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Conversation with Tom Muska

‘Mother Nature is the silent partner
at the corporate meetings’
.
By Ted Glanzer
Journal Inquirer

If you told East Windsor resident Tom
Muska in 1984 that he’d be a full-time
apple farmer, he would have done more
than just look at you sideways.
Indeed, Muska, 71, was helping run a
successful oil company, and had previously
worked as a computer programmer.
Fast forward 30 years later, and Muska
and his family are running the successful
Applebrook Farm, which grows dozens of
different kinds of apples, including 12 or 13
heirloom apples, and presses its own nonpasteurized cider. And while the cider
served as the farm’s first break-through
product, it’s the apples that people now
come from far-flung places to buy. Social
media and email have leveled the playing
field, as the farm can send out 500 to 600
electronic newsletters for free or post daily
updates on Facebook that people can view
immediately.
It hasn’t always been smooth sailing for
the farm, which closed for the season on
Nov. 26, or for Muska, a cancer survivor,
who has seen some challenging times.
But as Muska said when he sat down to
talk about his journey, “I’ve met a real slice
of humanity. I’ve met a lot of wonderful
people who are no longer my customers,
they’re my friends.”
Q: How long have you owned
Applebrook Farm?
A: The land was purchased by my
father years ago, in the late ’60s, early ’70s.
It’s about an 11-acre farm. At one time it
was larger. When we started the farm, for
about 15 years we started wholesaling cider
and 15 to 20 varieties of apples. It took us
about 11 years to get the recognition we
needed. Our first official year (farming full
time) was 1985.
For eight years (starting in 1982) we sold
a cider that was made by the Botti family.
We’d bring a truckload of apples down
there and they’d make a batch of cider for
us and charge a fee. We had a retail margin
on that and would sell it here. In 1990 we
had our own cider mill. The 25th harvest
was this year and in only two we couldn’t
make cider (due to freezing). A pivotal year
for us was 1996 — Steve Grant from the
Courant did a fabulous story on us on our
Grandpa Tony’s Cider.
My wife is very charismatic and very
intelligent and a great marketer — probably the reason why we are as successful as
we are. It’s a catchy label. And this may be
the best cider you’ve ever had.
Q: What separates your cider from all
others?
A: I heard Dr. Frank Emerson from
Purdue University. He did a five-year study

on making cider, using different combinations of apples and keeping elaborate chemical statistics like sugar/acid ratios, all that
kind of stuff.
He came up with a bottom-line result of
the different kinds of apples you need and
what percentages. You’d have to be a
chemist to understand it. I’m not. I’m an
economics major and a math minor. I heard
him speak at a state pommological meeting
in Connecticut, where they have speakers
from all over the country come in and
speak about various things: new chemicals,
new apple varieties, new techniques. All
kinds of stuff. The year we put in the cider
mill, I really paid attention. What caught
my attention is we had maybe 20 varieties
of apples, many of which he used in the
blend. So I said, ‘What the heck, we’ll try
it.’ Bottom line is, people loved it. The
week Steve Grant did the story on us was
around Columbus Day, and in that one
week we were just overrun, like that movie
“Field of Dreams” when all those cars kept
coming up to the baseball field. But two
weeks later, the E.coli scare hit. Starting in
1997, my sales dropped off on unpasteurized cider.
After the Courant article, we got into the
black. For a long time, cider drove the business. The last half dozen years, it’s been
down 20 percent. Cider got us on the map
and the apples are keeping us there.
The result of the E.coli problem is I had
the FDA here and they watched me make
cider for a week. Then they watched me
make cider another week. They haven’t
been back since. They were impressed with
the operation. How clean it was. The way
it’s bottled and refrigerated. The floors ... it
looks like the dentist office. It really is a
clean mill.
Q: There’s a lot more going on than
you think?
A: More than you can imagine. I’ve
picked the brains (of the large apple growers) and I’ve listened to people from
Cornell and UMass. I’m constantly learning. I never thought it would take so much
knowledge to raise something as simple as
an apple.
Q: Did you aspire to be an apple
farmer?
A: I had no idea what happened to me,
why I did this. I started planting some trees
in the late 1970s. My dad had this acreage.
He just purchased the land. It was all overgrown farm. It was a dairy farm, part of it
was a tobacco farm. ... I went to Boston
College to study economics.
Q: What did you aspire to do?
A: My first job was with the secondgeneration large mainframe computers. I
was a programmer at UTC, Pratt &
Whitney division. And I moved up from
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there. An assistant analyst, project leader, a
manager. I took a job at Aetna for five
years. Then I went into my father’s business, Hall and Muska Oil Company, which
was one of the biggest local oil companies
around. I left that six years later, I cashed
my stock in the company and sold it to the
employees, who kept it going; I put my
kids through college and started the farm. If
you told me a month before I was going to
do that, if you told me two weeks before
that I was going to do that, I would have
said, “You’re crazy.” I didn’t know anything
about it. We did have a part-time farm from
the late ’70s until I left Hall and Muska Oil
in 1984.
Q: So you were sort of building up to
becoming a full-time farmer?
A: We cleared the land and planted
some dogwood trees and some apple trees
beginning in 1975. Eventually the whole 50
acres was cleared, but it took a lot of time. I
ordered 50 trees, four or five different varieties — McIntosh and Cortlands and
Macoun and Delicious, everything people
are familiar with, and Northern Spy, which
is an old heirloom apple. I ordered 50 and
they sent me 300 trees. I said, “I’ve got 250
extra trees. I don’t know what to do with
them.” They said, “Keep them.” So we
planted the 300 trees in 1975 ... A month
later, I said, “What do I do?” It was insane.
I just started taking care of them nights and
mornings before I went to work ... By 1984,
we had 800 or 900 trees.
In 1982, The Scantic Congregational
Church had a fall fair. We went over there

