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Strawberry Time

Early In June, 1835, a detachment of United
States Dragoons marched up the Des Moines
Valley. Near the present site of Oskaloosa a
dragoon lieutenant recorded In his journal that
the soldiers were traversing prairies ‘“‘covered
with strawberries” In such abundance “as to make
the whole track red for miles”. As they marched
northward at the rate of about fifteen miles a day,
the ripening of the strawberries coincided with
their progress and gave them “this luxury for
many weeks, Increased by the Incident of one of
our beeves becoming a milker”.

Although the United States Dragoons rode
through miles of strawberries In 1835, Albert
Miller Lea, a young dragoon lieutenant on the ex-
pedition, failed to forecast the prospects of lowa
as a fruit-growing State In his Notes on Wiscon-
sin Territory, a guide to the “lowa District” or
“Black Hawk Purchase”. For a score of years
many of the pioneers seriously questioned the
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practicability of raising fruit in lowa because of
the uncertain growing season. Eastern and
southern horticulturists, jealous of the rapidly de-
veloping West, contributed to this attitude by
commenting dismally on the climate and fruit-
growing potentiality of the upper Mississippl
Valley. To such misrepresentation, the lowa
newspapers responded by publishing contradic-
tory items. “We understand®”, declared the
Bloomington (Muscatine) Herald on October 11,
1844, “that a quantity of ripe wild strawberries,
of the second growth were gathered on the Cedar
river a few days since. What will our Southern
friends, who suppose our season too short for the
ripening of common crops think of this production
of lowa?

In horticultural optimism, few writers surpassed
John B. Newnhall, who declared In his Sketches of
lowa published In 1841, “perhaps, no country on
earth can excel this, In Its adaptedness for rearing
the choicest fruits and fruit-bearing shrubs. Wild
fruits, crab-apples, berries, wild plums, strawber-
ries, 6¢., are remarkably fine”, Newnall con-
cluded, and are a “great convenience to the judi-
clous housewife In spreading her rustic table with
excellent preserves.” Yet as late as 1856 another
Immigrant-guide writer, Nathan H. Parker, de-
plored In his lowa Handbook “the absence of a
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full supply of fruit”. “When our State shall have
her orchards, and garden fruits growing on each
farm, then a great preventive of disease” will be
provided, he asserted.

There were other advocates of the healthful-
ness of fresh fruits. On August 4, 1843, the
Bloomington Herald carried a long essay In praise
of home gardens. “We pity the man that has no
garden”, because he thereby Is deprived of half
his happiness. A garden, Insisted the author, “ex-
erts a salutary influence on the heart”, as well as
the nutrition supplied by its rich and luscious
products— “the cool, refreshing salad, the juicy
melon, the fragrant strawberry, the purple plum,
the delicious grape, and other fruits so grateful to
the palate, so conducive to the health”. At least
one resident of Muscatine County was aware of
such possibilities for, beginning with the March
17, 1843, i1ssue of the Bloomington Herald, Dr.
James Weed had been advertising his “lowa
Pomological and Horticultural Gardens” located
a half mile north of Bloomington at “Pomona
Villa”. This was probably the earliest advertise-
ment of 1ts kind In lowa, although Comstock &
Avery were In the same business at Burlington.

Few editors wielded a greater influence on their
readers than did Charles Aldrich of Webster
City. Writing on the subject of “Strawberry Cul-



164 THE PALIMPSEST

ture” In the Hamilton Freeman of August 5, 1858,
he declared: ° There are many ways In which our
prairie homes may be made beautiful and attrac-
tive, which involve but slight expense. We shall
speak of but one of these at this time — the cultl-
vation of strawberries. Considering the little
trouble incurred, nothing adds more to comfort
and luxury. They require but little attention, and
may be made a source of considerable profit. A
few persons In this vicinity have undertaken the
experiment, and found It profitable. There Is no
earthly reason why every person who owns a
farm or a garden should not have a fine bed of
strawberries. There ought to be at least one hun-
dred beds planted In this County during this
month — the earlier the better.” Since It was Im
possible to get improved varieties so far ‘from
shore”, Aldrich advocated the cultivation of the
wild prairie strawberries. “It Is not impossible,”
he argued, “that we may have native strawber-
ries, that on cultivation may prove equal to any In
the world. It Is worthwhile to try the experi-
ment.”

