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Richard Hamlin 

Tracy Chevalier writes in exactly the 
way I'd like to if I ever get around to 
blowing away all the fluff in my life and 
actually doing something creative!  This 
is the second Chevalier novel I've read, 
having enjoyed ‘The Last Runaway’ too 
and I wouldn't hesitate to recommend 
her to anyone considering trying her 
work.  I simply love the way she 
builds a narrative, gradually 
revealing key details in a subtle 
fashion, allowing the story to 
gently develop and grow. Her 
characters are interesting and the plot 
commands attention.  In short she tells a 
good tale! 

Robert Goodenough is a decent, honest 
and compassionate man in mid-19th 
Century America.  We meet him as a 

young boy, scarred by the effects of his parents feuding as they cope with the 
demands of a harsh life in Black Swamp, Ohio. The early section is nicely split 
between Chevalier's third person narrative and Sadie Goodenough's embittered 
yet humorously compelling first person. It sets the scene perfectly for the main 
focus of the novel as Robert heads west to escape his past and never stops, 
uncertain of exactly what is driving him or what he's searching for. 

A constant throughout the novel is Robert's fascination with trees.  Not perhaps 
an obvious premise on which to base a story but it was original and worked 
perfectly within the plot.  Don't be under any illusions however: this is a human 
story about a man finding himself.  It’s well told, evenly paced and was, 



 

for me, absorbing.  If you like good story telling in an understated way, 
you'll enjoy ‘At the Edge of the Orchard’. 

 

Sarah Harper  

Stunning, haunting and truly memorable, this story of hardship and 
resilience, with its beautifully imagined apple trees and giant 
sequoias, will transport you effortlessly to another place and time.  

The hardship of life as a settler in the harshly uncompromising conditions of 
Ohio’s Black Swamp is unimaginable. In 1838 the Goodenoughs have to fight to 
survive every single day but, along with the stagnant water and stinking mud 
of this brutal landscape, comes the swamp fever which brings them to their 
knees each and every year. Clinging on to the hope of producing 50 viable apple 
trees within 3 years in order to claim the land as their own, James is driven by 
his love of the trees and their fruit. His precious Golden Pippins, which he 
brought with him from Connecticut, are lovingly grafted onto the root-stock of 
the inedible ‘spitters’ whose fruits are only good for cider or the even more 
potent applejack. But although their children are hard workers, his wife Sadie 
fights him every step of the way. Increasingly dependent on applejack she 
becomes more and more cruel and vindictive towards anyone or anything she 
feels deserves it, either because they make her feel inadequate or inferior or for 
pretty much no reason at all. As her relationship with James spirals 
downwards we are drawn into the future by the letters sent home by Robert, 
their youngest son. He has forged a new life, driven by his need to get away 
from the swamp and moulded by the love of trees instilled in him by his father. 
Robert appears to be alone in the world but the ties which bind us to our 
families are strong and, as their stories draw to a close, the events mapping out 
the Goodenough’s lives fall into place with heart-soaring highs and crashing 
lows. 

In the same league as the stunning ‘Burial Rites’ by Hannah Kent and Cecilia 
Ekbäck’s astounding ‘Wolf Winter’, this haunting tale is equally memorable. 

 

Linda Hill  

‘At the Edge of the Orchard’ is another of Tracy Chevalier’s books 
that I loved, admired and feel privileged to have read.  

I found the early stages of the book quite brutal and so affecting. All the 
characters are flawed and so beautifully depicted. Sadie is an incredible 
creation. I loathed her completely but sympathised with her bitterness, her 
sadness and her desire for affection, especially from her children. She had my 
empathy too. It was almost a relief when the focus of the book moved to Robert. 



 

The framework of ‘At the Edge of the Orchard’ is so intelligent and well-
constructed. Using Sadie’s own voice early on separately among the rest of the 
text isolated her even more from the family and I found the later letters that 
advance the plot in Robert’s story heartbreaking. 

There’s a darkness and almost claustrophobic feel despite Robert’s attempt to 
keep moving in the great outdoors but there’s some light too so that the balance 
feels just right. I have to admit to shedding a tear or two towards the end of the 
story where there is both optimism and sadness. What I think Tracy Chevalier 
does so well is to show the reader humanity in all its forms in a way that doesn’t 
sanitise real life struggle. 

http://lindasbookbag.com 

You can follow Linda on Twitter: @Lindahill50Hill 

 

Tracey Copeland 

Thank you so much for allowing me to review this book - I did read it very 
quickly in only a couple of nights - not my usual kind of story but enjoyed it. 

