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Dr. Rob Brannan, Ohio University

Rob Brannan, professor of food and nutrition sciences at 
Ohio University, leads a food science research program 

on pawpaw fruit. His group has characterized the nutrient 
and phytochemical composition of pawpaw pulp. They 

have identified the cell wall components that contribute to 
fruit softening and characterized the activity of the enzyme 

responsible for its quick browning, two key components 
that contribute to its short post-harvest shelf-life. Using this 

knowledge, thermal and non-thermal processing 
strategies such as high-pressure processing have been 
examined for their suitability to extend pawpaw’s shelf 

life. His research group has screened dozens of pawpaw 
varieties for sensory quality. In addition to his research 

program, Rob teaches a variety of food-based courses at 
OHIO, including Principles of Food Science, Experimental 

Foods, and Whole Foods for Wellness Promotion.

Neal Peterson, West Virginia Pawpaw Breeder

Neal Peterson, West Virginia Pawpaw Breeder
Born and raised in southern West Virginia, as a teenager 
Neal became a self-taught naturalist of the Appalachian 

flora. In 1976 while a graduate student at WVU, he tasted 
his first pawpaw fruit – and was immediately converted. He 
decided to domesticate them if he could, hoping to bring 
them the popularity they deserve. This was an avocation 
because full-time from 1980-1998 he was an agricultural 

economist with the USDA. During those years, he pursued 
breeding, two orchards, 1500 pawpaw seedlings. Thirty 
years later (and reams of data later) he selected the best 

seven and released them. Neal continues to breed 
pawpaws.
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Dr. Kirk Pomper, Kentucky State University

Dr. Kirk W. Pomper is the Director of Land Grant Programs 
and Dean of the College of Agriculture, Community, and the 

Sciences (ACS). He provides leadership for teaching, 
research, and Extension Programs in the Land Grant Program 
and College of ACS at Kentucky State University in Frankfort, 

Kentucky.  Dr. Pomper received both a B.S. and an M.S. in 
Horticulture from the University of Minnesota in 1985 and 

1989, respectively. He received a Ph.D. in Horticulture in 1995 
from Oregon State University. Dr. Pomper also serves as a 

Professor of Horticulture and is Curator of the USDA National 
Clonal Germplasm Repository for pawpaw species at KSU. His 

main research area has been in pawpaw germplasm 
development, physiology, nutrition, and organic production. 

Dr. Pomper has obtained over 6.7 million dollars in 
competitive grant funding from USDA and other granting 

agencies. He has published over 75 refereed publications 
in internationally recognized journals and in 2008 won the 

Shepard Award for the best research paper of the year 
published in the Journal of the American Pomological Society.  
His program selected KSU-AtwoodTM as KSU’s first pawpaw 
variety release to the public and this variety is being sold by 

nurseries nationwide.

Dr. Matt Davies, Ohio State University

Matt Davies is an Assistant Professor of Soil and Plant 
Community Restoration at The Ohio State University. 
Originally from Wales, Matt’s research focuses on the 
response of plant communities and soils to ecological 

disturbances (e.g. fire, grazing) and management. He works 
in a variety of systems from tropical grasslands to northern 
peatlands. When he arrived in Ohio he became interested 
in the relationship between pawpaw and invasive shrubs in 

Ohio’s forests. What began as a small undergraduate 
research project on the effect of invasive species on 

pawpaw reproduction has grown into multiple collaborative 
projects focused on pawpaw production in woodlands and 

experimental orchards. This work has included 
collaboration with, and vital support from, pawpaw growers 

and the OPGA.
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Dr. Guil Signorini, Ohio State University

Guil Signorini is an Assistant Professor in the Department 
of Horticulture and Crop Science at the Ohio State 

University (OSU). His academic interests lie in strategic 
management of ag-food value chains, production 
management of specialty crops, and behavioral 

economics. Signorini is with OSU since August 2019 and 
transitioned from Visiting Scholar to Assistant Professor in 

August 2020. He is based in Columbus, Ohio.
Before joining the faculty team at OSU, Signorini worked 

in the private sector as a marketing coordinator for a 
multi-national ag-input company for four years, and as 

an agribusiness consultant for one year. He graduated in 
Agronomy (2008) from University of Sao Paulo, Brazil and 

obtained M.S. (2013) and Ph.D. 

