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Celebrating the return of the chestnut
By Judy Alexander Coker
On Sept. 11, Cataloochee Ranch, in
cooperation with the Haywood Council
of Garden Clubs, The American Chestnut
Foundation® and many generous sponsors,
celebrated the anticipated return of the
mighty chestnut tree to eastern forests
by sponsoring the first chestnut Saturday
event and hosting the Cataloochee
Restoration Branch event. Many thanks to
all those who braved the weather to come
out and support TACF.
Words of praise from the Carolinas
Chapter that the Cataloochee orchard is
one of the best of the 44 orchards in the
Carolinas encouraged Cataloochee Ranch
and the Garden Clubs to arrange a gala

event showing off the orchard in grand
style. Event sponsors planned family
oriented activities centered on learning
about efforts to restore the American
chestnut tree. Vendors, woodsmen,
musicians and clog dancers entertained
guests and added to the excitement of the
day.
By 9:30 a.m., the big barn parking lot
began to fill with vehicles. Soon, guests
were lined up to buy tickets. When Paul
Sisco arrived at 10 a.m. to conduct the
first of many orchard tours, a group
awaited him. Paul led tours of the chestnut
orchard until 4 p.m. Tours were well
attended, despite heavy rain at times.
Interest in seeing the orchard was so
great that Judy Coker, one of the growers

Paul Sisco explains to guests touring the orchard differences between pure
Chinese and pure American chestnut leaves. Photo by Doug Gillis.

Members of the Fines Creek Flatfooters
entertain attendees with their buck
dancing. Photo by Meghan Jordan.
responsible for the orchard, conducted
tours after Paul had to leave.
Tent canopies provided covered space
for jewelers, potters, artist, photographers,
collage makers and food and drink
vendors to sell their wares on the
ranch campus in front of the Chestnut,
Crabapple, Sourwood and Laurel Cabins.
Staff from TACF was available at the
Chestnut Cabin to talk to guests about the
mission of the organization, distribute
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President’s Message

Five-year plan for
Carolinas Chapter

T

he Carolinas Chapter of The
American Chestnut Foundation®
board is developing a strategic plan
to guide chapter activities over the next
five years.
The plan will explain where we are
going and how we will get there. It will
list goals the chapter is working toward
and identify additional goals we need to
focus on. Goals will support the national
organization and foster collaboration
with state chapters and regional science
coordinators.
The plan will be a tool for reporting
to members on a regular basis the
progress we are making and note where
additional effort, resources and help
from the national organization is needed.
The plan will be a means of recognizing
the efforts of chapter orchard growers,
members involved in research work, those
involved in educating the public about the
activities of the chapter and partners who
collaborate with the chapter.
Members will see the many facets
of chapter activities outlined in the
strategic plan, note where they already

are contributing and consider how they
or others they attract to the organization
might contribute.
I will draft a plan by mid-January,
circulate it for review and comment
among board members, chapter orchard
growers and other individuals. The
reviewed draft plan will be discussed
by the chapter board at its March 2011
meeting in Crossnore.
Afterwards, a copy will be posted on the
chapter’s website for review and comment
by chapter members. It will be available
for discussion with Development Cabinet
members at TACF board meetings in
Meadowview, Va., in April 2011.
Once finalized and put into action,
progress toward our goals will be
reviewed annually and goals and actions
to achieve them revised as necessary.
Thanks to all for your contributions
toward restoring the American chestnut
tree to its native range within the
woodlands of North America.
Doug Gillis
Fall 2010
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Jon Taylor (left) and Matt Searels
(right) measured canker growth on
inoculated trees at Scott and Nancy
Pryor’s farm in Edneyville. A fiveyear plan now in development will
help recognize research work on
American chestnut trees. Photo by
Paul Sisco.

Finding healthy trees by
accident

Story and photo by Hannah Miller, from “Carolina Country” magazine, Dec. 2009.
Reprinted with permission from “Carolina Country.”

