Memoirs of aPicker

Written by Rebekka Hodges

Short, high -pitched noises scream at me from across the room, and | am up. There is

none of the usual grumbling that comes with being pulled out from between the comfort

of my sheets, despite the fact it is still dark outside and it is the heaviest downfall of rain |

have seen for months. Like a kid on Christmas morning, | am just too excited to let a little

sl eep deprivation get in the way of the dayds eve
my clothes | laid out the night before, and then stand over the sink and shovel in what

should hopefully sustain me for the day. Gazing out the window, the road glistens as big

drops of rain pound onto the dimly lit surface, and | wonder to myself if we still work in this

rain, and i f we do, i f one of the boys wildl pi ck
make a call, and five minutes later a set of headlights rumble up the Great Alpine Road

and roll into the driveway, breaking the darkness of the room, and off we go.

We arrive at the winery and it is straight to work. | ride in the back of the ute, my legs
dangling over the side as we move between the rows, dispersing buckets for the pickers
to use | ater in the morning. While we dondt wusua
varietal that needs immediate attention. The winemaker explains a few techniques

before we start, but other than this, the whole process is completely alien to me.

Rolling mountains sweep across a weightless sky as our small team work in a state of
reverie. These periods of wistfulness are, however, often broken by shrieks from a girl
wearing her hair in side plats and donning the smallest pair of shorts | have ever seen, as
she comes across a spider in amongst the leaves. As | suspected, she did not rush back

for another day of picking.

| soon learn there is actually quite a knack to grape picking, and it is not as easy as |

once thought - look into the vine and search for the stalk connecting the bunch of

grapes to the vine. This is often veiled by leaves, so a lot of the time it is done by feel, or

by tearing leaves down to get a better view. Once it is found, snip, and allow the bunch

to fall into your bucket, careful that you have placed it underneath the branches so the

grapes donodt mi s s . A few times my bunch misses
ground, bouncing and rolling out of my reach. Other times, as | fumble with the grapes,

the pressure of my fingertips causes juice to squirt in my eye - | spend a lot of time that first

day looking around embarrassed, hoping that no one has noticed my blunders.



After a week of rest, which proves to be the perfect amount of time to recover from the
lower back pain endured by awkward bending on that first day, we are back into it, and

vintage has officially begun.

Today we are picking Sauvignon Blanc. The team meets in the car park, and then
convoy several kilometres until we reach a small acreage containing only 15 rows, which

we soon learn are deceiving in appearance, as they snake miles into the distance.

After a gruelling day in the fields, we move lethargically back to the winery where we
find the wine maker working in amongst dozens of huge stainless steel vats, comparable

to Willy Wonker in his factory, only this one is for adults.

That night | dream of grapes 0 big, juicy bunches which dance in front of me as | sleep,

and | wake up feeling exhausted and cheated from all the unpaid fruit picking.

By day three the novelty seems to have worn off. We are both physically and emotionally

exhausted, and if | snip myself one more time, | think | might cry. Delirious from the heat, |

keep zoning in and out of consciousness and | am beginning to regret my decision not to

slip, slop, slap. | put my hand into the vine, feeling around for the stalk with one hand, a

set of snips in the other. Snapping it closed fi
again and have clipped my finger. | withdraw it from the vines to find blood cascading

down my arm. A band -aid emerges from across the vine, a token of generosity from my

neighbour, Oliver, and | am off working again.

Oliver exceeds every stereotype | ever had towards grape pickers. A backpacker from

the infamous French wine region Bordeaux, Oliver has picked many seasons before and

consequently moves at a somewhat superhuman speed. When smoko is called, Oliver

takes his break away from the rest of the group where he does crunches and push -ups.

There are times where | almost expect him to tear off his tattered trousers and light -

weight shirt to reveal a skin -tight unitard displaying his undoubtedly athletic build, a pair

of underpants worn on the outside, and a bunch of grapes printed across the chest. Yes,

| can see it now, grape picker by day, super hero by night -Ol'iverds episodic a

in the vines, fighting off one spider at a time, risking his own safety for the good of the

group.



It is now Friday afternoon, and we are all well and truly buggered. Ankle deep in black-

berry thorns, elbow deep in vines, filling a 10L bucket with grapes at two dollars a pop in

the sweltering sun, | touch my scalp absently, only to retreat in pain at the realisation that

it is tender and blistered. Today we work uphill, focusing more energy on trying to stand

upright than actwually picking. When home time 1is
fast enough, leaving our buckets underneath the vines so they are easily accessible. We

reach the bottom to sign off, only to notice the look of devastation across the faces of

the boys who collect the buckets, as they realise what work still stands before them. We

are each bribed by a beer to bring our buckets down the hill for them, with most of us

running uphill before the sentence i sdakevalmon fi ni sl

a hot afternoon, a beer is worth its weight in grapes.

By the end of the first week, the word Obucket d
workers, as it is constantly screamed from across the vines, and by the end of harvest we

shudder at the sound of it.

The initial guarantee of six weeks®d® work slowly
tractors blows a tyre on day eight, only to have the second tractor go out in sympathy

the following day. Improvising, we manage to work out a bucket collection system using

the ute and quad bike. While it is a painfully slow process, it manages to get the job

done.

In the distance, a fierce storm is brewing, as dark clouds roll into the valley. All chatter
ceases almost instantly with the first clap of thunder, and it is heads down and tails up as
we work through the afternoon to beat the rain. Unfortunately, one can never rest easy
when at the mercy of nature, and despite our record breaking picking time, the rain still

manages to catch us, and we are caught working in a torrential down pour.

After several days of rain, the sun does its best to make an appearance for us, but it is too
little too late, we have already lost an entire varietal to botrytis, and now it is a race

against time as we work through the weekend to save the remaining grapes.

Autumn is well and truly upon us, as the remaining few days of picking draw closer. The
leaves begin to fall more quickly, while those that still hang change to a luminous crimson
colour, and jumpers quickly replace the once acceptable early morning attire of tee

shirts.



Having done a lot of travelling to date, | feel | fall in and out of love with people and

places in what is seemingly the blink of an eye. The people you meet are more often

than not like -minded and have gathered for a common purpose 0 to see and do great

things, and to share the experiences with great people. Because of this very important

similarity, people befriend one and other far more easily. While our common purpose at

the moment may simply be O0to earn a buck to get
upon hours of silence to fill each day, our small team soon learn a lot about one another.

We share stories and secrets, and before we know it, the last day of harvest is upon us.

The last day of harvest is an emotional one 0 partly because the last area that needs
picking is a steep and stony hill, and partly because there have been some beautiful
friendships formed over the last few weeks, and with vintage ending, many of us will be
moving on to our next destination. There are ten rows to be picked today, with half of the

original group having already moved on to start the chestnut season. Despite my
nervousness at working at such heights, and the occasional loss of balance on the loose
surface, | surprisingly manage to pick over 105 buckets, just ten off the record -breaking
amount for our harvest, and | am proud as punch as | am congratulated by the

winemaker. What a difference a couple of weeks have made to my first attempt of 40

buckets, not to mention the fact I havendt snippe
On quoting Oscar Wi | de, someone once said to me,
get for nothingd, and after what was seemingly ¢t

life, | feel | tend to agree. While the stained hands and scars of my time toiling in the fields
may fade with age, | will forever be able to hold on to the memories of a time in my life

where | felt truly alive.

Me with the baby grapes back in
December 4






