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Praise for Uncultivated

“Andy Brennan is a stubborn, thoughtful original, and his apple memoir is powered by inspiring verve and irreverence. Loving apples or cider is not a prerequisite for loving this book. All that is needed is the willingness to follow a vibrant narrative voice driven by the pursuit of dreams.”

—ALICE FEIRING, author of Naked Wine and For the Love of Wine

“Andy Brennan’s new book Uncultivated is smart, wise, raw, generous, unapologetic, and poetic. As delicious to drink in and as profound as the unique and artful ciders he makes.”

—DEIRDRE HEEKIN, vintner, La Garagista Winery; author of An Unlikely Vineyard

“Andy Brennan’s Uncultivated could become the twenty-first century’s One Straw Revolution. Forty years ago, Masanobu Fukuoka’s 1970s classic helped define the thinking of thousands of us searching for a new way to look at farming and the world. Every cider maker in America will want to read Uncultivated, and everyone else should, too. Not only does Brennan explore the questions facing those of us who love to grow and squeeze apples, he also digs deeply into language, art, economics, and life itself. Uncultivated is provocative and fun. Whether you’re a cider maker or not, read this book. It’s a One Apple Tree Revolution.”

—JOHN BUNKER, apple historian; author of Not Far from the Tree

“Part autobiography and part ecological meditation, Uncultivated presents the case for the rewilding of our agricultural imagination. Andy Brennan reflects on the relationship between authenticity, location, and commerce and finds his deepest truths in the dry farm cider of America’s Northeast. Above all, this is a celebration of the power of the wild apple tree to express a sense of place; as it acclimatizes and adapts, so it tells us the story of the land.”

—FRANCIS PERCIVAL, coauthor of Reinventing the Wheel

“This book captivated me—it’s wry and artful, informative and soulful. In Uncultivated Andy Brennan throws down the gauntlet (or rather gathering tarp) for cider made from foraged wild apples, continuing hill town traditions of spirit and survival. He offers readers a new/old (revolutionary/conservative) way to think about community, business, and the living world. The book is bright with art, spirit, and daring.”

—JUDITH MALONEY, cofounder, West County Cider

“Andy Brennan’s journey with the fruit of our desire is wildly inclined in ways that are going to surprise and delight. Dare I describe my cider-making friend as raucous? That this word-loving hooligan is the one orchardist among us who presumes to ungrow the apple? Open a bottle of your finest, and make a date with Uncultivated this very evening. The time has come to ponder the dignity of the apple tree.”

—MICHAEL PHILLIPS, author of The Apple Grower and The Holistic Orchard

“Every community has its visionaries. At times, they inspire and enlighten. At others, they vex and confound. But they always push you to think more deeply, reevaluate your judgments, and become more intentional, while making you feel a little uncomfortable in the process. I believe Andy Brennan is a key visionary for contemporary American cider. In Uncultivated you learn that while Andy was helping to shape and elevate the national conversation about cider and apples, he was also evolving in profound and personal ways. Idealistic and provocative, rebellious and vulnerable, Andy is both cider’s conscience and a thorn in its side, and we are the better for his work.”

—ELLEN CAVALLI, editor and publisher, Malus

“With regards to growing apples and making cider, uncultivation is a concept that excites me, particularly coming from an American author. Andy Brennan’s Uncultivated argues a case for ‘natural cider’, and his approach to it is something I hope to see grow as craft cidermakers aim to express individual quality and identity. Philosophical, haughty, and enjoyable, Andy’s approach embraces what American cidermakers strive to understand: American terroir.”

—BILL BRADSHAW, coauthor of World’s Best Cider

“American cider has traditionally been deeply regional, dependent on ungrafted seedling trees like those lining the rocky farm fields and sandstone ridges of the Hudson Valley in New York. Andy Brennan and Polly Giragosian name their ‘locational’ ciders after some of these foraging sites: Neversink Highlands, Shawangunk Ridge, Mamakating Hollow. Theirs are tannic, rich, full-bodied, complex drinks. As Brennan writes, ‘Cider making is a responsibility’—to the trees, the land, good food, and the community. Uncultivated is a wonderful, timely reminder of all that this drink can be at its best.”

—DAVID BUCHANAN, owner, Portersfield Cider; author of Taste, Memory
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FOREWORD

I first tasted Andy Brennan’s cider in New York City a few years ago while working on a book about heirloom apples. It was remarkable. And what made it so was not just the flavor (which was excellent) but the audacity: Here was a minimalist bottle with a label so simple it could have stepped out of the 1800s, holding 500 milliliters of lively but unrefined cider, and it wasn’t cheap. Like Alice Waters famously serving a perfect, plain peach for dessert at Chez Panisse, the message was clear: There is something in this bottle that comes straight from the countryside, and it’s worth paying attention to, even in Gotham. Especially in Gotham.

Since that time I’ve enjoyed Aaron Burr Cider many times, and it always helps set me straight. I’ve made my own simple farmhouse cider in Vermont for many years, and have sampled the wares of many other amateur cider makers. Andy Brennan’s is a part of this family, but it’s always better. Andy knows how to use his painterly skills to frame his subject, to point to its inherent wildness in a way that underscores its meaningfulness. He knows how to make cider more than the sum of its parts.

