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Praise for

Green Gold

“A solid, minutely documented, multifaceted and challenging work that amply rewards close reading and rereading. For years to come it’s likely to be the go-to source for both scholars and lay readers seriously interested in exploring root, branch, blossom and fruit of the avocado story.”

—The Wall Street Journal

“A compelling saga.”

—Santa Barbara Independent

“Avocados are a status symbol and a key ingredient to California cuisine, and—in the time of tariffs—they might become an expensive delicacy . . . [A] deep dive into the surprise success of the green fruit.”

—Alta

“Those looking for a fact-laden ride through the avocado’s nomenclature and geographical history will be delighted by this work . . . Readers interested in this type of agricultural history will surely dog-ear pages of this biography of one of the most ubiquitous fruits consumed in the country today.”

—Booklist

“A comprehensive history of the nursery owners, scientists, marketing whizzes, and health experts who transformed the avocado from an exotic equatorial fruit into a multibillion-dollar industry.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Green Gold is an impressive read. Whether you’re a history buff or just enjoy a chip full of guacamole, you’ll be thoroughly captivated by the play-by-play wrestling match between the two most famous varieties (Hass and fuerte), and ultimately between California and Mexico (and now the rest of the world). Green Gold is a well-researched, captivating story.”

—Rick Bayless, James Beard Award–winning chef, author, and restaurateur

“There’s nothing like a great fruit with a great story—and that’s exactly what avocados are, with their tale wonderfully told by Sarah Allaback and Monique F. Parsons.”

—Dan Koeppel, author of Banana: The Fate of the Fruit That Changed the World
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For Marion—S.A.

For Teddy, Ruth, and Jules—M.F.P.
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Introduction

WHY ARE AVOCADOS EVERYWHERE?

As childhood friends growing up in Carpinteria, California, in the 1970s and ’80s, we saw avocados every day. They were just as much a part of the “Carp” landscape as the beach town’s famous surf break. We assumed it had always been that way. Orchards blanketed the hillsides behind town, and significant hours of our childhoods were spent exploring the Parsons’ avocado farm— crunching through the fallen leaves, playing beneath shady canopies, and climbing among smooth branches. It was only after leaving home and heading east for college that we recognized just how much we had taken for granted. Avocados were part of what we left behind.

Even in the 1980s, many Americans had never seen an avocado, much less tasted one. Over the decades, the fruit gradually became more common in supermarkets nationwide. Seemingly overnight, they went from occupying a small display in the “exotic” section at specialty markets to being everywhere. They appeared in New York City bodegas, midwestern megastores, health food stores, and delis. Nearly every grocery store in the United States sold avocados, almost always the Hass variety, with its black pebbly skin, rich flavor, and medium-sized pit. Hass avocados are now on the menus of Mexican restaurants, sushi bars, Korean coffee shops, pricey gourmet restaurants, and fast-food chains. Avocado toast has appeared at Dunkin’ Donuts and mom-and-pop restaurants in all fifty states. Before Cinco de Mayo 2020, in the early days of a deadly pandemic, a social media campaign promoting Mexican avocados generated 6 billion impressions.1 In 2023, Americans ate close to 3 billion pounds of avocados, tying a record set in 2021. Some analysts predict that by 2030, the average American will eat more than eleven pounds of avocados a year.2

Strikingly, Americans’ obsession with the avocado goes beyond food or nutrition. Avocado merchandise is sold everywhere, too—from museum gift shops and highway rest stops to Etsy and Neiman Marcus. Products feature avocados in many guises: friendly-looking cartoons, often of half avocados with round or heart-shaped pits, some transformed into cats, or Santa Claus, or breasts. They grin. They pose. They wear sunglasses, tiny hats, wide sombreros, or sweatbands. Some smoke and hold beers. Several wrap their arms around toast. Many sport mottos like “let’s avocuddle” and “avocado addict.” Those suffering from that affliction can buy avocados shipped directly from California farms or find thousands of avocado-themed items to satisfy cravings. Among the most unusual is a Taco Tuesday baby set with a lemon-lime plastic teether and an avocado-shaped rattle. One online store sells a T-shirt with an image of the Virgin Mary, her face replaced by a severed avocado. The caption reads: “Our Lady of Guacamole.”

Carpinteria rode the wave and capitalized on the avocado’s fame. In 1987, our hometown launched the California Avocado Festival. The event draws tens of thousands annually to shop, eat, and celebrate avocados while strolling down palm tree–lined avenues. The festival brings the community together: the high school cheer squad makes vats of guacamole, community clubs sell avocado sandwiches, and local businesses offer avocado-chocolate truffles and avocado ice cream. Farmers from across the region come to town to demonstrate grafting and sell rare avocado varieties. The organizers mount a historical display with photographs from the early days and use profits to fund civic programs. With three stages featuring a rotating lineup of performers, it’s evolved into the largest free public music festival in the state, all in honor of the avocado.

Despite its festive image, the avocado’s fame has a sinister side. Images of decaying, bloody, and bullet-ridden avocados, avocados reimagined as grenades, and avocados on arid landscapes or deforested mountainsides appear on media sites. These images often illustrate articles about the 200,000 American-made guns that make their way into Mexican drug cartels’ arsenals each year.3 Sometimes the message is about the climate crisis, corrupt or inept politicians, or Americans’ insatiable greed. Bruised and browning avocados become stand-ins for lost youth, poverty, deception, or death.

How did a regional staple from Latin America come to occupy such a central spot in American culture? Why has the avocado become a meme—outshining popular fruits like grapes and bananas—representing individuality and healthy living? And why is it also used as a symbol for all that’s gone wrong? These questions led us to wonder about the people behind the product, those who propelled the avocado into our diets and our consciousnesses and who made it an international icon.

