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All events are true, however the passage of time has been compressed to create a narrative flow. Several names have been changed to protect the privacy of certain persons.


The section quotations are from The Apple Tree by Liberty Hyde Bailey published in 1922. While approaches to growing fruit have greatly changed since his time, Bailey offers keen observations and deep respect for the apple tree and all its creatures.
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For Alex, Nick, and Ariel
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A place belongs forever to whoever claims it hardest, remembers it most obsessively, wrenches it from itself, shapes it, renders it, loves it so radically that he remakes it in his image . . . .


—Joan Didion, The White Album
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Where Are the Apples?


The apple-tree starts life fresh and vigorous. It grows rapidly. The shoots are long and straight. The wood is smooth and fair and supple . . . . But in time the difficulties come. The tree probably slows down. It becomes too thick of branches. The land is not tilled. It is not manured. Insects and fungi make headway . . . . The tree becomes broken diseased, gnarly, unshapely.


—Liberty Hyde Bailey
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Row 1: It’s Hard to Grow Apples


I was alone in an abandoned orchard and didn’t know the first thing about growing apples.


Holding a half-sheet of paper, I read the names of varieties by row—McIntosh, Cortland, Red Delicious, Blushing Golden, and Golden Delicious. A few small green orbs dangled here and there, but I couldn’t tell a McIntosh from a Cortland. Thorns on brambles snagged my ankles while poison ivy and bittersweet vines spiraled around tree trunks. This was not what I expected in a New England apple orchard in July. The enormity of my new reality hit me.


On a bright March afternoon in 2001, I’d visited A & M Orchards in Harvard, a rural town in eastern Massachusetts about forty-five minutes west of Boston. The real estate listing said: Farmhouse with five bedrooms, a detached barn/garage, apple orchard, and chicken coop. I wasn’t looking for a way to get back to the earth or grow my own food. I was leaving a long marriage and looking for a home for myself and my three children. I would never have considered a small farm, but a good friend had urged me to check out the property. She had grown up here and loved this old homestead. Her parents had sold it to the present owners.


I called my friend Roger, a local realtor. He questioned whether the property was a good match, but he said he’d meet me there. I arrived first and ignored the in-need-of-paint clapboard farmhouse. Instead, I walked down the driveway towards the pond and a towering elm tree. All across America these elegant trees had died from Dutch elm disease, and yet, here against the open sky, isolated from other elms, this tree was thriving. Its thin branches swayed, zigzagging their reflections across the surface of the water. The elm had been planted alongside a ten-foot-high stone dam. Water flowed from the large pond into a smaller one below. The sound of falling water reminded me of ancient Chinese Buddhist hermits doing ablutions under cold mountain falls. I was a little nervous visiting this farm property, but the mystery and uniqueness of the landscape stirred my curiosity.


Roger and I entered the house. The front door opened into a spacious living room where a brick fireplace covered one wall. A brown sofa, a dark upholstered chair, and a wooden desk floated like atolls on the hardwood floor. Adrift among them, I followed Roger down three steps into the kitchen where molasses-colored pine boards covered the walls and ceiling. In place of drawers and cabinets, open shelves held plates, bowls, and glasses. Along one wall, heavy pots for making jam and stocks sat on the floor. Above an old-fashioned cast-iron cookstove a patchwork of blackened pans hung, their undersides crusty with use. On my search for a new home, I had already toured several houses whose kitchens boasted granite counters and sleek appliances. This farmhouse kitchen had a different feel—its rustic patina was more my style.


Roger and I continued our tour upstairs and peered into simple bedrooms. My three children would each have a room. The master bedroom windows faced the raspberry patch to the east and wetlands to the south, five hundred acres of conservation land owned by the United States Department of Fish and Wildlife. The master bath had 1960s avocado-colored fixtures, a hue that made me want to look away, but my right hand reached towards the sink’s hot water faucet and I thought, If this house has hot water, it will be fine.


I followed Roger downstairs and out the door.


“Is it all right to walk around the pond?”


“Sure, go ahead. I’ll wait on the porch.”


He didn’t seem to relish a trek through March’s mud and patches of old snow.


I followed the contour of the water, over a small stone bridge to the other side. That’s when I saw a rock formation the size of a Volkswagen in the middle of the lower pond. It looked like a giant turtle gazing towards the rising sun. A domed boulder formed the body and a smaller stone shaped the head.