with all our stuff. We had doughnuts,
apples, blueberries. We took in like $2,000.
I thought to myself, “Can you make a living
at this?” I had no idea how long it would
take to make a living at this. It sort of planted the seed and a couple years later I left
(Muska Oil).
Q: When did you become a full-time
farmer?
A: I guess I became a full-time farmer
in 1985. I had a midlife crisis, I don’t know.
Around 2004, I began tearing up the old
orchard, I took out about 900 trees and I
began planting some of the new hot varieties like Honeycrisp. In the late ’90s, I did
some grafting with the heirloom apples ...
the apples you can’t get anywhere.
Baldwins and Winesaps. Gravenstein.
We have 12 or 13 varieties of heirloom
apples as well. They don’t all come at once.
We pick apples for about 75 to 80 days,
starting in late August right through the
middle of November. We have about 35
varieties. What’s carrying us now is our
apple sales are increasing at a tremendous
rate.
Q: What separates an heirloom from
other apples?
A: It’s just very old. 200, 300, 400 years
old. I have one apple, Summer Rambo,
which goes back to France in the 1500s. I
have no idea why I planted that.
Q: What do they taste like?
A:: They’re excellent apples, though the
■ SEE MUSKA / PAGE 30
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Movie times are subject to change.

■ COLCHESTER
GALLERY CINEMAS
396 Old Hartford Road. (860-537-6407)

Big Hero 6 (PG): Sat. 12:15, 2:30, 4:40,
7:05, 9:15. Sun. 12:15, 2:30, 4:40,
7:05.
Dumb and Dumber To (PG-13): Sat.
1:05, 4:05, 7:05, 9:25. Sun. 1:05, 4:05,
7:05.
Horrible Bosses 2 (R): Sat. 1:10, 4:10,
7:10, 9:20. Sun. 1:10, 4:10, 7:10.
The Hunger Games: Mockingjay, Part 1
(PG-13): Sat. 12:55, 3:55, 6:55, 9:30.
Sun. 12:55, 3:55, 6:55.
Interstellar (PG-13): Sat.-Sun. 12:45, 4,
7:15.
Penguins of Madagascar (PG): Sat.
12:30, 2:35, 4:35, 7, 9:10. Sun. 12:30,
2:35, 4:35, 7.

■ ENFIELD
ENFIELD 12
90 Elm St. (860-741-6053)

Big Hero 6 (PG): Sat.-Wed. 11:10, 1:50,
4:30, 7:05, 9:45.
Dumb and Dumber To (PG-13): Sat.Wed. 11:45, 2:25, 5:05, 7:45, 10:25.
Fury (R): Sat. 12, 6. Sun. 11, 10. .
Gone Girl (R): Sat.-Wed. 11:50, 3:15,
6:30, 9:50.
Horrible Bosses 2 (R): Sat.-Wed. 11:25,
2:05, 4:45, 7:30, 10:10.
The Hunger Games: Mockingjay, Part 1
(PG-13): Sat. 11, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 7, 8, 9,
10. Sun. 11, 1, 2, 4, 5, 7, 8, 10.
Interstellar (PG-13): Sat.-Wed. 11:05,
2:45, 6:20, 9:55.
Nightcrawler (R): Sat.-Wed. 11, 1:55,
4:50, 7:35, 10:25.
Penguins of Madagascar (PG): Sat.
11:20, 1:45, 3:05, 4:15, 6:45, 9:15.
Sun.-Wed. 11:20, 1:45, 3:05, 4:15, 6:45,
8:05, 9:15. 3D: Sat. 12:35, 5:35. Sun.Wed. 12:35, 5:35, 10:30.
TCM Presents: A Christmas Carol /
Christmas in Connecticut (NR): Sun.
2, 7.
The Theory of Everything (PG-13): Sat.Wed. 12:45, 4:10, 7:20, 10:15.
UFC 181: Hendricks vs. Lawler II (NR):
Sat. 10.

