
A Horticultural Pioneer in the North Country 

 

By Mike Nuckols, Commercial Horticulture Educator 

continued... 

For many years, I drove past the “berry plants for sale” sign at Seaway Coldhardy Grapes in Evans Mills 
without stopping. That was a mistake. Owner Duane Smith and his 
family operate this small market stand from their home, selling an 
interesting and varied assortment of berry and fruit plants. A 
passionate and experienced grower, Duane propagates not only 
blueberry and grape plants, but also an amazing variety of specialty 
crops such as figs and honeyberry. On top of his extensive 
knowledge of growing methods, Duane’s enthusiasm for horticulture 
– and in particular specialty fruit – is infectious.  

Duane has been active in horticulture since he was a child. Inspired 
by family members and neighbors who gardened, he devoured 
magazines like Organic Gardening and Kitchen Gardener. After 
graduating from Oswego State College and settling into his 
professional career as a teacher, Duane purchased his farm in Evans 
Mills, where he continues to experiment with fruit and berry plants 
in backyard greenhouses and high tunnels. His early efforts involved 
planting various cold-hardy grapes that had been developed from 
American and French hybrids. Inspired by vineyards in Ottawa and 
Quebec, Duane compared notes with plant breeders and researchers 
at Cornell University, the University of Minnesota, and the University 
of Wisconsin, to include the late Elmer Swensen, who developed 
numerous hardy grapes including ‘St. Croix’ and ‘Brianna’. Duane’s tinkering led to the introduction of some 
of the first cold-hardy grapes into Jefferson County. By placing an ad in the Penny Saver looking for people 
with similar interests, Duane helped to found what was then known as the Seaway Wine and Viticulture 
Association. These efforts contributed in parts to what is today known as the Thousand Islands Seaway Wine 
Trail. 

Today, Duane’s nursery continues to sell cold-hardy grape plants for those interested in growing their own. 
Cold-hardy wine grape varieties include ‘Brianna,’ ‘Frontenac,’ 
‘Frontenac Gris,’ ‘La Crescent,’ ‘Marquette,’ and ‘King of the North.’ 
Duane also sells varieties suitable for both the table and wine including 
‘Brianna’ and a wonderful cold-hardy seedless grape known as 
‘Montreal Blues.’   

For most growers in the North Country, figs would be too much of a 
hassle to grow – but not Duane, a determined connoisseur. Because figs 
are only hardy to 15⁰F, they must be protected in our North Country 
winters. Our cool summers are another detriment to this 
Mediterranean plant.  Nonetheless, Duane has perfected a method of 
growing figs in high tunnels during the summer, ensuring that they get 
sufficient heat for the fruit to ripen, and overwintering the potted plants 
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in a root cellar. Not content to simply grow varieties that tolerate 
light frost (e.g. ‘Chicago Hardy’), Duane has cultivated European 
heirlooms such as ‘Ronde de Bordeaux’ and ‘White Triana,” which 
have incredible sweetness and flavors unknown to most 
Americans. Because ripe figs are perishable and do not transport 
well, Duane’s high tunnel is one of the only places in the 
Northeast where you can taste these wonderful fruit.  

In recent years, Duane has been experimenting with honeyberries, 
also known as haskaps (which comes from a Japanese word 
meaning ‘little gift on the end of branches’). The first time I met 
Duane, he offered me homemade jam made from this fruit – and I 
was immediately converted. The flavor of honeyberry jam is 
robust, a rich and complex mixture somewhere between 
raspberry and blueberry, but brighter and more tart. Full of 
healthy antioxidants, honeyberry jam is a deep burgundy in color. 
The fruit can be used in the same way that you would use blueberries, in everything from pies to pancakes. 
Honeyberries, which are related to honeysuckle, are exceptionally hardy and easy to grow. Unlike 
blueberries which need acidic soils, honeyberries can be grown throughout most of the area. Like apples, 
multiple varieties of honeyberry must be planted as the plants are not self-fertile. Duane has found that 
the biggest pests are rabbits and deer, which love to munch on the plants. Birds will also rob the berries 
when ripe, so bird-netting can be critical. He also notes that powdery mildew can be a minor issue during 
the humid months of summer. 

With a keen interest in introducing new varieties to the North 
Country, Duane has collected and is evaluating varieties of 
honeyberry from locations through the world, including Japan, 
Saskatchewan, Alaska, and Russia. Though many of the cultivars 
he is testing are not yet for sale, he does have a few plants 
available at his stand. Varieties available include ‘Aurora,’ 
‘Tundra,’ ‘Indigo Gem,’ ‘Indigo Treat,’ and ‘Cinderella.’  

Duane continues to experiment with other types of fruit to include 
cranberry, dwarf mulberry, gooseberry, and currants. To read 
more about Duane and his business, check out his website at 
www.seawaycoldhardygrapes.com  
 

If you are interested in growing honeyberries or other specialty 
fruit, Cornell has considerable resources that can help. Start with the publication Educational Resources for 
Specialty Small Fruit Growers, which is available online. Information on growing cold-hardy grapes can be 
found on Cornell’s website (https://grapesandwine.cals.cornell.edu/) and the Northern Grape Project 
website (http://northerngrapesproject.org/). 
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