The story goes back more than a hundred years. To track it down, we visited nurseries and laboratories, walked through acres of orchards, and spoke with people from six continents. We discovered a history of avocado frenzies that paved a way for our own, spurred on by a tight-knit group of avocado pioneers— midwesterners, Californians, and Mexicans—who fought (sometimes with one another) to get an industry off the ground. Among them were explorers and spies, entrepreneurs and scientists, university professors and railroad tycoons, marketing geniuses and savvy salesmen. Their passionate quest for the perfect avocado and the ensuing battle for its marketplace depended on the branches of two trees that launched the avocado industry: the Fuerte and the Hass. Across borders, decades, drought, pestilence, the Mexican Revolution, and two World Wars, the Fuerte made the avocado an affordable, nationally known fruit. In time, Hass eclipsed it in spectacular fashion. Green Gold is the story of two trees and the people who nurtured them, for money and love.




Part I

The Fuerte Mother Tree

(born c. 1884, Atlixco, Mexico)
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Alejandro Le Blanc, left, and Wilson Popenoe with the Fuerte mother tree, Atlixco, Mexico, 1938. California Avocado Association Yearbook, 1938. (From the collection of the Lenhardt Library of the Chicago Botanic Garden)





Agua Cate Salad (Cuba)

Cut three ripe aguacates in halves, take out the stone or seed, and scoop the pulp from the skin. Add three tomatoes, first removing the skin and core, and half a green pepper pod cut in fine shreds. Crush and pound the whole to a smooth mixture, then drain off the liquid. To the pulp add a teaspoonful or more of onion juice, a generous teaspoonful of salt, and about a tablespoonful of lemon juice or vinegar. Mix thoroughly and serve at once.

—Janet M. Hill, “Seasonal Recipes,” The Boston Cooking-School Magazine, October 1904






1 • Dreamers

FREDERICK POPENOE WAS ONE OF TOPEKA’S RICHEST men in 1896, when he invested in a Costa Rican gold mine. For the past fifteen years he had worked tirelessly, first as a stenographer and then as a member of a loan company. When Popenoe struck out on his own to open the Accounting Trust Company, his creativity and charismatic personality earned him support from regional businessmen. An established civic leader by 1900, he bought a controlling interest in The Topeka Daily Capital and devised an unusual plan to boost circulation. He hired the pastor of Central Congregational Church to produce a paper virtuous enough to satisfy Jesus. Reverend Charles Sheldon had become one of the region’s most influential preachers through the publication of In His Steps, which coined the question “What would Jesus do?”1 Although Sheldon’s edition skyrocketed newspaper sales for a week, Fred’s decision to continue the paper as a Christian enterprise failed dramatically. By the end of the year, he was deeply in debt and facing a public scandal. Leaving a trustee to sort out his finances, Popenoe escaped with his wife, Marion, and three young sons to Costa Rica.2

The family traveled from Kansas to New York, boarded a steamship of the Atlas Line, and spent two weeks at sea before reaching Porto Limón, Costa Rica. At the dock, they gaped at the magnificent loads of bananas setting off to America, a precious few destined for Topeka. The Popenoes’ journey continued by rail to San José, the country’s capital, and then on to Alajuela, a city at the base of the Aguacate Mountains. Great grass-covered cones and domes poked out of the tropical flora, the result of the region’s volcanic origins. Fred was a seasoned traveler along these routes. A few years earlier, he had mapped out an itinerary through the rugged terrain that divided the sixty-mile journey into four stages, each terminating in a small town. His two-seated buckboard, drawn by a pair of American mules and often driven by a roughrider from Arizona, was waiting to meet them. Confronting the Monte del Aguacate range, the family boarded the buckboard and headed off on the first fifteen-mile pull. When they finally reached Miramar, in Puntarenas province, a distant view of the Pacific Ocean greeted them. This was the Montes de Oro district, known for its ore veined with gold. Popenoe managed a gold mine for the Bella Vista Mining and Milling Company, an enterprise supported by a settlement of more than 1,200 residents, comprised of three to four hundred Italian and Jamaican laborers and their families.3 The “community under Popenoe’s care,” also included Americans, primarily from Topeka and Colorado, who served as managers and supervisors.4

The tropics did little to relieve Fred’s anxieties or to assuage Marion, now caring for the children with no servants, friends, or relatives for support in a foreign country. Naturally optimistic, Fred feigned confidence in the mine’s ability to restore the family’s wealth and status but privately struggled with feelings of desperation as he watched his fortunes wane. His nine-year-old son, Wilson, saw things differently.* For him, Costa Rica might as well have been the Land of Oz, and coming from Kansas made him feel like a character in L. Frank Baum’s new book. This land of moist warmth, lush, enveloping fern forests, brilliantly colored birds, and flowering vines invited exploration. Wilson befriended the locals, learned their language, chattered with monkeys, chased wild hogs, marveled at palm fronds sixty to eighty feet long, picked orchids, and tasted all sorts of tempting delicacies: cherimoyas, loquats, dense breadfruit, and a savory fruit with a smooth, thick skin known as aguacate. Shaped like pears and hard as rocks until ripe, avocados grew wild in this magical place. The experience would shape his life and the future of the avocado itself.5

Three years after arriving in Costa Rica, Fred Popenoe gave up on the gold mine and moved his family to Los Angeles, eager to make a fresh start. He hoped the dry climate would alleviate his nagging health problems but mostly sought freedom from the anxieties plaguing him over the last few years. On the strength of his newspaper experience, he was hired in 1905 as the California manager of The Pacific Monthly, a magazine “of education and progress,” later known as Sunset. Among the magazine’s featured articles were two by nurseryman D. W. Coolidge, whose rich descriptions of a city dedicated to health and bountiful harvests (a single avocado tree produced eighty-five dollars’ worth of fruit in a season, more than $3,000 in 2024) may have inspired Fred to move his family from Los Angeles to Altadena, a suburb of Pasadena.6 Following the death of his father, Fred came into an inheritance that allowed him to buy a rustic Craftsman-style house designed by the prominent architectural firm Greene and Greene.

