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APPLE
History
M
AN HAS BEEN MUNCHING
on apples for about 750,000 years, ever since the food gatherers of early Paleolithic times discovered sour, wild crab apples growing in the forests in Kazakhstan, Central Asia. Botanists now believe that this region holds the key to the genetic origins of the wild apples that are the ancestors of the apples we enjoy today.

When U.S. botanists visited Kazakhstan in 1989, they found large stands of ancient apple trees — trees that were 300 years old, 50 feet tall, and bearing large red apples. These trees of
Malus sieversii
, the wild species now believed to be the parent of all domesticated apples, were discovered in 1929 by Russian botanist Nikolai I. Vavilov.

Unfortunately, Vavilov’s work in genetics led to his imprisonment during the Stalin era. He died in prison in 1943. His wonderful discovery was finally announced to the rest of the world by a former student and coworker of Vavilov’s who, at the age of 80, felt the need to pass along the knowledge before it was too late to save the forests of ancient apple trees.


Apples on the Move
The carbonized remains of apples unearthed in Asia Minor indicate that Neolithic farmers were cultivating wild apples around 8,000 years ago. Later, apples were carried as transportable food by migrating cultures. It is speculated that somewhere along the way
M. sieversii
hybridized with
M. orientalis
and
M. sylvestris
, two wild species producing small and very sour green apples.

THE ORIGIN OF THE APPLE

On discovering the ancient wild apple groves in Central Asia, Nikolai Vavilov rejoiced:

“All around the city one could see a vast expanse of wild apples covering the foothills. One could see with his own eyes that this beautiful site was the origin of the cultivated apple.”


There is recorded evidence from 1300
B.C.
of apple orchards being planted by the Egyptians along the Nile Delta. The Greeks learned grafting techniques around 800
B.C.
, and by 200
B.C
. the Romans were planting apple orchards in Britain.

Apples Settle in America
Colonists arriving in America found only four varieties of wild crab apples. However, the French, Dutch, German, and English all brought seeds from their homelands, and it wasn’t long before apple trees were growing outside their rustic dwellings. The English colonists were the first to bring apple tree scions (shoots) to North America.

The first American orchard was planted in Boston in 1625 by William Blaxton, an English preacher. A few years later, orchards were established in the same area by John Winthrop and John Endicott, governors of the Bay Colony settlement.

In 1647, Peter Stuyvesant, governor of New Amsterdam (now New York), planted the first Dutch apple trees on his farm, The Bouwerie. The first commercial orchard was planted in Flushing, New York, in 1730.

Thousands of varieties of apple trees evolved during the 18th and 19th centuries when colonial farmers decided to plant apple seeds instead of acquiring young tree scions arriving from England and Europe. As the colonists moved from the Atlantic coast westward, they planted apple seeds along the way.

Favorably influenced by moderately cool winters, the colonists’ apple crops flourished in the northern regions. Apples, just like autumn leaves, need the perfect marriage of temperatures — warm, sunny days and cool nights that occur in October — to show off their best qualities.

America’s Number-One Fruit
Cultivated throughout the United States, apples are grown for commercial production in 36 states. The main apple-growing regions are Washington, New York, Michigan, Pennsylvania, California, and Virginia. These six states produce most of the country’s annual apple crop, which totaled 254,217 million bushels in 2000. About one-third of the annual U.S. apple crop is processed into juice and canned, frozen, and dehydrated products. The average American eats 48.41 pounds of apples a year.
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