The strawberries which the United States
dragoons had trampled under foot and which
Charles Aldrich had urged cultivating were of
the meadow variety (Fragaria vivginiana) native
to eastern North America. This meadow straw-
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berry differed considerably from the beach straw-
berry (Fragaria chiloensis) found along the
Pacific Coast from Alaska to Chili. Since the
Fragaria virginiana, which takes Its name from
the colony whence It was Imported into England,
was the most palatable species, It was crossed with
the European and Oriental varieties, as well as
Fragaria chiloensis, which had been taken to
Europe by the Spaniards. It Is a well-known fact
that our modern strawberry was “born in North
America, traveled to Europe, and finally re-
turned’, much improved. Evidently the Indians
liked strawberries, for the Chippewa called the
month folloming the summer solstice the straw-
berry moon.

Because of their perishable nature, strawberries
cultivated for market had to be grown near large
centers of population. Commercial production In
the United States began about 1800. By the time
lowa settlement began In 1833, Nicholas Long-
worth, a prominent horticulturist of Cincinnati,
Ohio, and grandfather of the late Speaker of the
United States House of Representatives, made an
Important contribution to strawberry culture by
recognizing sex differences and eliminating the
sterile types. A landmark In the strawberry trade
was the origination of the Wilson berry at Al-
bany, New York, in 1851. It remained firm after
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being picked and therefore was good for ship-
ping. For years It was the most popular type In
lowa and continued to be advertised In seed cata-
logues as late as 1908, an unusual record for this
highly cultivated fruit.

The tremendous Increase In population, the
growth of large cities, the coming of the railroads,
the offering of awards for strawberry jam at local
fairs, the organization of the State Horticultural
Soclety In 1866, and the introduction of commer-
cial varieties, all combined to stimulate the pro-
duction of strawberries in lowa. By 1862 Charles
Aldrich was able to claim that J. S. Smith of
Homer had the finest strawberry garden in this
county”. Smith had “three or four varieties,”
which had produced several bushels that season,
and In a few weeks he would “be able to furnish
thousands of plants to any who desire them.”

The cultivation of the strawberry In lowa was
soon reflected In the social activities of the people.
In addition to strawberry and cream around the
family board, the frugal housewife learned to
make tempting Jellies and preserves. In 18%4
The American Home Cook Book Instructed Its
readers just how to make strawberry cream and
strawberry ice cream. It also told how to preserve
strawberries, both with and without sugar.

A Michigan recipe of more than seventy years
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ago, which has been preserved in America Cooks,
doubtless found favor with many lowa house-
wives. The foundation was a rich biscuit dougl
divided evenly in two jelly cake pans and baked Ir
a quick oven. After spreading each layer with
butter, the cook was Instructed to have ready two
quarts of strawberries, part of them lightly
crushed and generously sugared one hour before,
to draw out the juice. The crushed berries were
to be spread on the lower cake while the other
berries were to be piled on top of the upper layer.
The cake was then set In the oven and just before
serving all the syrup that had formed was poured
over the entire short cake. No whipped cream
was allowed to addle this luscious dessert.

In addition to pleasing the home circle, straw-
berries attracted many persons to the ice cream
parlors. On June 9, 1856, the lowa City /?epufe-
lican noted that Parker s Ice cream rooms on the
"Avenue” would satisfy all "lovers of good
things” with their strawberries and Ice cream.
"We can attest the merits of the compound,” the
editor declared, "and If the reader doubts our tes-
timony, just let him go and test the dish for him
self.”"” A few days later George Ohmer opened his
"fashionable" 1ce cream saloon opposite the Bap-
tist Church In lowa City. The editor of the /7e-
publican assured his readers that he had "practical
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knowledge" of the "superb” quality of Ohmer’s
Ice cream and strawberries. Doubtless, the twen-
ty-seven places in Davenport which, according to
the Weekly Gazette of July 2, 1857, were open
evenings for the sale of ice cream, featured straw-
berries In season.