Now it turns out he knows how to do this in the medium of words, too. Like Aaron Burr Cider, Uncultivated is an important and necessary work, and much of that importance is because it makes no attempt to be important. Andy likes to work intimately, on a small scale, and Uncultivated is no exception. These glimpses of a life with apple trees don’t try to exert themselves upon the world. Instead they require you to lean close, but when you do, they offer little windows into an alternate world interlaced with our own: a culture where cash is not king.

“I personally can trace much of my inspiration, many of my ideas, and many of my insights to simply being with wild apple trees,” Andy writes in Uncultivated. “I place their highest value in the pricelessness of companionship. In this sense wild apple trees live in other economies, ones that prioritize beauty, uniqueness, nutrition, taste—just to name a few things that are often in direct conflict with a growing financial economy.”

These are dangerous ideas, and Uncultivated is a dangerous book—not to you as an individual, but to a system that depends on capital being the sole arbiter of value. Agriculture was long ago subsumed into capitalism, but every now and then a little piece of it breaks free—and apple trees are paragons of escape. Unlike our other domesticated plants and animals, we haven’t yet broken them. They are forever slipping away to the woods and pastures of an older, unmonetized world to establish their own economy—one based on sugar and sunlight and relationship.

Andy Brennan dances on the edge of that world. Yes, you can pay real money for his cider, but every time you do, you are trafficking in a wild system that threatens to upset the established rules of what’s good and bad, what’s worth our precious time and love. As a chronicle of that domain, Uncultivated will help you to enjoy every bottle of real cider you encounter in the future. But it might just do more than that. Like the spirits of the old orchardists on Andy’s farm, it will haunt you. The past is more alive than you have been led to believe.

When I think back on the piercing poignancy of that first bottle of Aaron Burr Cider, I finally understand something Andy explains in this book: The taste of a cider matters, but the taste of the experience of making a cider matters more. Every bottle holds the lingering ghost of that relationship, and though it isn’t something that will ever turn up in the tasting notes, it just might be what we’re looking for.

—ROWAN JACOBSEN

Calais, Vermont

January 2019





 

Prologue

When I was almost three years old, I said my first word: “Apple.” This was in the autumn of 1973, nearly 100 miles from Washington, DC, in the rugged landscape of western Maryland where the Appalachian ridges ripple like a series of long waves, unfolding one after the next toward the headwaters of the Potomac. Dotting the hillsides were homestead farms, and below in the valley floors there remained old brick villages that appeared just as they had when General Lee stormed up, bringing the fight to Union soil. Outside the town hall in one of these hamlets, a giant pome sculpture served as the focal point of the lawn just the way an obelisk or water fountain would. It was this sight, the giant apple, that piqued the interest of the boy in the backseat. Most children are saying full sentences long before their third birthday, but I was waiting for the vision of an apple to start talking.

This book is a continuation of whatever excitement woke in me that day. And if I succeed in relaying the importance of apple trees, you might say this book is also a continuation of the excitement awakened in Eve and Adam after their famous run-in with apples. I make these efforts not as a professional writer, but simply as a longtime observer of naturalized apple trees. I don’t assume readers to be focused on the fields of nutrition, art, farming, or farm businesses, but I take for granted that (1) these are profoundly connected subjects, and (2) as a unified subject it is of great concern to us all. The apple tree, it just so happens, is the perfect connector.

If what I saw today was a true cultural appreciation for apple trees and their importance to the general public, I would have no reason to write these letters. But what I see instead is a growing rift between laypeople and apple trees, while pomological expertise given to professional growers and academics serves to further and further divide us. A few years ago I thought a rekindled cider market could bridge this isolation; now it, too, is governed by an oligarchy of specialists. My goal is to rethink this distancing and possibly weaken the barriers that keep us from assimilating, or at least sympathizing, with the natural world for the sake of caring for the future. And this happens to be the apple tree’s great gift to us! It has long been our ambassador for this purpose. Though I will relay some practical information regarding apples, cider, and farm businesses, I ask that the reader absorb this information empathetically with the lives and experiences of apple trees. Think of them anthropomorphically.

This might sound like a weird request, but I’ve become convinced, by piecing together hundreds of apple metaphors (dating back many centuries), that the trees have been attempting to communicate with us. Their message, as representatives of nature, sometimes speaks poorly of Modern humankind’s decisions, but it can still provide us knowledge about ourselves and make us more satisfied with this world. There’s no obvious translation of this message; Google won’t help, and worst of all would be to study the apple species with a removed, academic gaze. Rather, if we want to hear what our onetime friend the apple tree is telling us, we need to truly reconnect with her and spend time observing how she relates to the real world. Most of this cannot be done on apple farms or in research stations. It must be done by incorporating apple trees into every location. Luckily, reconnecting is easier than it might first seem, for this is the way it always was. We simply need to look at forgotten wisdom.

