Heat Brings Early Harvest In New England, Midwest

AP Wire Service
By Bob Salsberg,
Associated Press Writer

BOSTON, MA (AP) — Warm
weather has many fruits and vege-
tables ripening early this year, and
on some farms, fall crops will be
ready well before Labor Day.

Early apples are already ripe for
picking in the Northeast and Mid-
west. Sweet corn was a couple of
weeks ahead of schedule, as were
many tomatoes, blueberries and
peaches. And, if the warm weath-
er holds, families might have Hal-
loween pumpkins well before Oc-
tober starts.

Major row crops, such as corn
and soybeans, also are a little ahead
of season, said Julie Schmidt, a
statistician with the National Agri-
cultural Statistics Service. A mild
winter let farmers plant early, and
warm weather since has helped
their growth.

“The conditions have been nearly
ideal,” Schmidt said.

The early harvest is a mixed bag
for farmers.

Those who sell directly to con-
sumers are most likely to benefit
because customers are generally
happy to have fruits and vegetables

earlier, said Ruth Hazzard, a veg-
etable specialist at the University of
Massachusetts Extension.

But weather-related schedule
shifts can cause problems in the
wholesale market, where prices
are determined by what happens
throughout an extended area and
timing can be everything.

“If it happens that our crops
come in really strong at the same
time that Quebec comes in and
Virginia comes in and New Jersey
comes in, if all that’s happening at
once just because of the way the
weather works out, then the prices
go down,”” Hazzard said.

The year began with a balmy
spring and early bloom. Then came
a particularly hot summer for the
Northeast and parts of the Midwest.

Eric Henry, owner of Blue Hills
Orchard in Wallingford, CT, said
he began picking one type of apple,
Paula Reds, in the first week of Au-
gust, about 12 days ahead of nor-
mal. Another early variety, Ginger
Golds, weren’t far behind.

“This is the earliest ever,” said
Henry, who also began picking
peaches about two weeks sooner.

The Paula Reds and some other
apples are at least two weeks ahead

of schedule at Apple Holler in
Sturtevant, WI, said owner Dave
Flannery, who described the recent
weather conditions as almost tropi-
cal. For him though, earlier hasn’t
been better.

“Not many people are enthusias-
tic and excited about picking fall
fruit when it’s 80, 85, 90 degrees
outside and humid,”’ Flannery said.
“In addition to that, they have to
fight the mosquitoes.”

Even insects seem confused by
the weather. Cranberry growers in
Massachusetts say a pesky beetle
that usually doesn’t invade the bogs
until about now has been chomping
away for weeks. But another pest,
the fruitworm, may have died off
earlier than usual.

Overall, crop production has
generally been strong. Diseases
that ravaged tomatoes and other
plants in the Northeast during the
cold, damp summer of 2009 have
largely been held in check this
year. While thunderstorms have
pelted the Midwest, New England
has had less rain then usual.

The shortage has made the
plants’ growth spurt more difficult
for many farmers to contend with.

“In some cases we’re irrigat-

ing just about every other day
because it has been so dry,”” said
Jeffrey LaFleur, executive direc-
tor of the Cape Cod Cranberry
Growers Association.

Despite water worries, cranberries
are running a good two weeks ahead
of schedule and are already show-
ing color, LaFleur said. That could
move up the harvest, which usually
starts in earnest between Sept. 15
and Oct. 1 in Massachusetts, the na-
tion’s second largest cranberry pro-
ducer behind Wisconsin.

Phyllis Tougas, owner of Tou-
gas Family Farm in Northborough,
MA, said it’s been a “crazy’’ grow-
ing season. Some of the pumpkins
planted in June had ripe fruitin ear-
ly July —a month or more ahead of
schedule. And blueberry pickers,
she said, shouldn’t procrastinate.

“Last season, we had a huge tre-
mendous crop, we picked well into
September, but | don’t see that hap-
pening this year,” she said.

But not all parts of the country
are ahead of schedule. Charlie de
la Chappelle, who grows a couple
hundred thousand apple and pear
trees in Outlook, WA, says both are
about a week behind after a cloudy
and cool spring there. &
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