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Kitchens. Just two years later, in 1972,
he struck out on his own. 
Customtone (‘long since gone to

God’) was the first major company to
sell glossy, modular laminate kitchens –
the skeleton from which current
building methodologies evolved.
Sunshine Kitchens – as Rex’s design-
and-build company was originally
known – combined this progressive
vision with a more personal, client-
centric approach. 
The company’s ethos represented a

radical departure from what was, at the
time, essentially a ‘cottage industry’.
‘The concept of marketing a kitchen
hadn’t really been invented back then,’
Rex explains. ‘People bought a house
and it had a kitchen in it, and that was
that!’ Kitchens were designed and built
to a fairly standard formula with no
regard for ergonomics.
However, home architecture, social

mores and marketing geniuses conspired
in a perfect storm to create this new
‘kitchen industry’. Rex says it was
immediately flooded with ‘cowboys’.
‘Over a relatively short period, an
awareness grew that “a kitchen can be

built for me”. And profiteers recognised
the marketing possibilities. All they were
interested in was the client’s money, they
didn’t care about the customer. People
were left without money, with unfinished
kitchens, all sorts of bad stuff,’ he says.
In 1982, Rex travelled to America to

study advanced kitchen design and joined
the American NKBA. He recognised that
a similar body could help regulate and
improve standards within the industry
back home. ‘I didn’t really like how [the
Australian kitchen industry] was going
from an ethical standpoint,’ he says, so he
went about setting up a chapter of NKBA
in Australia.
After meeting some initial resistance

and scepticism, Rex successfully steered
the Australian chapter into reality. ‘We set
up an ethical framework to guide the
industry and protect consumers. The
association lobbied for change,
implemented training and accreditation
courses and formalised a structure that
eventually enabled the kitchen and
bathroom industry to grow into the
respected market sector it is today.’
In 1990/91, HIA offered a platform for

the association; we now know this as HIA
Kitchens & Bathrooms.
Meanwhile, Rex’s own company

flourished, and by the early ’90s had
seven showrooms in Melbourne, and a
presence in Sydney, Brisbane, Adelaide
and Tasmania. However, Rex says, ‘I soon
discovered that there are no prizes for
being the biggest.’ With outcomes and
profitability compromised by growth, he
decided to get back to basics. ‘We went
back to our core business [by then
rebranded as Let’s Talk Kitchens &
Interiors] and started again, and it was the
best thing I could have done.’
Today, Let’s Talk Kitchens & Interiors

has one large showroom in Melbourne,
catering to the consumer and higher-end
builder. The company provides a design,
construct and management service
encompassing not just kitchens, but
whole-house interior design. 
Rex views every kitchen he designs as

‘a small factory’. He says: ‘Its task is
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he kitchen industry Rex Hirst
joined in the 1970s is very
different to the one we know
today. As a young graduate with

an aptitude for drawing and designing,
Rex was working as a hospital
biochemist in that decade when he heard
about a friend’s interesting job selling
kitchens. ‘I thought, ‘that sounds like a
bit of fun, I reckon I could do that,’ he
says. Before long Rex was working
alongside his mate at Customtone
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Left: Rex Hirst, owner and principal
designer of Let’s Talk Kitchens.



creative design … We got there, but only
by the millimetre.’
The kitchen’s carefully-considered

layout features ‘zones’ optimised for
different functions: at the far end of the
island is a Fisher & Paykel Izona cool-
drawer for wine and beer storage, with a
bar area and coffee machine stashed into
an opposite nook. Likewise, the butler’s
pantry provides dedicated space for the
cook’s baking requirements. And
innovations such as including Blum
Servo-Drives on every pull-out result in
a room that is as beautiful to use as it is
to look at. 
Rex says he was ‘rapt’ with the awards

success, and is quick to credit the
expertise of his team. ‘At the end of the
day it’s not one person who creates these
things; it’s the builders, designers, the
trades. It’s the result of cooperation and
collaboration to get a good end result.’ 
There’s little doubt that Rex – as both

a designer and industry champion –
helped shape our industry into the
sophisticated form that we know today.
It’s been 40 years of hard – but
rewarding – yakka, and he says while the
future for Let’s Talk Kitchens & Interiors
remains bright, he’ll soon be ready to
take a step back. 

efficient food production. We as
designers should first make sure it can
do that efficiently, then ensure it looks
fantastic as well.’ This philosophy is
reflected in a Hamptons-styled kitchen
which featured as a finalist in both
kitchen categories at the HIA–CSR
National Housing Awards. 

Designed and built for a keen cook,
the kitchen was part of a Federation
home renovation. ‘The inspiration was to
create a kitchen that reflected the home’s
architecture, and to make it very, very
functional.’ 
Thanks to the sheer scale of the

project – the island bench runs at an
astonishing six metres – there were a
few hiccups as construction progressed.
These included achieving a seamless
grain match across the Super White
granite benchtop, and working around an
unfortunately placed structural beam
while engineering a mantelpiece over the
cooktop. ‘It took a fair amount of

Trends and evolutions

As a professional body, the kitchen
industry has undergone a huge
metamorphosis since the early
1970s. In line with this
transformation, kitchens have also
evolved into a showpiece around
which home life is focused. 
The way we use kitchens and

integrate them into the home are
continuing to evolve, says owner 
of Let’s Talk Kitchens & Interiors,
Rex Hirst. 
‘The kitchen has become a piece

of furniture,’ he says. ‘We’re seeing
a massive move back to
woodgrains, and this is driven by
the move to create a furnishing feel
in the kitchen.’
This trend is also driving demand

for streamlined, integrated
appliances. ‘Induction cooktops
create a nice clean line on the
surface of the bench,’ Rex says.
‘And Miele has just released a
cassette rangehood, which can be
installed flat into the ceiling. This
means designers can include a
hotplate on the island bar without
visually blocking the space above
with a canopy.’

‘My daughters are in the business
now; I’d like to see them take it over so
I can go and play golf.’

HOUSING SEPTEMBER 2015 69

H

‘At the end of the day it’s not one

person who creates these things; it’s

the builders, designers, the trades’


