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	TOUGHING it out . . . Mina Douglas and Jock Douglas, who are finding markets for their wild desert lime products. 
Picture: David Martinelli


	


From: Good Life - Fertile imaginings 13 Dec 05

Turning a pest into a sought-after product is the epitome of resourcefulness. Fiona Donnelly reports on wild lime growers the Douglas family.

According to bush lore, it's impossible to eat wild desert limes and smile at the same time, but the far-sighted Douglas family of Roma must be having a hard time keeping a straight face these days. Jock and Mina Douglas, the principals of Australian Desert Limes, began cultivating thorny, native, wild citrus plants back in the 1990s at a time when they were still considered a pest. "When we started, our neighbours wished us good luck," Jock says. "Some still do, but they're used to it now – especially since we're beginning to get into some quite serious markets.' 

The Douglas family, southwest Queensland cattle pioneers, had been fans of the tangy fruit for generations. Their forebears savoured the grape-sized, piquant berries in cordials, jams and chutneys for use on the station. When the family moved in 1975 from Mitchell to Roma they began picking the tiny limes which grew wild on their new property, and slowly over the years sold them on a small scale to wholesalers as a demand for bush foods emerged. 

But it wasn't until they discovered, via CSIRO, that the indigenous fruit could be successfully grafted on to the root stock of an orange tree and farmed commercially that a bigger strategy to began to form. Jock's wife, Mina Douglas, came up with a raft of recipes to showcase the limes to their best advantage. The Australian Desert Lime range now includes glace limes, lime puree and even a lime paste for use on a cheese platter. Future plans could lead to branching out of straight food products and into specialist flavourings and alcoholic drinks. But initially, the two decided to test just the flavoursome desert lime jam, marmalade and innovative desert lime and sundried tomato chutney at markets in Brisbane and on the Gold Coast. 

"The last time we were at the Farmers Market at New Farm six out of the first eight buyers were repeat customers," Jock says. "We knew we were on to something." The markets supplied the feedback needed to get to the next step but the experiment ended abruptly when the couple's car collided with a steer on the last 1200km round trip back to Roma. "Jock was asleep and I was driving," Mina recalls. "I dipped my lights because a car was coming in the opposite direction and five black cattle trotted out on to the bitumen. They made a mess of the car. So, we had a little discussion, and decided it was time to give it away." Fortunately, one of the contacts made before leaving the market scene was an Austrade representative who was familiar with desert limes and got behind the products. This led to an interview with UK kitchenware giant, Lakeland Ltd, and the company's first overseas order for 10,000 jars. 

"If you're doing something new it just stirs up a bow-wave of interest," Jock says. "It's amazing the number of people who come and help you and give you great advice. It's been a big learning curve." The limes were originally prized by the Aborigines and contain about four times the amount of vitamin C of regular limes. They can be used without peeling and there is no waste. The flavour is so intense you need about a quarter of the amount you'd need of Tahitian limes. 

All the Australian Desert Limes products are now cooked and bottled under contract by Bramble Patch in Stanthorpe. "I'm not sad to have given away the cooking," Mina says. "It was a big job." She now concentrates on dealing with Internet orders and mail-outs, not to mention helping out with the 54km of citrus plantings on the family farms. "We don't make a mint of money from it, but it keeps us together. We're doing it as a family – the girls (four daughters) are scattered but we still have family board meetings and we've worked out a line of succession," Jock says. 

Each member of the clan has their own area of responsibility. Lee lives in New Zealand and looks after the website (www.australiandesertlimes.com.au); Eve is in Sydney, working as function manager at the Botanic Gardens, but has input into designing new products; Trisha, a nurse in Bathurst, is keen on the growing side and "inclined to turn up when we're doing stuff in the paddock"; Sally lives in Roma working for the local newspaper and helps out generally. Even the sons-in-law get a look-in. One, who was out helping in the paddock, decided to squeeze a lime over an apple he was snacking on and came up with an idea for a desert lime and apple sauce. 

The family is also offering the grafted trees for sale. "To sell commercially you've got to have continuity of supply," Jock says. "The plants don't take a lot of water but they need to be given it at the right times to make sure they set flower and fruit." This year's wild crop was almost non-existent due to the drought. With 24ha now under cultivation, the plan is to expand to 32ha and about 12,500 trees. "We're not sitting back and retiring like some," Mina laughs. "A number of our friends have sold their properties and gone to town, or to the coast. We've decided to stay on. We work pretty hard. But it doesn't do us any harm – and we sleep very well!" 
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