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Foreword


Once you met Tom Burford, you could never forget him. He greeted you with a twinkle in his eye and then with a story, like the time he knocked on a distant cousin’s door and who should open it, but Elizabeth Taylor? The distant relative was Senator John Warner, then married to the film star, but Tom had a way of recounting it that was mesmerizing and just lots of fun.


Tom grew up in Amherst County in the Blue Ridge Mountains of Virginia, into a way of life that had changed little in two hundred years. The family farm on Tobacco Row Mountain was the center of his universe, and no crop was more useful or as culturally defining as the apple. In the hillside orchards, perched above the frost pockets, the Burfords and their neighbors would use apples for eating out of hand, baking, frying, drying, processing, pickling, and, not least, making into cider, vinegar, and apple wine and apple brandy.


You needed to grow many varieties for such a smorgasbord, and the apple made it easy because, as Tom writes, “every seed in every apple is a new variety.” One of his abiding memories was as a five year old extracting pips from the pomace of Melba, an apple grown for the cider mill. The seeds, in turn, were grown on for future rootstock.


The craft of grafting scions onto rootstock was also something Tom learned early in his long life, and, one suspects, it was a feat that never lost its magic. When Tom did it, it became theater, and his apple-grafting workshops were annual fixtures at Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello.


Tom was deeply rooted in his corner of Appalachia—he could trace his family back seven generations, all of them apple growers. To my ears, his pronounced Virginia accent sounded of another age and as melodic as a musical instrument. To equate this with a parochialism would have been a misreading. Tom was cosmopolitan and learned, with a vocabulary steeped in a love of books and a love of language (and languages, including Korean). His sentences would feature words such as “similitude” and “vinous.” To audiences, he would describe his reviled Red Delicious apple as “risible” and “bilious.” They hadn’t brought along a dictionary, but they got the gist.


The authentically rooted nature of Tom Burford, his courtly demeanor, and his gift for storytelling left the impression that the apple world of his childhood was as immutable as the Blue Ridge Mountains themselves. But he was born in 1935 at a time when the vast array of regional apple varieties was vanishing in the face of the apple’s industrialization, rationalization, and centralization. Only someone like Tom, who knew hundreds of varieties like old friends, could see the enormous cultural catastrophe that was occurring.


He was an early advocate of varietal preservation, and kept one hundred heritage varieties alive in the commercial orchard and nursery he ran with his brother, Walter. After Walter died, Tom closed the business and devoted the rest of his life to spreading the word of preservation. He was a familiar figure at apple festivals and local-agriculture events around the country. Lo, as cider making returned, he became a key adviser on what varieties to plant and how to grow them. He popularized a superb cider apple from New Jersey named Harrison that was on the verge of extinction.


When I met him once at a cidery and orchard near Charlottesville, he showed me an apple named Burford Redflesh, with flesh streaked a rose-red. His family had saved it and used the fruit to give a blush to their cider. You will note that the picture of this variety and many others in the book are proudly blemished—Tom wanted it that way to remind us that it was our collective pursuit of apple beauty that almost ruined the fruit.


Many of the nearly two hundred varieties honored in these pages are flawed apples, they have their peccadilloes and their limitations. In a way, that’s the point. No one is perfect but each has its own virtues, like people, really. And each has its story.


Apples are relatively soon-to-bear fruit (compared to pears), but a variety named Northern Spy takes a decade or so. Thus it was a curious choice for Tom’s great uncle, who planted a large orchard of it in his early nineties. The old man lived past one hundred and got to taste the first fruit, but I suspect that wasn’t his intention. His desire, rather, was to leave a legacy for his kinfolk and perpetuate the place of the apple in their hearts.


Now that Tom has gone too, this new edition of Apples of North America serves the same purpose for all of us who cherish the apple, its utility, its flavors, and its powers of revelation and connection.


—ADRIAN HIGGINS


garden columnist, Washington Post
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I’ve spent most of my life among apple trees in the Blue Ridge Mountains of Virginia, an apple-growing region since the early eighteenth century.



An Introduction and Brief History



My introduction to the table of delight and plenty began on a very hot late August day in 1935 when my mother and grandmother set off with a white oak woven basket designated for apple picking. They headed to the nearby orchard to harvest Smokehouse apples, a nineteenth-century Pennsylvania fruit which ripen over a long period in late summer and early fall and are noted for becoming caramelized and high-flavored when fried. On arrival my mother exclaimed they must hurry back to the house with no apples for supper. Ten minutes later I entered the world, barely escaping drawing my first earthly breath in the shade of an apple tree.


That orchard, in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains of Virginia, contained about one hundred varieties and reflected the history of the apple in America. The trees in the orchard included varieties intended for dessert, cooking, cider, drying, applesauce, apple butter, and even livestock food. The apples ripened from June until November and came from storage until the crop was ready the next year.


In these isolated mountains with limited communications one became naïve, unaware that but few had access to the hundreds of varieties readily available that could be grafted, grown, and eaten. I was later to learn that not many people had the necessary skill or inclination to make an apple tree or explore a different variety. It became the classic negative axiom “let someone else do it” and indeed the wrong ones did, destroying the apple culture of America in the process.


For fifty years I painfully watched the disappearance of the apple culture and the emergence of so-called beautiful apples, a source of malnourishment that even posed a consumption risk from chemical contamination. Eating with our eyes brought this tasteless object to the fruit bowls of America. And the diversity of available varieties dropped to a few dozen. One look at the apple display in a supermarket should bring tears and an exclamation of “what have we done to you?”


The response from apple connoisseurs, some fanatical like I, and organizations like the North American Fruit Explorers (founded in 1965 out of a round-robin correspondence group on uncommon fruits) was to begin distributing lesser-known apple varieties and teach grafting classes. These efforts would launch the unending search, once again, for apples of flavor instead of beauty and market value. Now, varieties that are left are not only retrieved from our rich American heritage, perhaps the greatest apple diversity in the modern world, but science has intervened to provide modern varieties that meet the challenge of the onslaught of pests and diseases that have emerged. The apple is zooming to the forefront as a food commodity in a new American agriculture. I am in the misunderstood but enviable position of having experienced a production and richness of the food world that today we are struggling to recapture. I am optimistic, however, that we can again make eating and the ritual of eating a joy for all. This is epitomized by what is happening to the apple.


