney. We try 
their original Mary’s Burger and a smoked 
maple syrup milkshake, and then regret we 
don’t have space to also eat the fried chicken 
and mashed potato that locals rave about. 

REINVENTING ASIAN FLAVOURS
Sydney-siders are great at showing us how 
to stay true to our food roots and traditions, 
while also giving them an update. So Chinese 
food isn’t just Chinese food; Japanese cuisine 
isn’t just another plate of sushi. 

Dim sum is plenty adventurous at Mr 
Wong (merivale.com.au/mrwong), which 
is housed in a refurbished 19th-century 
building in a CBD laneway. The interior 
is a cross between 1950s Shanghai and a 
Victorian pub, while the huge plates at the 
pre-lunch yum cha sessions unite East and 
West so well you wonder why no one ever 
thought of pairing prawn toast with foie 
gras or wrapping king crab and lobster 
within kataifi pastry before. 

If you’re after something delicate, 

The Grounds bakery and a tray of their 
meringue pies (below) 

Mr Wong's interiors cross 1950s 
Shanghai with a Victorian pub 

A plate of tiger 
prawns and 

slow-cooked 
pineapple at 

Pei Modern

Pei Modern's chicken, 
yams and squash 
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look up Cho Cho San (chochosan.com.au) 
in fashionable Potts Point. The newest 
offering from restauranteurs Sam Christie 
and Jonathan Barthelmess, this place is 
modelled on a Tokyo izakaya, and does 
small plates that are super-sized in flavour. 
The impressive raw section promises to 
make you rethink sashimi plates; we try the 
Hokkaido scallops dressed in yuzu with 
seaweed, radish and bubbled rice, and the 
tuna served with creamed avocado and 
pickled eggplant. From the Hibachi grill, 
another of the restaurant’s specialties, we 
pick the king prawns sautéed in kumbu 
(seaweed) butter and a soy-glazed wagyu 
beef. The plates are meant for nibbling, 
between drinks, but good luck stopping 
yourself from ordering a full meal’s worth. 

Even Malaysian flavours get a dressing 
up. At the Devon cafés, founded by 
Malaysians Derek Puah and Zacharay Tan, 
dishes honour local produce and incorporate 
Australia’s multicultural influences. For 
brunch at Devon on Danks in Waterloo, we 
sample their version of a cronut — dubbed 
a ‘cronnie’ in the Aussie way — which is 
topped with pork floss and sweet mayo. 
This is served alongside their take on green 
eggs and ham — a thick slice of bacon with 
poached eggs, green tomato ketchup and 
pea purée — and berry-smothered French 
toast. We finish with a nostalgic reminder of 
our Malaysian childhoods – a pandan soft 
serve sundae with gula melaka, palm seeds, 
kalamansi cream and rice and coconut puffs. 
Those of us who complacently boast that 
Malaysians make the best food in the world 
clearly haven’t sampled what can come of 
mixing our best with another’s.

COUNTRY LIVING
The food adventures don’t stop in Sydney. 
While most visitors head north to Hunter 
Valley when they want an overnight detour 
from the city, we venture to the lesser-
known Southern Highlands. Just 90 minutes 

south of Sydney, this region has long been 
a country retreat for Sydneysiders, blessed as 
it is with cooler temperatures and thousands 
of acres of bushland. Nicole Kidman even 
has a home here.  

Tours to visit the area’s many local 
producers are easily arranged. We 
join Highlands Food and Wine Tours 
(highlandsfoodandwinetours.com.au), who take 
us to three establishments, all of which offer 
abundant opportunities for tasting. 

There is wine, of course, which we 
sample at the award-winning Tertini Wines 
(tertiniwines.com.au). The cooler climate here 
produces much lighter wines — whites do 
particularly well, whether rieslings, pinot 
gris or pinot grigio. The reds are generally 
lighter than varieties you might find in 
warmer regions. We try the 2014 and 2013 
rieslings, both gentle, crisp and sweetly 
ideal for a hot day. We discover soon enough 
too that light, airy wines like these are 
perfect partners for the fresh, clean flavours 
of Australia’s food. 

We also sample a blissful board of 
handcrafted cheeses from Small Cow Farm 
(smallcowfarm.com.au) and make quick stops 
at Sutton Forest Olives, an olive farm which 
makes its own olive oils, and Montrose 
berry farm, an organic farm that opens for 
berry picking in the summer while selling 
homemade jams, conserves, fruit vinegars 
and pastries. 

An absolute must-visit for every dreamer 
is the Bendooley Estate — set amid stunning 
grounds, it is home to a giant barn that 
serves not only as a bookstore but café, bar 
and cellar door, and can also be transformed 
into a gorgeous events space. They do their 
own wines here too, so you can scour the 
secondhand books while drinking riesling 
made from grapes that have been grown a 
mere 10 feet away. Dreams do come true.  

