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The Way | Farm

| came into farming late in life even though my father had a farm one hour from
Perth to which | went every Sunday and the school holidays as a young boy. The farm
was bounded on three sides by state forest so me and my horse and dog had a great
backyard. It was white gum country and left a lasting impression. It was never my
desire to be a farmer though so | went in a different direction. Uni beckoned and
then the investment world but by the time | was about 40 | yearned for a few acres
and so in 1992 at 45 bought 40 hectares in Yallingup and decided to grow grapes as
a cash crop. Seven hectares of vine the rest wild grasses, other flora and weeds, 11
cows, 24 sheep, chooks, geese, guineafow! and wild ducks.

It started well but then the price fell out of the market and as a small grower | had
difficulty selling my grape so made the decision to produce wine. | was farming
conventionally-retic, chemicals, fertilizers, cover crops and targeted a yield-10 tonne
of white to the ha and 7 of red. | engaged a contract manager and continued to work
in the city. This went on until in 2003 when | happened to be at the farm when they
were about to spray the crop. | watched him put on a protective suit, mask and
goggles and thought this must be nasty stuff. | thought to myself | don’t want to do
this. I'm going organic But | knew | would have to do it. A few weeks later a flyer
came over my desk about a two day biodynamic conference at Cullens. | knew Vanya
was BD but didn’t know much about it. So | went. My initial reaction was that this is
pretty hocus pocus but there was something there | could relate to so | decided to
go down that road.

The conference was presented by BDAA and so that's who | joined but as time went
by | began to feel that they overused the preps and saw them as a general solution
such as their drought breaker kit. | didn't see it that way so rang up Alex and
enquired about Demeter. We talked at some length and | went and visited him. It
made more sense to me and | felt He had a much deeper understanding of BD so |
switched and became certified in 2008.

As time went by | realised that there was much about Steiner’s philosophy that |
didn’t really understand so | looked for his basic message and concluded it was that
one should try and farm natures way and you should accept that there is a cosmic
influence affecting all living things. So I looked to the bush. It's been here for billions
of years, is rarely devastated by disease and pests and must be the quintessential
example of sustainability. | realised that the only food source of the bush was leaf
fall, twig fall, dying grass, animal manures and rain. Apart from rain these things fall
as a solid and are broken down over decades by microbes and insects and form a



hummus which becomes part of the topsoil but they remain in solid form. Alex
taught us that most plants have a dual root system-a tap root that goes deep and
takes in water and surface roots that feed off the topsoil. These systems are separate
much like our feeding and eating and should be kept so which is why we use
compost rather than liquid fertilisers. When the latter are used they seep through the
top soil into the soil water and are taken up when the plant drinks. This results in a
bigger yield and canopy but over time the cell structure of the plant breaks down ie
unsustainable.

So why don’t we farm this way? Because we can't. Most plants and veggies don't
drop leaves or twigs and you can't let grass grow and stock graze through. BUT | can.
Because | grow a vine and so | do. No water, no feeding ( no compost ). No planting
pastures no tilling the soil. Nothing. | also don’t balance my soils. They are what they
are and if good enough for the bush nearby they're good enough for my farm.

Some time later | began to practising Alex’s Active Perception as | had begun to ask
myself “Why IS the bush still here?” | initially thought it must be due to enormous
diversity and variety but as | observed, and you have to walk your property, | fairly
soon realised that growth and yield in the bush were not uniform but varied from
year to year and as such they know when to rest whereas farmers target a yield as |
once did and the plant never rests.

| also realised that plants communicate with each other or so | believe and so | add
these to diversity and variety but I'm sure there any more reasons.

On my property trees have shed all their leaves and you would think were dying but
next year they are back. Four years ago about 100 vines produced no fruit out of
about 2000 but next year and since have. | want worried, | knew they would come
back.

Concomitant with Active Perception is a different way of thinking- one divorced from
the scientific paradigm- a proposition must be evidence based otherwise it is just an
assertion and this is the criticism levelled at Steiner. But those of us that walk with
nature realise that you don’t necessarily need evidence to believe. My earliest
example was a belief that smoking would be harmful long before science proved it.
Ditto climate change. In life, intuition, gut feelings and falling in love are seldom
evidence based but you are still able to believe in a course of action .| believe in
cosmic forces even though we really only know, apart from Rhythms, of the
gravitational pull of the moon and planets and the radiation of the sun. Did you
watched David Attenborough’s special on the Great Barrier Reef regarding the
spawning of the reef. This occurs during a full moon which lasts some hours but
within that period there is a moment when the coral polyps enmass release. What
triggers this? Science doesn’'t know but it would appear to be something cosmic.
Another force?



| believe in prepared 500-imbued with cosmic influence and packed with bacteria.
Said to rejuvenate degraded soil. What a lot of hogwash. Is it? Did you know that
about five years ago medicine concluded that a major cause of intestinal and bowel
disfunction was very low levels of bacteria in the gut so they now seed the patients
stomach with their or somebody else’s faeces to raise those levels. Have you
observed that a dog will eat faeces. Unlike most animals that have a relatively narrow
diet a dog will and can eat just about anything. Could it be that a dog has evolved to
instinctively know that he must maintain high bacteria to enable him to do that.

Much of Steiner is still an assertion but time is beginning to change that.

In Summary, | don't: water, feed or plough. Plant cover crops, target a yield or
balance my soils. The vines determine their yield each year and we work with that. In
good years make more wine, in poor years because they can rest, less. There is a
consequence to this approach-our yield is about half but | think the flavours are
better and reflect the natural terroir and most importantly the farm is more
sustainable. The pastures re wild grass, other flora and weeds. Very nutritious for
stock.

The first great movement with respect the natural world was Darwin’s Origin of
Species-analytical, objective, evidence based. The second is possibly Steiner’s
Agriculture-cosmic influence, subjective, feeling. Could the next be a general
acceptance that the bush thinks. When I look at the bush | see a living, breathing,
communicating entity which makes decisions. Could that be thinking? We think,
animals think, my dog certainly does. Is it so preposterous. We know plants have
evolved so why not to include a level of intelligence. And with thinking would come
feelings. Imagine the Organic movement if this were so. All farming would change.

| also have a Peter Andrews project with respect to my winter creek which runs
through the vineyard. We fill it in at various places as happens in nature to stop the
headlong rush of water which gauges the creek ever deeper and prevents plant
growth on its sides. By slowing it the water banks up and spills over the sides to
create a bit of a floodplain and slowly sinks in creating a sponge which sits on top of
the salt and provides some greenery through summer. | marry this with a natural
farming concept which advocates that you never pick up anything that falls on the
ground as all of these create habitats for insects so that creek area becomes an
insect sanctuary. As a result, part from the occasional outbreak of weevils | have no
insect problems.



