
Versatile eggplants stand 

up to the summer heat in 

the garden and are the 

star ingredient of many 

famous recipes, say  

PHIL DUDMAN and 

JULIE RAY.

PHIL: I love growing eggplants. 
The bushes are so prolific and 
their flowers and fruit look good 
in any garden. Best known are the 
shiny black and purple types, but 
if you want to try something 
different, look for interesting 
heritage varieties in pink and 
white or even orange and striped 
fruit. Perhaps the best thing 
about growing eggplants is their 
heat tolerance. While many crops 
fall over in summer, eggplant 
bushes continue to stand strong 
and firm, and with a little 
attention to staking, fertilising 
and watering, they remain highly 
productive. No wonder they are 
such an important crop 
throughout tropical and warm 
temperate regions.

JULIE: Yes, they’ve certainly 
spread themselves around. 
Eggplants originated in tropical 
India before early traders 
introduced them to China, the 
Middle East, Spain and Italy. 
They star in so many famous 
dishes like Greek moussaka, 
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Middle Eastern baba ghanoush, 
French ratatouille and Italian 
parmigiana. The flesh 
discolours quickly so peel or cut 
the eggplant just before 
cooking. Older fruit can be 
bitter and need to be cut, 
sprinkled with salt and set aside 
for 30 minutes to extract the 
bitter juices, then rinsed in cold 
water and patted dry. Pick them 
young and you don’t have to 
worry about salting at all.

PHIL: Eggplants are ready to 
harvest when the fruit have 
taken on a plump shiny 
appearance. Cut them off with a 
pair of sharp secateurs to avoid 
any damage. There are a few 
pests to watch for, particularly 
leaf-eating ladybirds and flea 
beetles. Check plants regularly 
and remove these by hand or 
spray with natural pyrethrum. 
Root rot can be a problem in 
high rainfall areas, so improve 
drainage with compost and 
mounding before planting. 
Keep these in check and your 
bushes will remain productive 
to the end of the warm season 
and all year in tropical areas. So 
Jules, what can we do when we 
have too many?

JULIE: Try cooking them in 
different ways: eggplant can be 
roasted, char-grilled, battered, 
fried, sautéed, stuffed, pureed, 
stewed, baked and served hot or 
cold. They’ll store in a plastic 
bag in the refrigerator for a few 
days, but for longer storage, try 
pickling them or whip up a big 
batch of baba ghanoush (see 
recipe top tip). 

Baba ghanoush recipe
Roast four eggplants in a 
moderate oven until softened.
Scoop out the flesh and blend 
with the juice of two lemons, 
eight crushed garlic cloves and 
eight tablespoons of tahini. 

Divide the batch into 
containers and freeze 
for up to three 
months. Enjoy! 

Phil and Julie.
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Szechwan eggplant 
Serves 4 as entrée or 6 as a  
side dish

Salt and pepper mix
1 tablespoon Szechwan pepper
1 tablespoon black peppercorns
1 tablespoon rock salt

Vegetable oil for deep-frying
6 Lebanese eggplants, trimmed and cut

into 6-7cm lengths
! teaspoon sesame oil
2 cloves garlic, crushed
1 tablespoon grated ginger
1 long red chilli, sliced
4 green onions 
1/3 cup chicken stock
1 tablespoon hoisin sauce
2 teaspoons soy sauce
1 tablespoon lime juice
" cup unsalted cashews, toasted
1 bunch pak choy or Asian greens of  

your choice
! cup coriander leaves, roughly chopped
2 green onions, extra for garnish

Heat Szechwan pepper, black 
peppercorns and salt in a dry frying 
pan over a moderate heat until salt is 
slightly browned, stirring constantly 
to stop the spices from burning. 
Remove from the heat and pound to a 

fine powder in a mortar and pestle. 
Store in an airtight container for up 
to two months.

Pour enough oil into a wok or 
deep saucepan to come to a depth of 
10cm. Heat over medium-high heat 
to 180°C. Deep-fry the eggplant in 
two batches until tender, about  
2-3 minutes. Remove with a slotted 
spoon; drain well on paper towels. 
Remove the wok from the heat and 
carefully remove the oil and reserve. 

Heat a wok over high heat until 
hot. Add 1 tablespoon of the reserved 
oil with the sesame oil. Add the garlic, 
ginger, chilli, green onions and 1 
tablespoon of Szechwan mix, then stir 
fry until fragrant, about 30 seconds.