James and Sadie Goodenough settle 'where their wagon gets stuck', in a muddy 
swamp in Ohio - they need to tend their patch of land and grow 50 fruit trees to 
enable them to have a claim on their patch and property - apple trees are grown 
- they face a long battle.   James loves eating apples but Sadie prefers the apples 
which can be made into Applejack or Cider - a release from the daily struggle of 
swamp life.        

Again Tracy Chevalier has shown us another historical era and 
place, the moods and desperate times of these people up against this 
lifestyle. I did enjoy this book but still feel that my favourite by this author is 
‘Girl with the Pearl Earring’ - however, I have read and will read all of her 
novels. 

 

Hilary Stookes 

Tracy Chevalier’s meticulous research has paid off as she has woven 
fact and fiction together in this book, which takes the reader from 
the Black Swamp of Ohio across America to California in the 1800s. 

Her sense of place is vividly demonstrated in descriptions of the Black Swamp 
and the difficulties of living there – “We weren’t livin’ with the land, but alive 
despite it”.  

Her characters leap from the page – James with his passion for apple trees, his 
wife Sadie who is spiteful, manipulative and often drunk. This is a couple 



 

constantly at war with each other, not helped by five of their ten children 
having died of swamp fever.  

It is the youngest child who features in much of the book after a tragic incident 
takes place. Sadie says of him “Robert was the Goodenough with the most future 
in him, the one the swamp wouldn’t get” and this proves to be the case. 

Robert eventually finds his calling working with tree agent William Lobb 
collecting seeds and seedlings to be sent to England. Their relationship is 
beautifully described – “Robert was the sponge and Lobb the river of knowledge 
he soaked in”. 

Though some aspects of the book are bleak, others are not – the descriptions of 
the massive trees, in particular, are striking. Later in the book, Robert’s past re-
visits him and the circumstances of his life change. The book ends on an 
uplifting note, reflecting the putting down of roots not only by trees but also by 
people too. 

 

Jo-anne Atkinson 

A new Tracy Chevalier book is a real treat and this is no exception. 
Exploring familial relationships, built upon the pioneer spirit and 
with a passion for nature this is a beautifully crafted novel.  

In the mid-1800s James Goodenough moves his wife Sadie and young family 
west in search of some land to cultivate.  Settling in the Black Swamp in Ohio 
the family is wracked by the swamp fever and James and Sadie's relationship 
spirals downhill over her drinking and his obsession with sweet eating apples.  
Following a tragedy their son Robert works his way west, trying to escape the 
past, unable to settle.  Robert shares his father's love of plants and falls into 
working as a seed collector, drawn to the giant trees of California.  However 
when his past and present collide Robert realises that maybe he can't carry on 
running west on his own. 

Tracy Chevalier is a novelist who is at her peak, she has developed a wonderful 
style of writing which is both evocative but also tells a tale, which like gossamer, 
wafts in and out of a narrative.  Written from several perspectives the 
intertwined histories of the Goodenoughs lead to a plot that is Shakespearian in 
its tragedy and yet completely redemptive at the end.  I wish I could have read it 
more slowly to enjoy the prose but I was so engrossed I wanted to know what 
happened next - the mark of a truly wonderful book. 

www.pluckedhighbrow.wordpress.com 

 

 



 

Janet Lambert  

A historical period drama set in a location I've never read about before - The 
black swamp of Ohio - the very name oozes mud and drags you down into the 
mire, which is what happens to the Goodenough family when they settle there, 
attempting to cultivate an apple orchard in conditions you really wouldn't want 
to try and grow even a weed in. This is a grim and bleak place where the family 
are pretty isolated, relying on each other for company it's perhaps 
understandable that they become even more insular and fight amongst each 
other. Above all else this is a story of family but a family I really wouldn't want 
to belong to. 

The desolate location is mournful and claustrophobic yet expansive too, the 
characters in turns repel then fascinate and the shocking events within these 
pages, even though unexpected, almost seem inevitable in hindsight. 