The Popenoes’ new California hacienda at the northwest corner of Santa Anita Avenue and East Calaveras Street stood in the foothills of the San Gabriel Mountains.7 For a family accustomed to Topeka’s grasslands and harsh winters, this dry, temperate landscape within walking distance of an ocean view offered a new outlook on life. Here the formalities of the family estate, run by servants and accompanied by an unspoken etiquette, were forgotten, as Fred took on the rugged, can-do attitude of a California rancher.8 Wilson and his older brother, Paul, slept in a storehouse on the property (they called it “the shack”) alongside a chicken coop and accompanying corral, and tended an adjacent garden.9 Wilson’s horticultural education, shaped by his experience in Costa Rica, rapidly progressed in this hospitable, subtropical environment.
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Pasadena was already a recognized center of gardening, its tradition dating back to the first Tournament of Roses in 1890.10 Growing unusual species of flowers and exotic plants was a status symbol. Twice a year, the Pasadena Horticultural Society hosted the Pasadena Flower Show, a gathering of elaborate plant displays that attracted the most celebrated plant enthusiasts in the region. These included railroad tycoon Henry Huntington and German-born horticulturalist William Hertrich, the nurseryman planning and building Huntington’s lavish estate gardens. Through the flower shows, the Popenoes would meet local plant lovers and nurserymen, novices and experts alike.11 Fred enjoyed sharing memories of the family farm and of his father, Willis, who had exhibited apples at the Philadelphia Centennial Exhibition, America’s first world’s fair.12

The Owens River project coincided with the family’s first year in Pasadena. The ambitious engineering endeavor sought to irrigate Southern California. From its source deep in the Sierra Nevada Mountains, the new aqueduct stretched more than 230 miles and crossed the vast Mojave Desert before plunging into the city with tributaries to quench the thirst of Los Angeles County and surrounding regions. Led by publisher Harrison Gray Otis, the Los Angeles Times championed the project in ways that impressed Fred, who appreciated a bold effort.

California could not grow without water, but once it arrived, the possibilities for progress seemed limitless. Local papers were full of news about the region’s unique offerings: the latest fruit varieties, bargains on flowers, and acres of land where orchard trees flourished. Fred knew a city as new and promising as Los Angeles needed not only designers to plan the city and water to sustain it but also the horticultural wherewithal to develop its burgeoning fruit and vegetable industries. Ohio native John Henry Reed, founder of the Riverside Horticultural Club, recognized the importance of expert intervention and encouraged members to petition the state legislature and the University of California system in support of scientific research related to issues plaguing the citrus industry— from improving fertilization to combating the ever-changing pests preying on both trees and fruit. After many years of lobbying, backed up by the increasingly powerful California Fruit Growers Exchange (later known as Sunkist), his dream came true. In 1906, commissioners representing the university signed off on a plan for a pathological laboratory in Whittier and an experiment station in Riverside, about fifty miles east on a twenty-three-acre site at the base of Mount Rubidoux. On Valentine’s Day 1907, the Citrus Experiment Station was formally opened, ushering in a new era in scientific fruit analysis.13

Horticultural journalist Ernest Braunton recalled coming to Los Angeles in 1887 and seeing more tropical fruit trees than residents. Most of the “old settlers” along San Pedro Street tended an avocado tree or two from Mexico, often in the company of cherimoyas and sapotes. Braunton considered the avocado “one of the most ornamental of all fruit trees, handsome in form and foliage.”14 A member of the Lauraceae family, the avocado shares a lineage with cinnamon, camphor, sassafras, and laurel. The leaves of the latter, formed into wreaths, have crowned victors since Roman times. Despite this august pedigree, the avocados in turn-of-the-century Los Angeles hardly resembled the lauded modern variety. Small, with large seeds and little flesh, they were not considered worthy of a potential commercial industry. These dooryard avocado trees shared the street with nurseries offering tropical and semitropical plants and fruit trees, primarily of the citrus variety.15 As downtown Los Angeles developed, they were razed.

Fred immediately recognized the potential of exotics thriving in the native landscape. In 1907, he purchased two seedling avocado trees at Coolidge’s flower shop. The new additions to the property sparked Wilson’s interest.16 For some time, he’d been earning money growing rosebushes from cuttings—Maman Cochets, Papa Gontiers, or Ulrich Brunners, varieties coveted by wealthy neighbors from the East. After school, he frequently dug up a dozen and delivered them by wheelbarrow, bringing home $1.50 with little effort.17 In 1908, when Easter lilies were all the rage, the government promoted the craze by distributing seeds derived from scientific studies. George W. Oliver, expert propagator at the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), sent seeds to sixteen-year-old Wilson, who proudly recorded their progress in a notebook page later pasted in his scrapbook.18 By this time, the teenager was corresponding with horticultural experts in the West Indies and other British colonies regarding his efforts to propagate new plants. Late at night, he pored over free catalogs and seed lists from nurseries and botanic gardens in tropical countries. He sent to Florida for a young mango tree, a frangipani, and a few other tropical plants and, despite their failure to flourish, boldly posted a sign at the end of his garden plot advertising “West India Gardens.”19 His efforts to replicate the tropics in Altadena inspired his father’s next venture—a fully equipped nursery just down the block.

California was experiencing a horticultural golden age when the Popenoes arrived.20 Nurseries abounded from San Diego to San Francisco. Nurserymen had developed a network for plant distribution throughout the state, and owners were becoming promoters of the industry nationwide. Fred Popenoe had learned from Coolidge, now one of the celebrated pioneers in the field, and recognized that success depended on finding his own niche in the rapidly expanding nursery business. The avocado would become his specialty. Founded in 1909 at the foot of the San Gabriel Mountains overlooking Pasadena, West India Gardens offered a wide range of tropical and subtropical species but concentrated on the avocado, an “exotic” with unlimited potential. Fred relied on his intuition—his years in the tropics had given him the kind of experience necessary to succeed—and saw encouraging signs of prosperity in the region, a requirement for marketing the luxuries he planned to propagate. The time was right to champion the miracle fruit that would restore his name, support his family, and lead to a life of ease.

