
Diversifying with Chestnuts 

& Asian Pears 

Tom Wahl 

Red Fern Farm 

(Apple Alternatives) 



Asian Pear vs. 

Apples 

 Same 

soils/sites 

 Same tools 

 Easier to grow 

 1 – 2 

spays/year 

for perfect fruit 



Asian Pear 
 Fraction 

of 

pruning 

 Fruit 

thinning 

needed 

 Plant 

blight 

resistant 

varieties  

Neglected Asian pear 



 $1.50 - 

$8.00/fruit 

 Popular 

you-pick 

Profitable 



 Thrive  

 Easier to 

market 

 More profit 

Why grow chestnuts? 



Lower Production $ 
 Low or no 

spray  

 Little 

pruning 

 No ladders 

 Easy harvest 

 PYO 

friendly 



World Wide Favorite Nut 

 #3 nut in 

world 

 #3 food 

crop in 

China 



High-Value Crop 

 10x more 

profitable/

acre than 

other nut 

crops 



Growing Chestnuts in Iowa 

 



Suitable Site? 

 Well 

Drained 

soil 

 pH of 

6.5 or 

lower 

Google: 

Web Soil 

Survey 



Develop a Plan 

 Site Map 

 Spacing 

 Weed Control 

 Ground Cover 

 Protection 

 Sources 

 Bare root or 

potted? 



Site Map Includes: 

 Boundaries 

 Features 

 Drainages 

 Roads/lanes 

 Location of 

each tree 



Spacing 

 20ft x 20ft 

 Thin to 40 x 40 

by 20 years 

 Then to 80 x 80 

 160 x 160  about 

year 500 



Planting 

Container trees 
Bare root trees 



Weed Control, 2 Choices: 

 3 x 3 foot mat 

& wood chips 

 Suflometuron 

Methyl 

herbicide Or 



Tree Shelter 

 5 foot 

Tall 

 Vented 

 Plantra 



Mowing 
 Frequent in 

beginning 

 Fast, light 

mower 



Ground Cover 

 Durable 

 Shade 

tolerant 

 Compatible 

with trees 



Genetics 

 Chinese or 

hybrids best 

for Iowa 

 Match local 

climate 

Pink: Chinese-

American Hybrids 

Blue:   

Chinese Chestnut 



Nursery Stock 
 Avoid 

glossy 

catalogs 

Nurseries 

 Avoid 

spiraling 

roots in 

round pots 



Marketing 
 Best customers 

 China → 

Nepal → 

Germany→ 

& Iowa→ 



 Worst customers 

American- 

born 

Anglos 

Marketing 



People Travel for Chestnuts 

Florida 



Marketing options: 
 Farmers 

markets 

 On-Farm 
stands 

 Internet Sales 



Marketing options: 

 Grocers 

 Health Food 
Stores 

 

 
 



Marketing options: 
 Cooperatives 

 Wholesalers 
 



You Pick: Most profitable 

Our costs: 

 Mowing 

 Nut 
wizards 

 Buckets & 
Totes 

 Amenities 



Keep details on customers 



Make a schedule 



Show: 

 Area to 

harvest 

 Equipment 

 

 



Provide Amenities 
 Latrine 

 Trash cans 

 Hand 

washing 

water 

 Picnic table 

 Cooler of 

ice water on 

Hot days 



Afterward, We weigh and bag 

 



Everyone is Happy 



Pawpaw 

 Iowa Native 

 Understory 

tree 



Pawpaw 

 Virtually 

pest free 

 No Spray 

 No Pruning 



Popular for You Pick 

 Tropical 

flavors 

 Easy to 

Harvest 

 Delicious 



Can double 

revenue 

 Plant under 

chestnuts 

 Plant under 

Apples 
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Questions? 



Helpful Organizations and Links: 
 

 Chestnut Primer available online for free from 
www.redfernfarm.com, 

 Chestnut Growers of America  www.wcga.net 

 The Paw Paw Foundation  

 Iowa Nut Growers Association 

 Northern Nut Growers Association   www.nutgrowing.org 

 Nebraska Nut Growers Association  

 North American Fruit Explorers   www.nafex.org 

 Badgersett Research Farm   www.badgersett.com 

 University of Missouri Center for Agroforestry 
www.centerforagroforestry.org 

 National Agroforestry Center www.unl.edu/nac/ 

 ATTRA   www.attra.ncat.org 

http://www.redfernfarm.com/
http://www.badgersett.com/
http://www.centerforagroforestry.org/
http://www.unl.edu/nac/


Contact Information 

 

Tom Wahl & Kathy Dice 

Red Fern Farm 

13882 I Ave 

Wapello, Iowa 52653 

tom@redfernfarm.com 

www.redfernfarm.com 

And look for us on Facebook 
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