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Katrina McAlexander’s three-generation or-
chard story is, like many successful farm 
stories, one of adaptation, a savvy, simple 

brand of entrepreneurship and a big, hopeful 
heart. Her grandparents started buying Parkdale 
farmland in the 1930s, shortly after emigrating 
from Switzerland. They ended up with 100 acres 
of pears and apples along the West Fork of the 
Hood River. In late summer they took the harvest 
to the packing house and got paid enough to carry 
the family through the next winter and spring.

By the time McAlexander’s parents bought the farm in 1974, that model of farm to packing house 
was wearing thin financially. Ruthie and Lyle McAlexander opened a fruit stand at the farm, inviting the 
community and the increasing number of tourists to buy directly from them. It worked and kept the 
farm afloat as the Fruit Loop tourism grew in the Hood River Valley.

In 2014, McAlexander, a nurse practitioner, bought the farm from her parents. The fruit stand remained 
successful and the farm had grown to more than 300 acres of pears, apples, peaches and cherries, but 
it still wasn’t enough for her to make her land payments. She needed fresh ideas.

“In college, I didn’t like the taste of beer,” McAlexander says. “So I started making cider. I’d buy an  
unpasteurized gallon of apple juice, pitch in some yeast and nutrients and let it sit under my bed. There 
were some interesting results but I got pretty good at it and eventually took a real class at Washington State.”

Cider’s nothing new to a fruit-growing region like Hood River. A century ago farmers would  
often pay laborers in cash and hard cider. Now with cider back in vogue as a craft beverage, McAlexander’s 
college experiment is part of her farm’s business plan, along with a new outdoor event site and an innova-
tive fruit CSA in which members buy into the farm in the spring (when all farm budgets are tight) in ex-
change for weekly deliveries of fresh fruit through the growing season. All the new ideas and side hustles 
help keep the business solvent, but they also bring something equally valuable to the farm: people.

“To be honest, I don’t want to buy copious amounts of land and keep expanding the growing 
operation,” says McAlexander. “I want to find ways to use the land I have. My parents were educators 
and we believe in sharing the farm with the community. I want the farm to be like a big living room.”

Now McAlexander wants to make wine and sell it at the event site. Like most things she’s tried, it 
requires a hopeful pioneering spirit.

“I don’t know if it’ll work,” she admits. “No one’s growing grapes in Parkdale. But how great would 
it be for people at a wedding to clink their glasses with wine and cider that was grown on the property? 
I like trying new things.”

OUR GORGE  : LOCAVORE

Growing Community
Mt. View Orchards’ Katrina McAlexander finds 
creative ways to keep her family farm thriving    STORY AND PHOTOS BY  DAVID HANSON

OG_Dept_FL17.indd   24 8/24/17   2:07 PM



THE GORGE MAGAZINE : FALL 2017   25

Farming communities have always relied on tight-knit cohesiveness and 
an openhearted sense of community to help one another during branding 
or harvest or inclement weather. It’s no different today, as harsh immigrant 
l aws have pinched the migrant labor force orchardists have relied on for 
decades — sometimes employing the same family of pickers and pruners 
for multiple generations. This year McAlexander has shared a few of her 
crews with other orchardists whose regular labor didn’t arrive out of fear 
of deportation.

But the sense of community in the farming world faces new, more ex-
istential challenges as Hood River Valley’s economy has shifted toward rec-
reation and high-tech industries.  Many of the farmers around McAlexander 
are entering their twilight years. Hopefully, McAlexander represents another 
turn of the wheel in our region’s farming legacy, a new way to interact 
with a diversifi ed community that includes the occasional tool sharing with 
a neighbor, but also making hard cider and using her orchard’s event space 
to host weddings and local organization fundraisers.

McAlexander spends half her week providing health care to area residents, 
including the homeless population and mentally challenged individuals in 
state care facilities. The other half she spends at home, on her farm, making 
food and cider and maybe wine and doing everything she can to keep the big 
living room of a farm open and welcoming to her community.

“It’s not just about my family line,” she says. “It’s a bigger concept than 
just holding onto a legacy. It’s a forward outlook, too. Our small family farms 
are treasures. If we lose them we can’t get them back.”

For more information, go to mtvieworchards.com

David Hanson is a writer, photographer and video producer based in Hood River. Find his editorial 
and commercial work at ModocStories.com and weddings at CascadiaStudios.com.

Katrina McAlexander grew up on her family’s Parkdale farm, and is now the third generation to own 
Mt. View Orchards. She’s continually adapting the farm — including making cider from her orchard’s 
apples — to make it viable.
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