I’m not sure how I became so sensitive to apple trees. Perhaps it’s related to the above three-year-old’s story: Verbal language came to me with difficulty. Instead of through words, I developed visually and struggled through grade school with only my art teachers to encourage me. From the age of nine, I took private painting lessons and I ended up majoring in art at college. Art was my sanctuary from the time of my earliest memory all the way into my early adult years. But truth be told, I don’t recall noticing apple trees during those two decades. Only after I moved to New York City in the early 1990s did the apple tree become significant to me. Over the following 10-year span, 1993 through 2002, the art world, and the city itself, offered me much, but I found them to require constant engagement. As an introvert, I could not sustain this year-round. Luckily for me, during that decade I was able to return to Maryland each summer to a fishing shack on the shore of the Chesapeake Bay, one that a friend and I rented from a farmer. This location re-introduced me to apples after the 20-year absence.

“The cottage,” as Steve and I called it, had no insulation, no TV, no phone, and obviously no internet; it offered only an outhouse, an outdoor shower, and the great outdoors for exploring. Driven by thrift, we studied mushroom identification, foraged for berries, and gleaned corn from the neighboring fields. And in the evenings we’d gather with the neighbors to shore-cast from the beach, hoping to hook anything from flounder to skate. By the light of a driftwood fire we’d recount winter tales, drink homemade wine, and eye our fishing lines as they faded into darkness over the calm waters. We were content with or without action, though if one of those lines suddenly twanged we’d have a little excitement and a dual purpose for the fire.

But the summers always faded, and the neighborhood went quiet when school started up. Everyone moved back to their permanent homes, leaving me with the two nicest months, September and October, all to myself—and nothing can please an introverted artist more. Whereas in the hot months the community focused east on the expansive waters of the Chesapeake, in the fall my gaze turned westward to where the setting sun fell into the most beautiful thing on earth: an abandoned apple orchard.

Words can only hint at the importance of that orchard to me. Yes, I would gather the apples, and yes, those trees became the subjects of my landscape paintings, but I never entered the orchard expecting anything out of it. Just the opposite: When I tunneled past the towering blackberry walls rimming the apple grove, I went in only to explore and “become one” with the trees. This eventually happened, but only after I reached the profound realization this was the same goal of all the creatures and vegetation beginning to inhabit the 10-acre abandoned site.

Dappled light seeped in from the overgrown canopy, and breezes would rustle the rust-spotted leaves. I set up my easel and began each new canvas hoping to capture the whole of the experience, not merely to depict what I saw. How does one paint assimilation? Little by little apples would fall with a thud in the high grass. Losing track of time in the golden glow of autumn, I also lost a sense of myself.

Sometimes there was pure silence, broken only by the periodic sloshing of my brush in the turpentine cup. And sometimes I got the eerie feeling that I was being watched. I’d quickly turn my head to find I was right: A pack of wild dogs known to live in the swamps beyond the tobacco field frequently came to spy on me while I was painting! God, what a perfect little world this was. I wondered if the dogs understood this place to be a special refuge for the feral.

To modern folks apples are considered a healthy snack, and not much more. But beyond the tempting fruit, the tree has long held a special place in our collective unconscious. It continues to emerge and reemerge, as it has for thousands of years. The tree is mysteriously part of who we are, even now, well into the Modern era. (Note for future reference: I use the capital M to differentiate the regular use of the word modern from the cultural movement that started in the mid-1800s, as in Modern art. The capital-M Modernism movement by no coincidence parallels the shift in Western civilization from agrarian society toward industrialized.)

The easiest way to appreciate our cultural connection to apple trees is to draw similarities between two species: Malus domestica (the modern apple) and Canis lupus familiaris. The latter, the common dog, is our companion animal, while the former, the common apple tree, is our companion plant. One is “man’s best friend,” and the other is “the giving tree.” Although we immediately relate to the animal kingdom, we can also relate to the plant kingdom in profound ways. We are all living beings with shared goals. The relating is slower, and more obtuse, but we have developed a great language for relating with apple trees, greater than with any other plant. No doubt we still have uncommon compassion for them.

If you’re still reading by chapter 8, you’ll find that I’m obsessed with this connection. How rare is it that we can empathize with a plant! But what’s important to this prologue is that after thousands of years, this relationship did not die 200 years ago with the start of the Modern era. Though hardly anyone lives with apple trees anymore, the bond still strongly exists. And what great satisfaction it brings me to see examples of this reunion, like when property owners begin clearing land and discover an apple tree. Determined as they are to chop down everything in sight, suddenly the chain saw goes silent when they happen upon an apple tree! Even very old, sick trees are spared and nursed for dozens of years.

I’m a sucker for this. But a frightful proposition rises in me: As the general population expands and we are increasingly removed from farming, how will that empathy erode? And if it vanishes for the apple tree, what does that say of our empathetic connection with other living beings? Fearful as that is for me, I can also imagine the opposite happening: Couldn’t we also expand upon our empathy for apple trees (as we seem to for dogs) and allow that compassion to reach other living beings, endangered creatures, and all of nature?