I was sucked into the black swamp from the first paragraph of this 
unique and absorbing tale and my destiny bound to that of Robert 
Goodenough as he searches for whatever it is that's missing from his 
life. I'd like to read more about what happens afterwards. Although I have no 
idea if the author plans a sequel, this intrepid novel well deserves a re-visit. 

http://beadyjansbooks.blogspot.co.uk/2016/01/at-edge-of-orchard-tracy-
chevalier.html 

 

Helen  

This book describes one young man’s struggle to come to terms with 
his past, what made him leave behind everything he loved and start 
a new life and the highs and lows he faces along the way.  

‘At the Edge of the Orchard’ charters the lives of the Goodenough family from 
1838 until 1856 and particularly focuses on their youngest son Robert and his 
struggle to come to terms with his family's past and what made him leave 
behind everything he loved and start a new life.  Chavalier focuses on the highs 
and lows Robert Goodenough faces during his journey to a better life. 

The book begins in Ohio in 1838 with James and Sadie Goodenough who have 
settled into the Black Swamp, planting apple trees in order to claim the land for 
themselves, they find life very hard and have to cope with losing several of their 
children to swamp fever.  Chevalier has used something as simple as an apple 
tree and applied imagery and imagination to make ‘At the Edge of the Orchard’ 
a novel about life, love and loss whilst keeping the apple trees and their produce 
central to its core and turning roots of trees into the roots of her characters. 

All of the family have their own unique way of using the apples as some kind of 
comfort against the struggles they are facing, James the father and husband 
spends hour and hours labouring over growing golden pippins while Sadie, his 



 

wife, concentrates her efforts on getting drunk on the applejack made from the 
spitters.  Robert uses his love of growing and picking apples to focus his 
attentions on, to eradicate his pain and suffering. 

The heart of the book is the story of Robert and what happens to him after 
fleeing the family home following a dramatic event which, no matter how much 
he tries to put it in the past, will never leave him until the day he is forced to 
confront exactly what happened on that day that forced him to flee. 

 

Dana Captainino  

The latest book from Tracy Chevalier does not disappoint.  As with her 
other novels she demonstrates her supreme abilities as a writer with 
her flair for focusing down into the minutiae of a specific period and 
place in history.  This time we read about the story of an American pioneer 
family growing apples in Ohio and struggling to meet the settlement 
requirements to claim the land as their own. 

The harshness and sheer misery that the Goodenoughs face living in the heart of 
the Black Swamp is almost unbearable as their children are dying one by one 
from fever and the relationship between Sadie and James deteriorates to its 
dramatic conclusion. 

The story picks up 15 years later as we follow their youngest son Robert across 
the states of America as he pursues first gold and later the giant pine trees from 
which he earns his living.  He has become a plant collector gathering seeds and 
seedlings to ship abroad.  Basically a loner Robert has made comfortable links 
with a few people and finally seems to be reaching some inner peace and 
contentment in his life.  

But then his brutal past comes rushing back and as his world explodes apart 
and changes irrevocably he finds some comfort at last in an unlikely place. 

 

Sue Broom  

A straightforward historical novel based in part on real events.  The 
human elements to this novel paled compared with the fascinating 
detail about the trees.  

I knew there were redwood and sequoia trees growing happily in Britain, 
planted during the mid-19th century by collectors, but hadn’t considered how 
difficult it must have been to get them here in viable condition so I was 
enchanted by the author’s detailed description of their perilous journey from 
California by ship via the Panama Canal.   

 



 

She also gives us a glimpse into the lives of pioneers in the United States, the 
hardship they endured and the determination required to make a success of 
farming unforgiving wilderness, in this case trying to create orchards on 
swampy ground.  Robert’s family fares badly and he escapes to make a 
succession of ‘fresh starts’ in various parts of the States, heading west until he 
reaches California and embarks on a career collecting seeds for British 
landscape gardeners.  He is a man who has spent his life ‘at the edge’, never 
settling, never committing, constantly moving on in search of a peaceful, 
fulfilling life.  How and where he finds this surprises him. 

Tracy Chevalier writes without ambiguity.  She tells a straightforward story 
and this is the strength of this novel.  There are real-life characters here and 
those who are her own creations come across as real people too, if rather one-
dimensional in some cases.  She doesn’t have her main character Robert think 
too deeply about what he is doing - he has survived against the odds and pretty 
much takes whatever chances are offered.  The human elements to this novel 
took very much second place for me compared with the fascinating detail about 
the trees - the big trees of California on their way to Britain and the 
Herefordshire apple trees that had come in the opposite direction. 