My middle child, Nick, loves turtles and for many years kept an Eastern box turtle named Pebble as a pet. Friends and family sent him turtle mementos in ebony, teak, alabaster, jade, cloth, and corn husk from Russia, Guatemala, and Thailand. When he was a young boy, Nick taught me how to make stone turtles outdoors, choosing a large stone for the body, a smaller one for the head, four pebbles for legs, and a narrow one for the tail. We would leave these turtle totems in the landscape on hikes from the tip of Cape Cod to the summit of Mt. Washington in New Hampshire, where we made a harrowing climb up Huntington’s Ravine together. I didn’t know if the property owners had ever seen this “turtle,” but I took it as a good omen.


I rejoined Roger and asked, “Can I see the chicken coop?”


Walking into a ramshackle white clapboard shed, I teased away curtains of cobwebs. Slimy green chicken shit mixed with sawdust covered the floor. Some forty old hens squawked, panicked by my presence. I breathed in the dust scratched up by their overgrown toenails. Later I learned the roosters’ endless mounting was the cause of the hens’ featherless backs.


“What’s going to happen to all these birds?” I asked.


“Why? Do you want them?”


Why not? I thought, not knowing anything about chickens. “Maybe.”


“I’ll ask the owners,” Roger said.


An orange tractor overfilled the other side of the chicken coop. Roger said, “The tractor comes with the property.”


I looked away. What was I going to do with this giant relic of a machine? My art background hadn’t prepared me for driving a tractor.


Near the coop, a rickety fence marked the wintered-over remains of a kitchen garden. I had grown vegetables in small raised beds, but this sizable plot was a feed-a-family-all-year garden.


Next came the detached barn/garage where the owner had stored Model T cars. As a professional sculptor, I needed a space for my studio. The cars were gone, only oil splotches on the wood plank floor remained. A few small windows let in light. My rusty metal objects, tools, and machines would fit. It wouldn’t take much to bring in some heat.


“Where are the apples?” The listing had mentioned an orchard. I didn’t know what I would do with it, but I wanted to see everything.


We crossed the road and walked down a narrow cart trail. The rows of old trunks and branches stretched out in wavy lines. The ground was bare, Persephone had yet to rise.


“What will you do with the orchard?” Roger asked.


“I don’t know.”


“It’s hard to grow apples. And this orchard needs a lot of care.”


We continued walking down the cart road about a quarter of a mile until we reached a small clearing. I peered into a weathered shed. Earth-encrusted tools stood silently in their stalls like pterodactyls. I wondered if they, too, came with the property. Before I could ask, Roger had turned back towards the house.
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Apples figure in mythology, history, science, and religion, but they appear most significantly in art. Van Gogh painted rows of apple trees in blossom, their repetition of trunks lining the bucolic streets of Arles in southern France. Cezanne painted this humble fruit over and over again, his paintings of apples some of the most memorable work in the history of modern art. He’s even quoted as saying, “With an apple, I will astonish Paris.” Henri Matisse painted apples throughout his life. In his painting Still Life with Apples, 1925, four yellow apples sit on a bunched-up pink tablecloth—the table, like an unmoored boat, floats against a background of blues. These apples seem as if they might roll off the painting. I was aware of this apple art history, but it didn’t occur to me to wonder if the orchard would make its way into my art.


When I moved to New England in my early twenties, I learned that apple picking is the quintessential fall activity for New Englanders. Having grown up outside of Philadelphia in the industrial city of Chester, Pennsylvania, I had no experience with apple trees. Walking through this tangled orchard, I was intrigued. I planned to visit the farm again.


This time I brought Ariel, my twelve-year-old daughter. We looked at the bedroom upstairs I thought would suit her, and I pointed out she’d have her own bathroom. She asked if she could have a day bed, one of those combinations that is a bed and a sofa at the same time. I said, “Of course!” Sitting on stools at a counter in the kitchen I asked, “Would the house be all right?” She nodded, Yes. My boys, Nick, fourteen, and Alex, seventeen, came with me on another visit. Alex wanted the smallest bedroom with the sloped ceiling while Nick took the room with a view of the pond.


When the boys and I walked outside to look around Alex asked, “Do you think there are fish in the pond?” Alex always loved fishing. At six years old, with a small rod and reel, he pulled in a sunfish, unhooked it, and kissed it on the lips before he threw it back.


Nick announced, “There’s enough space for a trampoline!” I promised whatever one he chose.


