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Back to nature 

Preparing poultry in the Bega 
Valley is a social event. Annie 
Werner is a part-time teacher 
who lives in a straw-bale 
house. She has recently 

returned from a catch-up with some 
friends, where they laughed and 
swapped stories while killing roosters. 
“These are some of our closest friends 
in the valley, but we never get to hang 
out, because we’re super flat-out and  
the only way we can see them is if I say, 
‘Hey, can you come help me kill some 
roosters?’,” she says, laughing. 

Later, she has to help prep the garden 
beds for the community garlic co-op. 
“I’ll get to hang out with my friends  
and, while we’re doing work, it will be 
party time,” Annie says.

Bega is a place where socialising 
happens around butchering and 
harvesting. In a world that’s becoming 
increasingly viewed through the prism 
of smartphone apps, some people have 
stepped off the conveyor belt and are 
moving in the other direction. The  
Bega Valley is a thriving hub of families 
who value sustainable food growing 
practices, eating in season and living  
in harmony with their surroundings.  

When Annie and her partner, 
Genevieve Derwent, arrived in Bega, 
they built a straw-bale home with their 
bare hands and started raising poultry. 
Chook farming was an enterprise that 
required relatively little infrastructure 
and the women were able to trade meat 
for vegetables or dairy products – the 
chickens were their currency. 

“We were doing a lot of bartering 
with vegie growers and breadmakers,” 
Annie says. “It was a little economy.” 

In Daylesford, a similarly industrious 
community has sprung up, drawn to >> 

Some of us have 
decided that the  
21st-century mod cons 
don’t always make life 
better. Here we meet 
the pioneers of the  
neo-peasant movement 
and take a step into  
the slow lane.
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The From poultry run to plate 
– Begans Annie Werner 

(left) and Genevieve 
Derwent (right) have 

embraced self-sufficiency.
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Annie (left) and Genevieve pick  
fresh organic produce from  
their garden in Bega, where  
they live “off the grid”.

the pretty Victorian town by the work  
of David Holmgren, a co-founder of  
the permaculture movement which 
emphasises “consciously designed” 
landscapes and buildings. Yet, even in 
high-density suburbs, this way of life is 
catching on. People are adjusting their 
lives to minimise waste.  

“It’s amazing to be self-reliant in that 
way. It makes you really conscious of 
what you consume,” Annie says.

Autumn farm
It’s been seven years since Annie  
and Genevieve swapped Sydney’s 
Marrickville for the verdant green hills  
of Bega. Annie was working as an 

environmental educator, but they  
were surrounded by noise pollution, 
congestion and traffic. “We felt we 
wanted to get out of the city,” she says. 

So they packed up their children, 
Olive and Oscar, and moved to a 
three-hectare block in the south-eastern 
corner of NSW, where they built their 
home from straw. It was a 26-square- 
metre single room that had no running 
water. Olive was five years old and 
Oscar was two. 

“We had a tap coming straight out  
of the [rainwater] tank and did all our 
cooking outside,” Annie says. “Most  
of the time it was really beautiful. We  
enjoyed spending time outside, but any 

period of rain more than half an hour … 
oh, geez.”

They live off the grid. A friend helped 
to install a small solar system, so they 
could run a bar fridge. “We were really 
scared of off-grid solar, but it was going 
cost $50,000 to get electricity connected 
and I thought, ‘Why spend $50,000 so 
we can pay bills?’” Annie says.  

They wanted to be self-sufficient. “We 
wanted to provide as much food as we 
could for ourselves,” she says.

They cooked over a gas burner outside 
and also had a pizza oven. Genevieve is 
a “total foodie”, Annie says. “All the 
meals are from whole foods, from 
scratch, so there’s a lot of time going 
into food preparation.”

Annie and Genevieve named their 
place “Autumn Farm” and raised chicks 
for meat until the local abattoir closed. 
The kids grew too big for the one-room 
home, but they were determined not  
to give up their new lifestyle, so they 
rebuilt. Friends helped with carpentry 
and plumbing, and other specialised 
skills Annie and Genevieve couldn’t do 
for themselves. “All of the grunt work 
and annoying jobs, we did,” Annie says. 

Their new home has three small 
bedrooms and a huge coolroom.  
“We collect rainwater and we  
compost all of our waste,” Annie says. 
“We have a composting toilet.”  

The couple both work part-time, 
which helps cover the gaps when they 
have nothing to barter with. They buy 
milk from the local dairy and make 
yoghurt, trade their labour for 
vegetables and help butcher sheep for  
a share of the meat. They still raise a  
few chickens for their own use. 

“We’ll often go thirds in a sheep  
with our friends, either by bartering or 
we’ll just give them cash,” Annie says. 

