ON GOOD LAND

BY KURT MICHAEL FRIESE

PRESERVE THE APPLES, PRESERVE THE ORCHARD
Simple Methods of Apple Preservation Can Also Help Protect lowa’s Treasured but Dwindling Orchards

One sure sign of autumn in the Iowa River Valley is the
increase in traffic on Highway 1 just north of Iowa City. Not only
is it a scenic drive (see “What a Difference a Day Makes” in this
issue), but it is also the way to the famous Wilson’s Orchard. Here
Joyce and Chug Wilson care for 80 rolling acres and nearly 140
varieties of apples that people drive well out of their way to enjoy.

Strolling amid the well-tended rows of apples, you can feel
almost instantly at peace. There is no traffic noise, no blaring
advertisements, no background static—only the occasional
tickling buzz of a honeybee flying by to see who is appreciating
his work. In mid to late October, the trees are usually heavy-laden
with yellow, blush, red and gold, and this year is no exception.
Chug Wilson calls the 2006 crop “a limb-buster,” which is a
welcome relief after 2005’s disastrous late-spring freeze, which
wiped out the blooms on Wilson’s trees and left a harvest of zero.

“We had to import apples from Wisconsin” to sell in the
orchard store, Chug told me on a recent visit. “Never had to do
that before.”

Like all farming, growing apples is a very challenging
undertaking, subject to the whims of weather and the market,
insects, environment and urban sprawl.

Iowa was once the second largest apple producer in the
country, not behind Washington but behind Michigan. The
ubiquitous Red Delicious apple was originally called the
Hawkeye, and was developed in the late 1800s by Madison
County farmer Jesse Hiate. He sold the rights to the Stark
Brothers Fruit Company of Missouri, which propagated cuttings
from the original tree near Peru, lowa, and hybridized it out of all
resemblance to it’s origins. Today, Red Delicious apples found in
grocery stores are bred for appearance and durability, not flavor.

On November 11, 1940, the “Armistice Day Freeze” swept
across the Midwest, devastating many states, and none was more
hard-hit than Iowa. Because its storied orchards, known to be the
best nationwide, were still heavy with leaves and fruit, the ice
storm destroyed them. Lightning split Jesse Hiatt's Hawkeye in
half. Since orchards are expensive to replant and can take up to 10

years to come to fruition, and with war on the horizon, Iowas
orchards were plowed under and replaced with corn and
soybeans.

But Hiatt’s little tree resprouted, phoenix-like, from the
severed trunk. It grows there today, cared for by its own
horticulturalist from Iowa State University Extension, serving a
symbol of what was and still could be in Iowa’s apple market.

Joyce and Chug Wilson know these challenges all too well and
have had plenty of offers from land developers to plow their trees
under in favor of zero-lots, split-level ranches or “McMansions.”
They've been tempted, but have never relinquished the land. It’s
far too valuable to them as it is, which the glint in Chug’s eye
shows you when he so much as talks about his apples, or when
you see Joyce pull her magnificent apple turnovers from the oven
in the orchard store.

Enjoy one of those hot turnovers as you ride behind Chug and
his wide-brimmed hat aboard his big old tractor, towing you and
many others on a tour of the land on a crisp October morning.
Preferably, share the experience with one or more children. Pick a
basket of Suncrisps, Blushing Goldens, Spigolds and Crispins. In
fact, pick two baskets full, or even three. Don’t worry about
having too much; they store very well, and you can preserve even
more by saucing, drying, canning or freezing them.

Treasures like Wilson’s Orchard, and the other orchards
around the state, will survive only so long as there is demand for
their luscious products. Buying more and preserving the excess is
a good way to support the artisan-orchardists of Iowa, while also
getting lots of tasty treats for your family.

To store your fresh-picked apples, Joyce says, place them in a
plastic bag with a dripping wet cloth or paper towel. Refrigerate
them as soon as possible (ideally at 35 degrees and near 100
percent humidity) apart from other fruits and vegetables. The
early summer apples will keep this way for a week or so, but later
apples like Gala, Honeycrisp and Blushing Golden will last for
three to six months.

Canning apples is not as daunting as it may seem. As with all
canning, cleanliness and organization are the keys to success, and,
done right, you'll have the perfect filling for a hot apple pie on
New Year’s Day or beyond.

Details

Wilson’s Orchard

2924 Orchard Lane NE

(On Highway 1, 2.2 miles north of I-80)
Iowa City, IA 52240

(319) 354-5651

Open 10 a.m.-6 p.m.,

August, September and October

10 FALL 2006 EDIBLE IOWA RIVER VALLEY

Photographs, Kurt Michael Friese