I have presented 192 North American apple varieties in this book, but this is just a handful of the thousands that deserve recognition and adulation. As you explore this world, be aware and understanding that every apple has its moment when it expresses itself at the zenith of flavor. Seldom, however, do we have this sensory experience. Most often, the apple is trying to define itself and will be less sweet or tart or crisp or melting than it holds the potential to be, but it will still satisfy our longing for the apple-taste experience. In the hundreds of apple tastings I have conducted, the same apple variety can bring the countenance of pleasure to one (“the best apple I ever ate”) and distaste to another (“are you sure this isn’t a green persimmon?”). Think of each apple as distinctive and strive to escape the ones that all taste and look the same, as most from the supermarket do. It is an adventure.
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A crate of Wickson Crab, a super sweet variety developed in California by plant breeder Albert Etter.





This book is intended to be practical instructions, history lessons, folklore, and particularly, inspiration and motivation—not necessarily to grow your own apples, but as an apple consumer to demand what has been denied. Above all, it is to encourage and support others to produce apples in great abundance. Then apples can, once again, be bartered, shared, and bestowed as gifts to nourish the mind, body, and soul: an unending, joyful adventure.


A Brief History of the Apple


The story of the apple begins in Asia Minor in the region of Kazakhstan, where wild apple orchards still exist today with broad varietal diversity. From here a genetic explosion would evolve into one of the major food commodities of the world. Along and beyond the fabled maritime and overland silk routes of the East, seeds were dispersed to the temperate zones of the world by both humans and beasts and the culture of the apple began. By 2500 BCE apples were growing throughout Mesopotamia and Persia and varieties were dispersed, intentionally planted, and named to become part of the food cultures of the world.


The classical Greek period of the fifth to fourth centuries BCE contained considerable horticultural knowledge, particularly regarding the act of grafting in which specific apples of merit are deliberately joined to a separate root system. The Greek writer Theophrastus was aware that apple seeds would not produce the same apple when planted and wrote, “Seedlings of . . . apples produce an inferior kind which is acid instead of sweet . . . and this is why men graft.” Armed with information gained from the Greek horticultural experience, the Roman Empire of the first century BCE further advanced the art and science of fruit growing. The Roman writer Pliny the Elder in 77–79 CE described more than twenty named varieties in his Natural History. As the Romans migrated abroad to extend their empire, orchards were established throughout continental Europe and into the British Isles.


Beginning in the early 1600s, sacks of seeds and named apple trees of European heritage were brought across a treacherous Atlantic Ocean and mingled with the new apple varieties of America to make orchards of a magnitude the world had never seen. Malus pumila, the domestic apple we know today on supermarket shelves, is not a native fruit of America. A few native crabapples, notably Malus angustifolia, Malus ioensis, and Malus coronaria, were found on arrival by the colonists but were not a significant food commodity. Seeds, buds, and small trees of the apples from the British Isles and Europe trickled into the temperate zones of the New World to establish the apple as a new food commodity. By the 1650s, apple orchards with thousands of trees had been planted specifically for cider production, a replacement for the water that so often was unfit to drink.


Production was so successful that by 1820 cider was not only the national beverage but cider became a currency, a major commodity for barter. From the great cider orchards of America with tens of thousands of trees planted from the random seeds collected from the ubiquitous cider presses, a tree occasionally would produce a fruit with desirable eating qualities. Cider seedling orchards became the natural breeding laboratories for the selection of apples that were suitable for eating out of hand. Every seed in every apple is a new variety; so, planting the seeds of named varieties from abroad in the rich soil of the colonies produced many different varieties. Trueness to name was unimportant because the purpose of the apple in new America was focused on producing juice for cider.


With buds from the acclimated varieties grafted to any seedling stock and grown out for a few years in the first American fruit tree nurseries, orchards with named apple selections were planted for the first time in America. After the establishment of orchards along the Eastern seaboard, the second wave of new American varieties began with the distribution of seedling trees by nurserymen like John Chapman (better known as Johnny Appleseed) along the routes of westward migration spurred on by the Homestead acts beginning in 1862 and by manifest destiny. These “Joe” Appleseed seedling trees added hundreds, even thousands, of new American varieties to central and western America.


By 1850 uncounted named apple varieties for fresh eating, cooking, cider making, apple butter, applesauce, drying, pickling, vinegar, wine, and even livestock food were listed in nursery catalogs. There was remarkable acclimated diversity of varieties in New England, the mid-Atlantic, the upper Midwest, and the Northwest—and even some varieties adapted to the Deep South. In 1905, W. H. Ragan’s Nomenclature of the Apple: Catalogue of Known Varieties Referred to in American Publications from 1804–1904 listed 17,000 cultivars.


At a time of such abundance, the future state of the apple would have been almost unthinkable. But the enactment of Prohibition in 1919—as well as the later rejection of natural apple juice (both sweet and fermented) in favor of soft drinks’greatly damaged the cider industry. After World War II, with flight from farm and orchard, grafting by orchardists of regional varieties was seldom practiced and even the great agricultural skill of grafting was generationally interrupted and forgotten. By the middle of the twentieth century, large conglomerate nurseries would have gained control of varietal diversity and the number of offerings in the enticing color catalogs would drop to only a few dozen.


Happily, in the early decades of the twenty-first century we are now striving to return to the dynamic and richness of the apple culture that was abandoned. The apple future is full of promise.
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Apple
Varieties
A to Z



Each of the nearly 200 varieties portrayed in this section was selected for a variety of reasons including flavor, interesting historical context, or the sheer remarkability of existence after being lost for a period to the world of cultivation, as has been the fate of many heirloom apples. The apples photographed were deliberately selected not as stereotypical specimens—the perfect fruit of the supermarket ilk—but rather as apples that would be found on the tree sometimes with less color, splashes of sooty blotch, fly speck, or even an insect bite or scab deformity. These are apples of the real world.


