
The Big Apple:  
Johnny Appleseed’s Legacy 

 
 

Unit:   The Apple Genomics Project 
 
Lesson:  The Big Apple: Johnny Appleseed’s Legacy 
 
Audience: This lesson is intended for use with middle school and high school science, 

language arts and social studies students. It could also be adapted for use with   
    informal audience studying folklore, Johnny Appleseed, or the apple. 
 
Student Learning Objectives: 
 
At the completion of this lesson the students will be able to: 
 

1. Give Johnny Appleseed’s real name. 
2. Retell the legend of Johnny Appleseed. 
3. Illustrate on a map the area(s) of Johnny Appleseed’s influence, or routes of travel. 
4. Discuss Johnny Appleseed’s role in American history. 
5. Tell why Johnny Appleseed is an important figure in American folklore. 
6. Discuss the influence that Johnny Appleseed had on the apple industry in the United 

States. 
 
Student Activities: 
 

• Complete the handout, The Big Apple: Class Notes. 
• Read and discuss Vachel Lindsay’s “In Praise of Johnny Appleseed (Born 1775; died 

1847), Over the Appalachian Barricade.” Identify events in the poem that correspond 
with what is learned about events in Appleseed’s life during the course of the lesson. 

• Complete the worksheet, The Big Apple: Timeline to organize the events in Johnny 
Appleseed’s life. 

• Complete the worksheet, The Big Apple: Johnny Appleseed’s Travels. 
 
Problems & Questions for Study: 
 

1. What was Johnny Appleseed’s real name? 
2. What is Johnny Appleseed’s story? 
3. What areas of the United States did Johnny Appleseed visit? 
4. What was Johnny Appleseed’s role in American history? 
5. Why is Johnny Appleseed an important figure in American folklore? 
6. What influence did Johnny Appleseed have on the apple industry in the United 

States?  



Documentation of Competencies and Academic Standards Met: 
 
National Academic Standards 
 

Science Content Standard G for Grades 9-12: Develop understanding of science as a 
human endeavor, and historical perspectives of science. 
 
English Language Arts Standard 1: Read a wide range of print and non-print texts to 
build an understanding of texts, of themselves, and of the cultures of the United States 
and the world; to acquire new information. 
 
English Language Arts Standard 2: Students read a wide range of literature from many 
periods in many genres to build an understanding of the many dimensions (e.g., 
philosophical, ethical, aesthetic) of human experience. 
 
English Language Arts Standard 11: Students participate as knowledgeable, reflective, 
creative, and critical members of a variety of literacy communities. 
 
History: Historical Thinking Standard 1 for Grades 5-12: Chronological thinking. 
 
History: Historical Thinking Standard 2 for Grades 5-12: Historical comprehension. 
 
History: Historical Thinking Standard 3 for Grades 5-12: Historical analysis and 
interpretation. 
 
Geography Standard 1: Use maps and other geographic representations, tools, and 
technologies to acquire, process, and report information from a spatial perspective. 

 
Connection to Supervised Agricultural Experience/Career Development 
 

Careers related to horticulture include fruit grower, extension educator, plant cytologist, 
flower grader, bacteriologist, grounds keeper, and tree surgeon. [For more careers, visit 
the FFA Career Center at 
http://www.ffa.org/collegiate.cfm?method=c_job.CareerSearch.] 
 
FFA proficiency areas related to horticulture include floriculture, landscape architecture, 
and specialty crop production. [For more proficiency areas, visit the National FFA 
website for proficiencies at http://www.ffa.org/programs/proficiency/index.html.] 
 

Connection to FFA/Leadership Development/Personal Growth 
 
Career Development Events (CDEs) related to horticulture include floriculture and 
nursery & landscaping. [For more information on CDEs, visit 
http://www.ffa.org/programs/cde/index.html.] 
 

 



Motivation/Interest Approach: 
 
Make and show the transparency of the earliest known drawing of Johnny Appleseed (the 
drawing is located at the end of this lesson). Ask students to identify the man in the drawing.  
 
If students identify him correctly as Johnny Appleseed (or John Chapman), ask students how 
they knew who he was. Ask students to identify elements in the drawing that helped them 
confirm who he was. Then ask students to share stories they have heard about Johnny Appleseed. 
Segue into the lesson content by initiating a discussion of “folklore” and John Chapman. 
 