The year Fred joined the ranks of nurserymen, a seamstress named Jennie C. Gano moved from Westlake to Whittier, where she and her husband purchased a run-down farm with a few straggly avocado trees. Gano had come to Los Angeles from Greensboro, Indiana, in 1907 seeking to improve her health. Her new farmhouse was so dilapidated that the couple initially slept in the barn, but Gano immediately perceived the richness of the soil, the climatic blessings, and the potential to grow a livelihood. She made ends meet by trudging to markets twice a week with a suitcase full of avocados. While Fred promoted his business, Gano diligently worked at improving methods of fertilization, pest control, and fruit handling as an independent grower. The two new California residents represented the range of opportunities for avocado enthusiasts in these early years.21 As to success—only time would tell.
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The first avocados planted in the continental United States came to Florida in 1833, courtesy of Henry Perrine, the American consul in Campeche, Mexico. Perrine was responding to a request from President John Quincy Adams for government officials to assist in identifying and shipping seeds of useful tropical plants to America. In addition to selecting those that might boost industries—like rubber, dye, and timber—Perrine chose avocados for their nutritional value. He also chose Indian Key as his home base, despite tensions with the surrounding Seminole people in that region of the Florida Keys. His experiments with avocado growing ended in 1840, when he and his family were killed by the Indigenous people and his property burned.22 Perrine went down in history for his avocado introduction, but more than fifty years would pass before Florida nurserymen organized themselves as the Florida State Horticultural Society, a group devoted to the state’s tropical plants. By then, “mangoes, avocado pears and guava trees shaded almost every door yard” in regions like the Pinellas Peninsula. Locals considered avocados more valuable than citrus.23

The Lincoln administration formalized the federal government’s role in American agriculture in 1862 with the establishment of the Department of Agriculture and passed the Morrill Land-Grant College Act, giving new states the authority to establish colleges within largely rural communities. In the midst of the Civil War, Kansas State Agricultural College led the way as the first land grant college and from its founding in 1863 focused on training students in agricultural professions. Five years later, federal funding supported the establishment of the University of California, Berkeley, when a public agricultural, mining, and mechanical arts college was merged with a private college in Oakland. In the meantime, the USDA made training farmers and dispersing seeds integral to its mission of education and economic development. After the war, USDA chief botanist William Saunders ventured into plant importation by requesting a variety of navel orange from the U.S. consulate in Brazil. Passage of the Hatch Act of 1887 supercharged funding for agricultural experiment stations at land grant colleges throughout the nation. The stations were a welcome contribution to local economies, and within ten years, more than fifty were actively growing and testing new plants gathered from around the world. By this time, the USDA had been elevated to cabinet status.24

One beneficiary of this new federal mission was plant explorer David Fairchild, who began his career working without pay for the Office of Seed and Plant Introduction, a government department he led from its founding in 1898. Fairchild’s deep interest in plants did not go unnoticed.25 Barbour Lathrop, a wealthy amateur botanist, knew that USDA funding for foreign expeditions would not be forthcoming. He offered to sponsor Fairchild as a government “special agent” and accompany him on travels around the world dedicated to discovering, importing, and distributing plants of potential value to the U.S. economy.26 During the first leg of the trip, the travelers stopped in the coastal town of Santa Barbara, California, to meet the famous Italian plantsman Dr. Francesco Franceschi and tour his nursery on State Steet. Here they encountered numerous imported species, including the avocado, and admired an unusual Italian vegetable called the zucchini. Fairchild was so impressed with the nurseryman’s efforts, achieved on a slim budget, that he contacted his new office in Washington and arranged to have Franceschi made a “collaborator” and receive plants appropriate for testing in the region.27

The globe-trotting plant expedition included stops in Jamaica, Barbados, Trinidad, Venezuela, Panama, and Peru. In 1899, Lathrop and Fairchild arrived in Santiago, Chile, and discovered a hardy avocado alleged to have survived snow and temperatures as low as twenty-three degrees Fahrenheit. Fairchild immediately recognized the value of this attribute for trees in Southern California. He carefully selected and packed a bushel of the “small, black-fruited avocado, at times a little stringy” in boxes and shipped them to the USDA.28 The first officially registered avocados were opened by plant scientist Orator F. Cook, who found them rotten but managed to salvage seeds.29

Before the founding of the Bureau of Plant Industry in 1901, no system existed for recording plant shipments, but the government significantly increased its efforts to bring new plant immigrants to America and to advertise their arrival.30 During the first few years of the new century, Cook led an expedition to Mexico, Central America, and the West Indies in search of coffee, rubber, and other lucrative products. His assistant, botanist Guy N. Collins, noticed the different varieties of avocados in each region, studied them, and soon became enamored of their flavor, not to mention potential for expanding the U.S. diet. For those prescient enough to imagine an avocado industry, he provided a comprehensive USDA bulletin on the topic.31

