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Unit Study – Johnny Appleseed –  

By Dissident-Homeschooler Mrs. Saxon 

 

Find us at:  
 
https://t.me/dissidenthomeschool  
 
https://gab.com/groups/57282  
 

On September 26th we dive into the life of Johnny Chapman, an American pioneer 
who introduced apple trees to America, and embodied the true spirit of a self-
made man. This unit study covers John Chapman and his life’s passions: planting 
apple nurseries and Christianity.  

For additional reading, read ‘Johnny Appleseed: The Story of a Legend’ by Will 
Moses and ‘Johnny Appleseed’ by Reeve Lindbergh, and ‘Johnny Appleseed’ by 
Steven Kellogg.  

This unit study requires the use of a map and some small objects to use as place 
marks. It also features an Amish recipe for apple pie, which by all means one 
should bake.  

I like to listen to play the song ‘Appleseed John’, by The New Christian Minstrels 
while we do out geography assignment. You can find that song here: 
https://youtu.be/nzv_Vb59toQ.  
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Early life of John Chapman  
 

 

Johnny Appleseed, born John 
Chapman, was an American 
folk hero. He was born on 
September 26th, 1775. Almost 
250 years ago!  
 
 
John was responsible for a 
large part of America’s apple 
biodiversity and was a great 
example for many pioneers: 
living an honest life, caring 
much for others and working 
hard each day.  
 
 
Thanks to John Chapman some 
of the early settlers were able 
to purchase established apple 
nurseries for a reasonable 
price. Many early settlers were 
given apples by John, so they 
could make it through the 
harsh winters.  

 
On September 26th, 1775 John Chapman was born, as the second child of Nathaniel and Elizabeth 
Chapman. He had an older sister and a younger brother, and his mother passed away shortly after giving 
birth to his younger brother. Four years later, his father remarried and went on to have nine children 
with his new wife. John lived in Massachusetts: first in the town of Leominster and then in Longmeadow. 
John Chapman’s family was living the life of pioneers in early America: people were just beginning to 
make a home and build a civilization for themselves in this new land. One of the rules at that time was 
that if land did not belong to anybody, you could claim it as yours if you put it to productive use. This is 
the concept of "homesteading". This rule will be very important to remember throughout this unit 
study.  
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Back in the 1700s, children carried more responsibility than children do nowadays. Children were 
expected to do their fair share of chores, and if John Chapman went to school, he more than likely only 
attended a one-room schoolhouse, which would house all elementary and middle school grades 
together. 
 
John’s father arranged for him to do an apprenticeship to an orchardist, which raised John’s interest in 
fruit trees. Like most pioneers, John was raised a Christian. John appreciated the symbolic importance of 
the apple tree in the bible: the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Eve fed Adam an apple from the 
tree of knowledge of good and evil, and ate an apple herself, too. This is described as the original sin.  
 
When John was eighteen years old, he persuaded his younger half-brother Nathaniel to roam west with 
him. John and Nathaniel roamed from Massachusetts all the way down to Ohio. At the time, there were 
no freeways and a lot of America was still covered in beautiful lush, unharmed wild forests. The duo 
would have encountered creatures like the brown bear, the pine marten, bobcats, wolves and many 
other animals that do not frequent these states as much now as they did then, or at all. The path would 
not have been a smooth walk down the road, but rather an exciting nature hike in which the young men 
had to look for their own food and water.  
 

 

 
 
 

At age eighteen, John Chapman traveled by foot 
from his family home in Massachusetts to Ohio. 

His younger half-brother Nathaniel was with him 
at the time. 
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Planting Apple Trees 
 

John’s family joined them in 1805 in Ohio, and Nathaniel decided to stay with his family, whereas John 
had taken to his life’s goal: to plant apple trees and to spread the word of the Bible. John would collect 
apple seeds from cider mills, and carry a large bag of apple seeds with him. He would plant nurseries, 
rather than spread seeds at random. Geometrically lined up apple trees were surrounded by a wooden 
fence to keep livestock from destroying his orchards. Once the nurseries were established, John would 
either sell the land to settlers living around the orchards, or leave a neighbor in charge of the nursery, 
and return every few years to tend to his own trees. Selling the orchards gave him a handsome profit 
considering the low cost of planting a seed. He did not sell all of his orchards.  
 
Do you remember the rule mentioned at the beginning of this study? If land did not belong to anybody, 
homesteading gave you a legal right to the land: it made it legally your property. By planting orchards, 
John was establishing homesteads, thus giving him a legal claim to the land.  
 
