“Berry-picking and Societal Decay”


They stole the magic from my children.  Them—the greedy grocers, the cornered-fruit producers, the quick-brick developers.  You can take your pick, and pick them you must, for they won’t let you pick what your really want—what I really want, what my kids won’t know to want—wild fruit.  There are some disturbing trends in society today, one which gets too little attention is wild berry-picking.  All that you’ve heard about commercial pesticides and overfarming of fruit are secondary issues, for the real, lasting evil of commercial fruit production lies in the detachment between the consumer and the natural world.  It is the unwittingly enforced law that bars me from eating of my own hand.


In commercial food stores all of the thinking has been done for us, for all of the boxes look the same, as do the berries within the boxes.  They sit limp and lifeless like their counterparts in aisles one through seven, never swaying lightly by the breeze, or being rustled by a fleeing sparrow.  We don’t pick these morsels, we unwrap them, giving them a nauseating sterility which has somehow become idealized in foods in recent generations.


When I was growing up in a relatively poor area of South Vancouver, summertime meant a stroll down the pothole-infested lane to a small blackberry bush on the alley corner.  We called it a salmon-berry bush, because by July the bush offered us plump, orange berries with a slight red tint, much like the uncooked flesh of Coho.  We never knew that, if left to ripen, the berries would mature into a deep maroon, for we slobbered them up as soon as they turned orange, never giving them a chance.  These orange berries were still quite sweet, and very plump, and released easily from their stems.  We never even considered that they might be unripe.  On the contrary, we knew as common understanding that these berries were potently magical.  They could not be found in stores, and yet were plumper and juicier than the fruit in stores.  This made them rare, priceless, and almost supernatural.


Compare these to the packaged boxes of raspberries or blueberries in stores—common, dull, and dead.  Do you suppose there was ever a mouldy berry amongst our spoils?  It was a sacred bush; no Apples of Discord for impetuous Aphrodite, but Berries of Peace—the kind heroes seek.  We were heroes.


But that was just a feeling that I had, not the purpose in eating those berries.  The real joy was in the picking. It still is.


In searching carefully over the berries, thoughtfully considering their swollen symmetry, their hue, their size, and whether or not they might be too high for us to reach, we apply an active judgement to our recreation; we think.  Then comes the actual picking of the berry, which requires skill and delicate coordination, for one must often find ingenious ways of pulling the higher branches toward oneself while avoiding the catty thorns which line every savage whip.  The berry itself must be handled delicately, for fear of bruising or bursting it, and often must be picked and held by the same hand while the other pulls the branch down.  In this case, the hand is usually placed palm-up, so that when the index finger and thumb act to pull the berry from its anchor, it can gently fall into a cupped hand.  Then, the reward!  Within the mouth the berry, which has been carefully selected and laboured for, floods succulent juices into every cavity—usually I like to put several berries into my mouth at once for a quite indescribable ecstasy.  The best part is that this is an earned ecstasy, and is much more appreciated as such.  Here, I am master of my own experience.


The truth is that food can be messy, is naturally messy, and food which is unnaturally prevented from becoming messy is unsatisfying; Fruit Roll-Ups are not fruit!  But it don’t see us changing any time soon.  I still get quizzical looks from people when I tell them I spent my afternoon picking wild blackberries, or huckleberries, and eating them fresh from the stem; they seem to fear that I will ingest some bacterium or parasite, or that the berries themselves may be poisoned, or that they might just be dirty; the former two notions being quite ridiculous, and the latter wisdom not harming me a bit.


People have grown dependant upon grocery stores to provide for them.  I see many homes with colourful floral gardens, but I rarely see people growing their own lettuce, tomatoes, green beans, carrots pears, plums, pears, and herbs, like we did when I grew up.  Now, homes tend to be built larger, using more of the lot, and what land there is left is used to otherwise beautify the house, turning it into an object of worship and admiration rather than a practical dwelling.  There is no room in a place like this for the “mess” of growing food.  Nor does vanity like this often permit the toil married to growing food.  We have come into an age in which what is considered “best” is what is easiest, or cheapest, or what can be done for us; such that what is best contains no tangible value at all.  And I can’t help but feel that there will come a day when there will be nobody skilled enough to take care of us because none of us ever bothered to take care of ourselves.


As a side note, I should mention that I went to visit my old neighbourhood recently.  My old house had, of course, been torn down, and a Vancouver Special put up in its place, complete with a two-car garage and asphalt driveway where a loving plum tree used to bask in the summer sun.  The lane, too, had been paved, steamrolling my memories, packaging my blackberry legacy before it was even ripe.
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