Choosing which varieties to include in this book was difficult because so many loomed with merit. It is important to note that selection was made from what was available in the crops at the time of writing and some desirable candidates were biennial and thus unavailable. Others did not survive the transport to the photo studio and were substituted. Apples were chosen to express geographic diversity. Finally, taste being subjective, many of those represented may not be preferred by some, but others will praise their merits.


For each apple, general comments are followed by an array of categories, which combined reveal the intimate details of the apple. I offer here a short explanation on how to interpret these descriptions.


OTHER NAMES Some apples have dozens of names, most arising from the fruit’s shape, taste, or place of origin. Original names were often unintentionally corrupted when called a like-sounding name by others or confused with a look-alike variety. There was an intentional corruption around 1897 when the American Pomological Society assigned a single name to apple varieties with multiple words in their name.


HISTORY Documents that tell the story of an apple, especially those of the past, can be accurately detailed, sketchy, fabricated, embellished, and often, apocryphal. Sometimes little is known about the fruit and occasionally another will leave an elaborate trail. Many of the history descriptions of varieties in this book express my personal experience with the apple.


EXTERIOR and INTERIOR DESCRIPTIONS and TREE CHARACTERISTICS The first two of these categories summarize the typical size, shape, and coloring (skin and flesh) of the apple, along with flavor, aroma, and other distinguishing elements. The third offers an overview of the tree’s growth habit and vigor, along with its known tendency to bear early or slowly, annually or biennially, or to produce light or heavy crops; other tree features such as bloom time or pollination prowess are included when applicable.


DISEASE RESISTANCE The apple’s resistance or susceptibility to the major apple diseases (apple scab, cedar apple rust, and fireblight) is recorded. When the apple is known to be particularly affected by a specific pest or disease, more details are included.


SEASON OF RIPENING A general season of ripening, early summer through late winter, is assigned to each apple but it must be noted that ripening times given, in this book as well as in catalog descriptions, are not always accurate. Summer-ripening apples can run into early fall, and winter apples may never fully ripen if planted in a region so cold that the maturity time is cut short. We can only approximate the season of ripening to offer a guideline for watching and testing. Global warming has also played a role in changing the ripening time and chilling hours of apples. The time to harvest will be learned by doing.


USES This synopsis of the best use or uses of the variety is culled from historical knowledge and personal experience. The uses range in complexity from simply eating the apple as dessert; baking, frying, or drying the slices; or transforming the apple into cider, vinegar, butter, sauce, or jelly.


STORAGE QUALITY The rating of each apple on a scale from excellent to poor roughly corresponds to how long the apple will keep in common storage before degrading. These ratings—excellent (keeps for up to one year); very good (keeps for up to six months), good (keeps for two months), fair (keeps for one month), and poor (only keeps for a few weeks)—are approximations dependent upon the condition of the apple when harvested, the cultivar, and how the apple is stored. See this page for more information on harvesting and storing apples.










How to taste an apple



I find it mildly irksome to see someone eating an apple while walking down the street, unaware that a body sense event is happening, and perhaps focusing on something else entirely at the time. Ideally, one should select a fruit of known ripeness and take it with a plate and knife to a quiet place. Slice it to mouth-size portions, either all at once or as you eat, and when the slice is in the mouth, concentrate on the mouthfeel and the flavor. It may immediately enliven the taste buds or slowly unfold its complexity. Analyze the sugar, tannin, acid, and aroma of what you taste and if it is elusive do not despair: the magic of the taste of a particularly variety may be its elusiveness. If given full attention, the act of eating an apple can become a mind-expanding experience.








American Beauty



I once included American Beauty on a list of my favorite dessert apples compiled for the Pennsylvania-based Backyard Fruit Growers organization. My appreciation for the sweet and slightly floral quality of this variety hasn’t waned, but since that time I’ve added a few hundred more apples with merit to my mental catalog. My “favorite” apple is often the last one I ate.
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OTHER NAMES Beauty of America, Sterling, Sterling Beauty. The 1897 name change to Sterling reflected the American Pomological Society’s erstwhile effort to assign a single name to every apple variety.


HISTORY The origin date of this variety is unknown; it was found at the site of an old orchard near Sterling, Massachusetts. It was occasionally grown in the mid-Atlantic region during the early twentieth century and old trees bearing uncommonly large fruit are still found in Virginia and Maryland.


EXTERIOR DESCRIPTION This apple grows large and round and has a faint ribbing. The yellowish-green background is covered by a maroon-red blush (sometimes streaked) and a rough-textured russet dotted with light-colored lenticels.


INTERIOR DESCRIPTION The cream-colored flesh is dense, juicy, and sweet with a vinous overtone. It has a very small core.


TREE CHARACTERISTICS It is a productive annual bearer.


DISEASE RESISTANCE Moderately resistant to the major apple diseases


SEASON OF RIPENING Early fall


USES Primarily dessert, but also for baking


STORAGE QUALITY Good





American Summer Pearmain



Like Pumpkin Sweet, this apple often bursts when fully ripe on the tree, splattering upon contact with the ground and immediately attracting varmints and insects. The taste when mature is very sweet rather than tart, a factor which contributed to its prominence for dessert and cider making before granulated sugar was readily available.
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OTHER NAMES American Pearmain, Early Summer Pearmain, Summer Pearmain, Watkins Early. In the mid-Atlantic region, it was simply called Pearmain.


HISTORY Date and place of origin are not known. In his 1817 work, A View of the Cultivation of Fruit Trees, William Coxe refers to it as Early Summer Pearmain and states that the apple was “frequently preferred to a fine pear.”


EXTERIOR DESCRIPTION Fruit is moderately sized, slightly oblong, and deeply indented on both the blossom and stem ends. When exposed to the sun, the apple develops occasionally striped bright purple-red skin and profuse lenticels. In the shade, the skin is dull red with faint dots.


