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If the idea of stalking through the outback looking for bush tucker—bits of plants given reassuring Western names to assist in their digestion, such as ‘bush tomato’ or ‘bush banana’—was your thing, you could go for it.


Paul Toohey, Last Drinks









Nibble


On the ground, under the 5-year-old pomegranate tree, are two plush red fruit. One has split. The membrane is showing on a small part of the other. The week before, fallen fruit showed beak marks but the casing defeated the marauding Eastern Rosellas who compete with me for apples, peaches and apricots and have now seen that there are quinces as well. By design, this fruit, the pomegranate, is all mine.


Now, early May, the tree still holds some thirty of them, so heavy, so pregnant with seeds that the slender, supple branches droop low. Most of the leaves have fallen, some yellowing ones are still attached, and there are even a few bright-green, red-tipped young shoots, the tree puzzling over shifting drought conditions in South Australia, the earth retaining warmth and so out of kilter with the calendar seasons, or possibly my injudicious, erratic, parsimonious watering, although this tree, of all the useful fruiting trees, grew productively through the frighteningly dry summer. Another pomegranate, less than a year old, a sucker from someone else’s tree, has not noticed winter. Its leaves are still bright green and flowers are still forming. The ur-pomegranate is one of the many species whose origin is the Fertile Crescent, Afghanistan probably its starting point.


I have counted the seeds in pomegranates. I cut each fruit in half across its width to take the seeds from their tightly packed crevices. There are seven lines of seeds showing, the seventh always thinner, squashed, a runt, and the thick, yellowish, unpalatable pith is obvious. Then I halve each of these pieces. A little bright, clear, red juice is lost. I take each quarter, and peel back a part of the leathery skin to expose the seeds, which are easily detached. The membrane below is a marvel of indentation patterns where it has been pressed against each cache of seeds, which are faceted and flat against it. Always I am impressed by their abundance and one day guessed how many there might be, then counted. Guessing 200, perhaps more, the count came to more than 400: the gravid pomegranate.


At this time of year all the fruit is perfectly ripe, even splitting. The splits exaggerate the fecundity of the fruit, preposterously packed with bright seeds, shaped so perfectly for their tight fit, or is it the tight fit shaping them? There is a flat surface at the tip of the seed, making a sixth plane: jewels fashioned by evolution. In AS Byatt’s novella Morpho Eugenia, set in the mid nineteenth century, the Rev. Harold Alabaster remarks to the naturalist and explorer William Adamson: ‘It has been well argued that mystery is another name for matter—we are and have access to Mind, but Matter is mysterious in its very nature’.


Impatient, I had begun picking at the end of March, but this was far too early and the seeds were pink at most, all sour crunch and little juice. Still, scattered with crushed green pistachios, toasted, sliced almonds and crushed, dried, deep-burgundy, heavily scented rose petals on the surface of whipped cream smothering a trifle, they were pretty and shone.


Then, reading about pomegranate groves in Spain, I learned that the fruit ripens sequentially, a useful, culinary kindness, an extension of plenty. Why must I read a book to see what is under my nose? It is, perhaps, a form of corroboration, but even this showed a lack of imagination and horticultural timidity.
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In the kitchen, via the garden, I am often torn between theory and praxis, when surely the latter is all that matters here. Yet the largest bench, the one dividing the dining area from the kitchen itself, is never used for culinary preparation. It is this surface which many Australian kitchens, including mine, feel they need, the one piled with books and journals, notepaper and pens, the surface where we are reinventing ourselves, constructing a different, self-conscious culinary tradition.


It is at this metaphorical bench that I think about food. Not so much the really big questions of climate change, drought, agriculture, unequal food supply and the strategies of the industrial food suppliers, but the intimate ones connected to cooking, feeding and home: the choices one might make, the uses for seasonal plenty, the most satisfying ways to use leftovers, how to rectify culinary mistakes, decisions about supply and storage, forethought and lists. In sum, the tactics of everyday life. But at this bench are different books and journals, those either unrelated to food or those about food but not practical instruction, which form the backbone of gastronomic education but do not necessarily improve your cooking.