In 1861 the Dubugue Weekly Times warmly
recommended that a buggyride in the moonlight,
when topped off with a delicious bowl of straw-
berries and Ice cream, would serve as a proper
elixir for the jaded young man who was Inclined
to take "too much of a pork and beans view of
things”. If, after hiring one of Judds livery
teams, securing an “engaging piece of calico”,
and devouring a delicious portion of strawberries
and Ice cream at Longworth s nursery, the young
man did not "lose his appetite, commence reading
poetry, buy a flute and toot Annie Laurie", the
editor felt certain he did not have a "soul above
buttons". Although a girl was indispensable and
moonlight a "great institution™ the editor felt that

Judd’s team and the strawberries are very im
portant adjuncts".

Perhaps the happiest and most colorful element
of the social scene was contributed by the straw-
berry festivals. In all sections of lowa, In cities
large and small, In churches of all denominations,
strawberry festivals were among the most popular
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activities. As June approached, citizens awaited
anxiously for reports on the strawberry crop. On
June 11, 185/, for example, the editor of the Dav-
enport Gazette, after noting that the ladies of St.
Paul's Church in St. Louis had held a strawberry
festival, hungrily commented: ‘Ladies and straw-
berries — sweetness doubly distilled. We would-
nt mind getting up a private strawberry festival,
If we only had the strawberries —but none have
yet shown themselves In the market.”

Since the northern section of lowa was usually
a fortnight behind the southern part of the State,
editors kept an eagle eye open for the first report
from below. "The Ladies of Keokuk,” noted the
Dubuque Herald of May 29, 1861, “gave a straw-
berry and ice cream supper on Thursday evening
last — admission ten cents. Who will have the
first strawberry and cream here this season?”

Church socleties were prone to swing Into ac-
tion the moment strawberries appeared on the
market. On June 8, 1859, the lowa City Weekly
Republican called attention to a strawberry festl-
val to be given by the Ladies’ Benevolent Assocl-
ation of the "Old Stone Church” at Market Hall.
Although the spring of 1861 was ‘Somewnhat
backward” the Anamosa Eureka of May 17th
noted that strawberries were in bloom. On June
14th the editor observed that the ladies of St.
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Mark’s Church were making arrangements to hold
a strawberry festival. Nine days later the Eureka
recorded: “The Strawberry Festival at the Fisher
House Hall last Tuesday evening was a very
pleasant affair. The Hall was beautifully deco-
rated with flags, pictures and oak boughs; the re-
freshments delicious; the ladies pretty and lively;
the gentlemen liberal, and the singing by Messrs.
IShaw, Lamson, Sherman and Clark, was excel-
ent.”

Strawberry festivals were frequently held for
some specific church benefit. At Oskaloosa Ir
1865 the ladies of the First Presbyterian Churct
held a strawberry festival in the City Hall or
June 20th for the purpose of procuring a bell. Ir
1868 the ladies of the Central Presbyteriar
Church at Des Moines held a similar festival to
raise funds to replace the bell which had been de-
stroyed by fire. Since nearly all the old settlers
had contributed to the old bell, the lowa State
Register hoped that Des Moines citizens would
eat plenty of the “rich strawberries and delicious
Ice cream® and thus Insure the procurement of the
new 1600-pound bell. At Des Moines in 1876
the young ladies’ Catholic “Sodality” held a three-
day strawberry festival to raise money for the
purchase of a library. About $125 was taken in
the first evening, and more on the second.
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Because of the limited season it was sometimes
difficult for all the churches in the larger cities to
hold a strawberry festival. Thus, at Clinton In
1869, the Congregational, Baptist, and Episcopal
churches held their festivals In Spencer Hall
within the period of two weeks. The Baptists and
Episcopalians charged ten cents admission while
the Congregational ladies charged a quarter.
The latter price was probably due to the fact that
the Congregationalists gave the first festival of
the season when berries were more expensive.
The editor of the Clinton Age was indignantly
aware of these high prices: “Strawberries are all
the go now/' he declared on June 4th. “They go
down with the greatest of ease, though the ex-
pense sometimes gives a person the gripes. Straw-
berries ought to be sold now for about 15 cents
per quart —we mean for a quart of strawberries,
not for a quart box with the bottom in the middle.”

At Cedar Falls In 1873 the Methodist ladies
held a strawberry festival In the lecture room of
the church for the benefit of the Sabbath school.
The Baptists at Shellrock netted over thirty dol-
lars toward a fine two-hundred-dollar organ at
their strawberry festival in 1872.