INTERIOR DESCRIPTION The yellowish flesh is juicy, tender, and aromatic with large cells.


TREE CHARACTERISTICS The growth is moderate and upright. In his 1867 book, Apples, the American pomologist John Warder describes the tree as hardy in New England.


DISEASE RESISTANCE Susceptible to fireblight; moderately resistant to other major apple diseases.


SEASON OF RIPENING Midsummer. It ripens over two to three weeks.


USES Dessert, baking, and frying


STORAGE QUALITY Fair





Arkansas Black



As a boy my father warned me never to hit anyone in the head with this very hard apple: it would kill. This durability along with its excellent keeping quality—a few months in storage will turn the flesh a rich yellow color and enhance the flavor—contributed to the rise of Arkansas Black as a major popular variety sold nationally by fruit tree nurseries.
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OTHER NAMES Ark Black. Sometimes confused with the dissimilar Black Twig. I once lied to an octogenarian who came to the nursery to get another tree of Arkansas Black but held a Black Twig apple in his hand. His daughter agreed the truth should not be spoken.


HISTORY It is recognized by early sources as having been first produced in 1870 in the orchard of a Mr. Brathwaite, near Bentonville, Arkansas. The exact parentage is unknown but it is speculated to be a Winesap seedling. Seedling apple orchards had been first planted in the Ozarks (some by the Cherokee) as early as 1822, and by 1900 Benton County had forty thousand acres of production orchards with fresh fruit, apple drying, brandy, and vinegar making as major industries.


EXTERIOR DESCRIPTION A medium-sized, regularly round apple. The lively red skin deepens to purplish red or nearly black on the sun-exposed side of the fruit. Skin is smooth with a waxy or greasy finish, especially after storage.


INTERIOR DESCRIPTION Yellowish flesh is very hard and crisp with a distinctive aromatic flavor.


TREE CHARACTERISTICS Moderately vigorous in growth with long slender branches and dark reddish-olive bark and dark green leaves that are somewhat folded and waved. In the past this pollen-sterile tree was pollinated with Ben Davis, Winter Banana, Yates, or Grimes Golden; now it is more often pollinated with Golden Delicious and Red Delicious or fruitless crabapples.


DISEASE RESISTANCE Susceptible to apple scab and fireblight; generally resistant to the other major apple diseases. It appears to be less susceptible to codling moth larvae damage because of its thick tough skin.


SEASON OF RIPENING Late fall


USES Dessert, pie making, frying, apple butter, and cider


STORAGE QUALITY Excellent





Bailey Sweet



In his 1905 book, Apples of New York, S. A. Beach describes Bailey Sweet as “a very beautiful red apple, distinctly sweet and of very good quality” but he goes on to criticize its keeping quality, hardiness, and disease resistance. Indeed, I have found this early description to be quite apt; it needs a good spray program in order to be productive.
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OTHER NAMES Bailey’s Golden Sweet, Bailey’s Sweet, Edgerly Sweet, Howard’s Sweet, Paterson’s Sweet, Patterson Sweet. It is also erroneously called Sweet Winesap, a distinct variety.


HISTORY Bailey Sweet appeared around 1840 in Perry, New York (Wyoming County). The variety was likely brought to Perry from another location.


EXTERIOR DESCRIPTION Fruit is medium to large and roundish. The smooth bright yellow skin is nearly covered by a deep red flush. It also has darker red stripes and is sometimes netted with russeting.


INTERIOR DESCRIPTION The yellowish flesh is somewhat coarse, juicy, and tender with a sweet flavor.


TREE CHARACTERISTICS Upright, spreading, and open in framework, the tree is slow growing and frequently has a weak root system, even on seedling stock. The bark is dark red; leaves are often sparse, medium in size, shiny, and somewhat folded.


DISEASE RESISTANCE Susceptible to the major apple diseases


SEASON OF RIPENING Early fall


USES Dessert and applesauce


STORAGE QUALITY Poor. It will only last for a few weeks in common storage.





Baldwin



Baldwin became a classic variety in nineteenth-century New England thanks to notable flavor and keeping quality. But after suffering severe damage during the harsh winters of 1934 and 1935, the Baldwin orchards were replanted with the more promising annual-bearing McIntosh.
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OTHER NAMES Butters Apple, Flech, Pecker, Steel’s Red Winter, Woodpecker.


HISTORY Baldwin was found around 1750 in Wilmington, Massachusetts. In the 1847 edition of The Horticulturist and Journal of Rural Art and Rural Taste, it was praised and described as growing on the farm of Mr. Butters, for whom it was originally named. Over time it became referred to it as the Woodpecker apple because of the bird’s frequent visits to the tree, which was shortened by some to Pecker. Eventually, Colonel Baldwin promoted the fruit and his name was attached. The original tree died and the location is now marked by a monument to the Baldwin apple.


EXTERIOR DESCRIPTION Fruit is large and roundish, narrowing just a little toward the blossom end. The yellow skin is nearly covered with crimson stripes on the sun-exposed side and white star-shaped flecks. The thick skin protects it from bruising and possibly from some insect damage.


INTERIOR DESCRIPTION The yellowish-white flesh is crisp, tender, sprightly, subacid, and aromatic. Seeds are ovate to pyriform. The fruit contains 13.64 percent sugar that ferments to at least 6 percent alcohol.


TREE CHARACTERISTICS It is slow to begin bearing and tends toward biennial production. It is also a poor pollinator for other varieties. The tree is long-lived, growing large even on a size-controlling rootstock.


DISEASE RESISTANCE It is susceptible to apple scab and Baldwin spot, a physiological condition of brown flecks in the flesh just under the skin.