How, for instance, do we answer Rachel Lauden’s provocation, in an issue of the Boston-based journal Gastronomica, that ‘we should love new, fast, processed food?’ How counter her charge that we who shun what she calls Culinary Modernism are culinary luddites? Do we laugh or cry at the advertisement for a compact disc, ‘a collaboration between two Australian artists’, of contemporary music called Slow Food that includes in its package the recipe for the dish which is also the art on the cover? How might I reconcile gratitude and appreciation for the local farmers’ market while mostly staying away because I don’t like crowds? How might I make most imaginative use of incidental, literary references to food and dining in poetry and novels and not seem pretentious to those who think them irrelevant? How might we counteract the constant and superficial advertisement which is taken for writing about food? The most exact, economical praise of a dish I have ever read is ‘passingly excellent’, Ishmael’s opinion about a clam chowder in Melville’s Moby-Dick. How might we write about food with ‘evocative exactitude’ (the novelist John Banville’s lovely phrase about a different subject altogether) leaving out the egregious and ubiquitous descriptions which all amount to the epithet ‘delicious’? Indeed, there is something about food which seems to defy all attempts to explain the pleasure it gives us through flavour and aroma as well as to acknowledge its central, material role in our staying alive, making us who we are.


Food is both less and more than that. If we divide ways of communicating into speech and writing, then cookery is speech. And how do we truly comprehend the price of food when so much is written about sharing and gift-making? In Economy of the Unlost, Anne Carson writes about Simonides, the first Western poet to take money for his poetry. Poetry might be said to be the most economical of literary forms, and also the most rigorous. To be a great poet is to have a gift. To be a truly great cook is to have a gift also. To cook simply and to share is to be involved in gift-making. There is a particular order of monks who will not take monetary payment for their singing or for the singing lessons they give. Instead, they will accept food as payment. In this way, people learn to cook in order to make music.


This bench, the bridge between the kitchen and the dining room, is the one where, turning away from the heat of the stove, I am drawn to different theories, speculations on digestion, ways of reconciling or not reconciling love of cookery and love of words, the first practical, ephemeral and sustaining, the second cerebral and lasting.


First Course


The antihero of John Lanchester’s first, clever novel, The Debt to Pleasure, is a bore. He is an exaggerated, murderous version of the foodie, a term invented in 1984 by Paul Levy and Ann Barr in The Official Foodie’s Handbook to describe those who are obsessed with food. The ‘foodie’ jealously inhabits an exclusive domain and falls easily into distasteful, indigestible, culinary competitiveness. The word was coined at the height of an interest in nouvelle cuisine, the new French cooking, when culinary tourism began to include those particular French restaurants which became exclusive destinations. ‘Foodie’ is included in the 1993 edition of the Oxford English Dictionary. It is an ugly word, mostly used pejoratively, connoting greedy indulgence.


Lanchester’s character is fictional, nasty, misanthropic and sly. His obsessive interest in food and cookery is coupled with a murderous dislike of people. The foodie defined by Levy and Barr, and mercilessly satirised by Lanchester, was a product of an era when dining out was the measure by which you showed what you knew about food. If you were a foodie you made a booking, almost exclusively in French restaurants. Your relationship to good food was an expensive one.


Gastronomic life is more airy now. A much more digestible, far less exclusive but still often privileged interest in food is espoused by people who build their own wood-fired ovens, grow their own produce and sometimes write about it. If the foodie was once a version of a collector then now he has embraced engagement and dirties his hands. Roger Scholes’ three-part documentary The Passionate Apprentices, shown on SBS television in 2008, follows three Tasmanians, a knife-maker, a beekeeper and a baker, as they work and teach and share their experience with much younger people. This gentle, celebratory documentary has an almost medieval air, embracing journeymen’s trades. The knife-maker fittingly barters knives for food; the beekeeper’s daughter, wide-eyed, interested, goes with her father to collect honey from the hives he places near far flowers; the baker knows his employee will use his skills in his own bakery one day. None of these people are building empires; all are connected to place. The only glitch is that the ‘passionate’ in the title is redundant, tautological. These artisans embody the Zen paradox of deserving the work but not the reward.
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thinker and it’s a thrill to find someone of her

intellect wrestling with food and all manner of things
connected to it.”

DIANA HENRY
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