


























































































































































































































































the century it was the Lemon Cling, still commercially available 

today. In some cases, the older varieties have not changed or dis

appeared, but their names have been altered to accommodate the 

passing fancies of the consumer public. Both the "black plumb 

peach of Georgia" and the "blood" peach were sent to Monticel

lo. Coxe illustrated the identical type as the "Cherokee," the same 

peach we now know as the Indian Red or Blood Cling. 

The Spanish first brought the Blood Cling to Florida and 

Mexico in the sixteenth century, and it gradually migrated north

ward. Its ability to come true from seed, an exceptional attribute 

among fruit trees, was partly responsible for its seemingly sponta

neous presence among seventeenth-century Indian tribes in the 

American Southeast. European explorers were astonished by the 

existence of such an Old World fruit thriving in the American 

wilderness. Just as the Hewes' Crab has survived because of its ro

bust growth and cold hardiness, so has the Blood Cling persisted 

because it will reproduce without the aid of propagators-quali

ties irrelevant to a choice fruit fancier, yet perhaps important in 

future breeding. As well, both the Blood Cling and the Lem.on 

Cling are oddball fruits, surviving partly because of their unusual 

shape, taste, and coloring. The only nectarine variety grown in the 

nineteenth century and still available today is the Violet Hative, a 

purple-skinned curiosity. 

Establishing and sustaining the lives of Jefferson's "precious" va

rieties presents both problems and dilemmas. The Newtown Pip

pin is still commonly offered in the trade, so when we were plant

ing the orchard we simply ordered fruit trees from a reputable 

commercial source. Six years later the trees began bearing. They 

were not Newtown Pippins. W hen informed, the nurseryman 

seemed genuinely saddened and wondered "whether after all 

these years I've been doing more harm than good." I commiserat

ed with the man's blunder, although we had lost twelve years in 

the maturity of the orchard. It is a comm.on practice for American 

nurseries to sell stock that is not true to name. Their carelessness is 

encouraged by the casual ignorance of the American garden con

sumer. As early as the seventeenth century, John Parkinson, the 

great English herbalist, wrote: "It is an inherent quality almost 

heriditative with most of them [ conu11ercial nurseries] to sell any 

m.ean and ordinary fruit for whatsoever rare fruit he [the con-
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sumer] shall aske for: so little they are to be trusted."'" The only 

defense, especially when dealing with historical varieties, is to use 

pomological descriptions to properly identify the plant you seek. 

Tennis-ball Lettuce 

In the neighborhood where I was a boy, they cultivated a certain ex

quisite watermelon which weighs about a hundred pounds; they have now 

lost the seeds. The same thing happened to a type ef lettuce superior to all 

others. People will follow the fashion, in their food as well as their clothing, 

and interest has obliged the cultivators to adjust to this . . .

-Philip Mazzei to Thomas Jefferson, 1805

Mazzei's lament describes the plight of today's historic seed 

savers. Unlike fruit trees, which often live for hundreds of years, 

most vegetables are annuals, and their seed has a restricted viabili

ty. When Jefferson wrote "I am curious to select only one or two 

of the best species or variety of every vegetable," he was describ

ing the scientific process so essential to his experimental garden. 

The proliferation of varieties enabled him to selectively elim.inate 

inferior types, so he could declare of the Carnation cherry that 

"no other type deserves the name cherry," or that the Arikara 

bean "is one of the most excellent that we have had. I have found 

one kind only superior to them, but being very sensibly so, I shall 

abandon the Ricaras."20 Just as Jefferson would discard an inferior 

bean, so have many other vegetable varieties been lost over the last 

r50 years, overlooked often because of inferior taste, lack of pro

ductivity or resistance to disease, or more recently, an inability to 

adapt to mechanized methods of culture, harvesting, or transporta

tion. Other older varieties are the lost parents of our modern hy

brids, and their genetic character lies buried within the super-bred 

varieties of today's seed catalogues. 

The issue is further complicated by the lack of documentation 

as to the character of early vegetable varieties. While McMahon, 

Jefferson, and other writers and gardeners give us names, there 

were no varietal descriptions until the publication of Fearing 

Burr's The Field and Garden Vegetables ef America in 1863.21 Again, 

one of the pitfalls of attempting to describe and locate Jefferson's 

vegetable varieties lies in his personal nomenclature. He often list-
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