SEASON OF RIPENING Late fall


USES All-purpose, but especially pie making, cider, and dessert


STORAGE QUALITY Good, except for those with Baldwin spot





Ben Davis



In the Midwest, this durable apple was once known as a “mortgage lifter” for the income it generated by the shipment of barge loads on the Mississippi River to New Orleans for export. Even after its export popularity faded, nurseries continued to propagate Ben Davis as a pollinator for the dominating Winesap orchards until the middle of the twentieth century.
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OTHER NAMES Baltimore Pippin, Baltimore Red, Black Ben Davis, Carolina Red Streak, Funkhouse, Hutchinson Pippin, Joe Allen, Kentucky Pippin, New York Pippin, Red Pippin, Red Streak, Victoria Pippin, Virginia Pippin. Gano is sometimes said to be the same as Ben Davis, a sport of Ben Davis, or a parent of Ben Davis.


HISTORY Some say that it appeared around 1880 in Washington County, Arkansas, but others claim that it originated in Tennessee, Kentucky, or Virginia. This dependable tree was widely planted after the Civil War for cider making.


EXTERIOR DESCRIPTION Fruit is medium to large and oblate with obscure ribbing. Very firm and bruise resistant, the skin is waxy, smooth, and glossy. It has red stripes over a red background.


INTERIOR DESCRIPTION The deprecating nickname “cotton apple” was given to Ben Davis based on the apple’s dense, coarse, fairly dry, white flesh.


TREE CHARACTERISTICS This medium-sized vigorous tree grows upright and begins to bear at an early age, producing heavy crops annually. It has waxed leaves which become narrow at the base and apex. Older bark is purplish. The center of the tree should be opened by pruning to permit air and sun penetration, thus reducing disease. It tends to bloom late and escape late frosts.


DISEASE RESISTANCE Susceptible to cedar apple rust; only moderately susceptible to the other major diseases.


SEASON OF RIPENING Late fall


USES Dessert (when more favorable varieties are depleted), cider, and drying


STORAGE QUALITY Excellent





Benham



During the late nineteenth century Benham trees were found in every backyard orchard in Appalachia, partly due to its useful tendency to ripen over several weeks. Even now, very old trees are still found in that area bearing small but usable fruit. The dried apples were prized for making stack cakes, a boldly layered traditional holiday treat in the region.
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OTHER NAMES Benam, Brown, Clairborne (the Tennessee county where it was once extensively grown), Nat Ewing, Yearry. There is another apple named Benham from Michigan thought to be a seedling of Baldwin.


HISTORY Benham was offered in a Virginia nursery catalog in 1887; it is thought to have originated in Tennessee but the exact location is unknown. It gained distinction as a cooking and drying apple throughout the Appalachian region and was grown commercially in Lee County, Virginia, at the end of the nineteenth century.


EXTERIOR DESCRIPTION Fruit is medium in size, roundish, and sometimes ribbed. The greenish-yellow skin is blushed on the sun-exposed side and has russet dots haloed with green over most of the surface. The stem is thick and short and often there is a fleshy protuberance in the cavity.


INTERIOR DESCRIPTION Whitish flesh is juicy, tender, fine-grained, and oxidizes slowly. The sweetish flavor is sometimes described as nutty.


TREE CHARACTERISTICS The medium-sized tree is moderately vigorous and bears annual crops.


DISEASE RESISTANCE Moderately resistant to the major apple diseases


SEASON OF RIPENING Midsummer


USES Dessert, drying, and frying


STORAGE QUALITY Poor





Benoni



This high-flavored New England apple was widespread in the mid-Atlantic during the early twentieth century and was available in many southern nurseries. In Apples of New York Beach praised it as a fine dessert apple, attractive in appearance but too small to be a good market apple. Like many apples of similarly petite stature, Benoni was cast aside and eventually disappeared from commerce.
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OTHER NAMES Fail-Me-Never


HISTORY Benoni was introduced before 1832 by E.M. Richards in Dedham, Massachusetts.


EXTERIOR DESCRIPTION Fruit is small and roundish, narrowing toward the calyx. The thin orange-yellow skin is blushed red and covered by carmine stripes and whitish flecks. It has a short, slender stem.


INTERIOR DESCRIPTION Flesh is yellow, crisp, and juicy with a vinous taste. The seeds are pale brown.


TREE CHARACTERISTICS The upright-growing tree remains small even on standard rootstock. It begins to bear at an early age. It produces heavy crops and needs to be thinned to minimize its biennial habit.


DISEASE RESISTANCE Susceptible to cedar apple rust; moderately resistant to the other major diseases.


SEASON OF RIPENING Midsummer. It ripens over two to three weeks.


USES Primarily dessert


STORAGE QUALITY Poor





Bentley



This variety was greatly valued during the nineteenth century because the trees begin to bear fruit early and the sugary apples store well. I was told by a local old-timer apple connoisseur with a particular fondness for very sweet apples—and a way with words—that Bentley was the Rolls-Royce of apples.
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OTHER NAMES Bentley’s Sweet


HISTORY Virginia is considered its place of origin. It was listed in a catalog from 1845, but some sources place it in the early 1800s.


EXTERIOR DESCRIPTION Medium to large and roundish with flattened ends. It has smooth yellow skin blushed and striped dull red, as well as inconspicuous dark brown dots. In Apples of New York Beach states that the stem is short to medium, but apples that I’ve fruited have long stems.


INTERIOR DESCRIPTION The creamy-yellow flesh is fine-grained, crisp, juicy, and sweet.


TREE CHARACTERISTICS This medium-sized, slow-growing tree is productive and hardy. It begins to bear fruit when young.


DISEASE RESISTANCE Susceptible to bitter rot; moderately resistant to the other major diseases.


SEASON OF RIPENING Late fall


USES Dessert and cider


STORAGE QUALITY Excellent





Bethel



This mild-flavored Pearmain-type apple from New England was once widely planted near the area of Virginia where I grew up because of the coincidental existence of a nineteenth-century planned river community called Bethel. It’s no surprise that the townspeople were drawn to the apple for this superficial reason, but by the middle of the twentieth century most of the trees had disappeared from neglect.
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OTHER NAMES None. Historically, Bethel has been confused with the variety Stone, but it is now considered to be a distinct variety.


HISTORY The apple was found in Bethel, Vermont, and it was noted in the U.S. Agricultural Report of 1886. It was dispersed throughout New England and Canada during the 1890s.