The towns of the Southern Highlands, 
such as Bowral where we stay, are rich with 
colonial history, and many of the buildings 
retain their original character from the time 
the first white settlers arrived in the mid  
to late 1800s. We stay at the breathtaking 
Peppers Craigieburn (peppers.com.au/
craigieburn), built in 1887 and a place of 
lodging since 1910, and later have dinner 
at Katers, a restaurant in neighbouring 
Peppers Manor House (peppers.com.au/
manor-house), just 15 minutes away. Though 

Devon on Danks

Airy, light Coogee Pavilion (top) 
and some of their small plates

Cho Cho San’s 
hiramasa kingfish
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“Icebergs Dining Room, which 
overlooks the beach, serves a delicious 
brunch with the options of Champagne 

and caviar, or free-flow prosecco.”

built in 1878, the latter has only been a hotel 
for 40 years. It’s currently undergoing an 
extensive $3million refurbishment of its 
43 rooms, which is set for completion in 
September. If our dinner was anything to go 
by, the end result will be extremely plush. 

Katers has its own kitchen garden, 
greenhouse and herb bushes growing wild 
all over the grounds. Baby beetroots, carrots, 
silverbeets, tomatoes and all manner of 
herbs are available for picking daily by 
the chefs, and eventually find their way 
onto dinner plates. And what plates they 
are! The dishes we try here are among the 
most artfully composed we’ve seen, each 
garnished with edible flowers, herbs or 
fruit. When we finally dared to break the 
frescoes we were richly rewarded with 
flavour: the scallop ceviche perfectly offset 
by dainty pickled cucumbers; the duck 
prosciutto underlaid with a duck jelly and 
tempered with heirloom beetroots; and 
two medallions of venison paired with the 
sweetness of liquorice and port gel.

Just 10 minutes away, another restaurant 
is quietly revolutionising the way people 
think about Australia’s regional restaurants. 
James Viles, founder and chef of the award-
winning Biota (biotadining.com) is a Southern 
Highlands native who worked abroad for 11 
years, including stints at the Burj al Arab in 
Dubai, The Chedi Muscat and Spoon in Hong 
Kong, before returning to open a restaurant 
at home. There’s great playfulness and 
experimentation at Biota. James wanted 
his chefs “to work in the kitchen but also 
play in the gardens, get dirty, ferment 
lavender buds, pick blackberries and make 
a jam,” he says. The results are adventurous 

and unusual. They make their own fruit 
fermentations, for example — a version 
of kombucha — and pair juices with their 
meals as an alternative to wine. 

A rustic earthiness is evident both in the 
grounds and in every of Biota’s dishes. You 
feel like sitting outdoors and rubbing your 
feet in the soil as you eat (they do organise 
private parties in the garden, if that’s really 
your sort of thing). 

Dinner at Biota is unlike anything we’ve 
tried and by far our favourite meal of the 
trip. We go with the juice pairings, starting 
with a charred sugared grapefruit alongside 
the first course — fresh-from-the-sea clams 
with crispy charcoal chips and creamy 
smoked roe. Several more dishes roll out 
with all the freshest pickings of the week —
hen yolk and fresh pasta, smoked hen and 
sprouted grains, and a dark rye bread with 
butter whipped just right. For dessert, first a 
finger of fig leaf ice-cream rolled in crushed 
wild plants, followed by a Biota signature, 
Mum’s Roses — a rose-tinged meringue 
cooked with liquid nitrogen with fresh 
peaches, peach gel and sorbet, rose petals 
from the garden and fresh cream, paired 
with a sweetly sour peach juice, so well 
treated it’s almost like wine.

By the end of the week, we are beyond 
full and beginning to wonder if there is such 
a thing as too much of a good thing. Or 
maybe it’s just that we didn’t have enough 
time to eat everything. Maybe there will 
never be enough time to try everything in 
Sydney. Even Sydneysiders tell us they can’t 
keep up with the must-try food outlets that 
keep opening up and offering the next best 
lunch/pastry/gelato.

In the same spirit that has made 
Australia perpetually holiday-ready, the 
food scene is ever young and adventurous. 
Sydney honours its local favourites but 
is also full of wonder for global cuisines, 
making it ripe for experimentation and new 
discoveries. In a city that feels like one big 
never-ending food festival, all you need to 
explore it is a big enough appetite. 

Biota's 
signature 

dessert, 
Mum's Roses

Devon on Danks' heavenly 
strawberry French toast 

The dining room 
at Biota

Icebergs Bar and Dining Room boasts 
one of Sydney's best locations
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