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From top: Garthowen B&B; Tina Duncan, guest chef at The Akaroa Cooking
School; Class is out, time to eat.
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You can almost smell the sweet scent of Garthowen before you
reach the front gate. Its garden, full of exquisite flowers, is frequently
photographed by passers-by. The five-year-old B&B was built to
replicate the original 1880 homestead, recycling much of the kauri
and rimu timber and reusing fittings. It is fitted with solar heating,
double glazing and a 20,000-litre rainwater storage tank.

lan says he loves Akaroa’s climate, people and quietness.

“The people are amazing over here. It's like they're on holiday all the
time, so they’re always happy, and that reflects on to us.”

Garthowen'’s bedrooms are lavish, featuring crisp white embroidered
bedding, fresh flowers, a complimentary carafe of port on the side
table, chocolates and homemade biscuits. You could easily spend your
entire getaway indoors. Apart from the soothing songs of the native
birds outside in the garden, it's very quiet. The B&B has been awarded
five stars from Qualmark for being eco-friendly and another five stars
for quality.

We sit on the verandah outside our room, sipping wine by
candlelight. The earlier breeze has gone and the stillness and warmth
is welcome. The scent from the garden’s roses wafts through the air,
while geese honk and flap happily overhead.

No one owns a recipe. None are , ,
unique. They’ve all simply evolved.
People who don’t share recipes are
mean-spirited.

Tina Duncan

The next morning, lan introduces us to the other guests at
the breakfast table while his wife, Sharon, serves a sumptuous
breakfast. The other guests, all Australian, share their travel stories
with one another, while | sit quietly and play footsies with the
Moores’ dog, Jessie, under the table. It's unusual of me not to
converse, but sometimes a morning view of the harbour is better
than small talk.

Our plan for the day is to head to The Akaroa Cooking School,
because, goodness knows, | need some culinary tips. Owner Lou
Bentley welcomes us at the door and, after a quick coffee, we ready
ourselves for the cooking demonstration.

There are 12 of us in the class and we are lucky to have White Tie
Catering owner and creative director Tina Duncan as the guest chef.
Today's session is called Crowded House, the perfect preparation for
entertaining at home.

“Trust me,” Tina says, “your life changes from today.”

She makes everything look so easy and sound so fun, which is a
revelation, especially when cooking for numbers.

Tina zips around the kitchen with her test chef, Jen, and explains
things simply, as we scribble notes on the recipes she has given us.

“No one owns a recipe. None are unigue. They've all simply
evolved. People who don't share recipes are mean-spirited,” she
says, her bright blue eyes sparkling with humour.

The class is very interactive, so while she’s showing us how to
blanch broccolini and cook beans to a perfect green colour, she’s
also answering questions such as ‘what is the best knife to use?’.
The answer to that is a good, sharp one.

Tina’s “no-knead ciabatta” would have to be one of simplest
recipes ever, encouraging me to give it a go. “You feel so smart
when you bake bread, but it's so easy. The recipe will make four
loaves, so put some in the freezer and bang one off to your
neighbour, 'cause that's always a good thing to do.” And the bread
only costs about 60 cents a loaf.

This woman is seriously inspiring — anyone who motivates me to
do anything in the kitchen is a heroine.

“This is what this class is all about. Really no effort, but lots of
kudos at the end,” Tina says.

She takes us through about 10 recipes, prompting excited chatter
from the class about how it's going to taste. A long table is set, ready
for us to sample the goods. It's pouring with rain outside now, but
the warmth from the ovens and the cooking smells keep us cosy
inside.

The school draws a lot of interest from people walking by outside.
They stand and read the window notices, often jotting down details.
The talk of the town at the moment is the scheduled visit by celebrity
wild foods chef Al Brown in September, when he'll take a class called
the Feast of Akaroa.

After school, we grab an umbrella and walk past the township to
the lighthouse and beyond. The mist has settled low on the hills and
the sea looks grey and sullen. We walk back along the road and to
the pier's end, where we watch visitors try to catch something in the
water below. “Not even a bite,” says one man, shaking his head.

On our way out of Akaroa, we stop at the shops along Rue Lavaud
to admire the creativity that exudes from every corner of this quaint
township. Although it's drizzling, the little village is still very much
alive. People eat fish and chips under cover, and seagulls are always
circling for a feed, whatever the weather. A
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