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Free Fruit For All!
(The Orchard: The Eighth Incitement)

A handful of us were at the Green Bean (RIP), the

shop on Fourth Street in Bloomington, Indiana, whe:eo Y
writing group would gather every Friday morning ¢, 20 (:::
poems. This would have been early to mid-February, 2010
and that was an especially cold February for us, as oyr friend:
the writer Don Belton, had been murdered just over a moneh
ago. Though Don was not officially part of this group—he
il was more of a solitary or private writer, far as I knew; he
wasn’t working his work out in groups like this—he would
regularly be there in the Bean, writing in his journal or read-
ing a book over in a corner table, and he’d not infrequently
drop by to give an extemporaneous lecture. Or sometimes,
though he might not’ve wanted to grind on his work with us,
subject it to our interrogations, hé_ d1d like to shére, and would
be unbashful doing so. The dude could write. The dude left a
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wound in the world.

Two of us, Chris and 1, had spent a couple days putting
his many, many books into boxes and hauling them to the
English department. I had cleaned and folded his clothes, got-
ten his papers together with another friend for the rare books
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and had either recently driven or would be in the near
hbrar)’,drivmg some of his stuff back to his brother, who hap-
e
futurd to live across the street from where I grew up outside
ene

of Philadelphia. One of. those things was an antique pedal car
Don played with as a kid.

As we were gathering, getting our coffees—actually, at
the Green Bean, the coffee was very average, but the short
Americanos were very good—getting our short Americanos,
catching up, bullshitting, warming up, Dave was flipping
through the local newspaper. Usually, it was sports Dave
would report on, but today he noticed a small article about a
forthcoming meeting for a possible community orchard. It was
going to happen on February 22, at city hall. I marked it down
in my calendar, and for good measure tore the announcement
out of the paper and stuck it in the book I was reading.

It seems worth noting that at the time I was, for all intents
and purposes,ffahqgt;sighﬁt@?nmomhsf into gardening. Though
I'was adamant, and enthusiastic, I was very green. I grew up
" apartments and never had access to a yard or the kind of
green space a garden usually requires, hux ‘when I moved to
Bloommgton, »@G*W%*Wkia&dm&momy,;within a year,
June of 2008, I got a two-bedroom, 850-ish-square-foot house
painted Kermit the Frog green. The house was cool, but just
as cool, a necessity eally, was that it had a big, open lawn
fha" in my mind, looked like a big, productive, garden. I am
Just remembering this, fyg misn;ang; motivation for me to get
::::;je;o:;:’y“fm?r me to get a house with a

o eos C SRSt haco se my best friend Jay’s
m the house outside




96 RQSS GAY

ia they'd lived in for almos; cou

second home to me, and Where My, |, s

u gr%

A




INCITING JOY 97

ff the rind? Maybe handmade pork dumplings? A friend
cut 0

hose parents felt it an obligation to feed you? To share with
whos

ou from their gar
food? What do you do when your blessings are more than you
00d!

den? To send you home sometimes with

can count? : . ;
[ was probably in my early to mid twenties, I was carnivo-

rous in the way a Tyrannosaurus rex is carnivorous, I did not
Jbide the idea of the nonbovine vegetarian, Fuddruckers was
to me a culinary apex. And though it is the same sort of rid-
culing joke I make to other fignoramuses,' I myself was one
and thought figs were more or less what was inside a newton.
So, if you're reading this book, probably you know that when
[ bit into the first one, it was soft, deep purple, and probably
had the slightest tear at its eye, as, after turning the fruit in
my mouth, did I. A ripe fig—this cultivar we speculate is either
Brown Turkey or Chicago Hardy—is like that. It will make
you cry. It will change your life. B alnehde e
So when the Laus started talking about moving—actually
Jay told me they were talking about it—I got nervous or frantic
or sad and started thinking how I could bring Mr. Lau’s trees
to Bloomington. I know, I know. I was a gardening infant.
Most of the trees were ten or fifteen years old, some of them
ab?“f ﬁﬁ“‘m"&mﬁf}'ﬁ'zﬁaﬁ, and dear Mr. Lau all the same
something to dig out the huge rootballs, and
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' you know I know it’s horrible,
0 be absolutely sure you
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maybe hire the biggest moving truck we could, etc. In othe,
words, it wasn’t gonna happen. But figs, he said, are easjer,

