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To Irrigate or Not to Irrigate?  
    
     The decision of whether or not to install 
an irrigation system for a commercial 
chestnut planting is one of the 
most important choices a grower 
can make. Numerous factors need to 
be considered, including rainfall  
patterns, water source and its quality, energy 
required to move that water, cost of the irri-
gation system and the cost to run it. “Chinese 
chestnuts are extremely drought tolerant. 
Why would I need to irrigate?” you might 
ask. Just because chestnuts can survive a 
drought does not mean they will maintain 
profitable levels of nut production. 

 

   The severe drought that has 
been plaguing the deep south 

for several years expanded north-
ward in 2011. After the middle of 

June, the rains seemed to suddenly shut off. 
After that parts of southeast Iowa received 
less than 2 inches of rain for the rest of the 
growing season. This drought had a profound 
affect on chestnut yields. Most growers re-
ported a heavier than normal nut set, but a 
lower nut yield in 2011. Growers had a larger 
number of nuts, but the average weight of the 
nuts was considerable lighter, resulting in 
fewer pounds of nuts. 
 

   When a fresh chestnut falls from the tree, 
about 50% of its weight is water, 40% carbo-
hydrates, 6 – 8% protein, and 1 – 3% fat. 
60% of the nut’s weight is added in the last 
two weeks before ripening. Most of the added 
weight is water. If soil moisture is deficient 
during this critical period (early to late Sep-
tember in Iowa), average nut weight and total 
nut yield will be reduced. 
 

   Drought can affect chestnut yield in another 
way. If soil moisture is deficient as the tree 
goes dormant for the winter, (mid to late Oc-
tober) the number of female flowers pro-
duced the following spring may be 
reduced. Fewer female flowers 
means fewer nuts and lower 
yield, even if nut size if above 
average. 
 

   In a really severe drought, irrigation could 
make all the difference between 4,000 
pounds per acre versus a total crop failure. 
Even in a normal year, irrigation could poten-
tially increase yields by 1,000 pounds per 
acre. Hypothetically, an irrigation system that 
costs $2,500 for a 3 acre planting would more 
than pay for itself in the first year. In a severe 
drought, it would more than pay for itself 
three times over. You should ask “can I af-
ford not to irrigate?”. - Tom Wahl 
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ing. The very best way to establish grafted 
trees is to plant seedlings of the cultivars 
you want, get them established and grow-
ing vigorously, then graft them at 2 – 5 
years of age. 
 

What is the recommended spacing and 
number of trees per acre? 
The standard recommendation for planting 
is 20’ x 20’ spacing with a little over 100 
trees per acre. Eventually, after 15 to 20 
years, the trees will need to be thinned 
down to 40’ x 40’ or 25 trees per acre. The 
trees are not planted at the final spacing 
because that would severely reduce produc-
tion in the early years of the planting. 
 

How long before chestnuts begin bearing? 
I have had a few reports of chestnuts bear-
ing in the second growing season after 
planting, but 3 to 4 growing years is more 
typical. Under ideal conditions, mature lev-
els of production can be 
reached in about 15 years. 
 

Do chestnuts have any serious 
pests or disease problems? 
There do not appear to be any 
disease problems of consequence for Chi-
nese chestnuts. For other species of chest-
nuts, susceptibility to chestnut blight and 
phytophthora root rot ranges from moder-
ate to high. The most serious insect pests 
are chestnut gall wasp and chestnut weevil. 
There are no truly effective chemical 
sprays available for either of these pests. 
Fortunately, biological controls are highly 
effective for both. A naturally occurring 

Commercial Chestnut production – 
 Frequently Asked Questions 
How much income can I 
earn with chestnuts?  
This can be affected by 
many different factors. If 
site quality, genetics, or 
management is poor, the 
number could very well 
be negative. On a good site, with genetics, 
and good management, a mature (15+ 
year) planting could produce up to $8,000 
per acre for non-certified, and $20,000 
per acre for certified organic chestnuts. 
 