Collins’s report, The Avocado, a Salad Fruit from the Tropics, was distributed to the public on request and included a salad endorsed by Janet M. Hill, founder of The Boston Cooking-School Magazine. Arguably the first published American recipe for guacamole (tortilla chips not included), the dish she described had long been a popular staple in Mexico.32 She used Cuban avocados, the most accessible to eastern housewives, noting that the fruit grew wild in Mexico and locations of a similar latitude. Passengers on the steamers running between these countries and New York could order aguacate salad as an accompaniment to any meal. Having recently completed a banana recipe book for the United Fruit Company, Hill was immersed in the versatility of tropical fruit and its potential for expanding the nation’s diet. She considered the aquacate equal to the banana when it came to carrying flavors pleasant to the American palate and predicted a taste for it would be easily acquired. Aguacate salad fit the bill for breakfast, lunch, or dinner.33
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Fred’s new career was bolstered by connections fostered by his older brother, Edwin, founder of the entomology department at Kansas State Agricultural College, the alma mater of David Fairchild, Walter Tennyson Swingle, and many other government horticulturalists. Professor Popenoe served as a mentor to Charles Marlatt, a childhood friend of Fairchild’s who became a prominent USDA entomologist. Wilson first met Fairchild and his peers as a thirteen-year-old on a visit to Edwin’s office.34 Spending hours squinting at insects under microscopes seemed tedious to him, but his father pointed out that Kansas State had done much to support the country’s agriculture. Uncle Edwin and his colleagues were helping to keep agricultural pests at bay, and thanks to this fortuitous relationship, West India Gardens had been identified by the USDA as an experimental testing site. The Popenoes were now exchanging letters with Fairchild, as well as with the most accomplished avocado growers in Florida.35 West India Gardens would look beyond citrus to rare fruits that could flourish in California: the feijoa, the cherimoya, the white sapote, and most of all, the avocado.36

While Fred navigated the expanding social network of Southern California horticulture, Wilson learned how to grow subtropical plants. He tracked down promising avocado trees, often with his high school friend Knowles Ryerson, and secured propagating rights for the family nursery.37 The two explored the gardens of Pasadena on bicycles, vascula (oblong metal carrying cases) slung over their shoulders to securely transport fragile botanical specimens. Knowles knew all about avocados from his work at Coolidge’s Rare Plant Gardens, where he was introduced to the latest varieties and shown how to light orchard heaters for frost protection. Coolidge let the boys follow as he wandered through the nursery, checking on the progress of his plants. An expert at grafting citrus fruit, he had recently turned to budding as the most efficient way of achieving desired avocado varieties. This new obsession became a delight he enjoyed sharing with Knowles and Wilson, whose enthusiasm brought back memories of introducing his daughter, Roma, to the mysteries of the plant world.38

On one visit, as the trio walked past the lathhouse, the boys asked about strangely wrapped sticks stuck into the open ground.39 Coolidge explained that these newly budded seedlings would grow into hardy trees, if he was lucky. He took them over to another section of the nursery, where shorter plants were growing—seeds he had planted to serve as rootstalks from trees that exhibited particular qualities he hoped to encourage, like disease resistance and abundant bearing. Together, the three hunted for budwood in the orchard, looking for flexible, well-matured wood from the previous season. Coolidge bent one cutting and, when it snapped, explained that it was too hard. Choosing the proper scion was essential. To the boys, the scion had almost supernatural qualities. It allowed the nurseryman to replicate any tree he chose by attaching it to the rootstock of a compatible tree. After an assortment of more pliant branches with plump buds were collected, the three gathered around a seedling grown from a choice seed of Mexican origin. Now that the diameter of this tiny tree was slightly larger than a lead pencil and its sap flowed freely, the budding process could begin.40

Wilson and Knowles followed Coolidge’s every move as he turned to the stalk and, with his razor-sharp knife, deftly made a vertical cut three inches above the soil. This was followed by a perpendicular incision across the top of the first, creating a T shape that caused the loose bark to fall open and form a pocket. He then turned to the scion and sliced off a thin two-inch shield of bark with the bud attached. Working quickly, he gently slipped the freshly cut side of the shield into the stalk’s pocket, taking care to see that the fit was uniform, smooth, and straight.41 Next, he wrapped the budded stalk, beginning from the top and leaving a space for the bud’s “eye.”42 He used thin strips of waxed cloth, prepared earlier, to bind the bud to the stalk. The skilled nurseryman rapidly budded several more trees as he proselytized on the technique, the intimate knowledge of avocado varieties required, and the propensity for failure. Before leaving for the day, the boys were reminded to return in about six weeks to remove the wrappings.43 Back at West India Gardens, they tried slicing branches with pocketknives and soon realized the skill involved. It would take them years and much practice to master the ancient craft.44

The boys also learned from nurseryman C. P. Taft, one of the first to introduce a new avocado variety in California. Like Coolidge, Taft had recently adjusted his method of grafting and was now an expert in budding avocados. To reach his ranch, Wilson and Knowles traveled to Santa Ana on the Pacific Electric Railway and then continued to Orange on the “dummy,” a steam-powered streetcar with wheels set so close that shifting their weight made it rock. For the last leg of the journey, they hired bicycles and rode through the dust.45 It was a long trip but worth the effort. Taft was famous for his eponymous avocado variety grown from Guatemalan seed, and the boys never failed to check on its parent tree, planted in 1900. This successful variety deserved expert care, but they were puzzled by Taft’s thoughtful tending of an unimpressive tree with small purple fruits, until the nurseryman explained these were ancestors of the first Chilean avocados Fairchild had shipped to America. Although the fruits were “fibrous,” Taft maintained the tree as a token of his “first helpful experience with the avocado,” its seed a gift from the USDA.46 In exchange, he did his part to expand avocado cultivation by passing on seedlings to his fellow plantsmen in the region, including Joseph Sexton, who planted a Mexican variety at his home grounds in Goleta.47 Taft’s ranch would eventually boast more than six hundred avocado trees. Despite earning honors as one of the first to market avocados commercially, Taft was still looking for his “ideal fruit.”48

Rambling throughout the Pasadena region in search of hardy avocado trees, the boys soon acquired knowledge of all the productive nurseries. They routinely rode the three miles between Wilson’s house and the Coolidge gardens, not far from Henry Huntington’s magnificent estate and grounds, searching for promising new trees. Huntington had become smitten with the avocado in 1905, after developing a taste for the fruit at the Jonathan Club. The private men’s club in Los Angeles occupied the top two floors of the Huntington Building, the new Pacific Electric terminal for the city’s electric railway system.49 As president of the club and owner of the Pacific Electric Railway Company, Huntington occupied a sixth-floor office and enjoyed the convenient proximity of the club dining room. Once accustomed to the fruit’s buttery flavor, he couldn’t get enough. He obtained an “alligator pear” seed through the club’s chef and, after Hertrich corrected the misnomer, requested his help in growing avocados.50 For several months, the two collected seeds, Huntington from his club and Hertrich from plantsmen throughout the area. The seeds were planted in pots and, after about two years, transplanted into orchard fields, twenty-five feet apart. Now Hertrich was faced with the challenge of budding the trees.