I wanted my children to like the farm. Like tender seedlings, they had a lot to adapt to. Putting my own longing for happiness over keeping the family together left me feeling guilty and selfish. I was excited about the possibilities of the farm, but I also heard a chorus of voices intoning, You can’t do this. Forget it. You don’t deserve this.


I told a friend, “I don’t know if I can manage such a large property.”


She replied, “Just do it.”


That little nudge was what I needed. Like a boat tipping over the falls, this rundown farm, A & M Orchards, named for the present owners, Art and Marie Spaulding, would become our new home. [image: ]
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Row 2: Diesel, Dodder, and Raspberries


Before signing papers, Art Spaulding surprised me by suggesting a tractor lesson. I guess he thinks I’m going to need the tractor. We made a date, and I met him as he was pulling it out of the chicken coop. “Now you climb up.” I hauled myself up and sat on the torn black plastic while he pointed out the stick on the right of the steering wheel to shift gears and the stick on the left to shift from forward to reverse. I scooched to the front edge of the seat because I was too short to reach the clutch and accelerator pedals at the same time.


“Now, shift up,” Art instructed.


“No, you have to keep the clutch fully in,” he shouted as the engine coughed.


Soon I was able to drive in a circle and shift gears fairly smoothly. I came to a stop.


“Two rules. Always put on the parking brake when you stop, and lower the bucket to the ground. The parking brake is that little wire. Pull it up while you press down on the brake.”


“Now, lower the bucket,” he said. “See the instructions near the bucket controller.”


On a faded sticker I saw the words: float, up, down, down & roll back, down & dump, dump, and up & dump. There were so many directions. I pushed the stick to the right for down.


“See that lever by your left leg? You don’t need it very often, but if you move it backwards you go from two-wheel to four-wheel drive,” Art explained. “And there’s another lever next to your seat.”


I saw the black line drawing of a rabbit and another of a turtle. The turtle and the hare, I thought.


“The rabbit puts you in high gear and the turtle in low gear.”


I started the engine again and lifted the bucket.


“Release the brake,” Art reminded me. “Now shift to turtle gear.”


The tractor crept along and I felt the ratcheting down to a singularly slow passage of time. I liked this measured travel. It was peaceful.


Before I left the farm, Art’s wife, Marie, handed me two manila folders. One was for the 1985 Kubota tractor and backhoe attachment.


Marie said, “You own only half the backhoe. Ed Baron who lives across the street owns the other half.”


The other folder said Chapter 61-A. Marie cautioned me, “You need to fill out Chapter 61-A paperwork every year in order to keep the farm in agricultural use and keep the taxes low. You don’t want to forget! If land comes out of 61-A, the new owner must pay all the back taxes owed.”


I made a mental note to add time-sensitive reports and important taxes to my new list of responsibilities. My soon-to-be former husband, Paul, had always taken care of this sort of thing.


Marie gave me another paper with the name of Rite Package, a company that sold green pint berry boxes for raspberry picking. It was June, but in a few short months the raspberry crop would be ready to sell. Art and Marie assured me that with eggs and raspberries the farm would easily meet its Chapter 61-A requirement. They made no mention of apples, though, almost as an afterthought, Marie handed me the half-sheet of paper with the list of varieties by row.


As I listened to Marie, the responsibility of the farm grew in my mind to epic proportions. What had I signed up for? I had some financial support from Paul, but I was clearly going to have to embrace the farm emotionally, physically, and spiritually. Buying a house was one thing, but I had signed up for much more. And gnawing like squirrels in the attic was the question, Can you do this?


On move-in day, the children were away on Cape Cod for our family’s annual summer vacation. I envisioned them gathering without me—Paul, our three children, his four older children, their partners and babies. Being left out of the festivities unnerved me, but I had to begin this new life. And I had to begin it alone.


A few days later, I backed the tractor out of the shed and bumped along the dirt driveway. Diesel smoke spewed from its crooked pipe, and the engine clanged as I shifted gears. The world progressed differently from this new vantage point, and I engaged it in a new way. Then I noticed the gas gauge showed less than a quarter of a tank. Art hadn’t mentioned fuel. I parked, remembering to lower the bucket, and went to look for a gas container in the coop. Nothing there. I went off to buy a plastic container and find fuel. The man at the hardware store assured me I should buy a yellow one, for diesel. I’d never filled anything but my car’s tank. The warning stickers on the gas pump said Danger and Flammable. My container felt flimsy. Will it explode?


