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Agrarian Life
Decorated airman
crushes grapes on family farm
Story and photos by Katie Tiller
Col. Anthony “Crusher” Cushenberry
spent his 20s in the air, flying at twice the
speed of sound as he piloted F-105

Thunderchiefs for the United States Air
Force.The stratosphere is where he spent
his 30, too. And his 40s.

In Vietnam, Cushenberry flew a total of
125 combat missions.
While stationed in Germany, he earned

Col. Tony “Crusher” Cushenberry purchased his Oconee County vineyard in the 1980s, while serving as assistant athletic director at UGA.

44

...

OCONEE THE MAGAZINE

...

Winter 2018

We are
proud to be
locally owned
and operated.

The thick, round scuppernong is larger than typical grapes found in a grocery store, and are of the
“slip-skin” variety, meaning they are easily peeled for consumption.

the title of Top Gun for both F-105s and F100s. He holds the Distinguished Flying
Cross, Air Force Commendation Medal
and Legion of Merit, among other
prestigious medals.
“That was my baby; I loved it better
than the rest,” Crusher said of the F-105.
Cushenberry has spent more than 4,600
hours flying through the air.
“It happened to be the one I was most
fond of because it would out-drag a
Chevrolet,” he said, using an old phrase to
describe the supersonic bomber. “You can’t
go that fast on the deck because the air’s too
thick. But at 25,000 feet, it doesn’t have any
trouble.”
Now, Crusher owns a vineyard in his
retirement, boasting the title of Oconee’s
oldest grower at 83 years old.
He first honed his skill for cultivating
crops on a farm in Shellman, Georgia,

where he lived with his aunt and her family
during World War II. His mother worked
graveyard shifts in a shipyard, while his
father worked as an electrician on
battleships.
“We grew peanuts, did a lot of quail
hunting,” Cushenberry recalled. “The ups
and downs of a farm taught me a lot. I’ve
been around agriculture my entire life.”
Working on his aunt and uncle’s farm,
Cushenberry and his family didn’t even
have access to tractors. Instead, they plowed
the land with the help of a mule.
“The life of a farmer is not a good one,”
he said. “It’s a lot different now from when
I grew up. They would plow 400 acres of
peanuts behind a dang mule. You’re in the
field before dawn, and you’re out there
until you can’t see any more. After all of
that, you may make enough money to pay
the taxes on your land.”
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Anthony and his wife, Marie, also grow blueberries and pecan trees, which are often watched over by their friendly farm dog, Jake.

But the bane of a farmer lies in the
creepy crawlies inching around on leaves
and vines.

“No matter what you grow, Mother
Nature has nine enemies for it,”
Cushenberry said.

He bought his property in the county in
the 80s and began planting grapes, hoping
to sell them to wineries for additional
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income while he worked as the assistant athletic director for the
University of Georgia, where he was once a lettered football player.
After trying different varieties of grapes, Cushenberry settled on
scuppernongs, the grapes used to make muscadine wines and
jams.
“I planted those about 18 years ago, and now they’re fully
matured,” he said. “They’re just smaller than a golf ball and they’re
a mouthful of sweet juice.”
Cushenberry now grows six different kinds of scuppernongs,
and has a Concord grape vine in his vineyard as well.
The vineyard is a labor of love; Cushenberry spends his winters
pruning, his springs battling weeds and his summers clipping
back vines. In the fall, it’s time for harvest, when Crusher
distributes flyers and cards to his friends and family across town,
inviting them to come pick at his vineyard.
“I’m in it full time, but I don’t do it for a living,” said
Cushenberry. “I do it because I like people and I like growing.”
Tony “Crusher” Cushenberry sometimes sells his grapes at The
Oconee Farmer’s Market on Saturdays. Picking at Crusher’s
Grapes costs $10 for each five-quart bucket; families interested in
picking their own grapes at the vineyard can call Crusher at (706)
769-7868.
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Katie Tiller is a news reporter for The Oconee Enterprise newspaper in
Watkinsville, Ga.
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