A western North Carolina revival effort could help bring back
those Chestnuts roasting on an open fire

A

merican chestnut trees used to
be the workhorses of eastern
U.S. forests. Their nuts, more
plentiful than acorns, fed wildlife and
humans. Their straight-grained, nonrotting lumber was the stuff of barns,
homes and railroad ties.
They made up fully 40 percent of
the Appalachian forest, and were so
imbedded in the American consciousness
that songwriters could rhapsodize about
“chestnuts roasting on an open fire.”
But that was before a chestnut blight
arrived from Asia in the late 1800s. During
the early part of the 20th century, it swept
through the eastern U.S. mountains, where
the trees grew.
The bark of practically every mature
tree soon bore the telltale reddish stain,
and by the 1940s, there was scarcely a tree
left standing.
Roots remained untouched and sent up
shoots, but the young trees that grew from
them were also doomed.
Bringing back the American chestnut
became the Holy Grail of chestnut lovers
throughout the East.
Various avenues of research were, and
still are, being pursued, but so far a new
chestnut forest has yet to appear.
One could be on the way, however.
The American Chestnut Foundation
(ACF), founded in 1983, hopes it’s close
to successfully crossbreeding the tall,
fast-growing American chestnut with the

short, squatty but blight-resistant Chinese
chestnut.
Some 500 seedlings crossbred to have
15/16th American chestnut characteristics
and also blight resistance were planted in
national forests in North Carolina, Virginia
and Tennessee this past spring.
Part of the ACF’s most advanced
generation of test trees, they’ll be left
alone to propagate and, hopefully, to
create future forests. “I have cautious
optimism,” says Fred Hebard, staff
pathologist at ACF’s Meadowview
Research Farm near Abingdon, Va.
They’re a small part of the 150,000
to 200,000 trees that ACF and volunteer
orchardists have planted over the years.
To ensure that trees will thrive in varied
growing conditions, trees at various stages
of crossbreeding are scattered throughout
the chestnut’s former range from Maine to
Alabama.
Western North Carolina has 2,000 trees
in 40 orchards, and volunteer orchardists
include members of the Blue Ridge,
French Broad, Haywood and Surry Yadkin
EMCs.
“In North Carolina, we’re really well
along,” says Louis Acker of Creston
in Ashe County, who is tending more
than 200 trees.

Want more?
Visit www.carolinas-tacf.org and click on
the article on the right.

Louis Acker’s most advanced trees,
expected to become the grandparents
of a “final generation” of trees, are
the result of a happy accident and the
efforts of Blue Ridge Electric. In 2001, a
bulldozer operator was clearing land for a
development off the Blue Ridge Parkway
in Wilkes County when he spotted a 35- to
40-foot, healthy-looking chestnut that had
not yet succumbed to blight.
“He stopped the bulldozer in its tracks,”
and called the ACF, says Paul Sisco,
recently retired as the organization’s
Southern Appalachian regional
coordinator. Realizing there was no way
he could get to the blossoms, which are
in the top of the tree, Sisco called Blue
Ridge Electric, which sent employee Greg
Miller in a bucket truck to attach bags of
blight-resistant pollen.
Acker, a retired geologist with the N.C.
Department of Transportation, and his
wife, Allie Funk, a retired professor at
Appalachian State University, had long
been working to bring back the chestnut.
He’s a founding member and board
member of the Carolinas Chapter of ACF.
While still roaming the mountains with
DOT, “I was the mother tree finder,” he
says. “I kept my eyes open.”
Acker planted the nuts from the Wilkes
County tree on his sheep farm, and last
year he and Sisco deliberately inoculated
the trees with blight.
After Acker and helper Dewey Mahala
culled them down to the seven most
blight resistant ones, Sisco returned last
June to pollinate three that had put forth
reproductive organs. (Chestnuts have both
male and female reproductive organs, so
pollinating them involves clipping off
slender, fuzzy male parts and surrounding
the round, cluster-like female parts with
the desired pollen.)
Their nuts were harvested this fall and
will be planted next spring. When the
resulting trees are seven or so years old,
plans are to crossbreed the most blightresistant to get that hoped-for “final
generation.”
At that point, Paul Sisco says,
crossbreeding will stop and “You have
to sort of put them out in the woods and
see if they can make it on their own. If
they’ve got enough resistance, that’s one
celebration. When we see them make
babies in the woods, that will be another
celebration. That will probably take
another 20 years.”
Hannah Miller lives in Charlotte.

