
FLT: What inspired you to get into agricul-
ture?

BROWN: My mom was an amazing gardener
and had the veritable green thumb, so people
came from miles around to see her garden. My
dad bred racing pigeons, which is a rather
strange hobby. So, between her passion for
plants and his passion for making faster birds
that he could win money on, I got a little bit of
the genetics from him and the plant love from
her. I wasn’t always sure that it was what I was
going to do, but I was always good at science.
When I went to school I took my first taxonomy

breeding class and, it was like, I could create
something. ... I could never be a medical doctor
because I don’t like blood, but with plants I can
use the knowledge of genetics and I could cre-
ate brand new things the no one has ever seen
before and no one has gotten to taste before, so
you get to create but in a living sense.

FLT: What brought you to the Finger Lakes
region?

BROWN: I studied fruit. I wanted to be a
plant breeder. I loved the ornamental aspect,
but I wanted to do something to combine the

food with feeding people. Fruit production real-
ly has both aesthetics. The flowers are really
gorgeous, but they feed people. I worked for my
master’s degree with a very large fruit-breed-
ing program. I went to [UC] Davis because I
wanted to make the science more robust,
because with the knowledge of genetics you can
enhance your likelihood of success. I worked on
a breeding program there and, as you might
imagine, there’s not many fruit-breeding jobs
in the country. There used to be that every
state had some, but now Geneva and Cornell

A CONVERSATION WITH: Susan Brown

“A Conversation ...” is a regu-

lar Times feature, designed to

give our readers a glimpse of

various individuals who stop

in and share an hour or so of

their time, talking with us

about today’s issues.

Spencer Tulis photos / Finger Lakes Times

Age: 57
Lives: Geneva
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Troopers investigate

Sodus double homicide
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New York State Police were investigating the scene of what they are calling a double homicide at a home on the
corner of Champlin Road and Route 14 in the town of Sodus Sunday.

Finger Lakes Times
VARICK — An Ohio

woman participating in
Sunday’s Musselman Half-
Iron triathlon was serious-
ly injured when she fell off
her bike.

State police said Lan Lin
Zhang, 31, of Columbus,
was taken to Strong
Memorial Hospital in
Rochester in critical condi-
tion. The hospital said it
had no information on her
this morning. 

Zhang’s accident fol-
lowed the death Saturday
of Michael Coyle, 38, of
Rochester. Coyle was com-
peting in the mini-Mussel
when his bike collided with
an SUV that had run out of
gas and was parked along
Route 96A.

State police said Zhang
was riding east on Ogden
Road and lost control of her
bike when she slowed for a
water station about 9:25
a.m. 

Mercy Flight took her to
the Rochester hospital,
state police said. 

Cyclist

seriously

injured

By MIKE HIBBARD
mhibbard@fltimes.com

SODUS — As of this
morning, state police had
not revealed the identities
of two women found dead
Sunday afternoon in the
town, apparently the vic-
tims of a homicide.

Troopers and investiga-
tors went to a single-family
home on the corner of
Champlin Road and Route
14 about 4 p.m. and found
the bodies of two adult
females, a mother and her
daughter, inside. As of
presstime, investigators are
calling the deaths suspicious

Bonnie & Clyde
The Phelps-Clifton Springs
Spring Community Theatre
will present the Finger
Lakes regional premiere of
“Bonnie & Clyde,” a musical
American love story, July
18-21 in the Midlakes High
School auditorium.

— Page 6A

Also inside
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Mother, daughter

found in home

 See SODUS on Page 4A
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Brian MacIlvain of Boston
gets sprayed by Sarah
Heieck on White Springs
Road in the town of
Geneva during Sunday’s
Musselman Half-Iron.
MacIlvain would finish
second in the men’s race.
See Page 1B for a story on
the race and pages 5A and
4B for more photos.
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are especially known for
their breeding programs. I
visited here as a master’s
student and thought I
would love to work here.
And then, when there were
only about four positions in
the country, one of them
was in Geneva as a cherry
breeder. I applied and my
dream came true.

FLT: How did you to
come to be an apple breed-
er?

BROWN: I am not an
apple farmer per se, but I
am an apple breeder. An
apple farmer would grow
apples. I create them, test
them, then give them to
growers around the state
to try. It is the best of all
worlds. I loved being a
cherry breeder but, as you
might imagine, this weath-
er would make me go crazy.

... I wanted to be the apple
breeder. There is a lot more
opportunity to change the
industry.

FLT: How many differ-
ent breeds of apples are
there?

BROWN: Overall, there
are over 7,000 on record. In
New York there are 30-50
different varieties, but if
you look at the apple grow-
ers’ website there are prob-
ably at least 70 different
types.

FLT: What is the process
of creating a new type of
apple?

