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For my dad





Written on Muwinina Country, Lutruwita/Tasmania

Always was, always will be
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Introduction

If you look at a map of the world, you’ll see that I live pretty much at the bottom on a little island called Lutruwita/Tasmania. You’ll find me and my family in a bright pink house on a patch of land that’s around 3000 square metres with a 30-degree slope that borders Nipaluna/Hobart. Behind us is native bushland that squirms with wallabies, pademelons and an array of birds, while in front of us looms the city and ocean. We look out over Nipaluna/Hobart, the timtumili minanya/River Derwent, the distant mountains and the ever-dynamic sky.

For more than a decade my sweet husband, Anton, and I have lovingly shaped this steep slope into productive terraces. We’ve filled them with fruit and nut trees, vegetables, cheeky milking goats, chaotic chickens, shy ducks, herbaceous shrubs, native plants, a stunning greenhouse, flurries of flowers, a unicorn sculpture, our sassy daughter, Frida Maria, and Olly, our dog who’s also known as Little Bro or Sacred Angel. It’s all love.

We pour ourselves into this landscape and in ‘real-estate speak’ have over-capitalised. But we don’t care about resale value; we care about soil health and soul health. For us, the two are inextricably linked.

But sitting quietly beside the complete adoration we have for our garden is the persistent pulse of how much work we must do to maintain or evolve it. There are regular moments when that pulse spills over into overwhelm and I ask myself… do we really need this amount of garden in our lives? Why grow tomatoes when we can buy them? Why tend flowers that only bloom for a short period before they die and have to be replanted?

Thankfully it’s not long before the voice in my head snaps back: ‘Oh, shut up, Hannah, just get on with it,’ and I go back to gardening.

I do wonder, though, what is it that has made this such an essential part of my daily life?



One of my earliest memories is more of a feeling than a vision. I’m sitting on the grass in our urban backyard. I’m old enough to walk, but not effortlessly. My dad’s somewhere nearby because I can hear him working in the garden – the shuffling of his boots and the distant thumping of garden pots being moved around. The sun is soaking my bare legs and the grass is gently prickling the skin between my toes. It feels good and right. I feel good and right.

I was born into a gardening life. A few months before I entered the world, the youngest of five, my family moved into a rambling Queenslander on a quarter block in inner city Meanjin/Brisbane in Kurilpa/West End. I loved (and still love) that house and dream of it often. All open windows, big verandas full of plants and people, creaking timber floorboards, walls heaving with art, photographs and floor to ceiling bookshelves, and wide-open doors welcoming you in. It was the early 1980s and Kurilpa/West End was multicultural magic with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander mob, the Anglo-Irish, Lebanese, Vietnamese, Greeks and more mixed in together. There was the strong and delightful presence of poor artists and students and lots of young working-class families like mine, who were flush with imagination and a strong work ethic but not so much cash.

Dad got busy transforming the backyard into what became a thriving herb nursery, which kept him busy for the next two decades. Every spare crack of our childhood was filled with helping Dad in the nursery – which was honestly pretty boring as far as I was concerned. Hot and boring. If I heard Dad coming in one side of the house, I’d hop to and rush out the other side, avoiding him and his inevitable demands for help. I wanted to be roaming the streets with my mates and yarning in gutters, not potting up herbs for my dad.

But my whole adult life has circled around gardening both personally and professionally. In recent years I’ve come to recognise that there’s a type of spirituality wrapped up in it as well. Gardening has been a part of who I am for so long that I rarely stop to ask why. It’s just what I do. Like breathing, I don’t stop to ask why, I just breathe. But unlike breathing, gardening isn’t always an essential task in our modern world. And yet so many of us shape our lives to include moments of hands in earth and bodies bent over baby plants, willing them to live. We spend hours crawling around on our hands and knees pulling weeds, planting trees, tucking in plants with blankets of mulch while talking to them. We’re obsessed.



So, why do people garden?

As I grow older my curiosity is also growing about the choices people make with gardening. What inspires them to start, and what makes them continue?

To answer this question, I knew I couldn’t rely on my sample size of one. So I began to ask around. One day, I was in the small town of Deloraine in northern Lutruwita/Tasmania, giving talks on gardening at an annual craft fair. There I met fellow gardeners, and I asked them what they loved about gardening. One woman said, ‘There’s just something about gardening… Something that just keeps me coming back and keeps me there.’ Those listening all nodded knowingly. We knew what that something felt like – unique to all of us of course – but something we could all relate to.

