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Sweet 
Surrender

ACtoRs DAmon GAmeAu AnD Zoe tuCkweLL-smith feeL 
At home in the DAnDenonG RAnGes, wheRe theiR LiVes 
hAVe tAken on A fuLfiLLinG new DiReCtion.

woRDs kristin Lee PhotoGRAPhs Celeste faltyn

A lot has happened since actors and partners Damon Gameau and Zoe Tuckwell-
Smith moved into their character-filled weatherboard abode in the Dandenong 
Ranges four years ago. As well as adding their homely touches to the already 
refurbished hillside home, the creative and consciously aware couple became first-

time parents to daughter Velvet, now aged two. Then there was the release of That Sugar Film, the 
award-winning feature-length documentary that’s essentially turned into a real food movement.

“The easiest part was the making of it and filming it,” Zoe said of the film, which Damon 
directed, wrote, produced and starred in and she appeared in during her pregnancy.

“It was probably after Velvet was born that was the crazy time,” Damon added. “It was like I 
had another baby.”

The revelatory film, which is presented in a fun, colourful way and was partly filmed at 
their century-old home, documents Damon’s experiment with consuming the equivalent to 40 
teaspoons of sugar daily via foods that are perceived as healthy. Avoiding the obvious sugar-
laden suspects of junk food and soft-drinks, and still maintaining his normal exercise routine and 
calorie intake, in no time Damon gained weight and was diagnosed with fatty liver disease. 

The family are 
constantly in awe of 
watching the seasons 
turn... in their verdant, 
rambling garden.
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Given the response, what quickly ensued was Damon’s first book, That Sugar Book, including 
30 of Zoe’s healthy home-style recipes, attending countless Q&As, both here and overseas (so far 
the film has screened in more than 25 countries), blogging and becoming the founding director 
of the Mai Wiru Sugar Challenge Foundation. And, not long after Velvet was born, Zoe briefly 
returned to work on Seven’s drama series Winners & Losers. 

“We were very lucky that we had some help with Velvet to help get us through it,” said Damon, 
who has appeared in The Tracker, Balibo and Underbelly: A Tale of Two Cities. “It’s a testament to 
how solid our foundation is as a couple that we were able to manage all of that, because I think a 
lot of couples might not have got through it. I was a bit absent and should have been there for the 
baby.” Damon said that has since been rectified. 

“When something is a bit bigger than just your relationship or yourself or your family, then 
you kind of have that responsibility to back somebody in that,” said Zoe, who understood how 
dedicated Damon was to the project, especially since it could help make a real difference to 
people’s lives around the world.

The major adjustment for the couple is how frequently someone demands their attention. For 
Damon, it’s been tricky getting the balance right. Just given the mass social media following, 
which has its vitriolic moments, it’s only recently that he’s learnt to separate himself from it, with a 
lot of that now managed externally.

Damon and Zoe have always been clear they are not nutritional experts. “Every week, I have a 
conversation with the leading researchers in the world,” said Damon. “They tell me about the latest 
things they’re on to and then we put it out there. We’re just amplifying their messaging.” 

At the same time, these kindred spirits are constantly touched by the daily feedback they 
receive from those who’ve been inspired to pursue a path of self-empowerment. Damon’s also 
been blown away by those who watch the film and then donate to the Mai Wiru Sugar Challenge 
Foundation. With nearly $50,000 having been raised, the funds go towards a program where some 
local Aboriginal people in Amata, South Australia, are taught about nutrition so they can then 
help others in their community make healthier food choices. He said it’s a small start, but when 
everything is finally in place, the Aboriginal community will manage it independently.

Damon and Zoe's house 
(this page and opposite) is 
an eclectic mix of modern, 
vintage and chic; (previous 
pages) Damon and Zoe 
outside their house and with 
daughter Velvet.

Their tree change 
fulfils a yearning to 
be close to nature.
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Although Damon and Zoe, former Sydneysiders who enjoyed living near the ocean, miss the 
water sometimes, overall their tree change fulfils a yearning to be close to nature. It’s a place 
where Damon can work comfortably and the family are constantly in awe of watching the seasons 
turn. Damon said he particularly loves it in spring when the rhododendrons blossom like a “slow 
motion fireworks display” in their verdant, rambling garden. 

Besides, the house, which had humble beginnings as a one-bedroom weekender and has 
gradually been expanded over the years by its handful of owners, is their “sentimental first home”.

 “Even if we did move somewhere else, we’d probably hang on to it just because of the 
majesty of it,” said Damon. There are still some things they would like to do there, such as convert 
the old and remarkably intact pottery shed into a guesthouse and build a treehouse office.

For now, there’s a second book due to be launched in March, That Sugar Guide, co-written by 
Damon and Zoe, and plans to expand their brood. “I still think of myself as a mum at the moment, 
but I have actually been working from home without even realising it,” Zoe said. “It’s just come 
very naturally. It was great to be able to write during Velly’s nap time and when she was sleeping 
at night. It’s just really satisfying to try something new again; created from my own initiative as 
opposed to acting and (being) dependent on an external production.” The pair still love acting but 
said it would take a special role to woo them.

 It seems real food will always play a significant part in their lives, especially with Jamie Oliver 
interested in collaborating and Damon keen to encourage more schools across the region to start 
embracing healthy changes like Mount Dandenong Primary School has. “I think I will always have 
it in my heart for as long as I live,” said Damon, “but there is another part of me that doesn’t just 
want to be that sugar person. I want to tell other stories as well.” 

Excited about his next project that is currently in the initial stages of research, Damon assures 
me it is not food-related. “It’s the difficult second album,” he laughed, “that’s the problem every 
band goes through.” 

www.thatsugarfilm.com

Zoe and Damon happily 
nurture daughter Velvet's 
creative side.

These kindred spirits 
are constantly 
touched by the 
daily feedback they 
receive from those 
who’ve been inspired 
to pursue a path of 
self-empowerment.
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