At Sioux City In 1869, the First Congrega-
tional Church held a strawberry festival at
Hedges’s new building on June 17th which proved
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a "grand success" socially and financially. The
Glenwood Opinion of July 28, 1866, recorded an
equally successful festival held by the Baptists In
the courthouse. "Ladies were out by the hundred
and men too, and something less than four hun-
dred thousand barrels of lce Cream was con-
sumed, Lemonade, Straw Berries, Black Berries,
Peaches, Cake and other things were there In
great abundance. . . . Receipts of the evening
$120.70; expenses $42.05.

Special entertainment was frequently provided
at strawberry festivals. At Clinton the Baptists
sponsored an auction of "useful and fancy arti-
cles" In 1869; good singing and a number of inter-
esting tableaux were offered by the Baptists of
Shellrock In 1872. The "Centennial Strawberry
Sociable™ at the Centenary Church in Des Moines
In 1876 had members of two Sabbath schools Im
personate famous American personalities of a cen-
tury ago. The Washingtons, the Lafayettes, the
Penns, and several other "ancient" characters
were scheduled to dish up the ice cream and
strawberries Iin the "most approved style".

On May 13, 1886, the Fort Dodge Messenger
urged Its readers to be sure to attend the Presby-
terian Festival in Mr. Douds’s new Building on
May 21st. Apparently the local season had not
opened, for strawberries were still being shipped
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In on June 4th when the Episcopal ladies served
strawberries with cake and cream In Douds's
building. Although these imported strawberries
sold as low as ten cents a quart, It was believed
that the local supply would scarcely change these
figures. lce cream, cake, and strawberries, served
to the music of an orchestra, were offered by the
Methodist ladies of Fort Dodge on June 18th.
So commonplace had strawberries become by this
time that a report from Kalo-Otho read: “Pick-
Ing strawberries and growling about the hard
times are occupations of our farmers.

An entirely different type of strawberry festi-
val was celebrated by some Muscatine youngsters
In 1844. J. P. Walton, George Magoon, and a
couple of their playmates found wild strawberries
so abundant on Muscatine Island that the ground
looked “more red than green®. The boys gath-
ered all they could carry and then repaired to the
Magoon pantry and helped themselves to cream
and sugar “wnile the old folks were In town at-
tending meeting“. After enjoying their repast, J
P. Walton recalled, “we adjourned to the attic to
engage In a game of seven-up. When It was
nicely In progress, the old folks returned, and
found us ‘treed' In the attic. We got down and

departed In the best manner we could, leaving
George to make matters right™.
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In times of plenty, lowans were often surfeited
with strawberries. On June 21, 1866, the editor
of the Oskaloosa Weekly Herald exclaimed:
“For the first time In life we have had enough
strawberries.  Strawberries with sugar, Sstraw-
berries with cream, strawberries with sugar and
cream, strawberry puddings, strawberries just
from the vines, strawberry shortcake, strawberries
—weve had enough.” In 1867 a Keokuk citizen,
who had attended “all the festivals” that season
suggested “Pork and Beans for a change In the
way of luxuries  Another resident of Keokuk
cancelled his subscription to the Gate City because
It contained too many Items about festivals. “And
from the bottom of our heart,” the editor declared,
“We pity the individual who can take our paper
because we urge upon our people to patronize fes-
tivals gotten up under the auspices of and for the
benefit of the churches of all denominations in our
city.

Nevertheless, many lowans were Interested In
the cultivation of strawberries. Stir the earth In
strawberry beds In May and keep down the
weeds, the Northwestern Farmer and HorticuP
tural Journal of Dubugue advised Its readers iIn
1861. A vyear later, Charles Aldrich grew a
Longworth strawberry In his garden which
measured over four Inches In circumference. Al-
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though this was not half as large as the editor of
the Hamilton Freeman expected to raise, it was
said to be a "little ahead" of anything yet grown
In the Webster City area. Aldrich was so proud
of his strawberries that he flew into a rage when
the robins began to eat them in 1868 and, "regard-
less of all poetry and legends", started "shooting
them away"'.

