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WHICH APPLES SHOULD I CHOOSE?

TAKE DISEASE RESISTANCE WITH A

GRAIN OF SALT.  “Disease-resistant”
varieties have been bred to be less

susceptible to some commonly troublesome
apple diseases like scab, fireblight, and cedar

apple rust. They are not resistant to insect damage.
These new varieties generally have acceptable
fruit quality, but while they boast greater  resis-
tance to one or two diseases, they are not “easy
care” or “low spray.”  Disease-resistant culti-
vars have their place, but should be planted
together with other northern-hardy varieties.

Northern growers should choose apple varieties
first for their vigor and fruit quality, then for their

disease resistance. Any tree that is under stress from
lack of hardiness or adverse environmental influences

will be more susceptible to disease, whether it is genetically
disease-resistant or not. Resistant does not mean immune. Learn each tree’s
growth habits, strengths, and weaknesses, and attempt to keep it free of stress.
A healthy, well-maintained tree will produce better and more disease-free fruit
than a stressed-out “disease-resistant” tree.

FOR NORTHERN CLIMATES, STANDARD FRUIT TREES ARE THE BEST CHOICE.
Another popular trend is “dwarf” apple trees vs. the old-fashioned “standard”
trees. This idea is attractive to small yard owners because of small tree size, and
you've heard that dwarf trees fruit sooner, right? Wrong! (At least in Zones 3
& 4.)

How dwarf fruit trees came about:
It is the rootstock that determines the ultimate size of the tree. There are
“standard,” “dwarf” and “semi-dwarf” rootstocks.“Dwarf” trees are made by
grafting a cultivar onto an inherently weak rootstock, which stunts the growth
of the tree. Dwarfing rootstocks were originally developed in England, where
long, cool, damp growing seasons can cause apple trees to produce an
excessive amount of foliage instead of producing fruit. These rootstocks were
chosen precisely because they lacked normal vigor. Grafting cultivars onto
such roots is like putting a tourniquet around the stem; the tree simply cannot
get as many  nutrients,  and so does not waste energy on excessive vegetative
growth.

England's climate is equivalent to USDA Zones 6 and 7, with a growing season
about twice the length of ours here in Northern NY. In our abbreviated growing
season, a tree needs all the vigor it can muster to leaf out, flower, fruit, and then
harden off for winter....all in the space of a few short months! A dwarf or semi-
dwarf tree, because of its subnormal vigor, cannot put out the spurt of growth
necessary to thrive in the short season of a northern climate. The result is often
poor growth and equally poor fruiting, even for varieties which would other-
wise do well in northern regions. In fact, dwarf and semi-dwarf trees have so
little vigor that they cannot compete with sod (grass and weeds) for available
nutrients. Even in the warmer Zones 5 and 6, dwarf trees will often languish
if sod is allowed to grow around them. Commercial chemical orchards solve
this problem by applying herbicide around the base of their trees, an option
which most backyard gardeners would choose to avoid.  Also,  dwarf trees have
a shorter life span than standards, and so must be replanted every 10-20 years.
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St. Lawrence Nurseries does not grow or sell dwarf or semi-dwarf apple trees
because they do not have the hardiness, vigor, and disease resistance needed
to thrive in our northern climate.

SO WHAT IS "STANDARD"? Although the word “standard” implies that all apples
grafted onto standard rootstock grow to be about the same size, this is not the case.
For instance, Red Delicious or McIntosh seeds from cannery waste have often
been used to grow “standard” rootstock.  Growing in Zone 6 or 7, trees grafted to
these rootstocks will often reach a mature height in excess of 30 feet, necessitating
a 40-foot orchard spacing and long ladders. In contrast, Malus antonovka, a
“standard” seedling rootstock, when grown in Zone 3 or 4 without pruning, will
produce a 15 foot tree.  (See photo p. 22.) The same tree can be kept at 10-12 feet
by annual pruning.  We use Antonovka for our apple rootstock. It is the most tried-
and-true rootstock known, having been used for 500 years in Russia.  Northern
grown and well pruned apple trees on Antonovka rootstock are equivalent to
“semi-dwarf” trees in size, yet still retain the necessary vigor to flower, fruit and
become dormant within the time constraints of a short growing season.

