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A PAIR of powder-white hounds sound their sirens as I
pull up to the front gate – the homestead sitting all but
silent among the early morning orchard rows.
What looks like an extremely unruly vine to the
unsuspecting eye hides a native Australian jewel
– one which growers such as Greg and Amanda
Childe-Freeman are only just beginning to reveal to
the world.
The Sunshine Coast couple are Australia’s second largest
growers of the Australian finger lime, sending their
gourmet citrus fruit as far afield as Japan, Canada,
Europe, and even Mauritius and Asia, to supply a highend market that can’t get enough of them.
Often referred to as citrus caviar, they contain pearls
which burst out of the finger-shaped native fruit when
cut, each with their own unique taste and texture,
and brilliant colours to excite the eye and thrill the
palate.
Ranging from pale icy pink to hot pink and red, bright
yellow and iridescent green, they are a perfect
complement to seafood dishes, champagne, decadent
desserts, and even salads and dips.
Greg has been farming at Bellthorpe, between Maleny
and Woodford, for 24 years, firstly as a deer farmer and
then as an avocado grower.
“About 10 years ago I was looking for a diversification
option and finger limes fit the bill,” he said.
“They sounded interesting and native, and I liked
that you could freeze them – they just piqued my
interest.”
He once had 4000 avocado plants and 1000 finger
limes, but the success of the venture into citrus – they
also grow Tahitian and kaffir limes, and seedless Eureka
lemons – has seen that ratio reverse to just 1000
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avocado trees among the 7000 fruit trees now growing
on the 64-hectare (160-acre) property.
There are more than 40 different varieties of finger lime
in the wild, which is native to the rainforests of southeast Queensland’s border ranges and northern NSW, but
Greg and Amanda’s Boutique Citrus business
concentrates on six varieties.
Every tree is watered by an under-tree mini-sprinkler
system, an absolute necessity during flowering and fruitsetting times.
“They look like a desert plant – they’ve got a small leaf
and they’re very thorny – but they’re very thirsty,” Greg
said.
Their thorns mean that Greg dresses like he is going into
a jousting match, with elbow-length leather gloves and
other protective gear, at harvest time.
“It’s very time-consuming. Picking is all done by hand to
protect the fruit.
“You nestle them in your hand and draw them out to
protect them from the thorns and extend their shelf
life.”
Finger limes have a thin skin and the delicate fruit can
swell and burst in extensive wet weather.
The crop is subject to the same diseases as most citrus
plants, primarily scale and borers.
A ‘death prune’ – cutting out all the dead or dying wood
and burning it – is conducted on a regular basis.
As well as the ongoing husbandry work, Greg is busy
breeding and propagating, in order to ensure the best
quality and variety are available.
The finger-lime industry is still relatively new, and
Boutique Citrus is working with other industry members
to develop new commercially viable varieties.
Greg believes processing will be the key to the industry’s
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future, to enable more plantings, higher production and a
year-round supply.
At the moment, the harvesting season is from February
through to May.
Freezing the fruit extends the availability and means that
it can be exported to countries that won’t allow fresh fruit
into their country.
As a niche-market product sought after in the world’s
best restaurants – they supply many Michelin and hatted
restaurants – Greg and Amanda are open to specific
requests, such as the one from a Japanese customer
who wanted nothing longer than 6cm.
“Their average size is 8 to 12 centimetres so we had to
do a lot of sorting,” Greg said. “But we got a premium
price.”
Boutique Citrus is all about ensuring a supply of premium
quality fruit, according to Amanda.
“Our total commitment to this is the reason our
customers return to us each season,” she said.
They have global GAP certification and are busy building
worldwide awareness of their incredible fruit.
“The world knows finger limes better than Australia
does,” Greg said.
“I think it’s a market that is still expanding. I got into deer
farming at the tail end, so it’s been nice to get into this at
the start and help steer it.”
www.boutiquecitrus.com.au