EXTERIOR DESCRIPTION A large fruit, roundish and slightly conical. Skin is tough, described by Beach in Apples of New York as “deep yellow washed and mottled with red and striped with purplish carmine, becoming very dark red in highly colored specimens.” The apples bruise easily.


INTERIOR DESCRIPTION The yellowish flesh is crisp, moderately tender, and juicy.


TREE CHARACTERISTICS This moderately vigorous, round, spreading tree has a tendency to grow large and produce rather small buds. It is subject to pre-harvest drop. Planting is recommended only for home and local market use.


DISEASE RESISTANCE Moderately susceptible to the major apple diseases


SEASON OF RIPENING Late fall


USES Dessert


STORAGE QUALITY Excellent





Bevan’s Favorite



In 1985 apple historian and author Lee Calhoun found an old Bevan’s Favorite tree growing in Alamance County, North Carolina. He went on to return this tasty summer-ripening variety to commerce, an effort for which all apple lovers should be quite grateful.
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OTHER NAMES Bivins, Early Bevans, Striped June


HISTORY It appeared at some point 1849 in the vicinity of Salem, New Jersey.


EXTERIOR DESCRIPTION Fruit is small to medium and round with flattened ends. It has yellow skin with some bright red stripes.


INTERIOR DESCRIPTION The flesh is crisp, firm, juicy, and sprightly when harvested just at maturity. If the fruit is left on the tree too long the flesh becomes soft and drier.


TREE CHARACTERISTICS The tree is vigorous and heavy bearing. It must be properly pruned and the fruit thinned in order to produce apples large enough for marketing.


DISEASE RESISTANCE Moderately susceptible to the major apple diseases


SEASON OF RIPENING Midsummer


USES Dessert, baking, and frying


STORAGE QUALITY Fair





Black Gilliflower



The sheep-nose shape is the most memorable feature of the Black Gilliflower apple. When presenting it at apple tastings, I hold it to my nose and say the word “sheep” and the tasters immediately make the association. It has an acquired taste for eating out of hand. I sometimes refer to it as an “olive apple” in the sense that it is either loved or loathed.
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OTHER NAMES Black Sheepnose, Black Spitzenburg, Red Gilliflower, Sheepnose


HISTORY Considered to have come from Connecticut in the late eighteenth century, this apple was cited by Manning in 1841 under the name Red Gilliflower, and by Hovey in 1850 under the same name with Black Gilliflower as a synonym. This variety and Yellow Bellflower are speculated to be the parents of Red Delicious.


EXTERIOR DESCRIPTION Fruit is medium to large and oblong. It has dry dark red skin that deepens to black and the finish is often dull.


INTERIOR DESCRIPTION The greenish-white flesh is dry, coarse, and tender. It has a distinctive aroma and flavor.


TREE CHARACTERISTICS Grows large and upright. For dessert or culinary use, fruit must be picked before becoming too ripe on the tree. After ripening, the fruit will hang on the tree into winter so the tree is sometimes planted specifically for wildlife food.


DISEASE RESISTANCE Moderately resistant to the major apple diseases


SEASON OF RIPENING Mid-fall


USES Primarily drying, also baking and sometimes dessert


STORAGE QUALITY Fair





Black Oxford



The dark-colored Black Oxford apple is the New England similitude of the newer southern Arkansas Black. The equally balanced sweet-tart taste is enhanced by long storage. In late winter the apples will be at the zenith of flavor.
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OTHER NAMES None


HISTORY It is reported the seedling was found around 1790 by Nathaniel Haskell on the farm of a nail maker named Valentine in Paris, Maine (Oxford County). Records exist that the original tree was still producing in 1907.


EXTERIOR DESCRIPTION Fruit is medium in size and roundish. The deep purple skin is covered with a bloom that is nearly black.


INTERIOR DESCRIPTION The whitish-green flesh sometimes displays a bit of red color just under the skin.


TREE CHARACTERISTICS It is considered to be a shy biennial bearer that produces very heavy crops in the year of bearing. The tree can live to be more than one hundred years old.


DISEASE RESISTANCE Moderately resistant to the major apple diseases


SEASON OF RIPENING Late fall


USES All-purpose, especially cider and drying


STORAGE QUALITY Excellent





Black Twig



Black Twig is recognized as the state apple of Tennessee, likely because it was reputed to be the favorite apple of native son and president Andrew Jackson. This noted keeper develops a very heavy coating of wax in storage. One touch and you will appreciate its nickname: greasy apple.
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OTHER NAMES Big Black Twig, Pamplin’s Eclipse, Paragon, Thorpe’s Blacktwig, Twitty’s Paragon. It is confused with Arkansas Black, Arkansaw, and Mammoth Black Twig. There is a modern cultivar of the same name that is more medium red in color, but with similar taste.


HISTORY It was found as a seedling around 1830 on the farm of Major Rankin Toole in Fayetteville, Tennessee. A local nurseryman named Twitty propagated and distributed the variety.


EXTERIOR DESCRIPTION Fruit is medium to large and roundish. The skin coloration varies but it is generally green to yellow and covered with dark red stripes. Sometimes it appears mostly red, other times some of the background will show through the overlay colors. The skin develops a waxy finish in storage.


INTERIOR DESCRIPTION Yellow flesh is juicy, breaking, and aromatic.


TREE CHARACTERISTICS Growth is dense, drooping, and vigorous with annual bearing. It requires a pollinator to be fruitful. The commercial orchards of central Virginia used Grimes Golden, Winter Banana, and Virginia (Hewes) Crab to make fruitful the pollen-sterile Black Twig, Arkansas Black, and Winesap.


DISEASE RESISTANCE It is moderately susceptible to the major diseases but adaptable century-old trees have been found still bearing fruit.


