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Fiona Chambers, breeder of rare pigs
When organic farmer Fiona Chambers first stumbled upon Wessex 
Saddleback pigs, in 1995, the breed was in danger of dying out. 
Despite its succulent taste (its flesh is naturally marbled with 
intramuscular fat, making it less inclined to dry out in cooking) there 
were only an estimated 25 registered females left in the world. 

“Some people collect postage stamps – we started collecting 
pigs,” says Chambers, who set off around the country with her 
husband, Nicholas, to save the English-bred variety by buying and 
breeding as many as they could. Nearly 10 years on, she commands 
a herd of about 200, including 45 registered females (about a third 
of the world’s population) that are free to forage on her 65-hectare 
property, Fernleigh Farm, between Trentham and Daylesford. 

These days you’ll find the meat on the menu of nearby restaurants 
such as Cliffy’s Emporium, Slow Living (Kyneton) and Perfect Drop 
(Daylesford), at farmers’ markets including Boroondara (Hawthorn) 
and Gasworks (Albert Park), and bacon and ham is available at 15 
shops including Organic Gertrude (Fairfield) and Kew Organics. But 
when Chambers started it wasn’t easy, she says. “Back then, nobody 
wanted them. They’d see them and go, ‘Black and white? Nup. Too 
much hair, there’s too much fat’ – everyone wants a white, lean pig.” 

Chambers grew up in Ivanhoe but had “dirt in her veins”. After 
graduating from Dookie Agricultural College, she briefly sold animal 
pharmaceuticals until reaching a turning point. “I just thought, this 
shouldn’t be. We shouldn’t be putting this stuff into animals that 
become part of the food chain.” She is now managing director of the 
Rare Breeds Trust of Australia (and a director on the world board of 
Rare Breeders International), working to increase genetic varieties and 
thus protecting biodiversity. 

“If everything comes back to being one breed or one variety 
and we have a disease come through that that breed or variety is 
susceptible to then it undermines the security of our food source.” 
And the best way to support rare breeds, she says, is to eat them, 
even if they are more expensive than intensively farmed food.

John and Rosemary Portelli, deli pioneers
Before the 1980s, many Australians had never tasted extra virgin 
olive oil, balsamic vinegar or handmade artisan pasta. Enoteca Sileno 
changed all that. 

Co-owner John Portelli remembers his father-in-law – the modest 
importer and founder of the business, Gino Di Santo – siphoning 
virgin olive oil out of large glass demijohns into small bottles and 
pouring it over his lunch. 

“People would come into the room and say, ‘What are you 
having?’ And he’d say, ‘Come in, I’ll talk to you.’ They saw this 
unfiltered, dark, golden-green liquid – liquid gold – and he let them 
try some.” By the early 1980s, Enoteca was selling the unrefined, 
superior-tasting extra virgin olive oil (with less than 0.8 per cent 
acidity) in litre bottles to top chefs including Neil Perry, who made 
pilgrimages to the Carlton North store from Sydney. 

Balsamic vinegar, largely unheard of in Australia up till then, 
became available through Enoteca around the same time and 
since opening to the public in 1982 the company has introduced 
us to risotto rice, white Italian truffles, soft-serve gelato machines 
and artisan pasta, an easier-to-digest noodle that left diners feeling 
less bloated and restaurateurs happy with the extra money made 
on desserts. The baton has been passed to Portelli and his wife, 
Rosemary (Di Santo’s daughter), and Enoteca now stocks some 
1500 products and some 400 Italian wines, spirits and beers. 

Portelli regularly travels back and forth between Italy and Australia 
seeking out new suppliers and checking that current ones are 
maintaining standards (his intimate product knowledge and insights 
into regional variations can be bewildering). 

He started out as a 14-year-old, working at the iconic Lygon 
Food Store (the one with the big cheese in the window) after school. 
At (“a young”) 53, he has built nearly 40 years experience. “When 
it comes to anything Italian,” Portelli says, “I think we’re recognised 
nationally in the industry in both retail and wholesale as the Italian 
food and wine specialist. That’s what we do best.”
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