Should I plant seedling or grafted trees? 
Both have their own set of advantages 
and disadvantages. Genetics is extremely 
important, and seedlings with poor genet-
ics produce nuts with little or no value. 
Seedlings of good Chinese cultivars polli-
nated by other good Chinese cultivars will 
have genetics as good as, or even better 
than their parents. Seedlings grow faster, 
reach mature production levels earlier, are 
more cold hardy, have no graft union 
problems, and are a fraction of the cost of 
grafted trees. Grafted trees produce nuts 
that are very consistent in size, quality, 
and ripening time. For any one variety, 
the majority of nut drop will occur over a 
period of 3 to 5 days. This fact can be 
used to dramatically reduce the amount of 
time spent on harvesting. Grafted chestnut 
trees are very sensitive to stress, espe-
cially transplant shock. They can fre-
quently loose their grafts after transplant-
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How are chestnuts harvested? 
Worldwide, most chestnuts are harvested 
by hand, and the crop is valuable enough 
to make this economical. A wide variety 
of machines have been tried out for har-
vesting chestnuts, including sweepers de-
signed for pecans and hazels, and vac-
uums. In our opinion, the best machine is 
also the cheapest -- the Nut Wizard. It is 
about 10 times faster than hand picking, 
requires no bending over, uses no fuel, 
and makes no noise. Cost is about $50 -- 
available from “Seeds and Such” 1-888-
321-9445. 
  

New Plans for 
2012 Field Day 
 Our field days 
have become too 
popular. In order 
to keep the qual-
ity high, we will 
be limiting atten-
dance to 50 peo-
ple. This field day 
is free to people who pre-register. People 
who show up on the day without pre-
registration will be charged $25. Call or 
email us with your intention to attend. 
Once we hit 50, we will start a waiting 
list.   

Saturday, September 15 
 1:00 - 5:00 

   Come tour plantings around the house 
and view the orchards. We will be talking 
about pawpaws, persimmons, Aronia, 
Asian pears, chestnuts and much more. 
Refreshments will be provided. 

parasitic wasp keeps gall wasp popula-
tions under control. Pigs allowed to free 
range under chestnut trees after harvest 
will find every last nut missed during har-
vest. The pigs eat the nuts, weevil larvae 
and all, and break the weevils’ life cycle. 
Adding free-range chickens in the spring 
makes weevil control even more effec-
tive. On top of this, chestnut finished 
pork is the most valuable pork in the 
world. 
 

Are chestnuts hard to market? 
The market for certified organic chestnuts 
is pretty much limited to wealthy, well 
educated Anglo-Americans. That market 
is wide but as shallow as the shine on the 
skin of an orange. Until per capita con-
sumption increases above “barely detect-
ible” levels, this market will remain lim-
ited. In contrast, the market for non-
certified chestnuts is as deep as a bottom-
less pit. Communities of recent immi-
grants are the best customers in this mar-
ket. It will take centuries before there are 
enough chestnut trees in the ground to 
meet the demand we have today. For 
those who don’t want to do their own 
marketing, chestnut growers’ co-
operatives’ are starting to spring up 
around the country. There are growers’ 
cooperatives for the southeastern states of 
Georgia, Florida, and Alabama, another 
one for Ohio, and one for Michigan. Prai-
rie Grove Nut Growers, the oldest chest-
nut coop, is open to growers from Iowa, 
Illinois, Missouri, Kansas, Nebraska, 
Minnesota and Wisconsin. 

Part of the huge 2010 
Field Day crowd. 
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Look for us on Facebook 
Check out the photos of our 2011 Aronia berry and chest-
nut harvest. We also post about the trees seedlings as they 
grow in the nursery and answer lots of questions. 

 

Trees for 2012 
 
Chinese Chestnut (Castanea mollisima)       
Chinese chestnuts can be grown just about anywhere 
with well-drained, slightly acidic soil, from zone 4 
through zone 9. Chestnuts are a very high demand, high 
value crop, both worldwide and in the US. Wholesale 
prices to growers in the Midwest range from $1.40 to 
$2.35 per pound; $5.50 per pound for certified organic. 
Well grown and maintained trees in Iowa can exceed 
2,000 pounds per acre by 15 years of age. 
 They can be easily adapted to a system of production 
without chemicals, oil, or iron. 
 We have seedlings of the very best cultivars available. Although they are “open pol-
linated”, their most likely pollenizers are other good Chinese cultivars. This greatly in-
creases the likelihood that the seedlings will be as good or even better than their parents. 
We fully expect that many new, superior cultivars will result form these seedlings. Be-
low are brief descriptions of our parent trees. These trees areavail be in the spring  bare-
rooted, or summer - fall in 9 inch tall pots. Prices are listed on page 6. 
 

Au Super - Produce the largest sized nut of any commercial quality Chinese cultivar 
(Extra Large). Cold handy to at least -26°F. Nut quality is good. May occasionally over-
bear, producing a smaller sized nut. 
 

Eaton River - May be a hybrid, but mostly Chinese. Nut size is large to extra large, 
quality is excellent. Flavor is superior. 
 