If students cannot identify him correctly as Johnny Appleseed (or John Chapman), ask them to 
identify elements in the drawing that might help them to figure out who he is. Allow them to 
discuss these elements for a few minutes. If they still cannot identify him, share that his name 
was Johnny Appleseed. Then ask students to share stories they have heard about Johnny 
Appleseed. Segue into the lesson content by initiating a discussion of “folklore” and John 
Chapman. 
 
Content Outline & Teaching Procedures: 
 

I. The real Johnny Appleseed 
A. Johnny Appleseed was born Jonathan Chapman on September 26,1774. He died in 1845. 

His parents’ names were Nathaniel and Elizabeth Symond Chapman, and he had eleven 
siblings. 

B. As a boy Johnny learned about apples at a nearby orchard. 
C. Chapman earned his nickname, Johnny Appleseed, because of his efforts to plant apple 

trees across the Midwest. He planted small orchards and individual apple trees during his 
travels as he walked across 100,000 square miles of Midwestern wilderness and prairie.  

D. He was a genuine and dedicated professional nurseryman. 
E. Chapman spent 49 years of his life in the American wilderness planting apple seeds. He 

created apple orchards in Illinois, Indiana, Kentucky, Pennsylvania and Ohio. Some of 
those trees still bear apples even after 200 years! 

F. Chapman’s dream was for a land where blossoming apple trees were everywhere and no 
one was hungry.  

G. Jonathan Chapman was a gentle and kind man, he slept outdoors and walked barefoot 
around the country planting apple seeds everywhere he went.  

H. He was also a deeply religious man, he became a missionary for the Church of New 
Jerusalem (a Christian sect based on the Biblical interpretations of the Swedish 
theologian Emanuel Swedenbourg). Chapman shared his beliefs with those who wished 
to listen  

I. Chapman was known as an arbitrator between Native Americans and the settlers. 
II. Johnny Appleseed’s travels 

A. In 1797, when he was twenty-three, he set out alone to discover the West. 
B. He walked through the wilderness in Pennsylvania and cleared the land for more apple 

orchards. 
 1. Started nurseries in Warren and Venango counties. 
 2. Owned land in Venango County. 



C. In 1801, Johnny continued to move west, going next to Ohio. 
 1. Started nurseries in Carroll, Belmont, Jefferson, Licking, Coshocton, Knox, Richland, 

Ashland, Hancock, Defiance, Allen, Auglaize, Mercer, Huron, and  Logan counties. 
 2. Owned land in Richland, Wayne, Ashland, Allen, Hancock, Auglaize, and Mercer 

counties. 
D. In 1830, Johnny moved on to Fort Wayne, Indiana. There, he planted a nursery that 

produced thousands of seedling apple trees that he sold, traded, and planted elsewhere. 
 1. Started nurseries in Allen and Jay counties. 
 2. Owned land in Allen and Jay counties. 
E. In March of 1845, Johnny became ill for what was said to be the first time in his life. He 

died on March 18, 1845 in Fort Wayne, Indiana. 
III. Johnny Appleseed in folklore 

A. Many legends about Johnny Appleseed relate to his appearance.  
1. It is said that Johnny made a shirt by cutting armholes in a burlap sack and often 
wore a tin cooking pot as a cap. 

 2. It is said that once Johnny fell asleep and a rattlesnake tried to bite him, but the 
fangs would not go into his foot because his skin was as tough as an elephant’s hide. 

 a. Legend says his feet were toughened by walking everywhere in bare feet. 
Even in the dead of winter. 

3. Once, it is reported, he was caught in a snow storm and crept into a hollow fallen 
tree for shelter. He found it occupied by a hibernating bear and her cubs, but spent the 
night there nonetheless. 

a. The message conveyed by this story is that Johnny did possess a close bond     
with nature. 

4. It is even said that Johnny made his drinking water from snow by melting it with 
his feet. 

 
IV. Johnny Appleseed’s influence on the U.S. apple industry 
 A. In Johnny Appleseed’s time, the apple was a precious commodity. They were easily 

stored and transported to provide food for traveling pioneers. 
 1. Chapman was interested in apples from the time he was a small boy. When he 

decided to move west, he saw a market for the fruit. He had a knack for finding the 
places that were on the edge of the frontier. He would plant apple seeds there, and by 
the time pioneers were moving through, he had young apple saplings to sell to them. 
When business got slow, he would pick up his seeds and move to the next place. 
2. Chapman was a shrewd businessman and nurseryman. He sold cheaply what 
everyone wanted (and in Ohio, needed—settlers were required to plant fruit trees on 
their land).  