John’s first nursery was planted south of Warren, Pennsylvania, and sequent nurseries are found in 
Illinois, Indiana, Ohio, and West Virginia. 

 

John was kind 
to animals and 
later in life 
became a 
vegetarian.  

During his travels and planting of orchards, John cared little for his appearance. He wore tattered 
clothes, and went barefoot through the land. He was kind to animals, and did not only plant apple trees, 
but also medicinal plants. In those times, herbs were often easier to find than a doctor.  
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He was immensely strong, (some say as strong as Paul Bunyan!), and had a burly beard and wise, 
piercing eyes staring out from under his shaggy hair. He cut his own hair with scissors, and was said to 
be able to talk to spirits. Nowadays he is portrayed to wear a cooking pot on his head, though that is just 
a modern innovation to the story. John preferred to barter with people rather than to purchase items. 
For example: if a family wanted to buy some of his seedlings, he would try to trade them the seedlings 
for a hot meal or an overnight stay in their barn on a rainy night. He was a very religious man, and tried 
to convert many people he encountered on his apple-planting missions to his kind of Christianity. Many 
families that John stayed with would tell of the stories (the gospel) John would tell to their children. One 
such man wrote:  

“We can hear him read now, just as he did that summer day, when we were busy 
quilting upstairs, and he lay near the door, his voice rising denunciatory and 
thrilling—strong and loud as the roar of wind and waves, then soft and soothing 
as the balmy airs that quivered the morning-glory leaves about his gray beard. 
His was a strange eloquence at times, and he was undoubtedly a man of genius.” 

John was a great storyteller and was able to capture a child’s attention with his voice and passion for the 
Lord. He also had a keen sense of humor and was sincerely patriotic. He believed in America, and the 
promise that it held in those years in the 1800s.  

Those early pioneer days were not for the faint of heart. There were not only the settlers we know, but 
also Indians, robbers and bandits to content with. Rather than staying away from those groups, 
Chapman sought to get along with all of them. John Chapman was one of those people with a distinct 
purpose, and everything else seemed to be of little importance to him. He wore no shoes and shoddy 
clothes and thus posed no interesting subject for a robbery, looking like he hadn’t a penny to his name. 
Even the Indians are said to have welcomed Chapman and to have shown him their way of life, and he 
tried converting all of the people he met. The trees that Chapman planted fed many of the early white 
settlers as they struggled to establish farms and homes on the frontier.   
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We can thank John Chapman for the variety of 
apple trees we have in the Midwest. It is his 
planting and propagating that has given the USA 
so many different apple varieties. It's thought that 
some of John’s apples were incorporated into 
USDA Bulletin No. 56, Nomenclature of the Apple. 
This is a reference guide for apple lovers, which in 
1905 cataloged around 17,000 different apples.  

 

You might wonder: what did the early pioneers do with the apples? Many apples were turned into cider, 
as this was easier to store. Many apples were either dried or stored in dark root cellars, and kept for a 
source of food during the winter when there was no fresh food to harvest. Apples were also used for 
baking, simply eating out of hand and for livestock feed.  
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There is a famous tale of John Chapman. In 
the village where he lived for a time, there 
was an evangelist missionary preaching. 
The evangelist was preaching about how 
people were appreciating vanities and 
extravagances too much.  
 
"Where now," he said, "is there a man who, 
like the primitive Christians, is travelling to 
heaven bare-footed and clad in coarse 
raiment?" This he repeated beyond 
reasonable endurance. Johnny rose from 
the log on which he was reclining, and 
advancing to the speaker, he placed one of 
his bare feet on the stump of the tree which 
served for a pulpit, and pointing to his 
coffee-sack garment, he quietly said, " 
HERE'S YOUR PRIMITIVE CHRISTIAN!" 
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John Chapman – death 
 

Johnny Appleseed died in 1845 at the age of 70. In Fort Wayne, Indiana is a bronze statue of John sitting 
on a bench, holding a red apple in his hand.   
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John left 1200 acres of orchards (and other land) to his sister, since he had never married. Imagine how 
hard he had worked to create such a legacy. He planted 1200 acres of orchards over five different states. 
That’s more than 900 football fields full of orchards. He worked his whole life to make such a beautiful 
and fruitful legacy, but he never invested in the most important thing: a wife and children to share his 
life with. Instead, he left all of his land to his sister. When all of John’s assets were added up and given to 
his family at the time of his death, the government also came knocking on the door. The government 
wanted their back-paid taxes. Taxes are a portion of your money that the government takes to fund its 
policies and actions. Usually people pay taxes when they engage in transactions or get paid for work or 
the sale of their property, but the government was of the opinion that John Chapman had not paid 
enough taxes during a life that he spent creating something from nothing. When the government was 
done taking what they believed to be their fair share, there was little left for John’s sister to own.  
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Questions about Johnny Appleseed 
 