Gideon – This cultivar originated at Empire Chestnut Co., Carrolton, Ohio. Produces a 
heavy crop of large to extra large nuts. In one study, this cultivar produced the highest 
percentage of commercial quality seedlings of any cultivar. 
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Luvall’s Monster – The original Luvall’s Monster parent tree is a mostly American hy-
brid, but with a massive nut. May be cold hardy to -50°F. It’s blight susceptible and pol-
len sterile. Though Luvall’s Monster is not recommended for commercial production, its 
seedlings , when crossed with Chinese cultivars, should have good disease resistance 
and (hopefully) better pollen production. These seedlings are the best option for those 
wanting to grow chestnuts in zone 4 areas. They are also well worth trying throughout 
chestnut growing areas. 
 

Mossbarger – Reportedly the most cold hardy Chinese cultivar (hardy to -40°F). Nut 
size, productivity, and quality similar to Peach and Gideon. A good companion to Lu-
vall’s Monster seedlings in far north locations. 
 

Peach – Another Empire Chestnut Co. cultivar, it produces moderate to good crops of 
large to extra large, high quality nuts. Unlike most other cultivars, this one has not 
shown any tendency to overbear and produce smaller sized nuts. 
 

Qing – (pronounced “ching”) Currently the standard for comparison among Chinese 
chestnuts. Produces an extra large nut with a dark mahogany color, an unusually glossy 
luster, and exceptional flavor and keeping qualities. Cold hardy to at least -30°F. 
 

Shotgun – This cultivar, developed at Red Fern Farm, is by far our most consistent 
heavy bearer of large to extra large nuts. Has survived -37°F, and shows no sign of in-
jury at -30°F. 
 

Red Fern Super – A possible new cultivar from Red 
Fern Farm. It needs more evaluation, but may pro-
duce nuts even larger than AuSuper. (Available 
only in pots) 
 

Starting mid summer through this fall, we will 
have potted “Special Cross” Seedlings  
Open pollinated seedlings of specific seed parents, 
but with the other specified cultivar as the most 
likely pollenizer. Chestnut pollen does not usually 
travel very far, so only the closest trees are likely to 
pollenize each other. Female chestnut flowers (small burs) and 

the dying male flowers (brown catkins).  
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Mixed Parentage – These seedlings are not labeled with the name of the seed parent.  
The seed parent could be any of the cultivars described on pages 4 -5. 
 

ID Preserved: These seedlings are labeled with the name of the seed parent cultivar. 
This is particularly important for people who want seedlings for grafting later, and for 
people who need certain trees for growing in zone 4. 
 

Bare-rooted, Bed-grown Chestnuts - These trees have massive root systems and re-
quire a large hole. We have reports of many flowering one year after planting. These 
trees can be shipped, but only while the tree is dormant in early spring. 
 

Potted Chestnuts - Finished in 9 inch pots, these trees allow for quicker planting be-
cause they get by with a smaller planting hole. Can be planted spring, summer or fall. 
 

 
 

     Bare-rooted, bed grown Chestnuts (available spring only) 
 

            Mixed Parentage       ID Preserved 
        1 - 2 foot    $6.00 for 1 – 9    1 – 2 foot  $7.00 for 1 – 9 
           $4.50 for 10 – 99       $5.50 for 10 – 99 
           $4.00 for 100 or more      $5.00 for 100 or more 
 

        2 - 3 foot   $9.00 for 1 – 9    2 – 3 foot   $10.00 for 1 – 9 
           $7.50 for 10 – 99       $ 8.50 for 10 – 99 
           $7.00 for 100 or more      $ 8.00 for 100 or more 
  

 
Potted Chestnuts: (available summer to fall) 
1 – 2 foot Mixed Parentage $7.00 for 1 – 9 
          $5.50 for 10 – 99 
          $5.00 for 100 or more 
 

1 – 2 foot ID preserved   $8.00 for 1 – 9 
          $6.50 for 10 – 99 
          $6.00 for 100 or more 

Roots of Bare-
rooted tree. 

Potted chestnuts ready for 
planting. 

$11.00 for 1 – 9 
$8.50 for 10 – 99 
$8.00 for 100 or more 

1 – 2 foot Special Cross   
(‘Qing’ X ‘Auburn Super’ 
Seedlings - Very limited  
supply, call or email for  
availability before ordering.) 
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Hybrid Hazels (Corylus auellana x americana) 
The parents of our hazels have produced massive quantities of 
high quality nuts.   The branches have been bent to the ground by 
the weight of the nut crop. These young seedlings are decendents 
of the best selections of a strain of hybrid hazels developed in 
Minnesota. They will be ready for planting by early Summer with a strong root 
system for high survival and rapid growth. Two bushes needed for pollination. 
           8 - 12 inch tall shrubs  in 9 inch pots,  $4.50 each  for 1 - 9  