WHY DON'T MY APPLE TREES SEEM TO HAVE MUCH ROOT?
If you have ever purchased apple trees from other nurseries, especially dwarf apple
trees, you may have noticed that their roots look quite different from the roots on
our trees.  An apple tree on a standard seedling rootstock (like ours) is often much
more “carrot-rooted” than its counterpart on dwarf stock. Dwarfing rootstocks are
produced by “stooling”, a process in which branches are bent to the soil and rooted
along their length. This produces trees with many tiny fibrous roots, but no main
tap root. Fibrous roots are efficient at getting water but have little sugar storage
capability. On the other hand, standard rootstocks are grown from seed.  They are
“real trees” and, when dug, often exhibit pronounced taproots. Their side roots are
often minimal, limiting their ability to get water, but their large tap root has
tremendous sugar storage potential and so holds good reserves for growth.  With
adequate water, they will establish much more securely than their dwarf counter-
parts.
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APPLE DISEASES

APPLE SCAB is a fungus which is exacerbated by wet weather. Make sure that
there is good air circulation around each tree. This means keeping brush and
tall weeds away from the immediate vicinity around the tree, and planting on
hilltops or hillsides where breezes blow. Scab can be controlled organically to
some degree with sulfur spray. It can be applied in the Spring when careful
monitoring of temperature and the duration of wetting periods has determined
that infection is likely, and later in the Summer when rain encourages second-
ary infections. Applications of sulfur can be mixed with horticultural oil before
bud-break, but spraying the two together after bud-break will cause burning of
leaf tissue. Pure Neem Oil is difficult to spray but is an effective scab inhibitor,
and promotes orchard health by supporting healthy soil and canopy organisms.
A few growers use copper sprays, called “Bordeaux mixtures,” sometimes in
combination with horticultural oils, to control scab before the buds leaf out.
However, copper is toxic to earthworms and mammals and can hurt the plant
if sprayed after bud-break. It has also been found that liming in the Fall (only
if your soil is not alkaline) and then mowing or spreading a compost layer over
the leaf debris under the trees can limit the number of spores that are carried
through the winter.  Sources for Pure Neem Oil and sulfur sprays are listed on
pp. 46-47.

FIREBLIGHT is a bacterium, and is more difficult to control. There are areas of
the country where fireblight makes growing apples and pears very difficult. It
is usually noticed when infected leaves and branches suddenly turn brown,
appearing as if they have been scorched by fire. Branch tips may also display
the diagnostic “shepherd's crook” appearance. Closer inspection may show a
clear to reddish ooze from infected tissues. Fireblight is worse during periods of
moisture and in Spring and early Summer when there is lots of fresh new
growth. There is a new biological preventive/control for fireblight, “Ser-
enade,” (Bacillus subtilis) which is composed of friendly bacteria that inhibit
the growth and spread of  fireblight. Because this product works by “taking the
parking space” from fireblight, its successful use  depends upon early recog-
nition of the symptoms. In areas where risk of fireblight is high, “Serenade”
should be applied before any signs of the disease are noticed.

Sources for Serenade  can be found on pp. 46-47.

A serious infestation of fireblight may require removal and burning of affected
portions (or trees, if necessary.) However, try to wait until mid-summer, or
even better, until winter, to cut out and dispose of affected parts, and never cut
when the bark is wet. If you do cut out fireblight with pruners, be sure to
disinfect them with a 3% solution of hydrogen peroxide or 10% Clorox
solution, so you don't pass the infection along. (These disinfectants will
corrode your pruner blades, so be sure to oil them afterward.)

Agrimycin, an agricultural preparation of streptomycin, is somewhat effective
against fireblight. Sources are listed on pp. 46-47.

CEDAR APPLE RUST is a fungus. Since it requires Eastern red cedar or other
junipers as its intermediate host, it occurs only where these intermediate host
species exist close to orchard. The best control is to cut out all cedars within
2 miles of the orchard, and apply a sulfur spray in the Spring. Do not confuse
Eastern red cedar, Juniperus virginiana, with the common White Cedar, Thuja
occidentalis, which is not a host for cedar apple rust.
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PEARS

Cultural requirements for pears are simi-
lar to those for apples.  Pear trees on
standard seedling rootstocks (like
ours) are particularly “carrot-rooted,”
with a good tap root but almost no
“feeder” or side roots.  This lack of

side roots means that pears often need
extra watering during the first season.
Sometimes our customers are a bit dis-
gruntled when they receive a pear tree

that has one long root with no side
branches or root hairs. But this large tap root is
a well-stocked storehouse of sugars that can
provide sustained energy for the growth of the

tree, and a pear tree that is watered daily should
rapidly become established and make good growth. There are many pear trees over
300 years old, and their deep taproot probably plays a role in their longevity.

