






The Vegemite factory 
floor at Fishermans 
Bend, where the 
sandwich spread has 
been made since 1956. 

The other mites 
Marmite The 

Marmite available 

in Australia is made 

in New Zealand 

by the Sanitarium 

Health Food Company. It's 

very similar to Vegemite and 

is quite different from the 

Marmite available in Britain. 

The spread English people 

know as Marmite is sold in 

Australia under the name ... 

Our Mate The 

brand name is 

different, but the 

jars are the same 

and so is the 

product. Our Mate is made 

to the original British Marmite 

recipe in the UK and imported 

into Australia. The choice of 

British backpackers looking for 

something familiar to spread 

on their sourdough toast it's 

available at selected grocery 

stores, including Myer. 

Aussie Mite 

A South Australian

based product 

available in 

supermarkets for 

the past four years but now 

harder to find. Try Safeway or 

independent supermarkets. 

Mightymite Made 

by a family-owned 

Sydney company 

·~~~ that started out 

in 1919 making 

jam and pickles. The point 

of difference? It's Australian 

made and owned and not as 

salty as other brands. Available 

at major supermarkets. 

Promlte 

MasterFoods first 

made Promite 

in. the 1950s. 

The company is 

American-owned, but Promite 

is made In Wyong, NSW. 

Words Peter Barrett Photography Eddie Jim 

It takes only 26 people to make the entire 
world supply of Vegemite - and it has been 
made right here in Melbourne since 1922. 

Glance out of your car window at the right time as you travel along the West Gate 

Freeway and you might just catch it: the familiar yellow and red logo that's as Australian as 

... well, Vegemite. The iconic sandwich spread may be American-owned (by Kraft Foods, a 

subsidiary of the US-based Altria Group, which also owns Philip Morris International, Philip 

Morris USA and Philip Morris Capital Corporation), but at least every last glob of it is still made 

here, at a factory in Fishermans Bend, in the shadow of the West Gate Bridge. And, despite 

Kraft closing down a biscuit factory earlier this year and slashing jobs at the Fishermans Bend 

plant, the company says that Vegemite is here to stay. 

For a sneak peek inside, disposable hairnet, earplugs, smock, safety boots ·and beard net 

(for the bearded) are mandatory. So, after kitting-up and washing our hands, it's on to the first 

stop in the tour: six large storage silos, where trucks from around Australia deliver loads of 

spent brewer's and baker's yeast, a white, thick, creamy liquid. 

Next is a room filled with hot, stainless steel vats. The purified yeast is kept agitated in the 

vats until it's needed for the next stage in the process. (Allowed to settle, it would harden at 

the bottom of the vats, forming a kind of Vegemite concrete.) The yeast extract is pumped into 

a machine that splits the yeast cells and produces a concentrate that is siphoned off to be 

returned to the batch later, in another (secret) part of the process. 

Dry ingredients (salts and spices) are mixed together, then blended with the wet 

ingredients (malt extract, caramel and the yeast extract) in a 20,000-litre, 10-metre by five

metre-wide vat. A manhole cover over the top stops hapless little Vegemite workers falling in. 

The whole lot is cooked, then packaged in six different-sized receptacles: five sizes of 

glass jar ranging from 115 to 910 grams and in 2.5-kilogram plastic "pails" (or buckets). The 

175-gram jar is the only kosher variety, but Kraft says it is working on making all sizes kosher. 

Surprisingly, only 26 people are involved in actually making the world's supply of Vegemite, 

several of whom taste a spoonful each day to make sure that each batch is coming out right. 

Nuggety plant worker Doug Sanderson, 60, has been making Vegemite at Fishermans Bend 

for the past 20 years. Sanderson has a reputation for being the first to react if something goes 

wrong with a batch. It's not usually the smell that gives the game away - the smell of yeast. 

familiar to any home brewer, is overpowering here - but rather changes in texture that more 

often alert Sanderson to anomalies in production. 

In a separate room above the factory floor, batches of Vegemite are checked for quality 

and consistency by a panel of four staff. Anything unusual such as air bubbles, foreign 

aromas or bitter flavours are noted and recorded at computer workstations. A sample from 

each batch js filed away for reference until its expiry date in an adjoining storeroom, which is 

filled to the rafters with Vegemite jars, instant pasta packets and parmesan cheese sachets. 

Vegemite has been made at Fishermans Bend since 1956, although the savoury spread 

was created in 1922 by food technologist Dr Cyril Percy Callister, born in Chute, near Ballarat. 

At the time, supplies of the imported British spread Marmite had been interrupted by the 

war and industrialist Fred Walker (Callister's employer) saw an opportunity to capitalise on 

a contract he had to supply yeast for Carlton and United Breweries. Spent yeast was often 

discarded but was known to contain nutrients and vitamins. The trick was to make it palatable. 

Callister came up with a recipe that added celery, onions and salt to the concentrated yeast 

extract, turning it into the paste we now know as Vegemite. 

Walker, who had left Caulfield Grammar School when he was 16 to work at a dairy export 

company, held a public competition in 1923 to come up with a name for the new spread and 

to drum up publicity. His only daughter, Sheila, chose the name "Vegemite" from hundreds of 

entries. 

But sales were slow. British Marmite, invented in 1902, regained its pre-war footing as 

market leader, and in 1928 Walker, in desperation, decided to change his product's name to 

"Parwill" (as in "If Ma might, Pa will!"). It bombed and the Vegemite brand name was restored. 

In 1935, Walker came up with a more successful marketing strategy. The compay launched 

a two-year redemption coupon scheme, giving Vegemite away with other Fred Walker & Co 

products. 

Vegemite is now exported to 16 countries, with New Zealand taking the lion's share of 

exports (10 per cent) and the UK coming in second, receiving 30 tonnes a year. But most of it 

stays in Australia, where we buy it at the rate of 44 jars every minute. (m) 

theage(melbourne)magazme 45 


	TAMM_22_AUG_2006_COVER.pdf
	TAMM_22_AUG_2006_P26_WHATCHTHISFACE_LAURA_GORDON.pdf
	TAMM_22_AUG_2006_P44_FEATURE_BLACK_GOLD.pdf
	TAMM_22_AUG_2006_P45_FEATURE_BLACK_GOLD.pdf