SEASON OF RIPENING Late fall


USES Dessert, apple butter, and cider


STORAGE QUALITY Excellent





Blue Pearmain



During tours of my orchard in which hundreds of varieties were growing, I frequently heard exclamations of “look at those blue apples!” upon the collective sighting of Blue Pearmain. It is the bloom, the heavy coating on the skin surface, which reflects the bluish cast. The appearance is more striking than the mild-flavored taste, an attribute typical of all apples in the Pearmain group.
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OTHER NAMES None


HISTORY The exact date and place of origin are unknown. In 1833 the pomologist William Kenrick wrote in the New American Orchardist that Blue Pearmain had probably been in cultivation for a century or more and was prevalent in the vicinity of Boston in the early part of the nineteenth century.


EXTERIOR DESCRIPTION Fruit is large and oblate. The pale red background is splashed and striped with purplish red and the entire surface is covered by a pale blue bloom.


INTERIOR DESCRIPTION The coarse yellowish flesh is mildly sweet and aromatic.


TREE CHARACTERISTICS The spreading tree is moderately large in size and vigor. It is a slow grower in the nursery.


DISEASE RESISTANCE Moderately resistant to the major apple diseases


SEASON OF RIPENING Late fall


USES Primarily dessert, but also frying and baking


STORAGE QUALITY Fair. It will shrivel in storage.





Bottle Greening



This apple name derives from the tradition of farm workmen hiding their liquor bottles in a hollow of the tree for convenient nipping during the day. Bottle Greening apples have more of a pinkish blush on their green skin than Rhode Island Greening apples, but otherwise the varieties are quite similar in appearance.
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OTHER NAMES None


HISTORY The seedling is speculated to have originated early in the nineteenth century on a farm bordering New York and Vermont. The original tree was still standing in the 1850s.


EXTERIOR DESCRIPTION Fruit is medium to large and oblate to ovate with a short stem. The smooth grass-green skin has a dull pinkish blush.


INTERIOR DESCRIPTION The whitish flesh is firm and tender and very juicy and aromatic.


TREE CHARACTERISTICS Hardy and moderately vigorous, the tree has a round top and is open in form. It produces crops annually.


DISEASE RESISTANCE Moderately resistant to the major apple diseases


SEASON OF RIPENING Late fall


USES Primarily dessert, but also frying and pie making


STORAGE QUALITY Fair. It will shrivel in storage.





Brushy Mountain Limbertwig



This variety stands out among the more than forty recognized Limbertwigs for its noted dependability to provide an annual crop. The taste has to be personally experienced but I liken it to the complex flavor of a Winesap without the vinous influence. A cultural parallel can be drawn between all Appalachian Limbertwigs and the potatoes in Ireland. Both were survival foods, so imbued in the people who grew them that they could not imagine life without.
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OTHER NAMES None


HISTORY It likely originated around the Brushy Mountain area of Alexander County, North Carolina; the apple is still available in this region.


EXTERIOR DESCRIPTION The medium-sized fruit is round, becoming slightly conical at the blossom end. It has reddish and clear yellow skin with brownish lenticels regularly spaced over the entire surface.


INTERIOR DESCRIPTION The yellow flesh is very juicy with a strong aroma.


TREE CHARACTERISTICS The tree has a pronounced weeping branch configuration that is characteristic of most Limbertwig varieties. It demands proper pruning to bear full crops.


DISEASE RESISTANCE Good resistance to the major diseases


SEASON OF RIPENING Late fall


USES All-purpose


STORAGE QUALITY Good





Buckingham



A longtime favorite in the South and mid-Atlantic during the nineteenth century, Buckingham was able to be successfully planted in warmer regions due to its low chill hour requirement. Root suckers were often transplanted to establish orchards and stock was distributed widely by wagon during the westward migration.
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OTHER NAMES Bachelor, Blackburn, Byer’s, Byer’s Red, Equinetely, Frankfort Queen, Henshaw, Kentucky Fall Queen, Lexington Queen, Merit, Ne Plus Ultra, Queen, Red Horse


HISTORY It was first cited by pomologist William Coxe in 1817. It is thought to have originated in Louisa County, Virginia, rather than nearby Buckingham County for which it is named.


EXTERIOR DESCRIPTION Fruit is large and somewhat irregularly oblate with a short stalk. The pale yellow skin is flushed and mottled red; striped and blushed bright carmine; and covered with white dots.


INTERIOR DESCRIPTION The flesh is juicy, yellow, and crisp with a sprightly subacid flavor. It has a small core.


TREE CHARACTERISTICS This moderately twiggy grower bears full crops annually.


DISEASE RESISTANCE Moderately resistant to the major apple diseases


SEASON OF RIPENING Late summer to early fall


USES All-purpose, particularly baking


STORAGE QUALITY Fair





Burford Redflesh



The Burford Brothers Nursery propagated and marketed this red-fleshed variety from the 1970s until the late 1990s. It was used by my family as a color additive to cider and it is now being used again for that purpose by a commercial cider maker in Virginia. The bright red flesh also makes for a dramatic presentation during apple tastings: it can be cut in half, fitted together again, and suddenly flashed at the audience.
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OTHER NAMES Watermelon Apple


HISTORY Burford Redflesh is possibly a seedling of Red Siberian Crab, which was used as a rootstock and occasionally produced fruit in the nursery. The oldest tree, now gone, was found at the estate of the mother of American patriot Patrick Henry in Amherst County, Virginia.


EXTERIOR DESCRIPTION Fruit is medium to large in size and round-oblate. The deep yellow background is mottled red.


INTERIOR DESCRIPTION The coarse flesh is watermelon red and very tart.


TREE CHARACTERISTICS The tree is moderate in size and round in shape. The foliage is deep purple in color and the shape is reminiscent of potato leaves. Landscape architects appreciate the unique foliage.


DISEASE RESISTANCE Resistant to the major apple diseases


SEASON OF RIPENING Mid-fall


USES Cider and ornamental design


STORAGE QUALITY Good





Cameo



After being highly promoted, Cameo has become a minor mainstream variety often found in the produce departments of supermarkets. The conical fruit is reminiscent of Red Delicious but with less-pronounced knobs on the blossom end.
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OTHER NAMES American Cameo, Carousel (its original name)


HISTORY It was discovered in 1987 by the Caudle family in Dryden, Washington. Cameo may be a cross of Red Delicious and Golden Delicious, which were both present in the orchard.