2010 Tour and picnic at Pryors’ Farm
By Doug Gillis
Scott and Nancy Pryor opened their
home Nov. 6, 2010, to 50 Carolinas
Chapter members and guests who arrived
as early as 10 a.m. for the chapter’s annual
picnic and orchard tour. The warmth of
the house and hot beverages served inside
were appreciated by those coming in from
cold weather. Some members in the north
and western mountains of the Carolinas
couldn’t make the event because of snow.
When driving up Will Hill Road to
the Pryors’ home, those arriving got a
tantalizing view of the fenced-in orchard
toured later that afternoon. The orchard,
one of the better orchards in the Carolinas,
was planted in two stages by chapter
volunteers under the supervision of Dr.
Paul Sisco. The part of the orchard planted
in 2005, now bearing trees 15 feet or
more in height, was inoculated with blight
fungus in late spring 2010 and rated for
resistance to the blight in early fall 2010.
The second part was planted in 2006.
A delicious barbecue lunch was served
at noon in the garage of the Pryors’ home.
Following the meal, members and guests

were introduced, and those who brought
children and youth to the event given
special recognition. Joe Cockrell and his
daughter traveled the longest distance,
coming from Charleston, S.C. Southeast
Regional Science Coordinator William
White introduced himself and explained
the work he has done and will be doing
with the state chapters in his area.
A discussion of TACF®’s and the
chapter’s breeding program followed
dinner, with Paul Sisco answering
questions. Paul distributed maps of the
orchard and explained how the parentage
of each backcrossed tree was tracked and
how results of the inoculations of trees
were rated.
After explaining the map, Paul led a
group of 40 to tour the orchard. You can
view a photo album regarding the orchard
tour and the inoculations and rating
results at www.carolinas-tacf.org/album.
php?id=102.
People thanked the Pryors and those
assisting them for hosting. Nancy Pryor
decorated their home; Mick and Vonnie
Pryor helped with refreshments and setting

up the meal.
Charter member Tom Gibson, who
arrived late from Marion, toured the
orchard with Doug Gillis before departing.

Paul Sisco points out the areas inoculated
on a backcross tree in the Pryor orchard.
Photo by Doug Gillis.

A living legacy: Larry Recknagel
By Paul Sisco

Larry Recknagel’s wife, Susan (right), and two children,
Kirsten and Andrew, at the Cliffs of Glassy Orchard with a sign
dedicated in Larry’s honor on Christmas Eve. Photo by Bev Leech.

After a valiant battle with cancer, Larry
Recknagel of Landrum, S.C., passed away on
Larry
June 11.
Larry was the heart, soul and organizing genius
of the Carolinas Chapter backcross chestnut
orchard at the Cliffs of Glassy community in Landrum.
Because of his success at getting members of the
community involved in all stages of site prep, planting
and maintenance, an enthusiastic group of volunteers will
continue to maintain the orchard in his memory.
An article about the initial planting was in the Spring
2008 issue of the Chestnut Mast, which can be found in the
“Resources” section at www.carolinas-tacf.org.
At the memorial service at the community’s chapel, Larry’s
wife, Susan, was presented with a chestnut seedling from the
South Carolina champion American chestnut tree, which had
been discovered on Witch Hazel Drive in the Cliffs of Glassy
development.
This seedling and eleven other seedlings from the same cross
were then planted at the Cliffs chestnut orchard on Nov. 17, 2010.
Susan herself participated in the planting.

Summer diaries
By Paul Sisco
We have two main foci: making
BC3F2 seed for our “Clapper” orchard
from flowering BC3 trees selected for
blight resistance, and trying to create a
breeding population resistant to blight and
Phytophthora root rot – the project of Joe
James and Steve Jeffers in Seneca, S.C.
We inoculated trees with blight at
three sites this summer: the orchard of
Grover DeHart and Becky Brookshire
in the Walnut Community of Madison
County, the older orchard of Scott and
Nancy Pryor in Edneyville, Henderson
County, and the orchards of Joe James
at his Chestnut Return Farm in Oconee
County, S.C. Inoculation involves drilling
into the bark about 1/4’’ deep with a cork
borer and inserting a block of agar with
the blight fungus growing on it. This is
usually done in early June. In October or
November, inoculation sites are rated for
blight resistance. The most resistant trees
are kept and all others cut out. We have
three more years of inoculations for our
backcross orchards with the “Clapper”
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source of resistance.
Most pollinations were done by
carrying Carolinas pollen to TACF®’s
Research Farms in Meadowview, Va.
Steve Barilovits III collected pollen from
Piedmont trees to use on female flowers.
We also had a big experiment to screen
Meadowview trees for resistance to
Phytophthora by crossing them onto a
susceptible American female.
Ted
Farmer of
Newland
with some
of the seed
harvested
from his
large
surviving
American
chestnut
tree. Photo
by Paul
Sisco.

