MY CHESTNUTS

by Adrian Juttner

This is a photo of me,
standing in our orchard
with the vanguard of our
chestnut crop in Miss.

By 1945, when Mel
Torme and Robert Wells
wrote: "Chestnuts roasting
on an open fire.....", most
of America's four billion
chestnut trees were already
killed by the Chestnut blight
fungus. The fungus, Crypho-
nectria parasitica was car-
ried into New York city on
some chestnut seedlings
that were imported from
China in 1904. By 1910, the
fungus had jumped the line
of cleared forest on the border with Pennsylvania and was heading for the
southern Appalachians. The loss of the American chestnut prompted me to
study tree diseases and insect pests at Mizzou and Duke and a lifetime of
work with trees. By the time | was in forestry school at Old Mizzou in the
mid '60s, the chestnut trees planted outside the natural range in my state
were already dying. We picked and roasted the last chestnuts growing on
the Schnabel Tract in Boone County and also in Rosati, Missouri, near Rolla.

The American chestnut has disappeared. Blighted trees can resprout
again, but the sprouts are killed repeatedly. Unlike the resistant Chinese
chestnut, the majestic American tree is poisoned by the Oxalic acid that
precedes invasion of the fungus. Genetically modified Americans have been
recently developed by The American Chestnut Foundation. But, it would



take hundreds of splices to reproduce the genetic diversity that once
existed. Oaks and other trees have replaced the chestnut from Maine to
Georgia and swallowed up all the open places. Restoring this tree to
prominence in our Eastern forest is a long shot. American chestnuts
produced sweet, but small nuts, compared to their European and Chinese
cousins. That is probably why Chinese seedlings and the blight were
introduced in the first place. Larger nuts are certainly more desirable.

Fig. 216

American chestnut, from: Sargent. 1905. Manual of the trees of North America, V. 1

European nuts were spread from Italy by the Roman Army. When
they conquered lllyria (modern day Bosnia-Herzegovina) they brought trees
with them My grandfather, Colonel Carl Juttner, (Austro-Hungarian Army)
ran the narrow gauge railroad that connected Bilete, Ljubu¥ki, Jablanica,
Konjic, Mostar, Zenica, Sarajevo, etc. to the Orient Express which ran from
Paris to Istanbul. You can still see the old tracks on the slopes of Mt.
Trebbevic above Sarajevo. He married Terzia, a daughter of Count Miklody,
an expat from the Hungarian Revolution of 1848. They had six sons.

St. Vitus Day, June 29, is the anniversary of the 1389 Battle of
Kosovo Polje. For Serbs, it is a national holiday, marking 500 years of
slavery, misery and bitterness. ON THAT DAY, Archduke Franz Ferdinand,
the new occupier of BiH, chose to parade himself in Sarajevo. He survived a
bombing attempt on the way to the Rathaus. Clueless, he was shot by the
Serb assassin, Gavrillo Princip, on the way back. | can imagine my
grandfather bringing the Archduke down as a V.I.P. and then loading his
corpse on a train as baggage for the return trip to Vienna. The world was
changed forever.



Colonel Carl Juttner Under a spreading Three of six hungry Juttner
(Austro-Hungarian Army) chestnut tree, 1916 boys: Stefi (top), Velimir (L)
Sarajevo, BiH, 1915 Sarajevo (minaret) and Anton

The oldest of the Juttner boys, Carlo, flew a Schutte-Lanz D-lIl single seat
fighter plane for the Austro-Hungarian air force. Later, he emigrated to Iran,
then to New York. The younger 5 boys were left, at the end of the war,
scrounging for food and warm clothing. Stefi, my father, came upon a troop
of defeated soldiers on a flat car. One of them had what looked like a sack
of chestnuts. A deal was struck and two silver Kronen changed hands.
When the sack was thrown down, the boy noticed that it contained only oak
galls. Worthless. "You cheated me!" he cried. but, the soldier simply
pointed his rifle at the boy and said: "Get away from here or | will kill you."
Stefi and Anton became Bauhaus architects in Zagreb. Velimir was an
officer in the Yugoslav Navy. After the assassination of King Alexander in
Paris in 1934, young King Peter Il rose to the throne. Velimir was the captain
of the king's private yacht. Officers in the Yugoislav Navy were supposed to
be celibate and not permitted to marry. So, Velimir has a secret-wife, Ruza,
whom | met in Zagreb once. Velimir is buried in the port city of Split. Stefi
and Anton are buried in the Juttner family plot with their parents, Carlo and
another brother, Sretko (Felix) in the Mirogoi Cemetery in Zagreb. When |
was small, | would listen to this and other tales from the Old Country while
dad was roasting chestnuts for me. | can still smell them. | still keep in
touch with cousins who now live in Sarajevo, Zagreb and Germany.



We have now entered a decade of chestnut culture in south Louisiana
and Mississippi. | picked Chinese chestnuts at the old Mary Plantation in
Braithwaite, Louisiana as far back as 1971. Old remnants of Chinese trees
planted here and there in the Tangipahoa and Plaquemines Parishes of
Louisiana and Pearl River County, Mississippi seem to be unthrifty and a
poor fit for the environment. They are troubled by Ink Disease, leaf blight,
Ambrosia beetles and generally poor growth. Perhaps they originated from
a poor spot in China. Dunstan chestnuts, originating from north Florida
were planted in East Feliciana Parish by the late Gerd Oppenheim. They
show great genetic variability, and some produce a good crop from vigorous
trees. The HARC farm in New Franklin, Missouri contains the biggest
genetic pool of Chinese trees in this country. We are making selections
from these at home. We are screening promising European and Japanese
chestnuts. Also, we have a promising Euro x Japanese x Sino hybrid that
originated from our farm. There is also the tantalizing hope that a resistant
American tree will be found somewhere. But, it will be sorely tested by the
blight that still hangs around the oak trees in Mississippi. We are achieving
success with foliar fertilization, specific micronutrients and P. t.
mycorrhizae. Chestnut culture is many faceted and complicated. It seeks
not only to replace a once dominant forest, but to replace a once-fine nut
crop. Fresh, whole chestnuts fetch upwards of $10. a pound - if you can find
them. Italian chestnut honey sells for $2 AN OUNCE. This is not only a
vibrant agricultural enterprise, but also a highly sophisticated intellectual
pursuit.

PREPARING CHESTNUTS

It is absolutely essential that each nut
is scored. Use the tip of a small knife
to cut a long slit on the flat side of the
husk. Poke holes on the round side.

o
This allows steam to escape and to ’/ — 2
prevent the nut from exploding. Use a ' ¥
pan with holes in it to allow the flames o= _-

to lick the nuts, while you are turning
them.
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