I kept asking. I talked to my gardening mates and acquaintances. Then I looked further and spoke to well-known Australians. I yarned with authors, a journalist, a landscape architect, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, a former politician and a musician.

But of course, I couldn’t just speak with well-known people about gardening! I needed to hear from the everyday gardeners out there, the thousands of Australians who pour their hearts into their patches of earth. So, I conducted a survey. In the end, I surveyed almost 1500 people for this book – an overwhelming amount of garden delight to wade through. The survey results were enlightening. Joy, beauty, money, resilience – there are so many interesting reasons why people garden. This is why I wrote this book. I wanted to dig deep and unearth (so many puns!) the ‘why’ behind gardening.

Which of the following benefits explains WHY you garden? Tick as many boxes as you like
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The private survey I did online



But there’s another, more personal reason why I wrote this book. As well as trying to understand the something the woman in Deloraine was referring to, I want to understand my own special something.

After tending to the soil that I’ve lived and gardened on for over ten years, I recently had a moment of clarity. I realised that while I’m out there regularly feeding it, nourishing it – all to make it as healthy as possible – the soil is doing the same for me. The soil feeds me, nourishes me and makes me as healthy as possible. The garden is gardening me. It’s only healthy when I’m healthy and I’m only healthy when it’s healthy.

I know I’m not alone in this deep feeling of connection to plants, and to the earth. It touches on some essential part of being human and alive. When we die our bodies return to the earth. Whether we’re buried in the ground, burned, or undergo a sky burial where vultures eat our remains on top of a mountain (as is tradition in parts of Tibet), our bodies change form. They become the earthworm, the ash, the vulture, the bird poo and then eventually, one way or another, they find their way into the soil. The ground beneath our feet is made up of our ancestors. In time, we all become one big, interconnected garden.

Gardening is one of the few activities in modern life that reconnects us to nature in both a practical and invisible way. It’s a tangible thread that ties us all – living and dead, human, animal and plant – together into one giant ecosystem. But there’s an invisible pulse to it that pulls at my heartstrings. There’s a type of spirituality in that interconnectedness. I bow down to it and it holds me up.

Maybe this is my something. The juicy feeling of big connectivity that helps remind me that we are the soil, the carrot crop, the compost, the goat manure, the gum tree, the dahlia flowers. The same force of life running through me is also running through my almond trees. We have this in common. Same, same – not different. We. Are. The. Garden.

And if there’s one thing we need more of in this world, it’s finding what we have in common and focusing on that rather than on what keeps us apart.

This is the miraculous wormhole that this book will spiral down. So, are you ready? Let’s get digging.
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For survival
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Dirty hands, hard work

Sowing, harvesting, repeat

Bowing down to land
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If I wanted to, I could pop down to the shops and come home with bags full of food. I could buy mangoes and watermelon in the depths of a cool temperate Tasmanian winter, thanks to corporate food systems that play God and Goddess with the seasons, and I can source apricots from Turkey and kiwi fruits from China. But it’s only a recent phenomenon that we have shops with such a wide variety of food to choose from. For most of human existence, survival involved being actively engaged with where our food came from. Everyone was required to take part in growing, sourcing or processing food in some way. Food production ebbed and flowed with the climate and the land. In some parts of the world, such as in the Global South, this is still the case. But in the wealthier countries that make up the Global North, growing your own food is largely optional. And yet, even in these more prosperous countries, you’ll find millions of us spending months pampering patches of potatoes or obsessing over fruit trees when we could just pop out to the local shops and buy produce easily and, generally, affordably. You could comfortably go your whole life without stepping foot into an edible garden. But it wasn’t always this way…


Ancient gardeners

You could argue that gardening is written into us. It’s part of our animal instinct to survive. After all, the beginning of gardening is considered a major turning point in our history as a species, an instinct that allowed us to thrive and dominate the planet.

Early humans relied completely on what they could hunt or forage from the land; but at certain stages around the world, some of us decided to cultivate the land. We began to plant seeds, to domesticate animals, to control our landscape by clearing trees or lighting fires. These activities gave us a more reliable source of food, and it allowed our populations to grow. With these more sedentary settlements developing we started to see wildly significant evolution in how humans lived. This included economic frameworks such as tax being introduced, changes in our gut microbiomes (as our diets changed) and, in some regions, monotheism. We also started to see the development of widespread social stratification. In contrast to a hunter-gatherer food system, gardening and farming led to having surplus food that could be stored, which meant a number of new roles had to be established. It became critical to divide society into roles that supported this new way of life. According to the World Economic Forum, ‘The roles of an administrator, a servant, a priest, and a soldier were invented. The soldier was especially important because agriculture was so unsustainable compared to hunting and gathering.’1 Because of the ever-changing nature of agriculture, people were migrating into neighbouring regions in search of abundant natural resources, and the soldiers protected their natural assets. Slavery boomed, as farming is hard work and free labour was desired. When you look at it from this angle, gardening and farming has a bit to answer for.