Back home, I found the fuel cap on top of the tractor’s radiator. I needed to lift the forty-pound container up and over the tractor’s engine. Like a seal ascending a staircase, I climbed up onto the tractor’s front tire, grabbed the radiator cover with one hand while opening the gas cap with the other, all the while balancing the fuel container on the tire next to my foot. Then I lifted the much-too-heavy container, poked the spout into the tank, and tried to hold everything steady while squeezing the release trigger. Do they really expect you to do all this at once? I hadn’t thought of a funnel until it was too late, but I marveled at the fuel’s translucent colors as some spilled over the orange tractor body.


A small decal on the side of the tractor said to change the oil, check the brake fluid, and grease the fittings after twenty hours of use. Grease the fittings. I knew nothing about these things. To make sculpture I worked with cloth, wood, and metal objects. I used hand tools like drills and electric grinders. I was over my head. I needed some help with the tractor as well as with fence repairs around the vegetable garden. I placed an ad in the local newspaper for some part-time help, and one person responded.


Caleb had left an office job, thankful to be finished with a long commute. He told me he rented an apartment at a farm in the next town. His landlady was an older woman, and he worked as her property manager. He was looking for a few additional hours of work outdoors. He felt sure he could help out at my place in addition to his existing duties. Most important, he was familiar with farm equipment.


On his first day of work, I gave him a tour, including the tools in the shed behind the orchard. Afterwards he said, “Linda, I should hook up the brush hog and mow the orchard.”


“What?” I asked, picturing some large bovine contraption.


“You have one out back in the implement shed. It’s a mower that will cut through heavy brush.”


Now I remembered the prehistoric creatures in the implement shed.


Caleb mowed the orchard, and then told me he thought the grass was getting too long.


“Yes, it is,” I replied. I assumed he would use the brush hog.


“I can’t mow the grass with the brush hog. Is there a lawnmower?”


My mind flash-toured the farm—in the coop, under my studio, in the implement shed. I went lawnmower shopping the next day.


Over that first summer, I focused on the raspberry patch on the far side of the house. The farm had a third of an acre of fall berries, and the canes were already waist high. The Spauldings had explained they missed the window for putting down a pre-emergent herbicide, something they said I must do every year in early spring. It didn’t matter. It didn’t sound like anything I wanted to use. I simply set to work weeding with a hand trowel and pitchfork. But there was “dodder.”


The Spauldings had cautioned me about the dodder vine and rightly so. An invasive plant from Asia with no predators, it cannibalizes trees, fields, even acres of forest. Once the vine makes contact with a plant, it twirls around the host, climbing and suctioning the hosts’ stems to draw out nutrients. Photographs of the plant show acres of scraggly forest covered with cobwebs of dodder. In the Midwest, dodder makes whole fields look like Miss Havisham’s room in Dickens’ Great Expectations, neglected and dysfunctional.


I found caches of this parasitic vine throughout the patch. Once you know what to look for, you can’t miss its lemon-yellow sinuous threads circling up and around the raspberry canes. Caleb helped me dig out large areas of infected plants. It was that or give up the crop. The dodder was taking over. We bagged the cut canes in large black trash bags that I took to the landfill. Caleb pushed me to be thorough, to clear all the boundaries around the infected plants, while I wanted to remove the smallest number of canes necessary. I hated to pull out so many living plants, so many raspberries.


“Linda,” Caleb said. “I think you should put down black plastic to cover the soil where we removed the dodder.”


“Black plastic? Can’t we just use some mulch?”


“No, you want to be sure no seeds germinate. I think you should leave the plastic down for a couple of years.”


Ugly black plastic weaving through the canes was not my aesthetic, but I followed his advice. The dodder was not going to glom onto me. Friends told me I was crazy to have moved here. “What about your art?” they asked. Yes, I will continue to be an artist. And yes, I have a lot of new responsibilities. And no, I don’t have time for anything else. I didn’t know what else to say. I didn’t know myself what was propelling me into this new life or whether I would sink or swim. Working hard during the day I was absorbed by the physical labor, but then later I would fall into a mantra of worrisome thoughts. Had I made a mistake? After all, I could have gone in any direction with my hard-won freedom. But I had made a choice. Was it a good one?