DNA versus root rot
By Paul Sisco
Dr. Dana Nelson of the USDA Forest
Service recently led a meeting about a
project of Dr. Joe James of Seneca, S.C.,
Dr. Steve Jeffers of Clemson University
and Dr. Paul Sisco of TACF®. Root rot
(Ink Disease), comes from a soil-borne
pathogen Phytophthora cinnamomi.
It is lethal to American chestnuts and
chinkapins, but the four Asian species

of Castanea are resistant. Dr. James
developed a screening protocol to find
hybrids resistant to root rot and blight.
The Forest Health Initiative combats
Ink Disease. Previous data suggests that
a single gene from Chinese chestnut
controls resistance to root rot, but more
data is needed. Plans were made to
screen more than 1,000 seedlings at Dr.
James’ farm next summer.
Scientists
from Clemson
University,
Southern
Institute
of Forest
Genetics,
University
of Georgia,
TACF® and the
Chapter met
at Clemson
University.
Photo by Dr.
Haiying Liang.

information and encourage people to
get involved in the restoration of the
American chestnut tree.
The new pavilion built on an old tennis
court provided seating for spectators who
listened to three different bluegrass bands
that performed during the day, one of
which was the Balsam Range. The Fines
Creek Flatfooters, performers under age
12, set the audience roaring and clapping
with their robust and imaginative buck
dancing.
Guests lunched on giant hot dogs,
barbecue from the ranch chuck wagon and
on Patsy’s tasty chicken and dumplings
served inside the ranch house in front of
a roaring fire. Despite two inches of rain
during the day, the chestnut Saturday
event was a great success. Approximately
500 enthusiastic, paying guests, full of
good cheer, enjoyed the day.
Some people stayed and more arrived
for the Cataloochee Restoration Branch
event that started at 6 p.m. The event
attracted people who wanted to learn more
about and be involved with the restoration
of the American chestnut tree. Individuals
and couples registering for the event
received a one year membership in TACF
and the Carolinas Chapter.
Following a time of gathering and
socializing, a dinner with steaks cooked
to order with additional entrees and
all the trimmings was served to about
100 people. After everyone finished
supper, a live auction raised funds for
chestnut restoration efforts. The auction
ended with auctioneer Stacey Woods
yelling out, “Sold!” to Mrs. Williams of
Haywood County, the proud new owner
of a large dining room table, handmade
by local craftsman Stan Nichols, from
American chestnut salvaged from an old
sharecropper’s cabin in Haywood County.
After expenses, a net of $10,396.08
was raised. Fifty percent of proceeds will
sponsor a project or projects planned by
the restoration branch under the guidance
of the Carolinas Chapter. Twenty-five
percent will go to the Carolinas Chapter
to support its operations, and 25 percent
to TACF.
As a first project, the branch is
considering production of a video
to explain the work done through
the Cataloochee orchard and how it
contributes to the Carolinas Chapter’s
plans to help TACF develop blight
resistant, locally adapted hybrid chestnut
seed to use in restoring the American
chestnut tree to eastern forests.

Culinary Corner:The stories we eat
This is an excerpt from an article by Doug Gillis found under the “Resources” tab at www.carolinas-tacf.org.

Josh Viertel, president of Slow Food USA, says that “every time we eat something, we eat the story behind that food.” The slow
food movement counters the culture of fast food and promotes enjoying traditional foods in the company of others. ...
There is a lot of “story” behind my preparing the two chestnut recipes. As I made the soup, baked the torte and later shared them
with Marsha, many thoughts and memories ran through my mind.

Chestnut fennel soup
Ingredients

2 cups boiled, shelled, skinned
chestnuts (1 pound in shell or 14 oz.
bottled whole, divided)
1 shallot, chopped
2 leeks (white and pale green only),
chopped
¾ stick unsalted butter (6 tablespoons,
divided)
2 tablespoons dry white wine
½ fennel bulb (sometimes called
anise), stalks and core discarded and
bulb coarsely chopped
1 cup chicken broth
2 ½ cups water
¼ cup half-and-half
salt and pepper
Makes 8 servings.