 

Jane Pepler  

The story of James and Sadie Goodenough, American pioneers, who have 
planted fifty apple trees to claim the land as their own, in the Black Swamp, 
Ohio.  

Life is very hard and the couple lose several of their many children to Swamp 
Fever. Sadie is a sharp-tongued alcoholic who rails against her husband and 
children. James just wants to make something of his small orchard and is often 
frustrated and angered by his wife’s behaviour. The relationship is at best, 
volatile. 

The novel is set in two halves – the first is the story of the harsh life that Sadie 
and James live. The second half concentrates on their son Robert as he roams 
America – always moving west, away from the terrible incident that made him 
leave his family. After some years of roaming, Robert meets William Lobb, a 
plant collector, and his life takes a turn for the better. 

I enjoyed the way the novel was laid out – the fact that it was in two sections, 
and the way that the passage of time is described in letters between the 
characters. Chevalier’s writing is, as ever, beautifully descriptive, but 
never wordy or boring. Chevalier writes about the natural world in 
an easy, fascinating way, as found previously in her writing in ‘Remarkable 
Creatures’ and the world of fossils. 

 

 



 

Angie Rhodes 

This is an odd story, one that took a while to get going. 

The Black Swamps, in Ohio 1838. Sadie, and James Goodenough, along with 
their family, have lived and worked here for many years. 

Life is hard, with Swamp Fever taking many lives, picking off their children one 
by one. Growing apples is the one thing that keeps them going, For James it is 
the Golden Pippins, or ' eaters' as he calls them, but for Sadie it is 'spitters' sour 
tasting apples, fit only for Applejack cider, perfect for getting drunk.  

 They fight all the time, and this begins to take its toll, and for one child it gets so 
bad he leaves. Sadie, and James, carry on as before, while Robert, the youngest 
son, seeks his fortune, but all the while he is haunted by memories of his family, 
and though he tries to forget, you can never really hide from the past, as he is 
about to find out. 

 

Phylippa Smithson  

If you ever wanted to know in great details how the apple industry 
was established in 1830s USA, this is for you.  If you don’t, perhaps 
move to a different book on the shelf.  

The idea was great, following the harsh life of the Goodenough family of 12 
further to their migration from Connecticut to Black Swamp Ohio.  The 
desperately hard life took its toll not just as a result of the difficulties of 
establishing a working and profitable orchard but at the significant loss of life.  
Wife Sadie gave birth to 10 and only 5 survived. 

Beyond the apples, we follow the life of Robert, one of the survivors, further to 
his escape at 18.  But did he travel west to flee the tragedy that befell the family, 
or was he running away? 

Chevalier certainly found powerful words to describe the ruthless world of the 
19th century for its inhabitants.  But I found it difficult to engage with a story 
that sought to present an overly exhaustive explanation of an apple orchard 
farmer and his trials to establish a crop in the harsh conditions of Ohio which 
evidently were not conducive to this kind of crop. 

But the joys of life mean to some, this will be a ‘must read’ choice.  It’s just I am 
not one of them. 

 

 

 



 

Lou Woods  

This book brilliantly captures the spirit of adventure and hope found 
in setting out for a new life, and the harsh reality of where that 
adventure might take you.  

Although I felt this book was a little disjointed, I still really enjoyed it. The 
descriptions are amazing, so evocative that I could taste the apples and really 
smell the trees. I would have liked to stay in the swamp a little longer, the story 
there ended so abruptly without warning, and while the reason for this becomes 
clear later on, it was still a shock, to change narrator and introduce a new story 
of a character I hadn’t really noticed before.   

It reveals a dark side of life for those impoverished by their situation, and the 
heart-breaking decision someone might make to change their fortune.  Very 
readable, and with characters I felt drawn to, especially the young Martha, 
whose misfortune is to be disliked by her mother, when she is such a good child, 
helpful and kind. Her story is the one that left me most haunted; she is worth so 
much more than the life she is given. 

There are gaps in the story I would have liked explored further, and at the 
conclusion a lot of things are hurriedly tied up, and not always in a way I hoped 
for, yet it was still a good read and one I would go back to and revisit. I would 
also love a sequel; there is another story to explore here, one that offers renewed 
hope that you can change your fortune and not be bound by the origins of your 
life, that you can still be surprised by a twist of fate. 