Miraculously, the rest of the plants grew and grew. By the end of August the canes were up to my shoulders and the flower clusters had already begun to attract pollinators. The hard green berries transformed into soft red fruit. In sunlight, their crimson sweetness glistened.


Ariel was home and I shouted upstairs, “Come outside with me. We have ripe raspberries!”


Together we picked those first magical fruits. A week later the patch had more berries than we could possibly eat ourselves. Darcy, a neighbor, sent out an email to let the locals know we were in business. At nearby intersections I put out hand-painted signs saying, “Pick Your Own Raspberries” with arrows directing people to the farm. Sure enough, pickers came—mothers pushing strollers, neighbors on their way home from work, and others who had once picked fruit at the farm. The bounty of the berries was astonishing. Standing in one place you could fill a pint within minutes. A couple with broad smiles walked up to me.


“We’ve been coming here for years to pick raspberries with our two daughters,” the man said. “We’re so glad the patch is open. I’m Jim, and this is my wife, Susan.”


His wife added, “We love these berries—they are the sweetest.”


A picker in a flowered skirt asked nervously, “What about those bees?” Honeybees, skinny-waisted wasps, fuzzy bumblebees, unidentified insects of all shapes and sizes buzzed the raspberry rows. She was worried about getting stung.


“See all those chambers in each raspberry—they each have to be pollinated.” I had been reading up about raspberries. “But I don’t worry about getting stung. The pollinators are so intent on gathering nectar they won’t bother you. I don’t worry, and I’m allergic to bees.”


“What’s that?” she gasped pointing to a pitch-black insect with cerulean blue swatches on its sides.


“A mud dauber,” I replied.


When the female is about to lay her eggs, she digs a hole in the ground. She then uses her long stinger to kill other insects, usually spiders or katydids, and drags the dead bugs into the hole. She lays one egg on top of them, then goes off and kills two more insects to lay over her egg. When the larva is born, food is waiting. Once the larva grows wings and can fly, it too, will feed on flower nectar.


In the evening, I ritually handpicked Japanese beetles off the raspberry leaves and dropped them into a cup of soapy water. Left on the plants, they devour the leaves and eat the fruit. The Spauldings had suggested putting up scented bags to attract and catch them, but I decided these would only attract more beetles. I soon became quite adept at nabbing the little scarabs before they flew away, able to snatch five or six of them at a time. Ariel sometimes came out and helped, and we’d walk along opposite sides of the row, each carrying a small jar of water to drown the picked-off beetles.


Then we received the news along with the rest of the country. It was 9/11. I walked around the farm in a daze of confusion and powerlessness. The two planes that had left Boston’s Logan Airport carried many people from Massachusetts. The Hanson family was from Groton where I had lived, and a teacher in Harvard, my new town, lost her husband. Sophie, my stepdaughter, was alone in New York city with her five-year-old daughter, Gaia. They would leave and come up to Massachusetts to recover from the shock of the loss and feeling of vulnerability.


Our first raspberry season ended with a hard frost on October 8. Marie had told me the berries would continue to ripen until the end of October, but freezing temperatures made the sweetness disappear. Even with the cooler temperatures, the hens were still laying. I took down the Pick-Your-Own Raspberries sign in front of the farm and put up a new one.


Fresh Eggs


from


Cool Chicks


I now had more time to be in the studio, but I couldn’t get myself to focus. The haul of old tools and metal I had dragged along with me from my old life seemed to me to be just that—a heap of useless clanging things. I didn’t know if I would ever use them again to make sculpture.


I still hadn’t done anything about the orchard across the street. The swamp maples glowed red, the heart-shaped catalpa leaves gold, the elm and oak leaves were buttery yellow, but the apple trees gave off a sullen feeling, their leaves wrinkled and brown. Holding onto Marie’s list of apple varieties, I walked up and down the rows. Only insect-riddled apples hung here and there. I didn’t know where to begin. The map was useless. I shoved it into my back pocket and never saw it again. [image: ]
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Row 3: A Voice of Sanity


In the spring of 2002, the dead trees in the orchard stood out. I could see the difference between the dry and lifeless bark and the patina of life on the branches of the growing trees. Removing all diseased and dead wood from the orchard was my first thought. I tagged the dead trees, and Caleb brought over his chainsaw and began cutting them down, leaving a few feet of trunk sticking out of the ground. Then he used the tractor and a chain to pull out the root systems. I couldn’t have done this without him. The root masses were heavy and unwieldy. Boulders remained lodged between the largest roots and soil clung like starfish to rock. For days the orchard buzzed with the razz of the chain saw. I couldn’t wait until Caleb stopped.