Add the stock, sauces and lime 
juice and reduce the heat to medium 
and cook for 5 minutes until sauce 
thickens slightly. Stir through the 
cashews and pour the sauce into a 
serving bowl. Reheat the wok to a 
high heat and add the pak choy (or 
Asian greens of your choice), 
stir-frying until wilted. 

Place the pak choy onto a platter 
and top with the eggplants. Garnish 
with coriander leaves, extra green 
onions, then sprinkle over the salt and 
pepper mix and pour the sauce over the 
eggplants. Serve with steamed rice.

 Chilli Chillies can be 
harvested when they are still 
green or fully ripe (red). The 
green ones are hotter, but it’s 
the red that have a more 
pronounced flavour. Use 
scissors to harvest them to 
avoid damaging the plant, and 
wear gloves to avoid contact 
with the capsaicin, the 
substance that makes chillies 
hot. Dry excess chillies in the 
sun or oven and store in jars.

 Ginger Ginger root 
grows near the surface, so you 
can start selectively 
harvesting little chunks usually 
after about four months from 
planting. At the end of the 
warm season, when the tops 
have yellowed and died down, 
you can pull up the whole 
root, wash and store it in the 
fridge for a few weeks or cut 
into recipe sized pieces and 
freeze in plastic bags.  

 Green onion Also 
known as shallots and spring 
onions, green onions are ready 
to harvest when the lower 
stems are around 8-10mm 
thick. Use a hand fork to 
gently lift them out of the 
ground. The lower white 
section is the most prized in 
cooking. You can increase the 
length of white section by 
simply hilling the soil around 
the base of the stems as they 
grow to deny them of light. 

 Basil Start harvesting 
basil when the plants have at 
least six sets of leaves. Pinching 
out the central growth tips will 
encourage the plants to grow 
much bushier. Sweet basil will 
flower and set seed as it dies 
off. Cutting off flower buds as 
they emerge will help to extend 
its life and harvest period. 
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Char-grilled Sicilian  
eggplant salad
Serves 4

2 large eggplants, sliced in rounds
Olive oil for brushing
2 tablespoons olive oil (extra)
1 brown onion, finely chopped 
2 celery sticks, finely chopped
3 garlic cloves, crushed
1 red capsicum, finely diced
6 anchovies, chopped 
2 tomatoes, deseeded and finely diced
1 tablespoon salted capers, rinsed
! cup red wine vinegar
1 teaspoon caster sugar
Salt and pepper to taste
! cup pine nuts, toasted
" cup basil leaves, torn

Heat a char-grill over high heat. 
Lightly brush both sides of the 
eggplant slices with olive oil and 
cook, in batches, for 4 to 5 minutes 
on each side until browned and 
tender. Set aside.

Heat 2 tablespoons oil in a large 
frypan over medium-low heat. Add 
the onion, celery, garlic, capsicum 
and anchovies and cook, stirring for 
3-5 minutes until softened slightly. 

Add the tomatoes, capers, 
vinegar and sugar and season well. 
Cook for a further 10 minutes on  
a medium heat, stirring occasionally 
until liquid is reduced. Remove  
from the heat and stir through the 
pine nuts.

Layer the cooked eggplant onto a 
platter and top with tomato mixture, 
sprinkle with basil leaves and serve 
with char-grilled bread. This salad 
can be eaten hot or cold on its own 
or as a side dish.  

Behind the byline
Phil Dudman hosts 

the Saturday morning 
gardening talkback show 
Good Gardening on ABC 

North Coast NSW and is 
the author of Down-to-
Earth Garden Design.#

Julie Ray is a food 
writer and stylist who 

lives in Byron Bay, NSW, 
and shares a monthly 
radio spot with Phil where 
they discuss seasonal 
food and cooking.

Cellar Door
Szechwan Eggplant:

Angove's Organic Chardonnay, 
$15, is sourced from growers in 
the Riverland and McLaren Vale 
regions of South Australia and 
displays generous melon and 
peach characteristics, making it 
the perfect accompaniment. 

 Sicilian Eggplant Salad: With 
ripe plum and 
berry 
flavours, the 
'earthiness' of 
Angove's 
Organic 
Shiraz 
Cabernet, 
$15, goes 
well with the 
rich tomato 
and capsicum 
flavours of 
this dish.

Vegetables:
Beans 
Beetroot
Capsicum
Celery
Chilli
Cucumber
Eggplant
Green onion
Lettuce
Pumpkin
Sweetcorn 
Tomato
Zucchini 

Fruit: 
Apricot 
Banana

Berries
Cherry
Mango
Melon 
Nectarine
Orange 
(Valencia)
Pawpaw
Peach
Plum

In season 
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