Dr. Zhen Cai, University of Missouri

Cai’s research is focused on the economic and financial 
analysis of practices associated with agroforestry, the 
examination of consumer preferences to agroforestry 

products, the economic valuation of ecosystem services 
from agroforestry practices, consumer preferences to 
wood products, economic analysis of certified wood 

products price premiums, and non-industrial private forest 
owners’ land management preferences.

Blake Cothron, Author of “Pawpaw: The 
Complete Marketing and Growing Guide”

Blake Cothron is the owner and co-operator of Peaceful 
Heritage Nursery in Stanford KY, a Certified Organic fruit 

and edible plant mail-order nursery.  He has over 20 years 
of horticultural experience and has been growing pawpaw 

since 2007.  He is the author of the upcoming release 
“Pawpaw:  The Complete Growing and Marketing Guide” 
published by New Society.  He is an avid grower, writer, 

educator, and is currently writing his 2nd book on organic 
cultivation of small fruits and berries and farms with his 

wife and son in Kentucky.
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Brad Bergefurd, Ohio State University

Brad Bergefurd is an Assistant Professor, Extension 
Educator, and Horticulture Specialist with the Ohio State 
University Extension, with statewide responsibilities for 

research and extension outreach to commercial specialty 
crops, horticulture and agriculture industries for the past 
30 years. Bergefurd is located at the at the OSU Piketon 

Research & Extension Center (OSU South Centers) in 
Piketon, Ohio.  

Mr. Bergefurd is the Co-Coordinator of the 25 member 
multidisciplinary OSU Extension Vegetable and Fruit Team 

that partners with the $180 million dollar fruit and 
vegetable industry in Ohio and is Co-Coordinator of the 
Ohio Apprenticeship council approved Ohio Specialty 

Crops Growers Apprenticeship Program that trains new 
specialty crop growers. His teaching centers on 

aquaponics, crop diagnostics and management, season 
extension techniques (high tunnel, plasticulture, row 

covers), integrated pest management (IPM), 
micro-irrigation management and direct marketing and 

his applied research focuses on aquaponics, plasticulture 
production, hops production, pawpaw production, hemp 

production, strawberry season extension, tomato 
micro-fertigation and physiological disorders at Piketon 

and on-farm research plots around Ohio and West Africa. 
Bergefurd lectures throughout the country and 
internationally on aquaponics, integrated crop 

management, plasticulture technologies, hops production, 
strawberry crop management, crop fertility, direct 

marketing and wholesale produce auction management. 
He is a member of the American Society for Horticultural 
Science and the Food Distribution Research Society and 
serves as an Educational Advisor for the Ohio Produce 
Growers and Marketers Association. Bergefurd holds 

degrees in Horticulture Science and Agricultural & 
Extension Education from the Ohio State University.

Ron Powell, North American Pawpaw Growers 
Associaiton

BS in Plant Pathology, The Ohio State University
MS in Agriculture Education & Horticulture, The Ohio State 

University
PhD in Agriculture Education, The Ohio State University
Retired Adjunct Assistant Professor from the Cincinnati 

State Technical and Community College teaching Entomol-
ogy & Plant Pathology

Retired Adjunct Assistant Professor from the University of 
Cincinnati teaching Plant Pathology, Plants & People, and 

Botany.
I retired from teaching High School biology and administra-

tive duties after 32 years.
Memberships:

 American Chestnut Foundation
 Indiana Nut Growers Association
 Kentucky Nut Growers Association
 Northern Nut Growers Association
 Ohio Nut Growers Association – Trustee
 North American Pawpaw Growers Association – 

President
 Ohio Pawpaw Growers Association – President
 Professional Grounds Maintenance Association

I am a cooperator in pawpaw research with The Ohio State 
University, Ohio University and Kentucky State University.

Currently, my wife and I are the owners of a 50 acre farm, 
Fox Paw Farm, LLC  in Adams County, Ohio.  We grow over 
100 selections of the North American pawpaw, 25 different 
cultivars of persimmons, about 20 different apples, about 8 
different cultivars of Asian pears, several types of jujubes, 

some Quince, hardy Kiwi, Apricots, a couple of peach 
trees, several additional plums, several sour cherries and a 
couple of Cornelian cherries.  We also have over 20 differ-
ent cultivars of hazelnuts, and various Chinese chestnuts, 

American chestnuts, pecans, walnuts and butternuts. 