The new millennium brought economic development opportunities and suburban growth to that part of Maryland where “the cottage” was. Those timeless days exploring nature in the warm months abruptly ended in 2002. I won’t go into detail about the fate of the abandoned orchard, it’s too grotesque, but I will say that after losing that place I found a new direction for my life. Determined to regain that connection with nature (via apple trees), I started looking for land of my own. After saving 80 percent of each paycheck for the next four years, I found what I was looking for 90 minutes northwest of New York City. Ironically, this Hudson Valley / Catskill location is very similar to the Appalachian landscape where I spoke my first word.

Later in the book I will talk more about how my experiences with apples have changed now that I’m a property owner and a commercial apple farmer, but everything I do as a grower will forever be held in context with two things: (1) I came from an art background, and (2) I formed a relationship with wild apple trees first. This bond predated anything I read or heard about Malus domestica, which turns out to be extremely important because my pomological teachers were dead wrong about some things. I had examples of an alternative story. More so, I could not have endured so many agricultural setbacks without faith in the trees. As an outsider to farming, coming at it late in life (in my mid-30s), and as someone with very challenging soils, I had a severe disadvantage (compared with family farmers or experienced academics), but by relating to the uncultivated trees outside the system I found courage and inspiration. I would follow their lead and acclimate to an alternative scenario.

Now I’m also a professional cider maker and a small business owner. As both, I am either successful or unsuccessful depending on what the expectations are. To those who grew up watching the TV program Shark Tank, I’m sure my business is laughable. But expectations can be natural or unnatural, just like apples. In an effort to strike a balance with my land and avoid living precariously above or below subsistence, I have become a proponent of natural apple farming, natural cider making, and maintaining a natural business only. To succeed in these practices this way, I have learned that it’s essential to take a consistent approach throughout (rather than, for example, following nature’s example in one practice and humankind’s expectations in another). I reject forced growth such as we see in agriculture’s fertilizers, winemaking’s “stretching” (of volume), or the use of outside capital infusions. Essentially, I’m opposed to anything turbocharged to override the pace of natural acclimation. What unites and distinguishes natural practices is a look away from predetermination. I want to look toward nature, where things happen, they don’t happen, or they happen in unexpected ways. Natural practices seek acceptance with these facts. If I want my business and products (cider) to be natural, I, too, must accept this in all parts.

Land is limited, success is fleeting, seasons change, and multiplicity is a healthy adaptation for survival. These are all natural principles that conflict with Modern humanity’s modus operandi: constant growth, limitless absorption, specialization, the need for certainty. My goal in writing this book is not to rebuke the businesses or farms that float Modern people (in fact, at this point they seem required); I simply want to remind myself and others that another way exists. I’ve been lured down that path and I’ve discovered personal success by emulating the apple trees along the road. They are becoming wild.





 

PART I

Between Cultivation and the Wild





 

ONE

Apples

The slope is severe, almost 30 degrees, and I’m breaking a sweat scampering up and down this wooded mountainside. Making it all the more difficult is the unruly state of the understory: Thorny wild rose thickets, fallen tree limbs, and 4-inch-thick grapevines threaten me at neck level like draping boa constrictors. But the most challenging thing about this slope is that my feet are never firmly planted. Decomposing leaf mulch slides under my boots. And to top it all off, Bill, the farmer who owns this property, has recently taken up cattle farming again (after decades), and he’s been pushing his herd through these woods all summer long to escape the heat. Now cow patties are everywhere.

But for me it’s worth it. There, in the gullies formed by protruding tree roots, are piles of apples that would otherwise keep rolling downhill if it weren’t for the low root walls. It’s easy to collect the pre-gathered fruit as I fill my buckets in preparation for the hard haul back uphill to where my beloved 1991 Toyota pickup is stashed beyond these woods. The bed of the truck holds 50 of these 5-gallon buckets, 20 pounds each, so it’s going to be a lot of schlepping this morning. Such is life in the Borscht Belt: hardscrabble. But this is not only how I make my living; I live for this.

Let me make it clear that this was a nondescript patch of forest when I first discovered it 10 years ago. I studied forestry as a New York State volunteer woods assessor, but even with a fair amount of knowledge I still wouldn’t have given these woods a second look had I not come here exactly at the right time of year. That was the spring of 2008. After a long winter the duck-house at our homestead farm was unimaginably gross and I needed fresh straw to reline the floor. My auto mechanic wrote down the number of an unadvertised hay farmer up near the top of the mountain, and when I first arrived at Bill’s farm that Easter weekend the trees surrounding the fields were still gray and dormant. But something about them caught my eye. Up in the high canopy were little white blossoms dancing around in the breeze like fireflies in the intertwined branches. I had seen flowers like this on understory trees before—on dogwoods, ironwood, or pin cherry—but never had I seen them up so high.

Curious, I made my way toward them, nearly hypnotized by their swaying. This was a few years before Bill had cows, so there were no barbed-wire or electric fences to contend with. As I approached I peered into the dark of the woods to study the trunks of the trees, finding what anyone would expect to see in the northern reaches of Appalachia: oaks, pines, maples, hickory—all shooting up 50 or 60 feet like telephone poles. But upon closer inspection I also noticed something silvery and smooth about a number of the boles. This wasn’t the bark of birch or cherry trees, though those trees bore the closest resemblance to them. Instead the glimmering skin belonged to something I recognized, just never in this context. I was looking at my first stand of assimilated truly wild apple trees.