We set aside the trunks and largest branches for the wood stoves, and carted the prunings and roots to the field on the far side of my studio making five towering pyres. The piles burned for three days. The crackling intense heat brought new energy to the farm. A phoenix rising from the ashes. I was fascinated by the patterns in the charred wood. Each blackened little section aligned with the next one as if part of a three-dimensional jigsaw puzzle. It was no longer wood, but had been transformed into some other element. I pulled aside a few pieces to use in sculptures. It was not something the human hand could ever replicate.


Caleb and I backfilled the holes in the orchard where the roots had been wrenched out. I did some pruning of the apple trees following suggestions from the father of one of Ariel’s friends. Caleb brush-hogged again between the rows of trees to keep the bittersweet, honeysuckle, and brambles at bay. Together we weeded around each tree pulling out weed after wild weed. It was exhausting, but like in the raspberry patch, I had no thought of spraying an herbicide.


I invited two couples for dinner. One of the men asked, “Linda, what are you doing?”


I didn’t know how to answer.


“I’m farming, and making sculpture, and taking care of my kids.”


I heard my answer, but the words felt incomplete. On the surface they were true, but they also weren’t true. While I was searching for words to try to explain that this new life had become my quest, my search for the Holy Grail, my friend responded for me, “It’s so much work. I don’t know how you’re going to manage it.”


In mid-May, when the local orchards were in bloom, ours produced only a scattering of blossoms. The orchard was suffering. Friends said, “Oh, the orchard must be beautiful.” I shook my head.


Caleb said, “Linda, I think you need bees. All the other orchards bring in hives to pollinate the trees when the blossoms are open.”


“Caleb, I’m allergic to bees.”


“I still think you need some hives. You know I once kept bees. I might still have some equipment.”


“Maybe you’re right,” I sighed, feeling another challenge looming. Bees. How am I going to raise bees?


I still clung to the idea we would bring the orchard back to health. I wouldn’t give up. Yes, pollination is obviously crucial. I would do something about pollination.


Meanwhile, I started studying apple care. Apples attract a lot of pests—so many, in fact, reciting them felt like the Kaddish, the Hebrew prayer of mourning. Codling moth, apple maggot fly, plum curculio, leaf roller, sawfly, aphid, the list numbered over 300 pests in New England alone. Apples fall prey to fungal diseases, too: scab, cedar apple rust, black rot, brown rot, powdery mildew, frog-eye leaf spot, as well as a dreaded bacterial woe, fire blight, that can kill an entire tree in one season. The Spauldings hadn’t sprayed in five years; health issues had forced them to abandon orchard care. An orchard where the trees have grown dependent on chemical fertilizers and insecticides doesn’t do well on its own. Unlike wild apple trees, they are more like hothouse flowers—they haven’t developed natural immunities to diseases and pests.


The books I consulted presented the orchard as a battlefield. The solo orchardist is lined up against an army of insects. These books assured me that I was going to need to spray pesticides and, to do that, I would need to get a pesticide license. I found the prospect terrifying. I thought if I could only find someone to help me get started, someone who would do the spraying, I could do the rest, whatever “the rest” was. But this “someone” didn’t exist.


Finally, I found a voice of sanity in the book Your Apple Orchard by A. P. Thomson, published in 1982.


With the development of chemically synthesized pesticides, man had a shotgun that he could use to destroy virtually all pests in one blast. But these pesticides began to migrate into his food chain and destroyed much of the natural balances, hence creating even more severe problems affecting the very basis for his own life. Pests became immune to the poisons and new ones developed. We are now at that point where the health of people is on a collision course with catastrophe.


I agreed with him. I couldn’t imagine spraying a pesticide toxic to the creatures living in the wetlands surrounding the orchard. I couldn’t imagine going to classes so I could get certified to handle toxic chemicals. And I couldn’t imagine asking Caleb to do that either. Yet when I searched for a set of specific instructions on how to grow apples naturally, it didn’t seem to exist.


I heard myself say, “Caleb, we’re going to bring this orchard back, and we’re going to do it organically.”


I started mentioning to people I was thinking of growing our apples organically, even though I had no idea what this decision entailed. The reply I received was always the same: “Oh, that’s really hard.”


