The metroagriculturist
I tried not to, I really did; but what happened was this. My septuagenarian mum decided she so much liked a purslane mallung I once made that she commissioned a re-run for her birthday lunch. Comes the day, and I did what all us inner-city-gourmet-seasonal-provisioning types do these days and whizzed off to my local Farmers’ Market. I had bought the first lot here from a Turk whose face had broken out in a banjo-plucking-Deliverance smile of pleasure to think anyone knew what the weedy stuff was he was trying to flog, let alone was going to take it home and cook it. This time, I smiled myself as I approached his stall, as we ethnics do, anticipating bonding over wrinkled-foreskin-like green chillies from some obscure ex-Soviet state or the virulently cerise arcane brassica grown from seeds smuggled among underthings in a dusty Black Sea steamer trunk.

But the bugger had none! Purslane, that is. Which is why a couple of hours before her lunch, my mum could have found me single-handedly creating the Sydney Basin drought as I tried to wash off every possible trace of dog’s piss from the clumps of pigweed I yanked out from between the old bricks of my wish-I-could-say-it-was-Tuscan-influenced-but-it’s-just-I-can’t-afford-sandstone-pavers-and-anyway-what-do-you-do-with-the-bricks-from-the-reno-when-the-local-landfills’-full backyard. It wasn’t the first time I’d had to resort to foraging in the garden for a less pristine, less high falutin’ monikered, and undoubtedly more organic, sample of product I had sought to buy at market. There was the chickweed I once needed for Janni’s three-weed pie. (Okay, so I wasn’t making it FOR HIM, I was making something based on a recipe OF HIS from his MG Garage nights, but what’s a little name-dropping entre amis?). Thank Ceres I’ve taken to letting grow any weed that self-seeds in the yard in case it may turn out to be edible and so something I can serve up with a flourish when the foodie friends come over.

Yes, I’m one of the un-eulogised battlers taking proud part in the only true sustainable seachange in Oz; the metroagriculturalist. Not for us the escape to the nightmare of yet another boutique olive orchard or vineyard; well, not until the mortgage is lower than Warragamba Dam. Not for us the displacement of the poor buggers who’ve been trying to keep the family milk bar and grocery going only to have to sell it off to some cashed up life-styler who’ll flog the locals jams and pickles at twice what you used to pay at the school fete, and pocket the money as well. Oh no, we’re staying put and turning our balconies, nature strips, self-watering pots, courtyards and occasional patch of buffalo into fieldlets of fecundity that would bring a tear to the soil-caked eyes of the flintiest of Provencal peasant.

Like all of us, I started out small; the usual herbs – thyme, oregano, basil. (Note to the urban forager – rosemary is always available at any war memorial garden hence always carry a small pair of scissors in the faux Vuitton; parsley still garnishes many a suburban dinner plate and will stay fresh in a folded paper napkin for several hours.) But their unprecedented success in rooting down deep into the hard packed clay that is the un-bricked perimeter of the backyard on the one hand, and their apparent indifference to the constant mist-fall of fuel from decelerating jets on the other, emboldened me to go for something more substantial for the salad plate. 

Is the cherry tomato the choko of the 21st century Oz backyard dunny or what? Mine  began as a single slender stalk of a Brancusi-esque elegance, but within weeks had spawned a hydra-headed vine, metres long, throttling the grapevine into an early hibernation, jumping the fence and climbing to the power lines via the melaleuca on the footpath, where it hissed and fizzed with every electrical surge, but refused to die. Granted, I got a good few kilos of tomatoes off it, but by the end I was scared to stand anywhere too close to it lest a tendril tended evilly my way. (By the by, I don’t actually have a backyard dunny; there are some things of which nostalgia sensibly falls short.)

Flushed with this success, I got cocky. Cheered by the Wordsworthian dancing of bright green flags of rocket seedlings; seduced by the six packs of mesclun greens; entranced by the appearance of ever more exotic Asian herbs and vegetables that are to me as recherche of the temps perdu as any French bickie; I began to create garden beds above the claypan and brick to rival that of famed Babylon. I hefted bags of air dried free range chook poo on my prone-to-dislocation shoulders. I bought a mulcher and looked for any excuse to prune the bougainvillea, queen-of-the-night or anything that decided to move up the evolutionary ladder from grassy to herbaceous. The dogs were entranced by the apparently new game of me hiding dynamic lifter under the soil for them to dig up, though they wondered why I made it easy by sticking wavy green things on top of where I buried it. Snail trails from suburbs kilometres away led unerringly to my beds of bounty. (Cautionary note: when ridding one’s terroir or snails by tossing them over the fence on to the roadway, make sure one’s neighbour isn’t washing their car somewhere within the radius of toss.)

But now I wanted height in the garden, and cover from the avaricious eyes of neighbours and passers-by. For it has to be admitted that with the rise of the city ruralist has come the city forager-poacher. Which of us has not snuck out some night and plucked the avocado pendant o’er the ironwork fence of the house two doors up from us? Well, actually I haven’t as I’m not mad on avocadoes; but there is a darkly attractive cherry guava tree in the front yard of a block of flats on the way to the station that has given me much pleasure of the years. And it’s true that I once was seen to take a ladder and a bucket to a row of lillypillies in season on a city pavement. My excuse in both cases was that no-one else was taking of this Cockaign-esque bounty. I had no excuse the night I set my mind on nicking four large green tomatoes from a plant growing in a tiny quadrangle of soil under a camphor laurel on another pavement. Happily, I got drunk as a skunk before I was able to carry through this wretched action, and totally forgot about it.

So now there’s an olive tree and three kinds of citrus struggling for life, like Scarlett O’Hara in the burnt out ruins of Tara. Well, that’s what the backyard looked like for a while during the de rigour renovations we’ve been doing for the past four years. Which is the other major hazard for your average metroagriculturalis. It’s disheartening to come home to find that where the karela seeds was put down for summer there is now a slab of slurry that’ll take more than a fringe of topsoil before it’ll ever be productive again. Or to find that the rock samphire seems now to be growing out of an ashtray. But it’s good to know that not even the most determined bludgeoning by Blundstones can stamp out wild rocket or Vietnamese mint.

But the biggest problem is your fellow metroagriculturalis. No sooner have you flourished your cred with your fellow foodie friend, picking for them, as in after-thought, some blobs of purple masquerading as aubergine, as they head out the gate, than the cross-fertilisations will flood in. Where wife-swapping was the joie du jouer of the suburban sixties, seed and root swapping of an altogether more deliberately fruitful kind is that of your 21st C metroagriculturalis. As with wife-swapping, it’s bad form to turn down any offer no matter how crowded your beds. And as per wife swapping, the competition is intense; whose has been passed down the most generations; whose has been gathered from the wildest climes; whose has the strongest claims to heritage. It hasn’t come down to a seedier version of the key game, but it can’t be far off.

PS: Mum, if you are reading this, just keep saying ‘Poetic license, poetic license – pass the mallung, child.’

