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The pigs, along with six piglets, two Jersey cows, a brood of 

Barnevelder hens and a gaggle of geese make up the animal 

contingent at The Agrarian Kitchen, a farm-based cooking school 

established by Rodney and his wife, Séverine Demanet, near Lachlan, 

40 minutes drive from Hobart in Tasmania. 

Leaning on the fence discussing the merits of different pig breeds, 

Rodney seems every bit the knowledgeable farmer. However, less than 

two years ago he and Séverine were living busy lives in central Sydney, 

with Séverine working in the corporate world and Rodney as Food Editor 

of Australian Gourmet Traveller magazine, to which he still contributes.

Previously, Rodney trained under renowned chef Tetsuya Wakuda in 

Sydney before moving into the media, where he developed recipes 

for numerous food magazines, wrote a cookbook, undertook food 

research for a popular lifestyle show on Australian television, and led 

Rodney Dunn steps through a gate and is immediately accosted 

by two large black pigs that sport a band of pinkish-white skin around 

their middle. Their strident demands for food make conversation 

impossible, but Rodney has come prepared. He tips a bucket of scraps 

into the trough and the pigs dive in with grunts of delight. 

“They’re Wessex Saddlebacks,” explains Rodney, once the decibels 

drop. “It’s a rare breed, and because they’re slow-growing and free-

range, the flavour of the meat is intense.” 

“They’re also good foragers so we got them to do the hard work 

digging out weeds and turning over the new garden,” he says, 

indicating an extensive garden that boasts scores of neatly labelled 

heirloom vegetable varieties, with 60 varieties of heirloom tomatoes 

and 37 different fruit trees, including mulberry and quince.

travel
Rodney (middle) and Séverine 
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From basic butchery to foragng, a 
                  new cooking school in Tasmania              
               is taking guests back to nature 
                            as Heather Ramsay 
                                                          explains. 

the occasional cooking class. Like many caught on the treadmill of city life, 

the couple dreamed of a quieter, more satisfying life in the country. 

“We were inspired by Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall and his River Cottage 

principles,” says Rodney, referring to the wild-haired British chef turned 

journalist and broadcaster of the Escape to River Cottage series, who 

transformed a run-down smallholding into a thriving farm following 

seasonal, sustainable and ethical practices. 

Their plan, therefore, was to do something similar in Australia. 

“Today there’s a real emphasis on fresh food, with many people going 

to growers’ markets and choosing their produce. Our idea is to take it 

another step back, so people are gathering food at the source, then 

learning what to do with it,” says Rodney. “And we’d like to extend their 

knowledge of food so that, for instance, instead of choosing any old 

tomatoes or beans, they might look for a specific variety.”

As a chef and food writer, Rodney knew Tasmania had many passionate 

artisan producers providing top quality food in a relatively confined area. 

Serendipitously, the heritage-listed Lachlan School and two hectares of 

land in the fertile Derwent River Valley was on the market. Built around 

1887, the charming property in its idyllic surroundings was a perfect fit for 

the Dunn-Demanet family, so Rodney, Séverine and then four-month old 

son Tristan relocated to Tasmania.

Fast forward through 18 months of hard work to the first class in January 

2009, and the old school looks completely at home in its new 

educational role. One of two former classrooms is now a spacious 

teaching kitchen with long windows providing views over gardens and 

paddocks to forested hills. Pride of place goes to a wood-fired oven 

designed by the late Alan Scott, regarded by many (including Rodney) 

as the guru of wood-fired ovens.

The oven is central to classes such as The Agrarian Experience, for 

which Rodney designs a three-course menu around whatever is 

flourishing in the garden or growing wild in the fields. The ingredients 

are supplemented by those from other local producers, and with 

suppliers of black truffles, Wagyu beef, lobster, abalone and other 

delicacies based nearby, the menus are varied and exciting.

Classes begin with Rodney leading pupils on a foraging excursion 

where they harvest ingredients: globe or Jerusalem artichokes;  

green and purple climbing beans; or heirloom tomatoes such 

as olomovic, black krim and Thai pink egg; wild mushrooms and 

blackberries and handfuls of herbs. As they gather he explains  

their properties and uses. 

Back in the kitchen a communal feast is prepared and cooked under 

Rodney’s direction, then, at a long, beautifully presented table 

in the adjacent classroom guests enjoy the fruits of their labour, 

accompanied by local wine and ale.
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While Rodney teaches most classes, he also invites others to lead the 

Masterclass series. In a surprisingly short time, he and Séverine have 

connected with many locals who have expertise in different aspects of 

farming, growing or cooking.

For example, the pastry and torte and gateaux classes are led by 

pastry chef extraordinaire Alistair Wise, who worked under Gordon 

Ramsay in his London kitchens and was founding pastry chef at 

Ramsay’s Manhattan restaurant. Preserving classes are taught by 

Alistair’s mother Sally Wise, a well-known food expert, teacher, and 

author of A Year in Bottle, a collection of recipes, hints and anecdotes 

related to preserving fruit and vegetables.

While no particular class is yet seen as The Agrarian Kitchen’s 

signature class, Rodney is thrilled with the response to the two-day 

Whole Hog Masterclass.

“They’ve been incredibly popular,” he says. “When guests arrive, they’re 

stunned by the sight of a whole pig carcass hanging above the table.”

The first day is essentially a butchery lesson, with Wessex Saddleback 

breeder, Lee Christmas, showing how to cut up the carcass, explaining each 

part and its uses. That’s followed by a small amount of cooking, with the 

second day devoted to learning what can be done with the different cuts.

“Every part of the pig is used,” says Rodney. “From loin roasts, to 

making terrines from the head, to making pies with trotters.” 

Sausages and bacon are also part of the class. “I’ve loved charcuterie ever 

since Italian friends taught me how to make salami and prosciutto,” he says.

Like the seasons that inspire them, it seems classes at The Agrarian 

Kitchen will be ever-changing, depending on what the farm provides. 

Charcuterie comes up again as Rodney surveys the plump geese grazing 

in a side paddock. “I’m still deciding how they can be used in classes”, 

he muses. “Perhaps I’ll try some charcuterie with them this winter.” 

For more information:

theagrariankitchen.com  

discovertasmania.com 

AD FULL PAGE

The teaching kitchen was 
originally a classroom, built 
in the late 19th century.

The wood-fired oven is 
integral to the classes
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Rodney designs a thre-course 
               menu around whatever is     
    flourishing in the garden 
            or growing wild 
                               in the fields.