   3. Settlers carried Chapman’s seeds and saplings with them wherever they ended up 
settling. This helped the apple tree spread throughout the midwestern states.  

 4. He hired local agents to look after the nurseries he established until he could come 
back to check on the trees. 

B. Chapman planted seeds instead of the grafted trees that were often planted. Seed planted 
trees are often hardier than grafted trees and better able to adapt to new environments.  



1. A seed that grew into a tree with hardy traits could survive in a new environment, 
passing on its genes to its offspring. A seed that grew into a tree with weak traits 
would not survive.  
2. This was important, as the apple is native to Europe and is an introduced species in 
America.  
3. Chapman’s method of planting seeds allowed the emergence of apple varieties that 
are the basis of today’s apple industry—ones that have strong traits that can be 
grafted and otherwise propagated.  
4. Chapman’s trees carried a diverse array of traits, from which the apple industry has 
chosen a superior set with which to work. He laid the foundation for today’s apple 
industry by providing a broad range of apple traits to choose from. 

 



References & Teaching Aids: 
 
Some good historical books about Johnny Appleseed: 
 

• Johnny Appleseed: The true story of Jonathan Chapman (1775-1846), by James Lattimore 
Himrod. 1926. 

• Johnny Appleseed, a voice in the wilderness: The story of the pioneer John Chapman, Centennial 
tribute, by Harlan Hatcher, et al. 1953. 

• Botany of desire: A plant's eye view of the world, by Michael Pollan. 2001. 
• Johnny Appleseed and other poems, by Vachel Lindsay. Illustrated by George Richards. 1955. 
• Johnny Appleseed: The romance of the sower, by Eleanor Atkinson. Illustrated by Frank T. 

Merrill. 1915. 
• Johnny Appleseed and his time: An historical romance, by Henry A. Pershing. 1930. 
• Johnny Appleseed: Man and myth, by Robert Price. 1954. 
• Better known as Johnny Appleseed, by Mabel Leigh Hunt. Illustrated by James Daugherty. 1950. 
• Johnny Appleseed source book, by Robert C. Harris. 1959. 
• Johnny Appleseed by one who knew him. W. M. Glines. 1922. 

 
The best sources of information about Johnny Appleseed on the Internet: 

• http://www.answers.com/topic/johnny-appleseed 
• http://www.geocities.com/Heartland/Forest/2989/appleseed.htm 
• http://www.dep.state.pa.us/dep/PA_Env-Her/biographies/johnnyappleseed.htm 
• http://mason.gmu.edu/~drwillia/apple/ (first story written about him) 
• http://www.millville.org/Workshops_f/Dich_FOLKLORE/WACKED/story.html 
• http://www.enchantedlearning.com/school/usa/people/Appleseedindex.shtml 
• http://www.applejuice.org/johnnyappleseed.html 
• http://appleseed.org/johnny.html 
• http://www.newton.dep.anl.gov/natbltn/100-199/nb110.htm 

 
Additional Material: 
 

Handouts 
The Big Apple: “In Praise of Johnny Appleseed,” by Vachel Lindsay  

(NOTE to instructor: Only part I of Lindsay’s poem is included here. Parts II and III can be 
found in his book, “Johnny Appleseed and Other Poems”). 

The Big Apple: Class Notes 
 

 Worksheets 
The Big Apple: Timeline 

  The Big Apple: Johnny Appleseed’s Travels 



In Praise of Johnny Appleseed (Born 1775; died 1847)  
 