Apple trees are not mentioned in forestry class any more than forestry is the subject of apple farming, yet here they were, two worlds overlapping at one of the more memorable Of course! moments in my life: Apples are a tree; trees grow in the forest. Why should this be surprising? I felt like an idiot for not having thought of this before: Here I was, a young apple farmer, and the only way I could comprehend an apple tree was in a meadow setting?

Back at the barn Bill threw bales of hay down to me and instructed me how to interlock them on the bed of my pickup so they wouldn’t tumble out on my way home. I had to ask: “Hey, Bill, I noticed all those apple trees out in the woods just now. Was there an orchard here long ago?” But his response surprised me. “I don’t know how the apple trees got there, but I don’t know how any of those woods got there— including the oaks and maples. That used to be all pasture when I was a kid. It was cleared when my grandfather was a kid and cleared when my great-grandfather was a kid. And when my great-great-grandfather started this farm in the mid-1800s, he had nothing but grazing fields all the way to the ridgetop.”

Sure enough, there are ancient photographs to prove it: This mountain was a bald bulge of grass rising above New York’s Hudson Valley, like a huge wave emerging from the west. It was dotted with cows, but not trees.

“It was too steep for the tractor on that slope and we stopped cutting the grass. I guess the trees just grew back at a certain point,” Bill continued.

But this didn’t answer my question: Why were there apple trees in the mix? There was more history to learn.

As we reconsider the progress of Malus domestica (the common apple tree), we discover how Bill’s pippin forest (pippin is one of those great old-fashioned words referring to a surprise apple tree born from seed) reveals a different narrative for apples in America. This history counterbalances assumptions that the tree has been on a controlled, linear path toward greater and greater efficiency. One of the last things Thoreau wrote in 1862 was that he felt sorry for people 100 years hence, for they would not have wild apples to pick anymore. And yet even with 50-plus years tacked on to his predicted doom date, wild apples still survive. They prove the sum is greater than the parts, succeeding without all the agricultural props given to their farmed cousins. This defies scientists, who claim their success is dependent on human intervention, and it even enrages many commercial orchardists who have attempted to round up the wildlings (also a word for a seedling tree, along with pippin and volunteer) for fear of a contaminating influence. But like Christmas to the Grinch, they keep finding a way of coming.

The history of Malus domestica in America is, in fact, more complex than the explanations offered by modernity. But there was a time in American history when the soul of the tree, its inquisitive and independent nature, was better understood and cherished as next to godly. To be able to see this takes a different mind-set. Johnny Appleseed is famous for shedding light on this subject, but we downplay the importance of his service and focus instead on his trivial oddities. He was, in fact, eccentric, but his service as an ambassador for the apple tree simply captures the reverence common in America during the 150 years prior to his time. His spiritual devotion to the apple tree was not odd, and it is still justified today.

Chance occurrences in nature have been layered in time and intertwined with countless unconsidered variables to result in the pippins along roadsides, in pasture edges, and amid woods like at Bill’s. These trees exist by relating to the whole of the forest system, including the geology, the wildlife, and the climate. They have even adjusted to our human progress. The variables are so infinite, so wondrous, that even at specific locations like Bill’s it’s impossible to explain how they came to be. It would be hubris even to try. Still, to love the trees is to want to know more about them. So let me offer aspects of apple history that I think are important to America’s still-wild trees. And it all starts with the aptly named Mayflower.

America’s Fruit

Many people don’t know this, but the common apple tree is not native to the northeastern United States, where it was first declared “America’s fruit.” This surprises anyone who has driven these country roads, because there are so many uncultivated trees visible without even leaving the car. In fact the fruit is so perfectly suited for our cold climate that I once heard a friend compare the wild apples of Maine to the abundance of tropical fruit popping out of the vegetation along roadways where she grew up in Kenya.

This scene of natural abundance wasn’t always the case, not in the Northeast, not before the mid-1600s. If any apple tree grew here prior (though it’s not assumed they did), it would have been the small and mealy Malus coronaria, a crab apple that by the 1800s was reported growing only west of the Northeast colonies, over the Appalachians. M. domestica, the larger apple we’re all familiar with, is an immigrant just like us. It is part of the whole of Western culture that arrived by boat in the 1620s, and it has evolved here in tandem with Western culture ever since.

However, the Pilgrims did not bring live trees across the Atlantic; they brought only apple seeds with them. They planted them en masse, just as Johnny Appleseed would later do to create seedling trees. Trees from seed—pippins—are very different from modern apple trees in that their genetic variety is unique (not cloned, as with grafted trees). Every apple has five seed cells in its core. Not only will each of those seeds develop into a unique apple tree (uniquely different from its parent), but each seed will also develop a tree distinct from the ones produced from the other seeds in the core. Loaded with thousands and thousands of apple seeds, a single tree can launch tens of thousands of potentially new varieties and test the environment where those seeds end up. With the right combination of genetics and environmental suitability, one of those seedlings is bound to survive and find itself perfectly suited for a particular location.