BROWN: Well, you are a
parent, and you know that
your offspring will have
some genes from you and
the other parent and
maybe some from your
grandparents. I take a
variety that I know people

like, or I like — an exam-
ple would be Honeycrisp. A
lot of people like
Honeycrisp; I wish it had a
little more flavor. The
growers that grow
Honeycrisp, only 40 per-
cent make it to market at
times because it has a
number of disorders. I
would take that parent and
cross it by something that
is not prone to those disor-
ders. So, we physically
transfer pollen from the
parent that does not have
those disorders to
Honeycrisp and then, by
making those crosses,
every seed is a hybrid. We
grow out hundreds if not
thousands to find the best
combinations.

I have a research sup-
port specialist, Kevin
Maloney, and we will go
through the offspring and
taste a ton of apples every
fall. Then you have to say,
‘Is this better than what is
out there?’ Sometimes, one
of the biggest frustrations
is that the offspring will
look like parents. We don’t
want that, because then
there is confusion. We
want it to be a perfect com-
bination ... and that is

hard to get.

FLT: Is there a lot of
trial and error in the
process?

BROWN: There is, but it
is also based on science.
We have a machine that
measures sugars, a
machine that measures
how much acid, a machine
that tells how crisp it is.
What we will do if we bring
something in is we subjec-
tively measure it when we
are eating it, and compare
it to stuff that would out
there. Then we will store it
for months to see how it
stores. ... There is scientif-
ic trial and error that
make growers more confi-
dent to try it because they
know that the apples have
been through this process.

FLT: What is the
favorite thing about your
job?

BROWN: I work with
people that are passionate
about what they do. I am
passionate. We have this
great group of people that
eat, live and sleep what
they do, but we are down to
earth too.

FLT: How does a job that
is so dependent on the
weather affect you?

BROWN: There is no
perfect climate because it
is always changing. For
example, we put in irriga-
tion last year, but did we
need it this year? And, it
was a big investment. The
pathologists love this
weather because they are
getting diseases. We had
the frost last year and we
learned which varieties
could withstand the frost.

You always have to look
at the glass half full, and
there is always ways to
make something out of a
bad situation. We had hail,
which was not good, and
when we have weather like
this we will be taking notes
on diseases.

FLT: Do you do your
apple breeding on Ag
Station land, or do you
have your own land?

BROWN: We are really
fortunate to have really
good facilities at the sta-
tion. We have 900 acres,
and I use a small fraction,
so our seedling orchards
and test orchards are
there. We also put test tri-
als throughout New York
state grower orchards, and
they get a different type of
care. They may use differ-
ent sprays, different sys-
tems, so you see how it
adapts across different
sites.

FLT: How long does it
take to get form seed to
fruit?

BROWN: We can get

fruit in four years. It used
to be 8-12 [years] before we
even saw fruit. When we
see fruit we can then put it
on a dwarfing root stalk
and we can make identical
copies of that plant.

FLT: Do you ever get
tired of eating apples?

BROWN: I do, but it is
part of the job. The down-
side is that my kids say
there is never apple pie at
the house, or why isn’t
there an apple here.
Because we eat it all day
long you turn green some-
times.

I eat more apples than
anybody. They are healthy
for you.

FLT: What do you do
when you walk into a gro-
cery store and see the
apple display?

BROWN: I will try any-
thing that I see new. I’ll
look around to see if any-
one is around and I will
check out the competition.
People always ask what is
your favorite apple; it is
one of mine. It is not a
named variety, but some-
thing that I have created.

FLT: What have you cre-
ated?

BROWN: It is called
Triple 15. It is really spicy
and has a lot more flavor
than a lot of apples on the
market. It has a high bal-
ance of sugar and acids. It
has more acids than some
apples but more sugar
modulates it. It has a nice,
juice-kind of mouth feel.

FLT: Will it be on the
market?

BROWN: Because I like
this apple so much, we
brought it to Cornell din-
ing and asked for the kids
to be brutally honest, and
they were. It was amazing
the response that we got —
it will be named — but the
problem is, cosmetically,
it’s not perfect. We still buy
with our eyes as con-
sumers. It has russet like a
pear, but people don’t like
russet, even though it is
just cork cells. Growers
will spend a lot of time to
prevent russet.

FLT: What do you do
during the winter season?

BROWN: That’s when
we are writing grants, out
presenting to groups. I get
great satisfaction from
what I do — I work a lot —
but it’s wonderful.
Everyone who works there
does. And, students bring
new insight and help you
look at things from a dif-
ferent perspective.

FLT: What has been the
greatest obstacle you have
overcome?

BROWN: Well, I guess it
is not really an obstacle,
but being a scientist and
having small children was
difficult. You learn to be a
master at trying to manage
time, family, research,
schedules and, as you
know, if a child gets sick
everything goes out the
window, so I learned to
pre-plan. If I had a paper
due Friday I would get it
done Wednesday.