A Poem by Vachel Lindsay 
 

I. Over the Appalachian Barricade 
          
In the days of President Washington,                       
The glory of the nations, 
Dust and ashes, 
Snow and sleet, 
And hay and oats and wheat, 
Blew west, 
Crossed the Appalachians, 
Found the glades of rotting leaves, the soft deer-pastures, 
The farms of the far-off future 
In the forest. 
Colts jumped the fence, 
Snorting, ramping, snapping, sniffing, 
With gastronomic calculations, 
Crossed the Appalachians, 
The east walls of our citadel, 
And turned to gold-honored unicorns, 
Feasting in the dim volunteer farms of the forest. 
Stripedest, kickingest, kittens escaped, 
Caterwauling "Yankee Doodle Dandy." 
Renounced their poor relations, 
Crossed the Appalachians, 
And turned to tiny tigers 
In the humorous forest. 
Chickens escaped 
From farmyard congregations, 
Crossed the Appalachians, 
And turned to amber trumpets 
On the ramparts of our Hoosiers' nest and citadel, 
Millennial heralds 
Of the foggy mazy forest. 
Pigs broke loose, scrambled west, 
Scorned their loathsome stations, 
Crossed the Appalachians, 
Turned to roaming, foaming wild boars 
Of the forest. 
The smallest, blindest puppies toddled west 
While their eyes were coming open, 
And, with misty observations, 
Crossed the Appalachians, 
Barked, barked, barked 
At the glow-worms and the marsh lights and the 
lightning-bugs, 
And turned to ravening wolves 
Of the forest. 
Crazy parrots and canaries flew west 
Drunk on May-time revelations, 
Crossed the Appalachians, 
And turned to delirious flower-dressed fairies 
Of the lazy forest. 
Haughtiest swans and peacocks swept west, 
And, despite soft derivations, 
Crossed the Appalachians. 
And turned to blazing warrior souls 
Of the forest, 
Singing the ways 

Of the Ancient of Days. 
And the "Old Continentals 
In their ragged regimentals," 
With bard's imaginations, 
Crossed the Appalachians. 
And a boy blew west, 
And with prayers and incantations, 
And with "Yankee Doodle Dandy," 
Crossed the Appalachians, 
And was "young John Chapman," 
Then "Johnny Appleseed, Johnny Appleseed," 
Chief of the fastness, dappled and vast, 
In a pack on his back, 
In a deer-hide sack, 
The beautiful orchards of the past, 
The ghosts of all the forests and the groves- 
In that pack on his back, 
In that talisman sack, 
To-morrow's peaches, pears and cherries, 
To-morrow's grapes and red raspberries, 
Seeds and tree-souls, precious things, 
Feathered with microscopic wings, 
All the outdoors the child heart knows, 
And the apple, green, red, and white, 
Sun of his day and his night- 
The apple allied to the thorn, 
Child of the rose. 
Porches untrod of forest houses 
All before him, all day long, 
"Yankee Doodle" his marching song; 
And the evening breeze 
Joined his psalms of praise 
As he sang the ways 
Of the Ancient of Days. 
Leaving behind august Virginia, 
Proud Massachusetts, and proud Maine. 
Planting the trees that would march and train 
On, in his name of the great Pacific, 
Like Birnam wood to Dunsinance, 
Johnny Appleseed swept on, 
Every shackle gone, 
Loving every sloshy brake, 
Loving every skunk and snake, 
Loving every leathery weed, 
Johnny Appleseed, Johnny Appleseed, 
Master and ruler of the unicorn-ramping forest, 
The tiger-mewing forest, 
The rooster-trumpeting, boar-foaming, wolf-ravening 
forest, 
The spirit-haunted, fairy-enchanted forest, 
Stupendous and endless, 
Searching it perilous ways 
In the name of the Ancient of Days.



Name: ___________________________________ 
 
 

The Big Apple: Class Notes 
 
 
The Real Johnny Appleseed (Who was he?) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Johnny Appleseed’s Travels (Where did he travel?) 



The Big Apple: Class Notes, continued 
 
 
Johnny Appleseed in Folklore (What does legend say about him?) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Johnny Appleseed’s Influence on U.S. Apple Industry (Why was he important?) 
 
 
 
 



Name: ___________________________________ 
 
 

The Big Apple: Timeline 
 
DIRECTIONS:  Using the information from your class notes, make a timeline highlighting   
     the major events in Johnny Appleseed’s life. To get you started, his birth   
     and death are already partially filled in; add the dates to these two events.   
     Then add the rest of the dates and events you have in your notes. 
 
 Johnny Appleseed is born 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Johnny Appleseed dies 



Name: ___________________________________ 
 
 

The Big Apple: Johnny Appleseed’s Areas of Influence 
 
 
DIRECTIONS:  Using the information from your class notes, shade in the areas or states   
     through which Johnny Appleseed traveled during his life. Label the places   
     he was known to have started nurseries or owned land. You may need to   
     consult an atlas or other resource to identify the places you have in     
     your notes. 



TRANSPARENCY 
 
Earliest known drawing of Johnny Appleseed, circa 1850 by a student at Oberlin College (OH). 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 


