
The w
eather is alw

ays a w
orry, but som

e of the m
ost 

im
pactful threats capping orchard expansion are econom

ic. 
First, farm

ers pulled fruit trees to raise livestock and plant 
corn in hopes of better, m

ore stable returns. The ubiquitous 
real estate developers follow

ed, encroaching on prim
e 

agricultural land on the shores of places like Flathead Lake. 
The surrounding com

m
unity experiences the loss of access 

to local food sources. 

“W
e w

orked w
ith a couple of groups to start com

m
unity 

orchards like Ruby H
abitat Foundation in the Ruby Valley, 

w
here there are som

e of the m
ost beautiful heritage 

orchards 
I’ve 

visited,” 
says 

Katrina 
M

endrey, 
orchard 

program
 m

anager at the W
estern A

gricultural Research 
C

enter at M
ontana State U

niversity, “W
e also planted 10 

apple trees outside the C
arter C

ounty M
useum

 in Ekalaka.”

B
eyond a reliable food source, orchards com

e w
ith other 

ancillary benefits. C
arbon sequestering, for one: a fruit tree 

can be in the ground for up to 20 years in a m
odern orchard, 

and tilling is m
inim

al. Then there’s the rich biodiversity 
nurtured am

ong the fruit trees. “I love the apple orchard 
in m

y village,” says C
laire M

asset, author of the charm
ing 

book O
rchards. “A

t the m
om

ent, the fallen apples are being 
devoured by w

inter-visiting flocks of fieldfare and redw
ing.”

It’s m
id-February in G

ary Johnson’s orchard, and in the next 
few

 w
eeks, he’ll prune the trees and then shift to m

ow
ing 

and w
eeding the 11 acres through to sum

m
er. H

arvest 
happens in late July. “It’s quick. I can get a half dozen people 
in here and pick it in a few

 days,” he says. “The cherries are 
pitted and frozen into 30

-pound buckets.” H
arvesting and 

production am
ount to an intense couple of w

eeks.

In a valley w
here m

ost fruit is exported to Taiw
an, Johnson’s 

approach is unique. H
e sells to health food stores and local 

gift shops, spreading the cash flow
 across the calendar. H

is 
frozen fruit is m

ade into jam
, chutney, barbecue sauce and 

cherry topping for cheesecake or sundaes. Eventually, he’d 
like to tap m

ore deeply into agritourism
.

A
t pick-your-ow

n apple orchards, fam
ilies participate in the 

ancient harvest cycle. C
hildren chase each other betw

een 
row

s of trees, spill heavy baskets of fruit on the ground 
and pitch a core as far as possible, just as their parents 
and grandparents did in generations before. O

rchards are 
w

here bees get drunk on nectar in the spring, geese and 
sheep graze in the shade of a leafy canopy in high sum

m
er 

and barren branches reach to m
eet an azure w

inter sky. 
They’re a place of natural abundance. A

 rem
inder that the 

season is alw
ays turning, and fruit is not the sole purpose.

It’s com
ing on spring. Soon fruit trees w

ill blossom
, and people w

orldw
ide w

ill go careering 
tow

ard the m
om

ent—
m

ad to leave the cold, dark w
inter. Flow

ering fruit trees w
ill be the 

destination for country drives and park outings. W
oolen picnic blankets w

ill flick in a breeze 
and drift to the ground. Fam

ily and friends w
ill settle to share food and conversation w

hile pink 
and w

hite petals w
horl all around. The Japanese call this pleasure hanam

i: a confluence of 
being social and in nature. 

In his book Tam
ing Fruit, B

ernd B
runner w

rites, “Perhaps it m
akes sense to think about an 

orchard as a kind of stage—
one w

here a highly specific dram
a plays out betw

een fruit trees 
and their caretakers...orchards invite us to enjoy the com

plex spectacle of fruit grow
ing and 

ripening in the com
pany of anim

als, people, and other plants.”

“I never get tired of cherries,” says G
ary Johnson of the O

rchard at Flathead Lake in 
northw

estern M
ontana. “A

t the end of the season, I’m
 clim

bing the trees to find the fruit that 
w

as m
issed.” Johnson’s parents bought the property in the m

id-1970
s, and 30 years later, he 

returned hom
e and began the transition to organic. The lake creates a tem

perate grow
ing 

environm
ent. The sum

m
er is cool and the nights w

arm
, ideal conditions for tender fruit. The 

Flathead Valley produces three m
illion pounds of cherries annually. It once produced three 

tim
es that, but a devastating freeze in the late 1980

s destroyed sw
aths of trees. 

O
rc

h
a
rd

s a
re

 u
n

iq
u

e
 in

 a
g

ric
u

ltu
re

, b
e
lo

ve
d

 fo
r th

e
ir b

e
a
u

ty
 a

n
d

 n
o

sta
lg

ic
 a

p
p

e
a
l 

a
s m

u
c
h

 a
s fo

r th
e
ir b

o
u

n
ty. A

s fa
m

ily
 fa

rm
s a

re
 b

o
th

 ce
le

b
ra

te
d

 a
n

d
 e

n
d

a
n

g
e
re

d
, 

M
o

n
ta

n
a
 co

m
m

u
n

itie
s a

re
 fi

n
d

in
g

 n
e
w

 w
ay

s to
 h

e
lp

 th
e
se

 o
rc

h
a
rd

s e
n

d
u

re
.

By D
eborah Reid

Giving
TheTrees