So early spring 2009, after I got my place, I was passing
through my old neighborhood outside of Philadelphia and |
stopped by the Laus’ with my more modest dreams. Mr, Lay,
took me into the garden, carrying a pitchfork and a five-gallon
bucket, where he whacked the dormant figs with the pitch-
fork at their bases, cutting for me well-rooted branches that he
promptly tossed into the bucket. Probably he did this ten times,
before taking me to the goji sprawling up the chain-link, and
with pruners he pulled from his back pockét; ‘snipping about
the same number of branches. He handed me the bucket, told
me to fill it up with water, and to keep the roots moist until I
planted them. I put them on the floor in the back seat of the
car and tried not to slosh on my way back to Bloomington.
~ Like most anything dormant, a dormant fig cutting looks
ke a stick, it looks lifcless, it looks like nothing, so when -
~out back, the other

‘  them a lot. With the ones out -
d look for signs. The ones in the
red next to my printer in front of
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¢ same On those. In a couple weeks those bumps
|eaves, tiny green hands reaching out from the
a couple more, the sticks, I guess this means they

qire trees, Were 11l leafed out and growing. All ten took. And

When we say a plant takeS, we really mean it’s goi ng to give,

When I got t© the chamber in city hall for the orchard meeting,

it was bustling. There were probably a hundred or so people,
some in groups, some, like me, sitting by ourselves, curious
what this community orchard was going to be about. After we
were all seated and had quieted down, a young woman named
Amy Countryman—I recognized her from the market, where
she worked at a farm stand and sometimes had a child sitting
on her hip—took the floor. We learned that she was a recent
graduate from Indiana University, where for her thesis project
on food secunty,shepmposedacomrrmmty ‘orchard as an
intervention model for providing food. Her advisor set up a
g with the Bloomington urban forester, who read her
and told her that if she could prove community support,
city would give over an acre of land, on a trial basis, to the
2 rd. Amy came up with what has to be one of the best
ol s evethliias o for AllE SytaiE SRR

After some conversation, the group decided (as 1 recall—I
it remember a top-down situation) to break into three
2 There was Media and Outreach, which, given my
ersion to Facebook, I avoided like the plague. Next was
ranesand Fundeaising 'm not that interested
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' I stuck with that breakout group, where we discussed what it
would require to make the one-acre site—a compacted, mown
unused field adjacent to a playground and across the Parking,
lot from the community garden—into a hospitable ground for
trees. Fairly quickly our group broke into smaller groups that
would design the site, make compost, and select the cultivars,
In about an hour we had made plans for our next meetings
and were ready to report back to the whole group.

We returned to the main chamber and gave our rundowns.
After the reports, some people realized they belonged in
other groups, and some people realized they didn’t quite have
the time, and some people probably weren’t interested. One
woman, who I would learn has an amazing community gar-
den plot where she grows hardy kiwis along a shopping-cart
trellis, wondered if we might be able to communicate not only
over email but also by phone. And then there were antago-
f course. Why this site? It’s not going
on’t know what you're doing. This is,
 That kind of thing. But most of us
k. By the time we were filing out of
j«teams,' definitely not committees,
_: , at the beginning of dreaming an

[V

" ‘every other stage of the
d there were wizards. There
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and people with very little. And we plugged away

experienCC,
r time, with loads of research, we determined

tk; rogether: Ove
g ' Id be planti hich i Tow
the cultivars We wou planting, which included varieties

th, ‘ of apple, pear, peach, plurfn, tart C.:hefl' Y pawpaw, and yes, figs.

va t As is often the case with projects like this, there was ebb-
r . .

i s ing and flowing of the volunteers, things come up, it’s called

ngs life, and within a couple months the handful or so of us most

able at the time to show up became, more or less, the board.
Vng, My friend Amy Roche, who would become the board chair
for the first several years of the orchard, reminded me that

e we were sitting around a picnic table at the shelter next to the
dne orchard when one of us said, well, I guess we’re the board,
RI- hub? Which was pretty much what came to pass.

art : of

Though that didn’t at all diminish the actual thousands
'PcopieiWhO Pltehedm,wh ther it wa 4 ing for the orchard
impromptu grafting lessons, or dropy e
ing spent grains from the brewery, or turni
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Once, pitchforking manure into those wheelbarrowS
who was often there with his dad, see

med like rehab]
their relationship, plunged the fork int
it back with an impaled tiny bunny
tiny legs in the air. We all gasped and turned away, and Sean,
though he winced, held it together enough to very gently
dis-impale the rabbit with his hands before carrying the baby
against his body to a protected place i We
moved further do_v#h* he | ound )
probable rabbit den, more timi

) Sean,
itating
0 the mound anq pulled
squealing and Motoring