■ HARTFORD
WADSWORTH ATHENEUM CINEMA
600 Main St. (860-278-2670)

CINESTUDIO THEATRE
300 Summit St. (860-297-2463)

Bolshoi Ballet: La Bayadere (NR): Sun.
12:55.
Dear White People (R): Sat. 2:30, 7:30.
The Green Prince (PG-13): Sun. 4:30, 7:30.
REAL ART WAYS THEATRE
56 Arbor St. (860-232-1006)

Citizenfour (R): Sun. 1.
Diplomacy (NR): Sat. 1:50. Sun. 3:20.
Force Majeure (R): Sat. 5:10. Sun.-Thu. 7.
Internet Cat Film Festival (NR): Sat.
12:15.
Pelican Dreams (NR): Sat. 3:30. Sun.Thu. 5:15.
Speak Up (NR): Sat. 8.
PALACE 17 & ODYSSEY THEATER
330 New Park Ave. (860-236-6677)

Beyond the Lights (PG-13): Sat.-Sun.
11:40, 2:30, 5:10, 7:50.
Big Hero 6 (PG): Sat.-Sun. 10:30, 1:15,
3:50, 6:30, 9:10.
Birdman or (The Unexpected Virtue of
Ignorance) (R): Sat.-Sun. 11:15, 2:15,
5, 8, 10:45.
Dumb and Dumber To (PG-13): Sat.-Sun.
10:40, 1:30, 4:30, 7:20, 10:15.
Gone Girl (R): Sat.-Sun. 11:30, 3, 6:15,

9:40.
The Homesman (R): Sat.-Sun. 10:10,
1:20, 4:20, 7:15, 10:10.
Horrible Bosses 2 (R): Sat.-Sun. 10:20,
1:15, 2, 4:15, 7:30, 9:45, 10:20.
The Hunger Games: Mockingjay, Part 1
(PG-13): Sat.-Sun. 10, 10:45, 1, 1:45, 4,
4:45, 7, 7:45, 10, 10:50.
Interstellar (PG-13): Sat.-Sun. 10:15,
2:15, 6, 9:45.
Nightcrawler (R): Sat.-Thu. 10:40.
Penguins of Madagascar (PG): Sat.-Sun.
11:30, 1, 2, 3:30, 4:30, 7, 8:30, 9:30.
3D: Sat.-Sun. 10:30, 6. .
The Pyramid (R): Sat.-Thu. 12, 3, 5:30, 8,
10:30.
Rosewater (R): Sat.-Thu. 3:45, 9:30.
St. Vincent (PG-13): Sat.-Sun. 11:20,
4:45, 7:15.
The Theory of Everything (PG-13): Sat.Sun. 10:20, 12:30, 1:20, 4:20, 6:30,
7:20, 10:20.
Whiplash (R): Sat.-Sun. 10:45, 1:30, 4:15,
7:10, 9:50.
SPOTLIGHT THEATRES FRONT STREET
39 Front St. (860-422-7711)

Birdman or (The Unexpected Virtue of
Ignorance) (R): Sat. 1:15, 4, 7, 9:55.
Sun.-Thu. 1:15, 4, 7.
Horrible Bosses 2 (R): Sat. 1:45,
4:45, 7:40, 10:15. Sun. 1:45, 4:45,
7:40.
The Hunger Games: Mockingjay, Part 1
(PG-13): Sat. 1:30, 4:15, 7:20, 10:05.
Sun.-Thu. 1:30, 4:15, 7:20.
Interstellar (PG-13): Sat.-Thu. 1, 4:30, 8.