But did the Pilgrims feel the same way about themselves in their new location? This is not an unrelated question. I try to imagine what went on in the heads of those religious separatists as they crammed onto wooden ships and set sail for a two-month voyage across the ocean for the New World: It must have been like boarding a spacecraft with a one-way ticket to Mars. And things didn’t get any easier once they “safely landed,” either. In fact, those first few years the settlers had to adjust to brutal cold and snow unlike anything they were used to in temperate Europe. In addition, the terrain and the soil were much rockier and more difficult to cultivate than what they had hoped for. Things were hard. There was no way around it.

A religious people, they might have read this as God’s rebuke. They could have extrapolated that the difficulties were the Lord’s way of telling them that the elements of Western culture were not suitable for this new land. Such thoughts would surely creep in and affect morale, and as we all know, sometimes morale is the only thing to carry us through trying times. Beaten up by the weather, fighting rock and snow, as well as frightened of “savage” attacks, the settlers needed a sign for inspiration. That sign eventually came in the form of an apple.

Simultaneous to the struggles of the Pilgrims, apple trees were also trying to define themselves in the New World. While it was unnoticeable at first, the settlers soon realized that something interesting was occurring with these trees. Not only did they seem okay with the harsher temperatures and rocky soils, but after a decade or two growing to fruit-bearing age, proof eventually came that the trees were more suitable here than in old England. The apple tree, having worked its roots around heavier, rocky soil, produced a fruit with superior taste-intensity, becoming the first element of Western culture to surpass Europe’s nurturing. Finally, empirical and divine proof that Western civilization could succeed in North America! The goal was clear: Follow the apple.

The success of the tree in the Northeast is not surprising to us now that we know more about the extended history of Malus domestica. Pomologists (those who study the science of apples) currently believe they originated in Central Asia in the foothills of the Tien Shan Mountains where the climate, latitude, and terrain more closely resemble the extremes of New England than they do old England. But having the fruit do better here became America’s original boasting point. It became known as America’s fruit, sort of like a colonial In your face!

Over time American apples only became more highly esteemed, and even as war was brewing with the mother country, apples were being exported back to England. Their praise was sung by famous men and women on both sides of the Atlantic. And by the end of the nineteenth century, American apple varieties were being grown worldwide. Even today American cultivars (short for “cultivated varieties”), including some of those early heirloom varieties, disproportionately dominate global markets. The apple is unquestionably America’s fruit—that is, if America starts with Western culture.

Nature Versus Nurture

Despite our tendency to choose perfect apples, there is an advantage to stumbling across imperfections in the grocery store. The flaws reveal what is otherwise covered up: a history that speaks of the farm, the farmer, the weather, and the ecosystem behind that piece of fruit. I’d like to call to attention a double standard: Some apples, especially wild apples, are not perfect. But neither are people.

The character of every individual tree, and subsequently the character of its fruit, is shaped by two variables: (1) the environmental influences (including the biological community, rock type, climate, and more), and (2) the genetic traits of that particular tree (defining factors such as apple variety, growth tendency, and fungal susceptibility). Nowadays customers rarely hear about the environmental influences, but these can drastically affect the apple tree’s development, thus in turn drastically affecting how the apple tastes. Anyone who has suffered through Psych 101 knows this as the nature-versus-nurture debate. The question, applied to humans, seeks to determine the dominant sources of our character. If I grew up in a violent city, would my character be the same as if I had grown up on an Amish farm? Probably not. Advantage: nurture. But regardless of which location I hail from, had I been born an extroverted, cerebral female (as opposed to an introverted, emotionally sensitive male), my history and my experiences would surely shape me differently, right? Advantage: nature. There’s really no winning this decades-old debate. Both nature and nurture are monumental in shaping human character.

I had heard similar things from apple farmers, too: You don’t want to grow a Granny Smith up north; you don’t want to grow a Mac in the foggy valley; you don’t want Spitzenburg in a hot and humid climate. And so on, and so forth. All these things suggest that environmental factors are just as influential as genetic factors in the character of the fruit, despite the fact that only the fruit’s variety is mentioned in grocery markets. You almost never hear about the growing conditions when you read flavor profiles of an apple (or cider), and yet if you visit the actual tree these factors are unmistakable: You can see the fruit’s connection to the tree, the tree’s connection to the soil, and the soil’s place in the larger environment and climate. You can feel all those interconnected things as they influence your own experience there, so how could they not be factors in an apple’s taste, too?

As someone who travels to different sites to forage apples, I am particularly advantaged to study the environmental influences that location has on apples, but the cultural obsession with genetic varieties dominated my early explorations, too. It wasn’t until I first foraged at Bill’s farm that I realized nurture’s full influence on apples. His farm sits on the ridge above my orchard, no more than a five-minute drive away, but with a 1,000-foot change in elevation there exists a night-and-day distinction: When I stumble out of my truck I find the rocks, the sun, the wind, the temperatures, the moisture, the forest, and soil ecosystems all strikingly different. I feel it, the trees must feel it.

