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Fresh figs a yearly treat for Poughkeepsie backyard gardener

$3 FOR 3 MONTHS

HURRY! SALE ENDS ON 10/9

One taste and this man was hooked on fresh figs

Lisa Iannucci, For the Poughkeepsie Journal ~ Published 7:00 a.m. ET Sept. 14,2017 | Updated 7:08 a.m. ET Sept. 14,2017
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Michael Fanelli was working in Queens as a landscaper when he noticed some unusual trees in the
neighborhood. Intrigued, he approached the homeowner and asked what kind they were. When the
homeowner told him they were fig trees, he was surprised.

“I just didn't know that figs could grow in our climate,” said Fanelli, 41, a Town of Poughkeepsie resident.

Afig is a small, edible fruit that grows on most species of a Ficus tree and the owner came out with a handful of
them for Fanelli to try.

GARDENING IN FALL: Come fall, gardening season still in swing (/story/tech/science/2016/09/10/valley-

“Once | tasted one, | was hooked,” he said. “There’s no other way to describe it, it's that simple. Up to that point, | had never had a fresh fig before, and it

was amazing. It tasted like candy. It was the most delicious thing I've ever had in my life.”

That night Fanelli, an IBEW Local Union No. 3 electrician, researched figs and found William Muzychko, the owner of Bill’s Figs in Flemington, New

Jersey.

A view of a Brown Turkey fig
grown by Michael Fanelli. (Photo:
Alex H. Wagner/Poughkeepsie
Journal)
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“I called him up, and within a week | went down to his place and | purchased my first fig tree,” Fanelli said. “There
are two ways to grow figs in the Northeast — in the ground, which most people do in New York City, and in pots
up here in Poughkeepsie.”

Fanelli purchased a fig tree to plant in a pot in his backyard.

“Once | got one fig from the tree, it led into another, and to another, and to another,” he said. “There are about
500 different varieties of fig trees out there. The type of fig is based on climate and temperature and where in the
world or region that they will grow — different tastes, textures and so forth. Once you have one, you want to try
another.”
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Today, Fanelli has 30 fig trees of all different sizes on his property, where he lives with his wife Filomena and their daughters, 6-year-old Siena and 11-

year-old Emilia.

“Some of them are about four or five years old now and they're about 5-feet tall by 5-feet wide, and are producing right now anywhere between 100 to
200 figs on each tree,” he said. “Our more mature trees can actually produce about 300 figs in a pot. That's why people like growing them in pots. When
the roots get constricted the plant thinks, 'Oh, my God, I'm getting stressed out. Let me produce more fruit."

Most fig trees start to produce fruit in the second year of growing, Fanelli said, and exponentially produce more each year. A five-year-old tree, for
instance, may produce up to 150 figs, he said.

Among the varieties he grows are Violet da Bordeaux, Black Spanish, Hearty Chicago, Italian Honey, Celeste, Brunswick, Black Greek, Brown Turkey,

Mission, Kadota, Jelly and Brooklyn White figs.
Buy Photo

Some figs grown by Michael Fanelli. (Photo: Alex H. Wagner/Poughkeepsie Journal)

Growing his own figs did come with some challenges.

“My first tree that | bought | killed,” he said. "When you grow them and it's hot it presents certain challenges. One is that you have to constantly water it
every day because they dry out very quickly. | was watering every three or four days and the tree basically died off. So the first mistake | made was
underwatering it. And most people who grow fig trees in pots make this kind of mistake.”

When the fig tree is moved inside for the winter, it must still be watered at least once a month.

“I didn't know that, so the second tree | put it in my garage and | didn't do anything and when spring came it was dead,” he said. “You learn as you go and
I've learned from my mistakes. I've learned what not to do. So it took me a couple of years, but once | figured it out | pretty much now know exactly what
todo.”

Some gardeners grow fig trees in the ground and then wrap the trees in burlap, or even bury them, to protect them over winter.

"But given our climate in the Hudson Valley and what zone — 6A — we’re in, | recommend bringing them in for
best results," he said.

Around the third week in April, Fanelli applies a slow-release fertilizer to each potted plant, which lasts up to four
months. He prunes the trees when the leaves have fallen off, usually around Thanksgiving, as the trees start to
go dormant.

