
One of the many events organised for the Greek Festival 
of Sydney actually took place a long way from the CBD, 
in the iconic Paragon Café in Katoomba to be precise.  
The café, which this year will commemorate its 100th 
anniversary, was the perfect setting for an illustrated 
talk and launch of a new book, Greek Cafes and Milk Bars 
of Australia, by Leonard Janiszewski, a social historian 
with the Department of Modern History at Macquarie 
University, and his  wife, documentary photographer 
Effy Alexakis.  

Greek milk bars and cafes are an intertwined element 
of our Kytherian DNA.  Many readers will have grown 
up in a milk bar or café or would certainly have relatives 
and ancestors who churned out mixed grills and milk 
shakes.  With names such as Niagara, The Parthenon, 
The California, New York, Astoria and Paragon, Greek 
cafes became an accepted part of city and regional life 
in Australia.

And it was in the glorious Art Deco environs of the 
Paragon Café at Katoomba that Leonard, who with Effy 
has curated a touring photographic exhibition called 
“Selling an American Dream: Australia’s Greek Café”, 
gave a most illuminating presentation on the history of 

the Greek milk bar and café phenomenon and how it 
generated unprecedented social and cultural change.  
Based on 30 years of research, the authors argue that 
businesses run by Greeks successfully adapted Hellenic 
concepts with new American food-catering ideas.  With 
the introduction of oyster saloons and the front service 
soda fountain, Greek cafes became a “Trojan Horse” for 
the ‘Americanisation’ of Australian eating habits well 
before the second-half of the twentieth century and 
helped transform Australia.

According to Leonard, Greeks who had been to the 
United States before migrating to Australia had brought 
ideas such as American sundaes, milkshakes, flavoured 
sodas and freezes or crushes,  American confectionery 
(such as hard sugar candies and milk chocolate bars), 
and American ice-cream.  As he explained:

“Milkshakes in the US were sold in drug stores and 
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pharmacies to help people consume their tart medicine.  
In Australia, that idea was turned on its head and the 
Greeks began selling milkshakes in cafes and milk bars.  
The Greeks invented the milk bar. The first milk bar was 
opened in 1932 in Martin Place and on the first day of 
opening 5,000 people turned up. Police had to block off 
the roads to traffic.”

By the early 1930s, Greeks had opened US-style milk 
bars all around Australia and had also started to adopt 
names such as Blue Bird, White Rose and Red Rose which 
associated them with American  confectionery brands.  
These cafes were often linked to the local cinema which 
in turn saw the introduction of jukeboxes in the cafes.  
As Leonard pointed out:

‘’Every time you pick up a Coke, enjoy a sweet chocolate 
treat, have an ice-cream at the cinema or listen and 
dance to the latest popular music hit, you can thank 
Australia’s Greek settlers. It is a direct result of the 
Greeks and their cafes.’’

The Greeks also introduced an American art deco style 
of architecture, ‘Streamline Moderne’, which favoured 
the curvilinear in contrast to the general angular lines 
of its European counterpart.  Art deco rules supreme 
in establishments such as the Paragon Café and Peters 
Café at the Roxy complex in Bingara.   
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The cafes and milk bars became popular social meeting 
points for locals. As one proprietor recalled, the Greek 
café was where people use to meet and eat. “I’ll meet 
you at the Greeks” was a common saying in most 
country towns.

In a sense, for most of the twentieth century, Greek cafés 
in Australia were selling a dream, albeit an American 
dream infused with Greek spirit and adapted to local 
conditions, and although Australia’s social culinary 
landscape has since changed the Greek milk bar and 
café phenomenon will always occupy a special place in 
our hearts and souls.
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