     $4.00 each for 10 or more ( available  summer to fall)              
 
Heartnut  (Juglans ailantifolia)  
 Heartnut is a genetic mutation of the Japanese wal-
nut. The mutation produces a flattened, Valentine-heart 
shaped nut which cracks and releases the kernel easily. 
The kernel is the sweetest and mildest-tasting of all the 
walnuts. Heartnuts tend to be precocious and heavy 
bearing, and preliminary indications suggest they may 
be resistant to Thousand Canker Disease. 
 Not all heartnut seedlings will grow into trees that produce heartnuts. Many will 
“revert back to wild type” and produce only the normal Japanese walnut, which is 
rounded, thick-shelled, difficult to crack, and commercially worthless. It may be nec-
essary to plant several to get a single good one. Quantities are limited  

Bare-rooted or Potted seedlings $6.00 each (available spring to fall) 
 
Pawpaw (Asimina triloba)  
 The pawpaw or “prairie banana” has a 4 - 6 inch long fruit that 
resembles a green potato, but with a rich banana/mango - like 
flavor. Demand for fruit exceeds supply. It is hard to believe a 
fruit with such a wonderful tropical-fruit flavor can grow in Iowa.   
 A possible future market for the fruit may include the 
pharmaceutical industry. A chemical found in unripe fruit has proven to be a 
powerful anti-carcinogen which can not be feasibly produced in the lab. When small, 
these trees are very fragile and need T.L.C. (including mulch and tree shelter) to get 
established. Two trees are needed for cross pollination.   

Seedlings of outstanding grafted pawpaw varieties in one gallon pots    
$8.00 each (available fall) 
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American Persimmon (Diospiros virginiana)  
 The American Persimmon is native to about the southeast 
1/2 of the United States. They are hardy to about –30°F. The 
trees produce abundant crops of 1” - 2” diameter fruits, but 
only on female trees. Seedlings can not be sexed until they 
reach about 4’ to 5’ tall (about 3 to 4 years old). The fruits are 
among the sweetest in the world, and inspired the scientific name for the tree 
which means “food for the gods”. May need second tree for cross pollination. 
 We have seedlings of superior grafted varieties including ‘Yates’, ‘Osage’, ’Prok’, 
and ‘SAA Pieper’.     6 - 8 inches tall in one gallon pots  $6.00 each (available fall) 
 
Grafted Asian Pears  
 Asian pears are usually shaped like apples, crunchy like ap-
ples, but with a wonderful pear flavor. They usually sell for over 
$1.50 each in grocery stores. Asian pears require cross pollina-
tion, so at least two varieties are needed for fruit. These varieties  
are high quality and productive. They’re suited to zones 5 - 7. 
 

Nijiseiki and Hosui Bare-rooted  $20.00 each   (spring only)    
Nijiseiki, Hosui, Shinko, and Korean Giant.  
2 foot tall trees in one gallon pots   $20.00 each  ( summer to fall) 
  
Grafted European Pears 
 European Pears are usually harvested when ‘mature’, but unripe, 
then stored in refrigeration for a time before being brought out to 
ripen at room temperature. We will have two varieties available about September 1st. 
 

Seckel – Through its fruit size is small, this American heirloom is the sweetest and best 
flavored pear in the world, sometimes called the “sugar pear”. One of the heaviest and 
most regular bearing of pears. Has some resistance to fireblight. Needs second  tree for 
cross pollination. 
Bare-rooted or one gallon pots   $20.00 each (available spring to fall) 
 

Williams bon Chretien (AKA “Bartlett”) This old heirloom from Great 
Britain is the most popular pear in the world. This is one of the few varieties 
that can set a good crop without a pollenizer. Susceptible to fireblight.     
Bare-rooted or one gallon pots   $20.00 each   

(available spring to fall)                         
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Aronia Berry Bushes (Aronia melanocarpa)  
 A shrub native to the eastern U.S, with size and growth form like a 
lilac bush. They are quick to bear very heavy crops of small, dark blue 
berries resembling blueberries. Aronia berries are extremely high in 
antioxidants - at least 3 times more than blueberries. These plants will 
thrive on just about any kind of site: wet or dry, high or low pH, sunny 
or partial shade. Except for browsing by rabbits and deer, they seem to 
be unbothered by pests or diseases.  
 Aronia berry production is a major industry in Europe, where yields reach 40,000 
pounds per acre, and 100 pounds per bush. The industry is in its infancy in this country, 
and berry prices are at unsustainably high levels that can not last ($15 - $30 per pound!). 
This would be a very profitable crop even at $1 per pound, wholesale. 