Over the years I’ve been collecting Bill’s wild apples, as well as the wild apples from down in my valley, and when milling them separately, I saw the first obvious distinction: After handling the valley apples my hands were dirty, almost as if I was wearing black latex gloves, but while touching apples from up the mountain my hands remained clean. The reason for this is sooty blotch. In the valley, fogs set in overnight and don’t clear until midmorning, allowing airborne fungi to colonize the surface of my home apples and give them a dull, dark gray coating. Bill’s apples have none of this. In the bright, windswept hilltop not one of his apples suffers from this condition. Wind and sun (UV rays), as all growers know, help deter the fungal set.

Coincidentally, this was about the time I was introduced to the natural wine enthusiast and writer Alice Feiring, who subsequently lured me down the rabbit hole of her expertise with her emphatic arguments. And her red hair. I’d see her from time to time in New York, but the more I read from her work the more I questioned the role of growing practices not just in apple cultivation but in cider making as well. She turned me on to the concept of terroir, and I became more and more focused on studying this element of cider rather than the art of blending varieties. I soon applied my experiments to my two main foraging sites and divided our Homestead Apple cider between Shawangunk Ridge and Mamakating Hollow ciders. I wanted the two microclimates to have their own bottlings rather than take the best apples from each location and use them as components in some master blend. But to prove the environment was affecting the taste of the two I needed to conduct a more scientific study, which meant I had to start grafting to eliminate the genetic variables that clearly were factors, too (given that every wild apple is its own variety).

The solution was to clone. In the winter of 2012, I gathered live shoots of wood from some of Bill’s apple trees and grafted the scions onto trees down in my orchard. Would the same variety remain sooty-blotch-free in the fog belt? Then in 2015 I was finally given the opportunity to compare genetically matched fruit when the trees bore apples on both my farm and his. The results were mixed: Some of the uphill varieties were sooty-blotch-free on both farms but other varieties from Bill’s farm had the fungal footprint only when grown in the valley. This proves that both nature and nurture can contribute to sooty blotch (and presumably other environmental susceptibilities), but it also opens up other cans of worms. On the varieties that were sooty-blotch-free on both uphill and downhill trees, there were new measurable differences, too: The uphill apples were smaller and had a greater density of flavor (also higher measurable sugars); the same varieties on my farm were heavier and slightly blander tasting. Although my apples looked larger (and yielded a higher volume of juice per apple), the flavor was missing many of its interesting qualities. The dry bitterness, bright acidity, chalkiness, and intense aromas of the apples from Bill’s original trees faded when grown on my trees, despite being genetically the same apple.

What was happening in the shift between the wild tree and my farm? Had I really conducted a scientific experiment capable of isolating the factors that lead toward taste? The more I thought about it, the more I concluded I had just scratched the surface in terms of eliminating potential variables. My trees were younger than the original: What influence does the age of the tree have on the apple? What about the different root systems, the different flora and fauna, or even the slight variations in the relationship between the trees and the sun? How am I, or how is anyone, supposed to describe the taste of an apple if the factors behind the growing conditions are so diverse? With so many unknowns it’s no wonder apple marketing focuses just on variety!

Now every time I describe an apple, whether it be the variety or the terroir (which is the focus of our “locational” ciders), I’m certain that I am grossly oversimplifying the factors leading to taste. The individual apple tree, with its relationship to soils, ecosystem, and seasons, is just too diverse to predict. So now what?

Even if I’m a little disappointed in the loss of character I witnessed between my cultivated orchard setting versus Bill’s wild hilltop, I’m not about to start all over again with new grafts. Instead, I want to focus more on the soil and the surrounding ecosystem. I suspect in 40 years’ time as the trees get older, the apples will taste different than they do now, perhaps more in keeping with Bill’s original trees. But I am now convinced I’ve been looking at taste the wrong way. If fruit varieties or terroir are about stating how something will taste (Hudson Valley apples taste this way, Loire grapes taste that), then I’m part of the problem, explaining not exploring. No one can say what the character of a person will be at birth, and no one should try! The same goes for an apple. But the problem with us humans is that we feel compelled to try anyhow; then consciously or unconsciously we make great efforts to make predictions come true, a self-fulfilling prophecy.

I said earlier that wild apples are not perfect, but neither are people. I hope exposing this double standard helps to lift the unfair expectations put on apple trees, their farmers, and their cider.

The Blank Canvas

Even as an apple lover it feels awkward boasting about how well the tree does in America. Because apples are a symbol of our (Western) success, they could also serve as a reminder of our defeat of the native culture. Though the apple is not an invasive species, it’s hard not to see it as a symbol of our conquests. But this needn’t be the case, and, in fact, it shouldn’t be—the apple could have easily taken another path. Don’t blame the tree if the operator of the bulldozer drops a core in his wake. Only with tight, controlled parameters do many of our statements escape scrutiny. Calling the non-native apple America’s fruit was (and is) much like today’s European Americans’ opposition to immigration: It’s an absurdity based on a limited view of history.

