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Our summer crops are beginning to trickle
in. I was hoping our first round of sweet
corn was going to be ready, but the
kernels still need a few days to fatten
up. I was also hoping we’d have lots of
ripe red tomatoes by now, but we only
have a few. There’s a few eggplants this
week, but not enough for everyone.

So where did this whole thing about
sweet corn and tomatoes and potato
salad and watermelon on the 4th of July
get started? Not in North Central
Washington. Those foods seem like
summer institutions to us now, and as
soon as the sun comes out in force (early
June here in Chelan) it only seems proper
for us to have a slice of cool melon in
our hand. But it probably wasn’t that way
when this valley was settled--unless some

super early-ripening heirloom varieties
were lost somewhere along the byways
of history. Corn and tomatoes and
melons probably did not become
Independence Day picnic staples until
refrigerated trucking made it possible
to bring them up from more southerly
climes.

Marvelous things, refrigeration and
trucking, and our cultural habits maybe
only make me more eager to get these
summer crops to you as soon as I can.
But there’s something about patience
to be learned in farming. Janna would
probably say it’s a lesson I could do well
to learn. Maybe part of our impatience
is because we’re used to having summer
crops available all year long at Safeway.
But maybe part of that impatience is of
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a different sort—like waiting for
Christmas, that kind of simple
excitement you get waiting for
something you know only comes
once a year in its proper season.

In any case, we’re doing our best
and promise these summer crops
will be coming on by the boxful
before you know it. In the meantime,
I’m dreaming of putting up an
unheated greenhouse this winter,
where we can put in some early
tomato plants and have them a
month or so earlier than the plants
in the field.

This week’s share...

A few notes on crop
varieties:

Thanks to Guy, Sherry,
and Lars instruction, I’ll
soon be able to post

our newsletters on the
internet.

Look for them later this
week under the “CSA”
link on our homepage
sunshinefarmmarket.com

Newsletter
on the web

Pick your own strawberries
We are opening up our
strawberry beds up to free
p i c k i n g  f o r  C S A
shareholders. The berries
are mostly small and
sometimes funky, but
they’re quite good.

Please give us a call if you
want to pick and we’ll let
you know what’s available
and give you any more info
you might need.

Our earliest variety is an Asian type
called Orient Express. If you don’t think
you’re an eggplant fan, these are a
good place to start. They’re great stir-
fried with lots of garlic and oil. (But
isn’t everything?) They’re also delicious
roasted whole until they’re insides are
the texture of mashed potatoes.

The two potato varieties this week are
All Blue and Green Mountain. The blue
potatoes are best baked. They don’t stand
up so well to boiling or steaming. Try
blue oven fries. Super yummy and cute.
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When I talk to my grandpa, ‘Toad’
O’Neal, about his childhood and the
Depression, I don’t hear any
complaining.

“Sure we were poor Guy. But so were
all our neighbors.”, he says. His late
brother, Joe O’Neal, framed those
years in even better terms.

“The Depression was the best time
of my life”, Joe once told me.
“Everyone worked together to help
each other out. I’ve never experienced
that type of community spirit since.”

Both perspectives invite a certain
fearlessness about economic storms
that may be on our horizons today.
But make no mistake:
things were tough during
those years.

My great-grandfather
worked off the farm during
the day with his team of
horses plowing gardens and
digging foundations. Ray
returned home in the
evening, tossed the reins to
young ‘Toad’ (to clean and
water the horses) and
headed straight into the orchard and
family garden to work until dark.
Back then, work was the constant
element. Great-grandmother Annie
canned on her hot wood stove all
summer long until the root cellar burst
at the seams. Family members
remember her pride in October as she
would show off her rows and rows of
filled Mason jars. During the Depression,
that type of food cache translated into
a security that would carry the family
through the coming winter.

Each November, Ray would dig a pit
out in the yard, line it with straw, and
fill the hole with Winesap apples, carrots,
potatoes, and other root crops. The

food was covered with more straw and
then more dirt, effectively sealing the goods
off from the two main instigators of decay
– air and light. Sometime each March when
reserves ran out in the root cellar, the
family would open up the straw pit.

M y  g r a n d p a
‘Toad’ remembers
those days with
relish.

“I remember biting into those Winesap
apples and they were just as crisp as the
day we picked them”, he says. “The juice
would just go spraying down over your
chin!”.

(It is interesting to note that today in
many apple-growing areas of rural China
without access to modern cold storage,
orchardists employ the same straw-pit
technique on a large scale to preserve
some of their harvest for later markets.)

When the orchard was young, Ray and
Annie planted crops of melons, corn, and
tomatoes in the rows between the trees.
As a precursor to the Sunshine Farm
Market, Ray built a little fruit and produce
stand up by the Manson highway and the
family took turns selling to local customers.

My late great-aunt Peggy, Toad’s older
sister, remembered the
hot afternoons of
melon sales. She and
her sister Betty were
paid a few pennies by
Ray for every melon
they sold.

Peggy also told me
once about a school
play being held in
town. The advisor in

charge of the play knew that
Peggy wanted to see the
performance. She also knew
that Peggy didn’t have enough
money to pay the small
admission fee.

The solution came in a form
not unlike our own CSA – a
work trade. Peggy would work
as the usher, handing out
programs and guiding people
to their seats, in exchange for
watching the show.

This type of cooperation
guided the family and the community
through the years of scarcity. Large
numbers of migrant people, many
displaced from prominent lives in the city,
would pass through the area, often coming
by the farm asking for food.
“We had it a lot better than they did”,
says my grandfather, “because we lived
on a farm. “At least we always had plenty
to eat.”

In the next installment: the nation, the
farm, and World War II.

Betty, Peggy and friend

The Path to SUNSHINE ORCHARDS, Part 2
This is the second installment in a series of columns about my family’s farming history here in the Lake Chelan Valley.  My
great-grandfather, Ray O’Neal, came west in 1899.  He married, started a family, and after saving money for several decades,
purchased a farm in 1927.  The future looked bright for Ray, my great-grandmother Annie, and their four children.  But a
decade of hard years lay ahead for them and everyone else in the country – a period of time now known as The Great
Depression.

Ray in blooming orchard

The Oneal kids 1936

Peggy and Betty at fruit stand