Gardening, which is defined as small in scale and for domestic use only, is thought to have morphed into farming, which is larger, more streamlined and on a commercial scale.

Dominant history puts the first signs of farming and gardening around 11,700 years ago with the beginnings of the Holocene epoch after the last major ice age, when the climate warmed enough to let humans thrive. Around this time, we saw agriculture take off in the ‘Fertile Crescent’, a tract of land that runs through the Middle East and is often referred to as one of the ‘cradles of civilization’. It includes parts of present-day Syria, Egypt, Lebanon, Israel, Jordan, Turkey, Iran, Iraq, Palestine and Cyprus. The area owes its fertility to the abundant water sources from the Tigris, Euphrates and Nile rivers which regularly flooded the region, building up fertile soils.2 This meant the style of agriculture was sedentary, allowing humans to develop permanent towns and cities around these food basins which supported population growth and helped shape society as we know it.



By 8000 BCE we started to see staple crops such as barley and wheat spread into parts of the Indo/European regions (most of Europe, parts of south-west Asia, the Indian subcontinent and the Iranian plateau), along with the integration of some livestock. It’s incredible to think of this practice gradually spreading across the globe, but one of the amazing parts of human history is that different forms of agriculture developed independently in different cultures – cultures that had no contact with one another.

For instance, farming developed in the Americas around 9000–8000 BCE without any interaction with the Fertile Crescent.3 And in Papua New Guinea (PNG), people living at the Kuk site, in the Wahgi Valley of the PNG highlands, were practising agriculture at least 7000 years ago and possibly up to 10,000 years ago. In fact, there’s building evidence that sugar cane and bananas – two of the world’s most valuable crops, originated from here.4 5 Meanwhile, in China and east Asia, staple crops such as rice, millet and soybeans were independently cultivated from at least 7000 BCE.6



Australia has its own interesting story when it comes to ancient agriculture. In 2014, Australian author Bruce Pascoe, who identifies as Yuin Bunurong and Palawa/Tasmanian Aboriginal, wrote Dark Emu, Black Seeds: Agriculture or Accident? It outlined how Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples didn’t technically fit the nomadic hunter-gatherer box they had previously been categorised into. Pascoe explains that as he read the early journals from white settlers in Australia he noticed ‘repeated references to people building dams and wells, planting, irrigating and harvesting seed, preserving the surplus and storing it in houses, sheds or secure vessels, creating elaborate cemeteries and manipulating the landscape – none of which fitted the definition of hunter-gatherer’.7

As Pascoe helped articulate, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders managed the country strategically with in-depth planning and what’s referred to as ‘fire-stick farming’. Also known as cultural or cool burning, fire-stick farming is a land management technique that helps look after the health of vegetation, Country and culture. In contrast to a blazing bushfire, fire-stick farming is controlled, low and slow with the fire ‘walking’ across the land strategically. With this approach, Aboriginal Australians farmed and managed the land, creating a ‘mosaic of trees and grasslands that meant the highly combustible Eucalyptus forests were not likely to create intense bushfires’. This approach to producing food differs wildly to agriculture in the Fertile Crescent because their landscape, rainfall and fertility differs widely.



Recent evidence suggests that the practice of fire-stick farming is at least 11,000 years old and could go back as far as 40,000 years.8 This method of farming allowed Indigenous Australians to grow grain (which they then made into flour to bake bread), foster perennial root crops, and manage wildlife movements and feeding grounds for efficient and seasonal hunting. But they didn’t do it in fenced-off paddocks or in a capitalist framework of individual ownership and gain.7

Tim Flannery elaborates: ‘As the term firestick farming suggests, the Aboriginal use of fire resembled agriculture in some ways; it yielded certain crops at certain times, suppressed weeds and was carefully controlled.’7

Aboriginal author and scholar Tyson Yunkaporta explains that, despite natural disruptions, such as volcanic activity, Aboriginal people managed to maintain stable situations in landscapes for thousands of years:


We stabilise these landscapes and climates and then we hold them as long as we can, but ironically that means we have to be moving around on it seasonally. So we’re not sitting in permanent sedentary communities and built environments. But we were establishing a permanence in the stability of our climate and bioregion.10



But it’s not just environmental management that creates stability – it’s social management too. In his refreshingly no-frills style, Yunkaporta goes on to say:


But that’s only as good as your neighbours. Make sure you marry your neighbours, and you adopt your kids across – it’s the only way from stopping them from fucking everything up. Cause the guy up the creek from you – if he’s shitting in the water then your kids are going to get sick.9



Working with the land and strategically intervening in Nature to ensure stability is clearly a central part of how many cultures survived and thrived, just as it was in the Fertile Crescent and Mesoamerica. The practices are dramatically different, but then again so are the soil types, water access, population and land area. The Fertile Crescent was based along a river system, on incredibly fertile soil. In contrast, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander farming practices were conducted across massive tracts of land that relied on rain for irrigation and featured some of the oldest soils in the world without deep layers of fertile topsoil. The type of agriculture prasticed in the Fertile Crescent isn’t a natural fit for the Australian landscape. It’s like trying to put a square peg in a round hole by transferring a type of agriculture that relies of deep, fertile topsoil and abundant water into a place that is severely limited in those things. Unfortunately, since European colonisation this has become the dominant type of agriculture, to the detriment of the Australian landscape.

Our thin layers of topsoil are compromised with routine tilling and excessive quick-fix fertilisers that lead to long-term problems. Meanwhile our rivers and underground water aquifers are put under enormous pressure to grow often water-hungry crops. Our dominant approach to agriculture in Australia is based on degradation instead of regeneration.

In contrast, Aboriginal Australia responded to the land and climate to create a type of agriculture that made sense. They moved across the country strategically to manage the health of their available resources, ensuring they weren’t plundering and degrading their land, but regenerating it constantly.



For many of us, this Fertile Crescent style farming is all that we know, and we find it hard to imagine another way of gardening. We also find it hard to separate our own gardening from the Western economy that our lives and agriculture are now built around. The economics of Indigenous Australian agriculture wasn’t based on how much cash was in the bank, but on how healthy the ecosystem was and how well relationships were built and maintained across clans.

This is not a natural mindset for many of us. We may not need to garden to survive, to ensure a healthy ecosystem or to build social ties, but some of us might feel the need to grow a garden to be secure.




Money

For many people, money equals security. One of the reasons I embraced edible gardening as a young adult fresh out of home was to save money. As a student and activist, my tiny budget would’ve died of shock at any organic produce shop. It was the edible gardens I helped create and tend to in all the share houses I lived in (twenty-five over ten years!) that kept me in abundant greens and veggies. Australian author Tim Winton was the same: ‘When I was young and broke, with kids to feed, the kitchen garden was sometimes the difference between barely surviving and living well.’

While establishing a garden can be done on the cheap, it can also cost all the spare dollars you have. I’ve built gardens with nothing except the existing soil and donated seeds. I’ve built large gardens in rental homes for around $100 where I salvaged most materials from the side of the road and through gardening networks and then paid for some compost and plants. And then there is my current garden.

At the time of writing, Anton, Frida and I are twelve years into living and gardening on this patch of Muwinina Country. Despite being just under one acre, this patch has a cheeky habit of swallowing up any spare cash I might have on things such as fencing, a greenhouse, mulch, compost, plants, earthworks, boulders, goats, garden tools and more plants. But these days (post the major establishment phase) most of these additions are optional. Instead of spending money on travelling, clothes shopping, horse riding, mountain bike riding or any other money-hungry hobbies, I like to spend it on materials for Anton to build us a bespoke greenhouse (it looks like something out of a fairy tale). This is how my family and I choose to spend money. Luckily for me and Anton we’re equally obsessed and excited about things growing – we’re both soil and soul mates.

I guess it really depends on how you look at it. One time, Anton was helping our landscaping friend on a garden job, building a large wildlife-proof enclosure for food production. The clients spent a whopping $20,000 on the job – all to grow some fruit and vegetables. Why? Because they’re doing it to secure good food, activate their landscape and create a thriving home. It’s their values coming into life. Priceless.

But there are many, many people who create gardens with not much and who quickly save money on buying food. I’ve included a tiny sample of the hundreds of responses I got when I asked this question to my online community.