I simply stopped listening to the naysayers. The degree of difficulty did not change the facts. I wanted to bring back the orchard, and I wanted to do it organically. I now had a vision I could hang onto. Maybe I was engaging in some magical thinking, but I was going to try. Even though I hadn’t tasted one apple, I was determined to make it work.


I needed to contact someone who grew apples locally. Calls to two of the neighboring orchards were discouraging. Each time, the person who answered the phone had no interest in speaking with me. Of course, they were busy with their own orchards, and I was a nuisance. Harvard is full of apple orchards. In retrospect, it was silly of me to even think of calling them, but I got up my nerve and made one more attempt. I telephoned Franklyn Carlson, who, with his two brothers, owns the largest orchard in town. I drove by their farm almost daily on the way to take Ariel to her school bus. I felt shy about disturbing him, but I needed to talk to an apple expert. I needed to make this affirming first move.


Frank Carlson answered my call and told me to come by. I jumped in the car and drove straight over. Only when I started up the Carlson Orchard driveway, hearing the noise of the gravel grating under my car’s tires, did my resolve begin to weaken. Turn around. You’re a pest. This is bad timing. In fact, it was true. Towers of crates filled with freshly picked apples were visible in every direction. Frank was a mini-cyclone, answering his pager, cell phone, and loudspeaker calls. But he was kind, and he took time to chat with me in between answering questions coming at him from all sides. “Frank, where do I pull the tractor-trailer?” “Frank, when does so-and-so pick up?” “How many bushels?” “What block are we picking first?”


It was Grand Central at rush hour.


I told him, “I purchased Art & Marie’s Orchard on the other side of town. I’m thinking of bringing back the orchard and doing it organically.”


Nodding, he replied. “I’m familiar with A & M Orchards. We don’t grow any organic apples, but we press organic cider once a week with organic apples I have trucked in from Washington State. I have to pay as much for trucking as for the apples.”


I nodded.


“A small organic operation might work,” he continued.


“Would you buy some of our apples?” I asked.


“Hmm, I could do that.”


I sensed in his response a sympathetic familiarity felt among anyone trying to grow apples in New England. Our humid climate makes it particularly difficult, unlike the dry air in Washington State, where apples are grown in a desert with little insect pressure. Though Frank and I didn’t talk for long, I appreciated his encouragement.


I mentioned my plan to Ed, the neighbor who owns half the backhoe and whose house abuts the orchard. Ed is a retired executive, an avid outdoorsman, and a sailor. He had been pruning the trees closest to the edge of his property, even while the rest of the orchard declined.


Ed said, “The orchard was always a challenge for Art and Marie.” And he too sounded that by now familiar warning. “It’s really hard to grow apples.”


Eager for a better sense of history, I asked him, “When did the Spauldings put in the orchard?”


“About twenty years ago. They cut down the forest, pulled out all the root systems, and graded the land. Carl did the bulldozing and clearing.”


Carl Thompson, my neighbor on the other side of the pond, was a bit like Mike Mulligan and his steam shovel. He excavated every pond within twenty-five miles, created every golf course, and even built the local ski area, Nashoba Valley. He was a dowser, too, and people paid him to use his divining sticks to locate where to dig for water. By the time I met Carl he was in his eighties and cancer was ravaging one of his eyes. He refused treatment and kept to himself. I saw him outdoors every day sweeping the driveway and doing chores. I brought him raspberries and offered him eggs. He accepted the raspberries.


“I’ll put them on my cereal.”


“Don’t you want any eggs?”


“No, I never cook. I eat my cereal in a bowl, and wipe it and the spoon clean with a paper towel.”


A minimalist, I thought. No cooking, no dirty dishes.


“What do you eat for lunch?”


“My daughter brings me a sandwich every day. I eat a half for lunch and save the other half for dinner.”


I continued to stop by and chat with Carl every week or so. He told me he mowed the field belonging to the Delaney Conservation Area alongside his property so the deer would have a field for grazing. He liked to watch them. Carl didn’t seem to care if I was going to bring back the orchard. Carl was lonely and loved to chat. I urged him to stop by my shop sometime. I knew he did, because one day I found an oily wooden box outside the studio door filled with old bolts, heavy nuts, and metal parts he must have saved from bulldozer repairs. I figured he wanted to see for himself what I was up to. He always said to me, “You’re the busiest person I know.”
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