Directions

Coarsely chop chestnuts, reserving 1/3
cup for garnish.
In a 5-quart heavy pot over moderate
heat, cook shallot and leeks in 2
tablespoons butter until softened. Add
wine and simmer until almost all liquid
is evaporated, about 1 minute.
Stir in fennel, broth, 2/3 cup chestnuts
(save 1/3 cups for garnish) and water,
then simmer, covered, 20 minutes.
Stir in half-and-half and cool mixture
slightly.
Purée mixture in batches in a blender
until smooth. (Use caution when
blending hot liquids.)
Transfer to a bowl. Return soup to
pot and bring to a simmer, thinning with
water, if desired. Season with salt and
pepper.
While soup is reheating, heat
remaining 4 tablespoons butter in a
heavy skillet over medium high heat
until foam subsides.
Sauté reserved chestnuts with salt and
pepper to taste, stirring constantly, until
crisp and butter is browned, about 4
minutes. Serve soup with chestnuts and
browned butter drizzled on the surface.
See the note on boiling chestnuts.

Chocolate chestnut
torte
Ingredients

4 ounces bittersweet chocolate, melted
7 ounces cooked, peeled chestnuts
6 tablespoons cognac, divided
4 eggs, separated
1 cup granulated sugar
1
/8 teaspoon cream of tartar
pinch of salt
powdered sugar
whipped cream or ice cream
Makes 8 servings.

Directions

Preheat oven to 350o F.
Melt chocolate in double boiler, set
aside.
Purée the chestnuts with 4 tablespoons
cognac in a food processor until smooth.
Whip the egg yolks with ¾ cup of the
sugar and the remaining 2 tablespoons of
the cognac until pale lemon yellow and
the mixture forms a ribbon.
Whip the egg whites with the remaining
¼ cup of sugar, cream of tartar and salt
until stiff, but not dry.
Fold the yolk mixture into the
chocolate. Fold chestnut purée into the
yolk-chocolate mixture, then fold in the
egg whites.
Pour into an 8-inch spring-form pan
that has been buttered and floured.
Bake about 25 minutes or until a
toothpick comes out clean.
Sprinkle with powdered sugar and
serve with whipped cream or caramel ice
cream.
Note: To boil chestnuts, cut an “X” in
each chestnut. Place the nuts in boiling
water for 15 to 25 minutes or until tender.
Chestnuts are done when the shell starts
to peel back and the thin brown seed coat
between the shell and the meat rubs off
easily. If the seed coat sticks, cook the
nuts a little longer and try again.

Chestnut torte and a cup of fennel soup.
Photo by Doug Gillis.

NUTRITION FACTS
Chestnut fennel soup
From “Gourmet” magazine,
November 2000
Per serving:
Calories: 192
Protein: 2.4 grams
Total fat: 10.5 grams
Saturated fat: 6.3 grams
Cholesterol: 27 mg
Sodium: 21mg
Carbohydrates: 22.3 grams
Dietary fiber: 0.9 gram

Chocolate chestnut torte
From Monique Siu and Kevin Gibson,
Castagna Restaurant,
Portland, Oregon
Per Serving:
Calories: 262
Protein: 5.1 grams
Total fat: 7.7 grams
Saturated fat: 3.8 grams
Cholesterol: 106 mg
Sodium: 34 mg
Carbohydrate: 46 grams
Dietary fiber: 1.1 grams