 

Fiona Rothery  

This is such an original and powerful novel, I loved it!  It uncovers the 
lives of people who moved to undeveloped areas of the United States in the 
nineteenth century in search of land to call their own.  The story alternates 
between the brutal life in the Black Swamps of Ohio in the 1830's and the 
pioneers of developing towns and tourism in 1850's California. 

In making a home for themselves, in the Black Swamps of Ohio, James and 
Sadie Goodenough live a tough, bitter sweet existence, raising their family, 
battling to survive swamp fever and planting apple trees to secure the land they 
have claimed.  In response to a family tragedy their son Robert escapes the 
Black Swamp and travels west to California at the time of the Gold rush and the 
beginning of the tourist industry.  

This novel highlights the tree men and plant collectors of the nineteenth century 
who gathered seeds from the simple Golden Pippin Apple trees of England to the 
giant Redwood and massive Sequoia trees of America, transporting them and 
supporting their survival.  The author brings to life the people who 
bravely travelled to new areas, experiencing new sights, tastes and 



 

experiences, making the world a smaller place and working hard for their 
own survival while creating roots for their families. 

 

Josie Barton  

‘At the Edge of the Orchard’ is a story about family. It’s about the unbreakable 
bonds that tie people together and of the challenges that life can bring.  

Black Swamp, Ohio, in 1838, is a place sinking in the mud of its own despair. 
James and Sadie Goodenough just about manage to eke out a living in the black 
mud which gives the swamp its name. Misery and desolation seem to go hand in 
hand, and even the simple joy of raising a family doesn’t lift either James or 
Sadie’s spirits. James finds comfort as a simple arborist, tenderly nurturing his 
Golden Pippin apple trees in the hope of securing a dream which will make the 
land his own. Sadie finds her own brand of comfort in the sharpness of 
applejack, an alcoholic by-product of apple growing, which is as tart as her 
tongue. The Goodenough children bear the brunt of James and Sadie’s petty 
indifference and for the children their only means of survival is the hope of 
escape. 

What then follows is a sparse and beautifully written account of a moral 
journey which will span over fifteen years. Part observational account and part 
epistolary, ‘At the Edge of the Orchard’ is not just a love affair with the land and 
the wonders of nature, it’s also a story about self-determination and self-belief. 
There is no doubt that, in the hands of this imaginative writer, this 
unique journey of self-discovery is both heart-breaking and uplifting 
in equal measure. 

http://jaffareadstoo.blogspot.co.uk/ 

 

Edel Waugh 

This is the story about the Goodenough family who live in the black swamp. The 
mother and father have no real respect for each other and their children see 
this. When their rage reaches its pinnacle one day, one of their children, Robert, 
goes in search of a better life far away from this dismal and depressing place 
leaving all his family behind. We catch up with him through the years with 
letters he writes to his family as he continues his adventures.  

The story is beautiful and tragic, truly grim at times, but Robert is 
resilient and does not let all the bad things in life keep him down. The 
story was definitely a journey with Robert, through years and people he meets 
and it made great reading. If you are a fan of the author already then I 
recommend this, if you are not then please pick this up!  



 

http://edelwaugh.blogspot.ie/2016/02/at-edge-of-orchard-by-tracey-
chevalier.html?m=1 

 

Jenny Duffy  

James and Sadie Goodenough struggle to make a living in the Black Swamp; to 
grow apple trees in the marshy ground, to survive the hot summers. They have 
lost children to the swamp fever, and they have lost their love to James’ 
obsession with the apple trees and Sadie’s obsession with applejack. Years later, 
their son Robert journeys across America, always heading west, always moving 
away from home. However, his past eventually catches up with him… 

‘At the Edge of the Orchard’ is a bleak book, Tracy Chevalier makes the 
discomfort of living in the swamp vivid in her readers’ minds. At one point, a 
character remarks that life is full of sorrows and that really is a central theme 
of the book. It is also a book that is very much about family, how our family 
continue to influence us and the ties that bind us to home. I loved the way letters 
were used to show the passage of time and how the characters grew, but also to 
very effectively fill readers in on developments in the intervening years. 
However, another is the awe-inspiring beauty of the natural world. ‘In his 
travels Robert had seen many things that had given him an ache deep in his 
chest, like a splinter of sadness needling into his heart.’ It is a very atmospheric 
book, Chevalier describes the landscapes the Goodenoughs encounter in a 
painterly manner. A memorable and affecting read. 

https://thebookstheartandme.wordpress.com 

 

  

  

  

  

 

 