 Even people with no intention to grow Aronias com-
mercially should have a couple of bushes, if only for the 
powerful health benefits of the antioxidants in the berries. 
We have small one-year old seedlings and large trans-
plants that can bear one year after planting. Available 
bare-rooted or in pots. Self pollinating. 
    
 Small seedlings  $5.00 each   (available spring to fall) 
 Large transplants $10.00 each (available spring to fall) 
           
 

 

Goldenseal (Hydrastis Canadensis) 
 Goldenseal is a very high-value woodland medicinal plant, val-
ued for its antiseptic properties.  Recent urban legends (absolutely 
untrue) attribute goldenseal with the ability to allow a user to pass 
a drug test that he otherwise would not pass.  No doubt it is this 
mistaken notion which has led to the high demand and skyrocket-
ing prices for the root of this plant.  Goldenseal is very easy to 
grow, especially compared to other high value woodland medici-
nals like ginseng.  Yields of 1000 to 2500 lbs. per acre of root after 
3 to 5 years of growth have been reported.  Disease and insect 
problems are negligible.  Goldenseal prefers rich, moist, well-
drained soil in full shade, much like ginseng, but goldenseal will tolerate much more 
sun.  These plants have been propagated from cuttings taken from our native timber. 

$2 per rootlet, or $100 per pound for undivided, mature roots. (fall only) 
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Part of the Aronia Berry harvest 
at Red Fern Farm for 2011. 
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Order Information  
   Potted Trees are available spring thru 
fall for pickup from our nursery. We need 
a 25% deposit to reserve trees for you at 
our farm.   
    When you arrive to collect your trees, 
the balance will be due. Call to arrange a 
pickup time so we can be sure to assist 
you fully in loading the trees and 
answering any questions you may have. 
 

Shipping for 2012: 
   We have bare-rooted chestnut, heart-
nuts, pears and Aronias available for 
shipping for spring of 2012. Potted trees 
are not shipped. Bare-rooted trees are 
shipped in April. 
 

Shipping Costs for bare-rooted trees: 
Orders of $70 and less…..add $10.00 
Orders over $70…………add 15% of 
subtotal. 
 
Sales Tax? 
There is no sales tax on trees if you in-
tend to market their produce.  
 If you are buying these trees for per-
sonal use, a 7% sales tax applies to trees 
picked up at our farm or shipped to other 
Iowa addresses.  
 Trees shipped out of Iowa do not have 
to pay our sales tax. 

Owners/Operators of  Red Fern Farm: 
Tom Wahl & Kathy Dice    

(319)729-5905 
info@redfernfarm.com 

We are located 1& 1/2 miles 
southeast of Grandview, Iowa, halfway 
between Muscatine and Burlington near 
Highway 61. The easiest way to find us 
is to get to the junction of Hwys 61 and 
92 near Grandview, Iowa (watch for the 
helicopter at the Veterans’ memorial). 
Travel south on Hwy. 61 just 1/2 mile to 
a gravel road intersection (145th St.), go 
east on the gravel 1 1/2 miles. You will 
pass through one stop sign and the road 
will curve to the south. You’ll be able to 
see a large tree planting and house on the 
right. Turn down the lane on the left 
(across from the big white house). 
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                                  2012 Order Form 
Name________________________________________________               Date_____________________ 
 

 
Address_________________________________        Telephone, primary(_____) __________________ 
 
________________________________________                     Secondary(_____)___________________ 
 
 
City  __________________State_____  Zip_____________     email ____________________________ 
 

Make Checks  
payable and mail to: 
Red Fern Farm 

13882 I Ave 
Wapello, IA  52653 

Quantity Description Price  Total 
Price 

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

Subtotal 

Sales Tax? (see page 10) 

Shipping? (see page 10) 

Total 

25% deposit 

Balance Due 
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Red Fern Farm 

13882 “I” Ave. 
Wapello, Iowa  52653 

A nursery of trees and ideas... 

About  Red Fern Farm... 
 Red Fern Farm is a family owned nursery and farm run by Tom Wahl and Kathy 
Dice. It is also the site of ongoing research on a variety of tree crops. We also run 
Prairie Grove Nut Growers, a coop for selling chestnuts. 
  We offer a variety of trees and advice on their planting and care. We would be 
happy to answer your questions. To visit our nursery, orchards, brokerage or to pick 
up trees, please call 
ahead to schedule an 
appointment. 
  One of our goals 
is to promote the use 
of tree crops in 
agriculture. We are 
pretty passionate 
about trees. If you 
are interested in 
using Tom for a 
speaker, give us a 
call. 