Annual meeting ’10
By Doug Gillis
The Carolinas Chapter held its annual
meeting Aug. 21 at Gaither Hall, Montreat
College. Thirty-one people attended.
Member Dr. Brian Joyce hosted.
Early arrivals admired American
chestnut wood in Gaither Hall. K.O.
Summerville showed a chair he made
for the Glenn C. Price Laboratory at
TACF®’s Meadowview Research Farms.
He also made two conference tables for
the laboratory. Doug Gillis displayed
a bluebird house he made from wood
salvaged from a building under renovation
at the former Camp Sequoyah near
Weaverville. Jon Talyor had a Quaker box
he made with a chestnut burl wood top and
a picture frame, both which he donated to
the TACF auction in Shepherdstown, W.V.
Carol Namkoong had a falcon carving that
she purchased made from chestnut wood.
Doug Gillis opened the meeting. He
presented certificates of appreciation to
former board members Steve Motsinger
and Judy Coker whose terms expired in
2009. Carol Namkoong received one for
her service through Aug. 2010. She served
as chapter secretary for many years. Ron
Myers’ term expired in Aug. 2010, and
he will receive a certificate at a future
meeting. Don Surrette made frames of
wormy chestnut wood for the certificates.
Paul Sisco discussed the past year of
chapter breeding and other orchard work.
Pollination work that Ted Farmer and
Tony Hunt did to produce nuts for Joe
James’ Phytophthora tests were noted.
Pollination work that TACF interns
Steve Barilovits IV and Matt Egan did
at Meadowview Research Farms was
Photo by Lee Halsup.

recognized. Inoculations and result
ratings at the Pryor Orchard and at Joe
James’ farm near Seneca, S.C., were
reviewed.
Joe James described his work on
Phytophthora cinnamomi, showing
slides of the tubs and berms used to
grow and test trees for resistance to
Oomycete water mold that causes root
rot. Joe noted that recent generation
of trees grown and tested for root rot
resistance show increased survival rates
— up from 3 to 4 percent the prior year
to 39 to 55 percent this year.
Steve Barilovits III reviewed his
trials using phosphite chemicals to
treat American chestnut trees exposed
to Phytophthora cinnamomi. He noted
that chemicals must be used throughout
the growing season to maintain
effectiveness.
Elections were held for six board
members. Nominees were board
members Doug Gillis, Paul Sisco, Scott
Pryor and Brian Joyce, along with Jon
Taylor and Bonnie Millar of Asheville.
Paul Sisco showed videos from
the Tennessee Chapter. In the videos,
produced by Iliza Myers, men recalled
their memories of the American chestnut
affected by blight.
- Search for a three-part oral history of
the American chestnut on YouTube by
typing in “Iliza Myers.”
- See a photo album of Gaither Hall
at www.carolinas-tacf.org/album.
php?id=73.

Crafted by one of
chapter’s own

American chestnut wood table and chair
hand-crafted by K.O. Summerville. Photo
by K.O.Summerville.

By Doug Gillis
K.O. Summerville, former Carolinas
Chapter president and current member,
donated his time and talents to making
two conference tables and a chair for
offices at the Glenn C. Price Laboratory at
Meadowview Research Farms.
K.O., an excellent woodworker,
conceived the design for the tables and
chair and produced a pattern for an
American chestnut tree which he burned
into the table legs and the back support
rails of the chair.
K.O. also provided coasters to place
on the tables which have a chestnut leaf
and tree motif burned into the recessed
centers.
Bruce Wakeland, Indiana Chapter
member, supplied the American chestnut
wood K.O. needed for the project. K.O.
and Danny Honaker, a Meadowview
Farms staff member, traveled to Indiana
to pick up the lumber needed for the
tables and chairs. They also brought back
American chestnut wood Bruce prepared
and donated for installation as tongue and
grove, wainscot paneling in rooms within
the research building. The chair, which
K.O designed and handcrafted, is the
Carolinas Chapter chair. More chairs are
needed around the tables.
K.O.’s thoughts are that state chapters
can provide additional chestnut lumber or
funds to purchase lumber for more chairs.
Each chair requires approximately 12
board feet of 1-inch thick lumber. K.O.
has the design worked out. Fabrication
can be arranged. Bryan Burhans, president
and CEO of TACF®, thinks K.O.’s idea to
provide more chairs is great.

Carolinas Chapter
Endowment Fund
Donations can be made at any time.
Make checks payable to “CC-TACF”
and note on check: “For CC-TACF
Endowment Fund.”
Mail to: CC-TACF Endowment
Fund, c/o Don Surrette
145 Sutton Creek Road
Pisgah Forest, NC 28768
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Above, Scott and Nancy Pryor’s home atop
Will Hill overlooks the chestnut orchard they
manage. Photo by Doug Gillis.
To the right, Louis Acker of Ashe County
points to a female flower on one of his selected
backcross chestnut trees. The chapter used
pollen from a selected tree in Haywood
County to pollinate it. Photo by Paul Sisco.