During these years, quality budwood was scarce and the grafting process proved difficult, but Hertrich persevered.51 By the time the boys were learning to bud, his successful husbandry had resulted in the first commercial orchard in California—seven acres covered with about four hundred trees.52 Huntington kept Hertrich busy. Construction never stopped, as Huntington poured his fortune into glorifying the land around his vast estate. More than 15,000 plants were growing on the grounds, including redwoods, Himalayan cedars, Canary Island date palms, and pepper trees. He soon incorporated lily ponds, lined with concrete and heated by a plumbing system. Wilson and Knowles watched in awe as giant trees were moved to the property and lowered into the ground, multiple reservoirs constructed, and a small village of cottages, barns, and storage buildings completed to house the property’s many workers and their equipment. By 1908, Hertrich was developing a new cactus garden, but he always stopped what he was doing to show the boys his orchard of young avocado trees.53

[image: image]

Although Wilson enjoyed nursery work, his goals for the future were more far reaching. He read accounts of the mutiny on the Bounty, Lieutenant Bligh’s infamous experience transporting the breadfruit tree from Tahiti to the West Indies, and of the explorers Hasskarl, Markham, and Spruce, who cured malaria with their discovery of “superior varieties of the quinine-yielding cinchona trees.”54 His living heroes were government plant explorers Ernest H. Wilson and Frank N. Meyer (namesake of the lemon), then scouring distant corners of China. Their discoveries in foreign lands would not only contribute to the national economy but also offer new delicacies for Americans to enjoy.

Wilson’s imagination ascended to even greater heights when West India Gardens received an unusual letter from Mexico. “Riordan,” a lumberman, had been shown an Aztec pictograph by his neighborhood Jesuit priest. It seemed to represent an avocado tree, and Riordan had enclosed a rough sketch in the hope that the American avocado experts could tell him more. A primitive trunk issuing from a bed of roots sprouted three branches with bushy leaves. Thrilled by the query (which made him feel like a seasoned plantsman), Wilson resolved to track down the origins of the image, most likely by traveling to the village one day and seeking out other pictographs for clues. In the meantime, he filed it away with other important papers and vowed to learn all he could about avocados from Mexico.55

While Wilson was still in high school, David Fairchild and Palemon H. Dorsett, leaders of the USDA’s Office of Seed and Plant Introduction, arrived in Pasadena to inspect plants the bureau had sent to Coolidge, the Popenoes, and others carrying out experimental work for the government. Fairchild and Dorsett hoped to jump-start the California avocado industry. They predicted the fruit would soon “rank as one of the most important . . . grown” in the region.56 Wilson imagined an even more illustrious achievement: the avocado would surpass citrus as the state’s most important fruit. He soon became one of the first, and certainly the youngest, serious competitors in the race to discover the avocado best suited to California.

A steadfast admirer of Fairchild and his crew of adventurers, Wilson was surprised to learn of an equally accomplished plant explorer closer to home. Charles Fuller Baker, an entomologist and professor of botany at nearby Pomona College, once served as chief of the department of botany at the Cuban Experiment Station in Santiago de las Vegas and curator of the herbarium and botanical garden at the Museu Paraense Emílio Goeldi in Brazil.57

By 1909, Baker had amassed a personal collection of more than 100,000 specimens from distant lands that now formed the core of the Pomona’s new herbarium. Federal officials from the USDA, attracted by the possibility of building on this research opportunity, encouraged Baker to establish a program of “plant life” as part of Pomona College’s biological department.58 The program added a professional component to the college curriculum. Wilson enrolled in the fall of 1910.

Wilson’s year of intense study included work in the college’s botanical laboratory, where rare and exotic fruits and plants were exhibited, and an invitation from Professor Baker to write for the first volume of the Pomona College Journal of Economic Botany. The new publication was intended to reach beyond academia and appeal to “growers, planters, amateur fanciers, greenhouse-men, nursery-men, seed-men, importers, experimenters and botanists.”59 Baker pushed his star pupil to “circulate around among the gardens, parks, private places, orchards, greenhouses, and nurseries” as much as possible and to keep his “eyes open, constantly writing up at the end of each day just as full notes as possible.”60 Wilson rose to the challenge, authoring “The Avocado in Southern California,” a groundbreaking article in which the nineteen-year-old boldly predicted the future of the California avocado industry and provided tips on how readers might ride the wave of its success.61

With all the bravado of an undergraduate, Wilson threw down the gauntlet to his fellow avocado entrepreneurs, urging them to exercise self-restraint and rely on science to further their enterprises. He isolated the central problem limiting the growth of the avocado market—the lack of standardization in varieties—and challenged his peers to join forces in reining in the spread of “mere chance seedlings” by developing industry standards for the fruit. “At our very door lies a boundless experimental garden,” he proclaimed, “where countless varieties have originated, and where now are growing hundreds of thousands of trees from among which we have only to select the best.”62