They have installed a large solar 
system, which gives them enough power 
for an indoor oven. Advancements in 
solar technology mean they can live in 
relative comfort. 

“We can do all of this baking and it’s 
run off solar, so it’s totally not damaging 
to anyone and it’s free!” Annie says, 
sharing her excitement that they recently 
acquired a washing machine. 

While Annie and Genevieve show 
living a low-impact life need not  
mean going without creature comforts, 
another couple who live in Sydney 
reveals it’s not necessary to leave  
the city to embrace sustainability. 

Sustainable suburbia 
In the sprawling suburbs of Western 
Sydney, tucked down the end of a cul de 
sac in St Claire, is the solar-powered 
home of Nevin and Linda Sweeney. It 
sits within a garden that provides them 
with all the food they need. They have 
cultivated a lush, edible oasis that is 
engineered to generate food all year.    

Nevin takes The Weekly on a tour, 
starting at the perimeter of his property, 
where his frontyard is hedged in by a 
longitudinal food forest. First, there is  
a bay tree, which yields aromatic leaves 
for soups, stews or curries. Next is 
comfrey, black mulberry, sweet potato 
and mint. Nestled among the edible 
plants is a lavender bush, strategically 
chosen to attract the bees that help the 
garden to thrive. 

He pauses at the gate to point out an 
optimally placed plant – a coffee tree. 
Nevin and Linda haven’t harvested its 
beans, although they have a friend who 
uses an air popper to dry his.  

Past the coffee tree is a herb wedding 
cake, Nevin’s super-charged take on  
a herb spiral. At the top, where it’s 
warmer and drier, are the Mediterranean 
herbs and towards the bottom are Asian 
varieties, which prefer a damper 
environment. “You get a variety of 
different microclimates,” Nevin says.   

Adjacent to the herb wedding cake is 
the fruit tree circle with a worm tower 
in the middle. This patch yields 

macadamias, limes, apples, a curry leaf 
tree and citrus. Before we move to the 
back garden, we pass olive and rhubarb 
crops, and tender asparagus spears.  

“This stuff is completely different 
from what you get at the supermarket,” 
he says. The garden is an intricately 
planned masterpiece. Nevin was raised 
by a farmer and was studying a masters 
degree in environmental management  
in 2000 when he started thinking 
strategically about his garden. “I 
thought, if I’m serious, I should grow 
food all year round,” he says. So Nevin 
created a planting calendar, which he 
now follows to the letter. “You’re 
continuously planting, growing, 
harvesting,” he says.

Learning to let go 
In the spirit of wisdom-sharing,  
David Holmgren and his wife, Su,  
have thrown open the 
doors of the home that’s 
now a permaculture 
demonstration property, 
Melliodora. 

In the early years  
of their relationship,  
David and Su lived in  
a Melbourne terrace  
that had a garden 
contaminated with 
lead-based paint, so they 
grew their vegetables in 
polystyrene tubs. Su was 

still learning to eliminate unnecessary 
products. She used ash to clean the bath, 
and made her own soap and detergents. 

“It’s like falling from the clouds when 
you realise, ‘Hey, I don’t need all those 
cleaning products’,” she says. “It’s very 
liberating, because it means, gradually, 
you can see you don’t need to earn so 
much money and by living a lifestyle 
that you get a lot of those things 
yourself, it’s terribly empowering.”

In 1984, they moved to Daylesford, 
paid $7800 for an old sawmill and 
created a plan for a passive solar house 
designed to maximise the sun. Two 
decades later, they’re still adapting and 
learning from permaculture enthusiasts 
who visit to see how they live in 
harmony with the seasons. “I find that 
inspiring, and, while they’re learning 
some things from you, you’re definitely 
learning from them, too,” Su says. AWW

“It’s amazing to be self-reliant. It makes  
you conscious of what you consume.”

David and Su have opened the 
doors of their Daylesford home  
to others to help spread their 
permaculture knowledge.

Nevin and Linda 
Sweeney at their 
self-sufficient home.

How to get started
Clean green 
Swap chemical sprays for vinegar, 
baking soda, salt and lemon juice for 
household cleaning. 
Start a worm farm 
Worm farms can take up to 80 per  
cent of organic household waste and 
generate nutritious food for plants. 
Build your skills
Milkwood runs courses in Vic and NSW 
on topics such as cultivating your own 
mushrooms and natural beekeeping, 
milkwood.net. The Food Forest runs 
courses in SA, foodforest.com.au. 
Grow together
If you’re short on space, join a 
community garden. Gardeners share 
the space, the labour and the spoils. 
Growitlocal.com.au has a list of 
community gardens across Australia. 