The father of two also hopes that his daughters will take an interest in the fig-growing process.
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Michael Fanelli of the Town of “| figured it might be cool for them to actually see the process of a fig starting from a little thing that looked like a
Poughkeepsie, who grows his
own figs. (Photo: Alex H.
Wagner/Poughkeepsie Journal) go out and pick 50 figs off the tree.”

pea into this luscious fruit,” he said. “Emilia likes a certain variety but she's not really big into fresh figs. Siena will

His wife enjoys the process of his plantings, and the results, as well.

“She knows every variety and will go out there and tell you each variety, and what their pros and cons are and what the differences are,” Fanelli said.
“She also appreciates what goes into fig jam or pesto that we make with our fresh basil because she sees how much work and dedication it takes to
produce that.”

The Fanelli family also belongs to the Poughkeepsie Farm Project, a member-supported farm in the City of Poughkeepsie that grows fresh vegetables

and fruit.

“We love growing our own produce, watching it grow from the trees and then incorporating some of that stuff in our cuisine,” he said. Buv Ph
uy Photo

Michael Fanelli of the Town of Poughkeepsie, pictured with some of his fig trees. (Photo: Alex H. Wagner/Poughkeepsie Journal)

Producing all of these figs results in Fanelli fig parties.

“We call it the Fanelli's Fig Fest,” he said. “September is peak fig season, so usually we have a big party where we have everybody over for potluck and
put the figs out. Everybody brings different recipes and we cook them and we just pair them up with different things.”

Fanelli also makes fig jam throughout the winter and gives it away as Christmas presents.

“It's really good and all organic,” he said.

To others who want to grow fig trees, Fanelli recommends doing exactly what he did.

“Start small and talk to people about it,” he said. “Just don't go out there and buy it. There's plenty of information on the web about growing figs in pots.
Get some estimation so you know what you're getting into. The only downside to growing them in pots is, like | learned, you need to make sure that

they're watered, especially during hot summer days, at least once a day. You also need a place to store them in the winter time, but not a greenhouse
because it's too warm and the tree needs to go dormant.”
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Some Violet de Bordeaux figs grown by Michael Fanelli. (Photo: Alex H. Wagner/Poughkeepsie Journal)

Another great thing about fig trees, Fanelli said, is they are basically pest and rodent resistant.

“Fig trees have no natural predators because they naturally release latex,” he said. “Once a deer bites it, the latex is like a white milky substance and
once it gets in their nose they'll never come back. They're basically maintenance free, which is really good.”

Fanelli’s success with his fig trees has given him the confidence to grow other things as well.
“I know if | need to do that to survive, | can,” he said.

His ultimate dream, in the next year or two, would be to produce enough to host a neighborhood get-together and to open his property up to others to
enjoy the figs, with a donation gathered for the MS Foundation. This would be in honor of a close friend of his who is living with the disorder, he said.

Lisa lannucci is a freelance writer. Contact her at features@poughkeepsiejournal.com Buv Ph
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Some figs grown by Michael Fanelli. (Photo: Alex H. Wagner/Poughkeepsie Journal)
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5 fig facts

» The fig is the most talked about fruit in the Bible — figs were mentioned in a Babylonian hymn book about 2000 B.C.

» Figs provide more fiber than any other fruit or vegetable.

« The fig tree is the symbol of abundance, fertility and sweetness.

« If you want to freeze a fresh fig, it will keep up to three months in the freezer.

* “We Wish You a Merry Christmas” includes the line, “Now bring us some figgy pudding, now bring us some figgy pudding, now bring us some
figgy pudding, and bring some out here," but many modern day versions of figgy pudding do not include figs. It all depends on how you make
it.

Fanelli's fig jam
To make fig jam, take 10 medium figs. Boil them down with 1 cup of water, 1 cup of sugar, the juice of half a lemon and a tablespoon of cinnamon. Once

the mixture reaches a boil, blend using an immersion blender, simmer for another half an hour and then add one packet of pectin (Fanelli prefers the half-
sugar variety). This will make one 10-ounce jar of jam. Note:Follow guidelines for canning if you'd like to preserve the jam for future use.

Share your passion

Do you have work, a hobby or other pastime about which you are passionate? Tell us about it! Send your name, email and daytime telephone with a one-
paragraph description of what you love to bfarrell@poughkeepsiejournal.com; please include "my passion" in the subject line.

Read or Share this story: http://pojonews.co/2x1GoBE
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