Wilson’s article came out at a perfect time. The month before, in the California Cultivator, produce importer William D. Stephens described avocados he had encountered in Atlixco, Mexico, and predicted a breakthrough in the industry. Stephens offered his news with a spirit of goodwill, suggesting the “promise of enlarged horticultural possibilities” for all, but he also let it be known that his nursery would soon receive supplies of wood for use in budding the seedling stock.63 The Popenoes read his article with excitement tinged by jealousy. Stephens had traveled extensively in Mexico and, like Fred, was a former miner who recognized the potential value of avocados upon moving to California. But Stephens had only recently established a partnership with Dan Clower of Monrovia in the hope of importing superior avocados from Mexico. During his travels, he came upon delicious thin-skinned avocados in the Atlixco region and met Gabriel Fuentes, an exporter who grew up in the United States and was now exporting fruit for Wells Fargo. Stephens selected some promising seedlings, and Fuentes agreed to ship him five chosen varieties. Based on his hopes of success, Stephens wrote up his discovery in the California Cultivator.64 When a severe frost in Monrovia caused Clower to bow out, Stephens made a deal with Albert Rideout, a successful nurseryman in Whittier. It was here, at the A. R. Rideout Magnolia Nursery, that Stephens would receive his first Wells Fargo shipment.65

The reputation of Atlixco, a southern highlands village in the state of Puebla, as the birthplace of elite avocados was known to a few Californians by 1890, when native fruits were first imported to Los Angeles. Juan Murrieta, a former sheriff of the city, is credited with growing and distributing the earliest seeds from Atlixco. Spanish-born Murrieta was introduced to Mexican avocados through J. C. Harvey, a Standard Oil Company official who shared a seedling acquired during his travels.66 Impressed by the fruit’s unusual nutty flavor, Murietta wrote to Wells Fargo for information about how to acquire additional trees. In 1893, Fuentes shipped him a variety of different fruits, both thin- and thick-skinned. Murrieta planted the seeds, and before long, his robust trees were attracting attention. Although he never engaged in a formal nursery business, preferring to give or sell seeds and buds to friends, Murietta generously distributed the Mexican avocados that would inspire the California industry. Recipients of his largesse included the Popenoes, Taft, and William Spinks of Los Angeles. Stephens and other entrepreneurs were retracing not only Murrieta’s route to Atlixco but the path of many outsiders who viewed Mexico as a site of natural riches worthy of plunder. At this exceptional time in California’s horticultural history, growers, scientists, nurserymen, and enthusiasts mingled their resources. Wilson would benefit from them all.67

Upon completing his year of study at Pomona, Wilson justifiably considered himself a California avocado expert. Now he felt equipped to apply his knowledge to the field—to formally enter the competition to engineer the ideal avocado. Emphasizing the “widening horticultural horizon,” a field of exploration including “the tropics and subtropics of the whole world,” and reasserting his belief in the avocado’s potential to “outstrip the orange” as a commercial product, Wilson wrote to Fairchild announcing that West India Gardens had sent a man to Mexico, at its own expense, to collect budwood and seeds from some “exceptionally fine” avocado trees, winter bearers of first-class quality weighing one to two pounds, varying from oval to bottlenecked, with exceptionally thick and tough skins, and a small seed tight in the cavity.68 Wilson and Fred hoped their gamble would yield a variety that could withstand shipment, a quality not seen in the Mexican varieties to date. Stephens banked on the same as he contemplated his own investment.69 Reading between the lines, Wilson was setting up West India Gardens to discover the next big avocado. He and his father mapped out a strategy and had a man for the job. Only the Mexican Revolution stood in their way.

*Born Frederick Wilson Popenoe, Wilson used his middle name from a young age and was known as Wilt to his friends and family.





Hawaiian Sandwich

Remove skin and seed from one avocado. Mash the flesh, add salt and pepper, and a dash of vinegar or lime juice, and spread liberally on lettuce leaf between thin slices of buttered bread. This is a dainty way of serving the avocado, and a most delicious one.

—The Avocado, West India Gardens brochure, 1912






2 • The Survivor

DURING HIS EARLY DAYS RUNNING THE TOPEK A NEWSPAPER, Fred Popenoe spent time with Ernest Schmidt, a Washburn University classmate who worked as a local agent for the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railway. When the Mexican Revolution broke out in 1910, the Schmidts fled their home in Mexico, and the Popenoes took them in. The boys enjoyed the company of Carl Schmidt, who had left Cornell University to join his family. They listened, riveted, as he told stories of the revolutionaries, his eyes flashing with desire to fight under General Pancho Villa.1 His parents were less enthusiastic. Fred saw an opportunity to benefit everyone. He would hire Carl as West India Gardens’ representative in Mexico, charged with ferreting out the country’s best avocados. Although yearning to join Carl, who was just his age, Wilson knew his skills were better employed at the nursery, grafting budwood.2

Carl set out in the summer of 1911. His first stop was San Luis Potosí, where he found promising fruits, but it was a little farther south in Mexico City’s Merced Market that he chanced upon the most delicious avocado he had ever tasted. The fruit’s savory flavor—nutty was the word that came to mind—left him craving more. Now the hunt for its origins began. In conversation with merchants, Carl learned that the fruit was grown in Atlixco, further confirming this town’s prestige as a source of exceptional avocados. A narrow-gauge railway carried him into the mountains. In Atlixco, he encountered avocados that seemed to fit every criterion: they were flavorful and hardy and could survive shipping. One of the locals directed him to the residence of Matildi Dion. A tree outside his home seemed lacking, but once Carl stepped into the courtyard, he gazed in amazement. The thirty-foot tree was broad, strong, and loaded with avocados. Dion described it as twenty-five years old and bearing in October and November. Its fruit displayed all the attributes stipulated by West India Gardens. Over the next several months, Carl collected samples from nearly thirty trees, identifying each by numbered copper tags and shipping them to the Altadena nursery. Meanwhile, the Popenoes prepared young seedlings in the lathhouse. Wilson and Fred reviewed the shipments and requested budwood from trees that showed promise.3