EXTERIOR DESCRIPTION Fruit is medium in size and conical. The creamy orange background is layered with bright red stripes.


INTERIOR DESCRIPTION Flesh is firm and crisp with an aromatic flavor.


TREE CHARACTERISTICS This is a semi-spur variety with moderate vigor. It begins to bear at an early age and produces full crops annually.


DISEASE RESISTANCE Moderately resistant to the major apple diseases


SEASON OF RIPENING Fall


USES Dessert, applesauce, and pie making. It is also good for salad making because the flesh does not oxidize rapidly.


STORAGE QUALITY Good





Caney Fork Limbertwig



This Appalachian Limbertwig was among the many varieties collected by the late Reverend Henry Morton of Gatlinburg, Tennessee. We began corresponding in the 1970s, sharing scionwood and apple stories. In those days, the significance of the rich and diverse Limbertwigs was not yet fully recognized, but now they have become increasingly celebrated and planted.
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OTHER NAMES Caney, Caney Limbertwig


HISTORY The date of origin is unknown, but it originated in the Caney Fork region of the Cumberland Mountains in Kentucky.


EXTERIOR DESCRIPTION Fruit is medium to large and oblate. A heavy russeting appears in the stem cavity and sometimes irregularly covers the shoulder of the fruit. The yellow background is overlaid with a medium-red color and prominent whitish lenticels that are evenly spaced over the surface. The stem is medium in length but robust in girth.


INTERIOR DESCRIPTION The yellowish-white flesh is crisp, crunchy, and juicy. It has the distinctive Limbertwig taste.


TREE CHARACTERISTICS The limbs droop moderately, although not quite as much as some other Limbertwig varieties.


DISEASE RESISTANCE Moderately resistant to the major apple diseases


SEASON OF RIPENING Early winter


USES Dessert and baking


STORAGE QUALITY Good





Cannon Pearmain



In Virginia, Cannon Pearmain was planted at Thomas Jefferson’s summer home, Poplar Forest (near Lynchburg), but not at his Monticello estate near Charlottesville. In 1998 I worked with the archeologist at Poplar Forest to take scionwood from the last survivor and propagate new trees. Just in time too, as the survivor tree died in 2000. The next year, with our newly grafted trees, a small commercial planting was made again in Bedford County, Virginia.
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OTHER NAMES Alpain, Anderson, Cannon, Green Cannon, Red Cannon


HISTORY Speculated to be from Bedford County, Virginia, in the vicinity of Thomas Jefferson’s Poplar Forest, it was offered for sale by the Bailey Nursery in the 1804 Virginia Argus newspaper, but likely was available in the late eighteenth century as well. Beach’s references all date after 1851, dismissing it as a southern variety that does not grow well in the North. In the early twentieth century Cannon Pearmain was produced commercially in central Virginia, but nearly disappeared from cultivation by 1950.


EXTERIOR DESCRIPTION The medium to large, ovate fruit has a greenish-yellow skin flushed with brick red and striped with carmine. It is usually covered with yellow dots. A long stem projects obliquely from the fruit.


INTERIOR DESCRIPTION Creamy yellow flesh is, crisp, juicy, and coarse. It has a subacid flavor.


TREE CHARACTERISTICS This very vigorous tree was noted to become extremely large. It is severely biennial in production and has tough limbs which seldom break. The tree grows best in rich soil and at higher elevations, more than 1,000 feet above sea level.


DISEASE RESISTANCE Good resistance to the major diseases


SEASON OF RIPENING Late fall


USES All-purpose


STORAGE QUALITY Excellent. The harvested apples were often piled on beds of straw beneath the tree and then covered with straw for long winter storage.





Carter’s Blue



After many years of unavailability in the United States, author and fruit historian Lee Calhoun (of Pittsboro, North Carolina) was responsible for locating Carter’s Blue at the National Fruit Trust in Kent, England, and returning it to commerce in America. The tree is prized for vigorous growth and the high flavor of apples produced.
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OTHER NAMES Lady Fitzpatrick, Patton


HISTORY Carter’s Blue is thought to have originated around the middle of the nineteenth century. It was found and promoted by Colonel Carter of Mount Meigs, Alabama (near Montgomery).


EXTERIOR DESCRIPTION Fruit is medium to large and round to oblate. The greenish-yellow background is nearly covered with layers of red and irregular dark red stripes. A purplish-blue bloom covers the skin surface and white lenticels are prominent.


INTERIOR DESCRIPTION The white flesh is crisp, juicy, and aromatic.


TREE CHARACTERISTICS This vigorous grower bears heavy crops annually. It has greenish-blue foliage.


DISEASE RESISTANCE Susceptible to cedar apple rust; moderately resistant to the other major diseases.


SEASON OF RIPENING Late fall


USES Dessert


STORAGE QUALITY Poor





Cauley



It can be hard to know if apple flavor will be increased or decreased by the dehydrating process, but it’s always worth experimentation. With Cauley apples grown in Virginia, I’ve found that their mild fresh flavor becomes significantly more pronounced when dried. Sometimes, too, the apple will weigh more than a pound—another reason to give it a shot in your drying trays.
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OTHER NAMES Cally. An apple called Colley was noted but not described by the 1860 American Pomological Society meeting in Philadelphia; this is thought to be the same as Cauley.


HISTORY In the 1920s, three trees of this Deep South variety were planted at the Delta Branch Agricultural Experiment Station in Stoneville, Mississippi. The scionwood came from a tree found in 1919 in the yard of a John Cauley from Grenada, Mississippi. Only one of the three trees survived the 1927 Mississippi River flood.


EXTERIOR DESCRIPTION The apple is large to very large, roundish, and slightly lopsided. The greenish-yellow skin is overlaid with a reddish blush and darker reddish stripes. Prominent brownish dots are scattered unevenly over the surface.
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