The limited view, in this case, being that America started with the Mayflower. For many that’s when this continent started to become “successful,” if success means taming, progressing, and being globally powerful and wealthy. But in actuality these values are indicative of a narrow worldview, and championing them says a lot about our core being. Above all else, I’m inclined to think this understanding of “success” is tied to a compulsory need for order. Furthermore, I can’t help but notice that this concept of order seems at war with nature, too. And interestingly enough, as someone with an art background, I might be the most guilty of this compulsion.

My upbringing was as a painter. Before buying the farm I spent 25 years painting and drawing, which of course explains why I chose a blank canvas as the metaphor for examining the compulsion to eliminate variables and create a fresh start. In painting that’s what a blank canvas represents, but you could look to other fields to see the same pattern (everything from agriculture to architecture to medicine). But it’s worth noting that Western cultures did not always exhibit this compulsion. In fact, before the Renaissance Western paintings were integrated within the architecture of cathedrals or other interiors (or caves, if you want to go back that far); sculptures, too, were created and juxtaposed with buildings or parks. There was a direct subject-matter connection between the art and the place, striving to integrate with the environment, both in content and in form. But then roughly 500 years ago painting started to become studio-based and movable on stretched canvases. Artists built their creations from a blank slate, a tabula rasa of sorts, and over the centuries the content of paintings became isolated from the influence of their eventual surroundings. By the Modern era we had turned 180 degrees from the cave art origin: Today most artists envision their work placed in white-walled galleries or museums where the architecture is designed to minimize the effect of external influences when viewing art.

This is our order, and I’m not sure it isn’t hardwired into our being by this point, like the herd instinct of a collie. Nonetheless, it’s something we can work on. And rather than fret over the decisions we’ve made in the past, I’d like to reflect on the agricultural history of apple trees with this order compulsion in mind.

Looking back it sounds so idyllic: a landscape of small diversified farms, or what we now nostalgically call homestead farms. This was the early European American’s vision and hope for independence, an agrarian system that launched itself from the evolution of European agriculture. The farms weren’t just complex and bucolic—in many ways they were also interwoven within the surrounding culture where whole communities and towns were designed to support one another on the homesteads. No isolated family could accomplish certain things, for instance, so they often exchanged labor when building barns or during harvests. They also borrowed or shared equipment to lessen individual financial exposure, and because farms grew or made just about everything a person needed—food, lumber, alcohol, wool, and so forth—they were able to barter for goods and services in town. They met with a favorable balance of trade when in need of other things like medicine and manufactured goods (tools, ammunition, and the like). How idyllic this sounds to a modern farmer!

But beyond the idealized vision painted by George Henry Durrie or Thomas Cole, where the American homestead farm seems blissfully interwoven with nature, there is a dark side. The implementation of our agrarian society required a shocking number of horrors. It was disruptive, it was unjust, and it was violent, and I’m not just talking about our abuse of the Native American peoples. The violence also prevailed over everything that got in our way, from the rock, to the water, to preexisting vegetative and animal cultures. Our vision of an American independence was pinned to a preconception at war with many of North America’s ecosystems. We set out to replace what existed with favorable conditions, a process exactly opposite acclimation—a blank canvas.

It started slowly along the coasts, but in 150 years’ time Western culture had begun penetrating inland. In New York, for example, before the War of Independence colonists had just started to settle the Catskills (not far from where I live today), but this development sped up with industrialization in the 1800s, and by the American Civil War all of New York had been “tamed.” Settlers cleared the forests for pasturelands along the way, so it’s anyone’s guess how much of the freshly exposed soil now sits at the bottom of the Atlantic Ocean.

Clichés come to mind: “Cutting off your nose to spite your face,” “Not seeing the forest for the trees,” and more. The Modern era, born out of industrial innovations, ushered in faster and faster change until it snowballed into the no-turning-back marriage we now have with progress. Rapid and endless development became an American assumption, if nothing else, because it was required just to hold on to the accomplishments from the previous generation.

Agricultural history, particularly as it pertains to our compulsions to clear the land, amend the soil, fence off the lots, and kill off weeds, bugs, and bacteria, exhibits a clear blank-canvas compulsion. But in all fields, from apple growing, to manufacturing, to science, philosophy, religion, and art, we have a hardwired start-from-scratch mentality. It’s the perfect metaphor for our early approach to agriculture, but it’s only become that much stronger as agriculture has progressed. It’s who we are. And if farming is too much of an abstraction for you, ponder what your compulsion as a backyard gardener is. Do you amend the soil? Do you weed? No one is above the blank-canvas compulsion; there are only degrees to which we all participate.

By the way, I’m not hating on Western culture when I point this out, I’m only doing so because we ought to be aware that this approach is simply a choice. Do we go with it, or do we fight it? All I know is that it’s not smart to ignore possible alternatives when things aren’t working, and it seems to me we are fast painting ourselves into a corner with agriculture (or apple farming, at least). To avoid getting stuck in that corner, it’s necessary to evaluate the starting point and plan out the progress—that’s all I’m saying.

And speaking of starting and end points, I began this discussion by saying the apple tree could have taken another turn; the remarkable thing is that it did—it 
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