■ MANCHESTER
BUCKLAND HILLS 18 + IMAX
99 Redstone Road. (860-646-4555)

Action Jackson (NR): Sat.-Wed. 11:55,
3:20, 6:45, 10:05.
Big Hero 6 (PG): Sat.-Wed. 12:20, 3:15.
3D: Sat.-Wed. 11:15, 2:05, 4:40, 6:05,
7:25, 10:05.
Dumb and Dumber To (PG-13): Sat.Wed. 11:05, 1:40, 4:25, 7:10, 9:55.
Gone Girl (R): Sat.-Wed. 12:25, 3:45,
7:05, 10:35.
Horrible Bosses 2 (R): Sat. 11:30, 12:50,
2:10, 3:30, 4:50, 6:10, 7:30, 8:50,
10:10. Sun. 11:20, 12:50, 3:30, 6:10,
8:50, 10:10.
The Hunger Games: Mockingjay, Part 1
(PG-13): Sat.-Tue. 11, 12, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6,
7, 8, 9, 10, 11.
Interstellar (PG-13): Sat.-Wed. 1:10, 4:55,
8:35. IMAX: Sat.-Wed. 11:25, 3:05,
6:50, 10:25.
Nightcrawler (R): Sat.-Wed. 11:35, 2:30,
5:25, 8:20, 11:05.
Penguins of Madagascar (PG): Sat.
11:40, 12:35, 2:15, 3:10, 4:45, 5:40,
7:20, 8:10. Sun.-Tue. 11:40, 12:35, 2:15,
3:10, 4:45, 5:40, 7:20, 8:10, 10:20. 3D:
Sat.-Wed. 10:55, 1:25, 3:55, 6:35, 9:15.
The Pyramid (R): Sat.-Sun. 12:15, 2:45,
5:15, 7:45, 10:15, 11:10.
St. Vincent (PG-13): Sat.-Wed. 8:40.
TCM Presents: A Christmas Carol /
Christmas in Connecticut (NR): Sun.
2, 7.
The Theory of Everything (PG-13): Sat.Wed. 12:30, 3:35, 6:40, 9:35.
UFC 181: Hendricks vs. Lawler II (NR):
Sat. 10.
PARKADE CINEMAS
416 W. Middle Turnpike. (860-647-1439)

Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible,
No Good, Very Bad Day (PG): Sat.
11:15, 1:30, 3:45, 6, 8:15. Sun. 11:15,
1:30, 3:45, 6.
The Book of Life (PG): Sat.-Sun. 11:15,
3:45.
The Boxtrolls (PG): Sat.-Sun. 11:15, 3:45.
The Equalizer (R): Sat. 1:10, 5:40, 8.
Sun. 1:10, 5:40.
Fury (R): Sat. 1:10, 5:40, 8. Sun. 1:10,
5:40.
The Maze Runner (PG-13): Sat. 11:15,
1:10, 3:40, 5:45, 8:15. Sun. 11:15, 1:10,
3:40, 5:45.

■ WEST SPRINGFIELD
RAVE WEST SPRINGFIELD 15
864 Riverdale St. Call 413-732-5936.
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Five free things to do in lovely Spokane
d’Alene. Much of the trail is built
along the Spokane River, and users
are able to enjoy nature without
having to worry about getting hit
by cars. Trail lovers can also try
out the nearby Trail of the Coeur
d’Alenes, a spectacular 77-mile
paved railroad bed that runs from
Mullan, Idaho, to Plummer, Idaho.

By Nicholas K. Geranios
Associated Press

SPOKANE, Wash. — Spokane
is Washington’s second-largest
city, with 210,000 residents living
about 270 miles east of bigger,
richer, and better-known Seattle.
Located in the foothills of the
Selkirk Mountains, the Lilac City
has interesting architecture, leafy
neighborhoods filled with Victorian
homes, and an extensive parks system that was partially designed by
the Olmsted brothers. It’s also an
outdoor paradise, surrounded by
ski areas, dozens of lakes, rivers,
bike trails, and mountains, and a
river with roaring waterfalls raging
through the middle of town.
These days the city is best-known
for the stellar Gonzaga University
basketball team. Gonzaga tickets
are expensive, but here are five free
things a person can enjoy in the
greater Spokane region.
BLOOMSDAY AND HOOPFEST

Spokane has a couple of big public
events where you pay to participate,
but attending as a spectator is free.
Every May about 50,000 people run
a 12-kilometer course through the
streets of downtown Spokane in one
of the largest timed road races in the
nation. Spectators who line the
course are treated to runners in colorful costumes and free concerts. The
next Bloomsday race is May 3.
Each June, the largest 3-on-3