	‘I grow mizuna, endive, radicchio, leek and silverbeet, and I reckon through each winter I’ve saved $150 on veg over three months that supplements things that are cheaper like carrots and onion.’ Lauren


	‘I started gardening to have access to healthier food that I couldn’t afford to buy at the time. Of course it has evolved into so much more now. I once actually weighed and calculated the dollar value of everything I grew for six months. It averaged out at around $60 a week over six months.’ Jordy


	‘I resigned from my teaching job to be a full-time artist and expanded my garden beds especially so I could feed myself. I’m very much a “learning as I go gardener”. I made relishes, froze what I could and it’s going well. I am a poor, but not starving, artist!’ Georgia


	‘I do exclusively organic gardening and when I compare organic produce prices, especially on perennials like some of my herbs, raspberries and strawberries, I think I’m saving close to US$200 each season alone… I haven’t purchased raspberries, frozen or fresh, in at least two years… We are also certainly saving money on plants that have decided to become self-seeding like cilantro (haven’t bought seeds for that in years), daikon radish, and Napa cabbage.’ Sophia P


	‘Growing all my own fresh herbs and salad greens is definitely a money saver for me. Bagged salad and herbs wrapped in plastic are so expensive ($3+, a bunch of herbs and a packet of seed is cheaper)… and they’re easy to grow from seed. High yielders like pick-and-come-again silverbeet/kale, green beans, snow peas, zucchini and pumpkins also save me money on groceries.’ Erica Monique


	‘We grow almost all our own fruit and veg and produce our own eggs. We started for fun, kept going for sheer enjoyment – rather than for savings. But now, it definitely does save us money… and it gives us a much more diverse diet than we’d otherwise have. I doubt I’d ever have eaten cape gooseberries, tomatillos, or spent July gorging on kiwi fruit and passionfruit if I wasn’t ploughing through a glut of them from my own garden.’ Melissa Pollard


	‘I definitely grow to save money but also for health plus the joy of growing and eating my own produce. I rarely spend more than $10 a week for vegetables plus my eggs are pretty much free as I sell my excess quail and duck eggs for feed money.’ Lindy Saler


	‘I hate gardening but I do it to get home-grown organic food pretty much for free.’ Anonymous







Food security in times of disruption

Done well (moderately well even), gardening can save you some cash, which is an ever-increasing necessity for people in a world where the cost of living is rising. But beyond the benefits to your hip pocket, there are also benefits to your sense of security.

When I interviewed Tim Winton, something he said to me really hit a nerve: ‘I think [gardening is] an old instinct, the body memory of being broke and anxious. When there’s nothing in the fridge and nothing in the bank, there’ll always be food in the garden. So it’s probably a security thing. Like knowing you have a couple of tanks of rainwater.’ For me, it’s the feeling of knowing that I can take care of myself regardless of what the world throws at me – which seems to be an increasing number of disruptions (hello global pandemic, climate crisis and natural disasters). All around the world, individuals, communities and large entities are getting organised for disruptions.

When I think of gardening and security, I think of the Svalbard Global Seed Vault on the Norwegian island of Spitsbergen in the remote Arctic Svalbard archipelago. Established in 2008, it houses tens of thousands of seeds to protect the world’s food supply from natural disasters, conflict, disease, the climate crisis, pests or sabotage.

Another example of this type of seed saving initiative is the Vavilov Seed Collection in Leningrad, Russia. Named after the geneticist, plant breeder and biologist Nikolai Vavilov, it was established in 1921 and housed over 370,000 seeds from around the world. It ‘became one of the greatest contributors to crop diversity conservation and use in history’.8 Vavilov’s primary goal was to end world hunger by creating a secure and reliable food source by selecting and breeding the most robust varieties possible. His motivation came from his childhood where he witnessed mass starvation in his country when an early and harsh winter wiped out crops.

Despite all his work, he was arrested in 1940 by Stalin’s secret police on charges of spying for Britain. While he was in jail, World War II tore through Europe and Leningrad came under siege by German forces. They cut the city off for 890 days from 1941 to 1944 leading to the deaths of 800,000 people from starvation. Vavilov himself died of starvation in 1943 after spending two years in jail. Included in the deaths are a group of botanists who barricaded themselves inside the Vavilov Seed Collection and starved to death while guarding its 370,000 seeds from German soldiers.9 They valued the seed collection more than their lives; they recognised its importance in establishing future food security. Good, robust and viable seed is the foundation to any healthy food system.

To this day, the Vavilov Seed Collection remains the world’s largest (and oldest) collection of plant genetics with ‘meticulously cataloged seeds hailing from all over the earth’.10
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