FLT: How did you
become the associate direc-
tor at the Ag Station?

BROWN: I was the asso-
ciate chair of horticulture,
and by doing that I learned
a little more about the
administrative aspects and
also some of the challenges
that you face, and I have
been very proactive about
explaining why research is
important. The dean had
asked me if I would consid-
er being the associate
director because we do face
some challenges in having
people know what we do. A
lot of people don’t neces-
sarily know about the
research that we do and,
also, I know about the
industry. My research
spans basic or in-depth
studies to applied. By
doing that I can represent
our faculty and explain the
programs because I have
the genetic aspect to put it
out on the field.

I am committed to our
station and what it has
done. I would love to do
nothing but breed apples
and live in that world, but
I have colleagues that have
been there a long time and
some new ones, and we
want to make sure that we
are positioned perfectly.

FLT: Are you excited
about the transition into
the administrative end?

BROWN: I am because
we have such a good story
to tell. We want to advo-
cate for what we do. We are
going to work to tell our
story better. We do work at
the schools, we work with
Hobart and William Smith.
I have an undergraduate
that is from Cornell in hor-
ticulture sciences — she is
working with me this sum-
mer on a project — and she
said to me that she took
genetics and never liked it,
but she said that this is
cool. She said I get it now, I
understand why you are
looking at these two genes.

I can see how my
research impacts someone
else or, when looking for
funding, I know that one
person is working on this
or that and maybe we can
make bridges.

FLT: What is the biggest
challenge for Cornell right
now?

BROWN: The funding
situation with the USDA
sequester and state budget
and influences of situa-
tions like the Farm Bill
and immigration coalesce
to make planning difficult,
but what’s nice is that,
more than ever, we are
communicating and mak-
ing sure that legislature
and others know what we
do and what we are trying
to achieve.

We have a wonderful
administrative group, so I
have great confidence that
we will cut through this
OK, but the landscape has
changed. We used to have a
lot more access to
resources, and now you
have to do grants. To be
successful in grants and
publications you have to be
convincing about why what
you do is important.
Everyone at the station is
working towards safer
food, to make better food,
to make food with less
problems with disease or
insects ... that is huge.

— Transcribed by
Julie Anderson
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but providing no other
details, including the
cause of death.

Troopers said that the
women were taking care of
pets for the homeowner,
who is out of the country.

Investigators added that
there was a small fire
burning inside the resi-
dence that appears to have
been intentionally set.
Sodus firefighters quickly
extinguished the blaze.

State police in Lyons,
who are handling the case,
referred questions this
morning to Trooper Mark
O’Donnell, public informa-
tion officer for
Farmington-based Troop
E, which covers Wayne
County.

O’Donnell said state
police were not releasing
any new information this
morning. He said at this
time, the cause of death is
undetermined and the
investigation is continu-
ing.

SODUS
 Continued from Page 1A

BROWN

 Continued from Page 1A

7,000-plus apple breeds on record
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determined she was operat-
ing on a suspended driver’s
license.

PHELPS — Jasmine
Sparrow, 20, of 71 Clark St.,
Geneva, was involved in a
hit-and-run motor vehicle
accident while driving on
Route 318 Saturday.

County deputies said
Sparrow’s vehicle was hit
while she was turning into
the 7/11 gas station. The
person whose vehicle hit
Sparrow’s fled the scene.

Sparrow was taken to
Geneva General Hospital
for complaints of neck pain
and released.

The investigation contin-
ues.

HOPEWELL — Two peo-
ple were hurt in a motor
vehicle accident Friday.

County deputies said
Megan Godlewski, 17 of 181
Chapel St., Canandaigua,
was driving westbound on
Route 488 when she lost
control of her vehicle, caus-
ing it to roll over multiple
times.

Godlewski and a passen-

ger, Gina M. Godlewski, 18,
of 181 Chapin St., Canan-
daigua, were taken to
Strong Memorial Hospital,
where they were treated
and released.

Megan Godlewski was
ticketed for failure to keep
right.

SENECA COUNTY
SENECA FALLS —

Robert A. Morehouse, 40, of
2906 Lower Lake Road, was
charged Sunday by town
police with endangering the
welfare of a child. He was
charged after police
responded to a report of
three children not being
supervised.

Morehouse was given an
appearance ticket to town
court.

SENECA FALLS —
Kevin M. Arndt, 20, of 34
Bridge St., was charged
Saturday by town police
with criminal obstruction of
breathing or blood circula-
tion, second-degree unlaw-
ful imprisonment and sec-
ond-degree harassment.
The charges stem from a
domestic dispute.

Arndt was arraigned in
court and released on his
own recognizance.

POLICE
 Continued from Page 3A
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