1. When was John Chapman born?  
 

2. Why was John Chapman nicknamed Johnny Appleseed?  
 
 

3. How did John start his apple trees: from seeds, from grafts or from purchased smaller apple 
trees?  
 

4. Where did John get his seeds? 
 
 

5. What did the early settlers use the apples for?  
 

6. What kind of men roamed America in the early pioneer days?  
 
 

7. What two things was John Chapman very passionate about?  
 

8. What was John Chapman's legacy?  
 
 

9. Did John Chapman die alone or with his wife and children sitting next to him?  
 

10. What do you think John Chapman regretted at the end of his life? 
 
 

11. Why did the government take away the money that John left to his sister? 
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Geography Assignment 
 

Grab a map of the United States of America (or put a puzzle of the USA together) and put small 
placemarks on the map to indicate where John Chapman has planted his nurseries. He started apple 
orchards in Illinois, Indiana, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and West Virginia.  
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English Apple Pie Recipe 
 

PREP TIME COOK TIME TOTAL TIME 
20 minutes 1 hour  1 hour and 20 minutes 

Ingredients:  
- 2 (9") pie crust 

pastries for a double 
crust 

- 4 – 6 apples 
(depending on size) 
Granny smith, or a 
variety of crisp apples 

- 1/2 c. white sugar 
- 1/4 c. brown sugar 

- 1 1/2 tsp. cinnamon 
- 1/8 tsp. salt 
- 1 1/2 Tbs. cornstarch 
- 1 1/2 tsp. lemon juice 
- 1 1/2 Tbs. butter 
- (Cream or yolk for 

brushing crust if desired) 

 

Instructions:  
Preheat oven to 400°F. Peel, core, and chop apples. 

Mix sugars, cinnamon, salt, cornstarch, and lemon juice. Add to apples and stir to coat. 

Pour the apple mixture into the crust. Dot with thin slices of butter. 

Wet the edge of the crust with cold water, and put second crust on the top. Lightly press the edges to 
seal. Using a knife, trim off the extra crust. Crimp the edges. 

Cut a few slits into the top crust to allow steam to escape. 

If desired: brush cream or egg yolk on the top crust and sprinkle it with sugar for an extra shine and 
beautiful browning. 

Bake in the middle of the oven for 10 minutes at 400°F. Reduce the temperature to 350°, and continue 
baking for another 50 – 55 minutes. 

Loosely cover and refrigerate any leftovers. 

 

NOTES 
If you want an extra depth of flavor you can add a pinch of nutmeg and cloves, but be careful, they can 
quickly overpower your flavor.   

Apple pie is great served warm with whipped cream or with ice cream.  
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Sources:  
 

http://bestapples.com/resources-teachers-corner/johnny-appleseed/, ‘The Story of Johnny Appleseed’, 
accessed September 2021.  

https://www.biography.com/people/johnny-appleseed-38103, ‘Johnny Appleseed’, accessed September 
2021.  

- http://www.minnesotalegalhistoryproject.org/assets/Territorial%20Map%201775%20-%201920.pdf, 
‘Territorial Maps of the United States’, accessed September 2022.  

- "Johnny Appleseed: A Pioneer Hero", Harper's New Monthly Magazine, November 1871, page 834.  

-  Milburn, William Henry (1892). The Lance, Cross and Canoe: The Flatboat, Rifle and Plough in the 
Valley of the Mississippi. N.D. Thompson Publishing Company. p. 650. 

-  History of Ashland County, Ohio. Williams. 1863. p. 33. 

- https://ohiohistorycentral.org/w/John_Chapman , ‘A Curious Tale: The Apple in North America’, 
accessed September 2022.  

- https://ohiohistorycentral.org/w/John_Chapman, ‘John Chapman’, accessed September 2022.  

- http://www.newchurchhistory.org/articles/jb1884/16_Johnny_Appleseed.php, ‘New Church 
Worthies’, accessed September 2022 

- https://amish-heritage.org/traditional-amish-apple-pie-recipe, “Traditional Amish Apple Pie Recipe’, 
accessed September 2022  

- Pictures are from the Telegram channels The American Spirit, and from The Hyperborean Channel.  
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