Bike riders along a section of
the Centennial Trail.
basketball tournament in the nation
draws about 28,000 players and
more than 200,000 spectators to
the downtown streets for a weekend of hoops heaven. Teams play
on more than 450 temporary
courts. The next Hoopfest is June
27-28.
RIVERFRONT PARK

The crown jewel of Spokane’s
extensive parks system was the site
of the 1974 World’s Fair, which
focused on the theme of saving the
environment. Now it is a heavilyused urban park that is bisected by
the Spokane River and the waterfalls that first drew white settlers to
the region. The park features walking trails, footbridges, and cable
car rides over the falls. There is a
historic carousel, an ice-skating
rink, and other attractions.
THE CENTENNIAL TRAIL

The Centennial Trail is a 60-mile
paved biking and hiking trail that
connects Spokane with Coeur
d’Alene, Idaho, and Lake Coeur

HOME OF FATHER’S DAY

Sonora Smart Dodd of Spokane
conceived the idea of Father’s Day
in 1909, and the first celebration of
the holiday occurred in the city in
1910. Dodd’s home on Spokane’s
lower South Hill remains, and a big
stone in front tells the story of the
so-called “Mother of Father’s
Day.” The Craftsman-style house
at 603 S. Arthur St. is privately
owned and occupied, but the stone
can be seen in the front yard.
BING CROSBY

Crooner and actor Bing Crosby
was raised in Spokane and attended Gonzaga University, which
serves as a repository of things
associated with Der Bingle. The
university owns Crosby’s childhood home, which has some memorabilia and Crosby artifacts,
including his Oscar for “Going My
Way.” The Craftsman-style home
at 508 E. Sharp Ave. is free and
open weekdays 9 a.m. to 4:30 p.m.
and Saturdays 1 to 4 p.m. A largerthan-life statue of Crosby can be
viewed outside the Crosby Student
Center.

Muska: ‘Every farmer has got to somehow be faith-based’
■ MUSKA
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 28

best tasting heirloom apples I have
are the Northern Spies. One of the
challenges of heirloom apples is
they tend to bear every other year.
That’s why people don’t grow
them anymore. Bottom line is they
have a unique taste. We have
another heirloom called the
Roxbury Russet, which was planted by the pilgrims in the 1620s.
It’s amazing the people who want
this apple. It’s green and looks like
a pear. I have another apple called
Golden Russet, which I grafted
because it’s a terrific cider apple.
Q: Have you experienced any
setbacks with the farm?
A: I went into substitute teaching for six years because in 2001
and 2002 we lost our crops back
to back because of freezes.
Q: Did you think about selling?
A: I never thought so much about
selling, but quitting. I don’t know
how to express this from my heart.
I’m a Christian, every farmer has got

to somehow be faith-based. Because
it’s a dice roll. Mother Nature is the
silent partner at the corporate meetings. She can put it to you or she can
be very forgiving. We’ve had five
freezes in 28 years, and they were
pretty disastrous when you lose all
your income. In 2001, we lost everything. We had a beautiful bloom, it
was 90 degrees on the 4th of May.
On the 7th of May, it was 23
degrees. The blossoms were burnt,
scalded, gone. I was in the middle of
substitute teaching then, though in
the six years that I substituted, I
wound up teaching full-time for
three years. The schools thought I
had some good teaching skills. In
2001 and 2002, I considered going
back to school and being a math
teacher, maybe (the apple picking)
part-time.
Q: Did you like teaching?
A: I enjoyed teaching. It is
quite a challenge today. It’s a little
different than when I went to
school.
Q: What was different?
A: The discipline. Putting up
with a lot of garbage from kids

and parents. When I went to
school, the teacher was always
right, the principal was always
right. Anytime I was involved
with the scolding of a child, I
would end up with a meeting with
the principal and a (meeting) with
the parents. The frontline teachers
don’t get support any more.
Q: Did you grow up in this
area?
A: I did. I went to Suffield
Academy, played a lot of sports in
high school. Growing up here was
beautiful.
Q: What’s your wife’s name?
A: Sharon. We’ve been married 47 years. Awful good-looking
still. I’m a lucky man. ... My wife
has been so supportive, it scares
me. If someone said, I’ll give you
$1 million for these 30 acres, I’d
take it and say it’s your turn, and
I’d go travel the world. She’s been
unbelievable. My kids, too. It
brings tears to my eyes. We’ve
had some tough years. But we’ve
had some wonderful pieces of
heaven that have fallen out of the
sky.