Carl’s samples were accompanied by the names and addresses of growers; elevations, ages, and dimensions of trees; and the bearing seasons, often with additional comments such as “prolific,” “buttery,” or “vigorous.” His sketches showed the location of each tree in relation to nearby streets, buildings, or natural landmarks. In addition to numbers, some of the specimens were named. Two fall varieties from Atlixco—no. 13, grown by Vicente Pineda, and Matildi Dion’s no. 15—were known locally as “ahuacate de China” and stood out as particularly promising.4 Wilson budded the trees as quickly as possible to increase the chances of a successful graft. Now all they could do was wait to see how the trees would respond to the soil and climate of their transplanted country. The Popenoes’ competitors were also waiting. An advertisement in the California Cultivator touted A. R. Rideout’s Lyon variety as the best in Southern California and the Rideout-Stephens partnership as controlling “the finest and largest varieties that Old Mexico can produce.”5 The race was on.

In his spare time, Wilson applied himself to academic writing. As part of his ongoing contribution to the Pomona journal, he observed a variety of other fruits—the mango and feijoa among them—as the first step in developing a grand Southern California Horticultural Calendar of Operations. For now, Wilson traced the origins of the white sapote, a gift to California from the “Franciscan fathers” who established the missions more than a hundred years earlier. The publication included a photograph of an aged sapote tree in Santa Barbara, respected as the first tropical fruit tree planted in the state and a horticultural landmark.6 Wilson also repurposed part of his scholarly analysis of the avocado for the popular Rural Californian, further demonstrating his practical bent with an article on the fruit’s commercial potential.7 The teenager’s three articles for the journal that year contributed to a body of writing that led to his election as a fellow of the British Royal Horticultural Society and the offer of a four-year scholarship to Cornell University.8

During the summer, Wilson enjoyed the company of his Pomona College friend Ralph Cornell, who was working at the nursery to help pay for his education. The young men made trips up the coast to Santa Barbara, where they stayed in a hotel on State Street and visited Francesco Franceschi at his home and nursery on Mission Ridge Road. The famous plantsman met them at the old mission, the end of the streetcar line, and, crowded together in his “tiny phaeton” pulled by an elderly sorrel horse, they made their way up a winding road to the Riviera. Montarioso covered forty acres—ten of which were a cultivated wonderland of plant introductions.9 When Franceschi left Italy with his family in 1891, he spent two years in Los Angeles before choosing Santa Barbara as the destination most similar to his native land and most likely to support a range of species. Inspired by the region’s seemingly endless potential for nurturing semitropical fruits, Franceschi founded the Southern California Acclimatizing Association, an international plant business specializing in raising “from seed rare and beautiful plants from every country of the globe.” He was soon a voice for the nascent avocado industry, announcing in the Rural Cultivator that “in the culture of the ahuacate, Santa Barbara takes the lead in California,” and including the Persea gratissima from Mexico (the well-known ahuacate, or alligator pear) in the Southern California Acclimatizing Association’s 1894 catalog.10

Franceschi spoke with pride of Santa Barbara’s role in avocado history as the home of the oldest avocado tree in the state.11 Judge Robert B. Ord, the local police justice, is said to have brought the first avocado plants from Mexico in 1871.12 He passed on one of his trees to his old friend Silas Bond, who planted it in Montecito, just east of Santa Barbara. The tree became well known as a resident of the E. H. Sawyer estate. Mrs. Sawyer hosted the Santa Barbara Historical Society’s meeting in 1885, the year it began bearing fruit.13 Three years later, H. C. Ford, president of the society, introduced the tree to a national audience, describing it as twenty feet in height with smooth bark, oblong leaves, and purple fruit similar to “the delicate rich taste of a peach” in his presentation to the National Horticultural Society in Riverside.14 Over thirty feet tall when Franceschi visited it in 1894, the famous tree was then said to bear as many as five hundred avocados a year.15 Its hardy seedlings were eventually distributed throughout the region. One lucky recipient, the British-born nurseryman Kinton Stevens, planted the state’s first avocado orchard at Tanglewood, his home and nursery, in 1895. His grove was lost during the drought of 1897, but the property would continue to display botanical prowess two generations later, as Lotusland, the estate of Ganna Walska.16

By the time Wilson and Cornell visited Montarioso in 1911, Franceschi was operating his nursery from his home, a property featuring more than two hundred plants he introduced to the state, more than any other California nurseryman. Here the young men gawked at the gigantic spiked agave and its sinuous relative the Agave attenuata, both reaching magnificent dimensions; the rare Montezuma cypress, or ironwood, Franceschi had obtained from Santa Cruz Island; his popular Lippia repens; and his most famous introduction, the pineapple guava. The Persea gratissima, later known as Persea americana, was coming to him from tropical America and selling for fifty cents as a potted seedling. Franceschi not only inspired Wilson but also helped West India Gardens develop into a highly regarded regional nursery by sharing plants, knowledge, and camaraderie. The two soon witnessed the fruits of their labors at the fall Pasadena Flower Show.17

The biannual exhibition had long outgrown its location, the tennis court of the Maryland Hotel covered with a canvas tent, and this year’s rainy weather brought urgency to plans for a horticultural hall. Franceschi’s exhibit of rare plants demonstrated the diversity of this “flower” show. Although none of the thirty specimens he displayed were in bloom or bearing fruit, the plants “never before . . . shown in the United States” drew the knowledgeable and curious alike.18 Led by exhibit designer Ralph Cornell, who would go on to become a prominent landscape architect, West India Gardens put together a display of its subtropical plants, including ananas (pineapples) and black persimmons from Mexico, feijoas, mangoes, and white sapotes so compelling as to attract the general public.19 P. D. Barnhart, editor of The Pacific Garden and an expert in judging such events, described the avocado portion of its exhibit as

a revelation to the majority of the residents of this Southland. The fruit has been grown here
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