At Oskaloosa In 1865, Dr. D. A Hoffman
picked six hundred strawberries from three Wil-
son’s Albany plants. In the folloming year his
strawberries were not only prolific but large and
delicious. He had rivals however. The Oska-
loosa editor was a "living witness” to the fine
flavor of Silas Scott’s strawberries, one of which
measured seven and a half inches In circumference
and ten of which weighed seven ounces. "Who
can beat this?" the editor queried. Apparently
"Master John Hoffman" could, for he brought In
eight strawberries of the Agriculturist variety
which weighed seven ounces!

The editor of the Anamosa Eureka asserted In
1874 that the newly-introduced Col. Cheeny
strawberry surpassed all other varieties in richness
and delicacy of flavor. In June, 1876, the lowa
State Register praised the "beautiful” and "lus-
cious" Charles Downing variety that had been
raised by W. S. Sins.  "Strawberries are now
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down to eating prices/' the Des Moines editor
declared. “They were selling at the fruit stands
yesterday for from ten to twelve and half a box."
The first annual report of the State Horticultural
Soclety In 1867 indicated that Wilson’s Albany
was the most popular variety in lowa,

Prior to 1875 the Charles Downing. Green’s
Prolific, the Colfax, Metcalf’s Early, and the
Agriculturist were all mentioned frequently. In
1871 Benjamin Green insisted that “Downer’s™
was “emphatically the berry for those who are too
busy or too lazy to cut runners and spread straw
and sawdust.” J. L. Budd felt that Russell’s Pro-
lific would “not pay for ground rent and trouble
unless mixed”. On May 9, 1873, the editor of the
Cedar Falls Gazette declared: “We've been
laboring with great diligence for four years to cul-
tivate strawberries and the result has been one
quart and a quarter of delicious strawberries,
worth twenty-five cents, cash, and costing $9.40.
We've concluded to try onions, in hope, If noth-
Ing else, of raising a good smell.”

Although lowa has not led In strawberry cul-
ture, some kinds have originated In this State. In
1834 R. D. McGeehon, who had fruited some 1/5
to 200 varieties, wrote to the Western Garden and
Poultry journal that the Older variety, which had
originated near Independence, was one of the best
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strawberries on the market. Harlow Rockhill of
Conrad, lowa, was a pioneer experimenter with
the everbearing strawberry. In 1908 Rockhill
crossed the Dunlap and Pan American to produce
his well-known Progressive, one of the hardiest
varieties now grown In this country. According
to lowa State College experts, the Dunlap, the
Premier, the Beaver, the Blakemore, the Dorsett,
and the Fairfax are popular leading varieties In
lowa today. The Gem and Rockhill (Wayzata)
are recommended as the most satisfactory fall or
everbearing varieties.

Southeastern lowa seems to have been an ex-
cellent region for strawberry culture. As early
as 1864 Rankin 6 Taylor of Burlington advertised
a thousand bushels of strawberries for sale to
dealers and festival sponsors In surrounding
cities. Most strawberry cultivation has been on a
modest scale, however, the farmer’s wife frequent-
ly taking care of the patch. “As a general thing,”
a Buchanan County enthusiast wrote In 1894,
“men seem to have little taste for raising berries,
except with a spoon, but In spite of uncharitable
remarks about them, men are scarce who are not
ready to give what work Is needed to fertilize and
plow a small garden patch.”

“At the present time,” writes H. E. Nichols,
Extension Horticulturist at lowa State College,
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"most of the strawberries In the State are grown
In small patches. There are small commercial
plantings around all our larger towns but they
usually do not produce enough for local use. Until
recently there was a commercial area near San-
dusky and Montrose in Lee County, but the acre-
age there has been greatly reduced In recent
years.”

Strawberry picking has always involved labor
problems.  Writing In the January and February
Issues of lowa Horticulture in 1908, William
Langham of Cedar Rapids declared that children,
visitors, and dogs were the worst nuisances In
strawberry time. He recommended for all dogs
a gun with a silencer covertly fired. A threatening
rain, a circus, or any unusual occurrence was Suf-
ficient excuse for strawberry pickers to take a
holiday.

The average American boy has been one of the
natural hazards of small strawberry patches. In
1878 a West Union editor warned: "If those
boys whose appetites for strawberries exceed their
regard for the commandment, continue their In-
vestigations In the 'patch’ of Wm. Ash, they will
catch 1t; this according to the laws of the Medes
and Persians, which changeth not."

W illiam J. Petersen



