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SPOKANE, Wash. — 
They call it the Cosmic 
Crisp. It’s not a video game, 
a superhero or the title of a 
Grateful Dead song.

It’s a new variety of 
apple, coming to a grocery 
store near you Dec. 1.

Cosmic Crisp is the fi rst 
apple ever bred in Wash-
ington state, which grows 
the majority of the United 
States’ apples. It’s expected 
to be a game changer.

Already, growers have 
planted 12 million Cosmic 
Crisp apple trees, a sign of 
confi dence in the new vari-
ety. While only 450,000 
40-pound boxes will be 
available for sale this year, 
that will jump to more than 
two million boxes in 2020 
and more than 21 million by 
2026.

The apple variety was 
developed by Washington 
State University. Washing-
ton growers, who paid for 
the research, will have the 
exclusive right to sell it for 
the fi rst 10 years.

The apple is called Cos-
mic Crisp because of the 
bright yellowish dots on its 
skin, which look like distant 
stars.

“I’ve never seen an 
apple prettier in the orchard 
than these things are,” said 
Aaron Clark of Yakima, 
whose family owns several 

orchards in central Washing-
ton and has planted 80 acres 
of Cosmic Crisps.

The new variety keeps 
for a long time in storage 
and in the refrigerator, said 
Kate Evans, who runs the 
breeding program at Wash-
ington State University.

And it’s an exceptionally 
good “eating apple,” she 
said. “It’s ultra-crisp, very 
juicy and has a good balance 
of sweetness and tartness.”

Cosmic Crisps are a cross 
between the disease-resis-

tant Enterprise and the pop-
ular, crunchy Honeycrisp 
varieties. The Honeycrisp, 
nicknamed “Moneycrisp” 
by some growers, was the 
latest apple to spark a big 
buzz in the United States 
when it was introduced a 
couple of decades ago. It 
was developed by the Uni-
versity of Minnesota.

“This apple (Cosmic 
Crisp) has a good oppor-
tunity to be a hit with a lot 
of people,” said Clark, a 
vice president of Price Cold 

Storage, a company with 
orchards and fruit ware-
houses throughout central 
Washington. “It better be, 
because we are going to 
have a lot of them.”

Apples are a $2.5 billion 
a year business in Wash-
ington, which grows about 
60% of the nation’s supply, 
or nearly 140 million boxes. 
The top varieties are Gala 
(23%), Red Delicious (20%) 
and Fuji (13%).

Apples are grown in the 
arid valleys and brown hill-

sides of central Washington, 
a few hours east of Seattle, 
and watered by irrigation 
projects.

The state has around 
1,500 apple growers and 
175,000 acres of orchards. 
About 50,000 people pick 
some 12 billion apples by 
hand each fall. The fruit is 
exported to 60 countries.

With so much success, 
why was a new apple vari-
ety needed?

“A new apple brings 
excitement,” said Toni Lynn 
Adams, spokeswoman for 
the Washington Apple Com-
mission, which markets 
apples internationally. “A 
new variety can reinvigorate 
a market and industry.”

Washington growers, 
who had watched the market 
share for sometimes mushy 
Red Delicious apples plum-
met over time, were looking 
to replicate the success of 
the Honeycrisp, Adams said.

“It’s going to shake 
things up in a great way,” 
Adams said. “We’re expect-
ing it to increase in volume 
rapidly.”

Adams could not specu-
late on how much Cosmic 
Crisp apples will cost per 
pound.

“Better quality makes for 
better returns,” said Clark, 
the grower. “This is a for-
profi t deal, man. We’re try-
ing to make some money 
with it.”

Remarkably, this is the 
fi rst apple variety developed 

in Washington state, which 
has been known for apples 
for more than a century.

Scientists at WSU’s 
Tree Fruit Research Cen-
ter in Wenatchee spent 20 
years breeding the desired 
apple tree seeds. In addi-
tion to helping pay for that 
research, apple growers 
need a license to buy the 
trees and pay a royalty on 
sales of the fruit.

The trees take three years 
to produce a crop, said Kath-
ryn Grandy, a member of the 
team marketing the apple.

“This will be the largest 
launch of a single variety 
ever, globally,” she said, and 
it’s backed by a $10.5 mil-
lion marketing budget.

Consumers will not have 
trouble fi nding the variety, 
said Grandy, who works for 
a company called Propri-
etary Variety Management 
and is based in the town of 
Chelan, in the heart of apple 
country.

Work on developing 
the variety began in 1997, 
said Evans, of Washington 
State University. The pro-
cess of cross-hybridiza-
tion has been used to breed 
plants for hundreds of years, 
Evans said, and is quite dif-
ferent from the more contro-
versial genetic modifi cation 
methods.

“The goal, in my opin-
ion, is to get more consum-
ers eating apples,” she said. 
“Ultimately that is the goal 
of any plant breeder.”

Washington state breeds new apple
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A Cosmic Crisp apple, partially coated with a white kaolin clay to protect it from sunburn, is 

picked at an orchard in Wapato.
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