
 
Common names: Old man saltbush, giant saltbush and cabbage saltbush 
 
Distribution: Atriplex nummularia, is a member of the saltbush family, Chenopodiaceae. There are 
over 250 species in the Atriplex genus, mostly in sub-tropical and temperate regions of the world. 
About 61 species occur in Australia. A. nummularia is widespread in the inland semi-arid and arid 
regions of mainland Australia. It is usually, but not always, found on saline, clay soils in low lying  
areas such as flood plains. However, it is very adaptable and can occur on most soils. 
 
The largest of the Australian saltbushes A. nummularia can grow to 3 m high and 2–4 m wide. Its 
leaves, 1–3 cm long, have a scaly coating which gives them an attractive silvery grey colour. The 
shape of the leaves may vary considerably from elliptical to almost circular, both on the same plant 
and in different populations of the species. 
 
Traditional uses/preparation: The seeds may have been collected for food. 
 
Commercial use: Atriplex nummularia is an extremely versatile plant that has frequently been used 
as a fodder plant for cattle and sheep, to prevent soil erosion and for regeneration. It is often planted 
near property homesteads as it provides a useful wind and fire break. 
 
The soft fresh saltbush leaves can be used as a wrap around meat or fish, in salads or blanched as 
a leafy green vegetable. The leaves when dried and crushed add a very tasty herbal saltiness to 
foods and are a wonderful addition to the spice collection. 
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Recipes for Old Man Saltbush 

2 x fish fillets – firm white flesh 
1/2 teaspoon lemon myrtle, ground 
1/3 cup plain flour 
300 ml olive oil 
1 large sweet potato or bush potato 
1 cup self raising flour 

1 egg 
4 teaspoons vinegar 
1 cup beer (or water) 
1 teaspoon dried, ground saltbush leaves (sprinkle) 
1/4 teaspoon mountain pepper, ground (sprinkle) 
1/2 teaspoon salt 

Cut the sweet potato into chips, dry well with a paper towel. Heat the oil in a shallow pan and fry the chips in batches until 
cooked through and crispy brown. To make the batter: whisk egg, vinegar, SR flour, beer (or water) and 1/2 teaspoon of 
ground saltbush in a bowl until smooth, then set aside. Mix the lemon myrtle and plain flour together and coat the fish fillets 
with the flour and then dip in the batter. Cook the fillets in hot oil until golden brown. Sprinkle a mix of remaining saltbush, 
mountain pepper and salt over the fish and chips. Serve immediately.  

Desert fish ‘n’ chips 
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Find more bush food information sheets on the Desert Knowledge CRC Bush Products web page: 
http://www.desertknowledgecrc.com.au/research/bushproducts.html  

800 g salmon fillet, skin on  
4 tablespoons good salt  
4 tablespoons caster sugar  
2–3 tablespoons desert limes, in syrup 
2 tablespoons good vodka  
half–1 teaspoon dried saltbush leaf, ground 

Dressing: 
2 tablespoons desert lime syrup (from jar of desert limes) 
1 tablespoon caster sugar  
2 tablespoons vodka  
half teaspoon dried saltbush leaf, ground to a powder 

Desert gravlax (cured with desert lime and saltbush) 
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Mix the salt, caster sugar, chopped desert limes, saltbush and vodka into a paste in a bowl. Place the fish in a large zip-lock 
bag (large enough to hold the fish in one layer), skin side down. Spread the paste over the flesh side, covering well. Work 
the fish to the end of the bag and then turn, excluding as much air as possible so that the fish is now flesh side down. Fold 
the bag tightly around the fish and place the bagged fillet into a plastic container into which it fits snugly. Weigh the fish down 
with a plate or a cans of tomatoes placed on their side and refrigerate for 3 days. Agitate the bag twice a day. 
 
Mix the desert lime syrup, sugar and vodka together over a low heat and stir until sugar has dissolved. Set aside until 
needed. Undo the bag, remove fish and wipe off any remaining paste ingredients with paper towels. Lay fish on carving 
board, flesh side up. Slice thinly away from the skin on the diagonal, leaving the skin behind. Any remaining unsliced fish 
can be rewrapped and stored in the refrigerator and used over the next week. To serve: Roll 2 or 3 of the thinly sliced  
gravlax pieces into small `roses’, dress with a squirt of the dressing and a sprinkle of dried, ground saltbush leaves. Top 
each rose with a dab of sour cream and a caper or caper berry. To dry old man saltbush leaves, pick young leaves and 
place outside out of direct sunlight for a day or two. 