Pears require less pruning than apples.  Their growth habit is columnar rather than
spreading, allowing them to be spaced as close as 20 feet apart. Heavy pruning to
try to shape them like an apple tree will cause massive suckering in a very upright
direction. Three or four stems, each several feet long, can sprout in response to
each pruning cut. To keep this response to a minimum, prune only to eliminate
crossing or rubbing branches and dead wood.

Fireblight is a serious bacterial disease of pome fruits (apples, pears) and has
severely limited commercial pear production in the Northeast. Most backyard
growers will never experience fireblight; however, there are some fireblight-prone
areas where only Ussuriensis-cross pear cultivars (Ure, John, Jubilee) with
excellent fireblight resistance will survive. Fireblight is usually noticed when
infected leaves, branches, flowers, and fruit suddenly turn brown, appearing as if
they have been scorched by fire. Branch tips may also display the diagnostic
“shepherd's crook” appearance. Closer inspection may show a clear to reddish
ooze from infected tissues. A new biological control, “Serenade,”  has shown
promise for treatment and prevention. (See p.30.) Serious infestations may require
that affected portions be cut out and burned up, including whole trees if necessary.
Be sure to disinfect pruners between cuts with a 3% hydrogen peroxide or 10%
Clorox solution. Streptomycin is occasionally useful against the fireblight bacte-
rium if the infection is caught in its early stages.

As with all fruit trees, a dormant oil application in late winter is recommended to
smother overwintering insects on the stem.  Pears are susceptible to pear leaf blister
mite and pear psylla, but a good application of dormant oil is effective against both.
Occasionally the blister mite will reinfect during the summer. It causes black
splotches on the leaves and raised blister-like bumps on the bark. If this happens,
try one of the new summer-application horticultural oil sprays with a low volatility
rating (distillation temperature) of 412° F. They are light oils that will not hurt the
leaves and may be used during the growing season. A foliar feed may be applied
with the spray if it is May or June. Be sure not to use the regular type of dormant
oil for summer spraying. Another promising control for pear psylla is the kaolin
clay solution Surround, which provides a physical barrier that inhibits the pest's
attraction to the leaf. For dormant oil and Surround sources, see page 46-47.



32

PIE CHERRIES &
MANCHURIAN APRICOTS

Sour or “pie” cherries and Manchurian apricots are
able to live through extremely cold winters

(-40 degrees F.)  However, they flower very early
in the Spring, and so their buds or blossoms can
often be damaged by Spring frosts. Because of
this tendency, try to plant them in a protected
spot. It also helps to apply a heavy mulch around

the trees in late Fall to insulate the ground from
early Spring warmth, so as to delay flowering.

Bali,  Meteor and Northstar cherries, and Manchurian apricots are small trees.
They reach a mature height of only 10-15 feet in northern climates. They should
be planted 10-15 feet apart.  Pruning should be light, restricted to keeping dead
wood removed, eliminating crossing branches, and “opening up” the top to
sunlight.   Air circulation is a prime consideration, since cherries are particularly
prone to fungal problems like brown rot, which can effect the fruit and branches.

Montmorency and Balaton cherries are considerably larger at maturity than Bali,
Meteor or Northstar, maturing at 15-20 feet in a northern climate. They will require
more pruning, but each makes extremely handsome tree that yields a large crop.
Spacing between these larger pie cherries should be 25-35 feet.

Bali MacKentley, 15,  stands under
a 5-year old Bali cherry tree. This
pie cherry, which was originally dis-
covered growing in Alberta, Canada
by Dr. Evans, is extremely fast-
growing, productive and attractive.

Soil requirements for pie cher-
ries and apricots are similar to
those of other fruit trees; they
like light, loamy soils with a
pH of 6.8-7.0, and do not like
“wet feet.”

Manchurian apricots require at
least two for pollination; pie
cherries are self-fruitful.

Black knot (see Plums) may
affect cherries and occasion-
ally a virus will claim an apri-
cot or cherry tree. They can
also be prone to fungal plagues
such as leaf spot, brown rot,
and perennial canker.  The pub-
lication Diseases of Tree Fruits,
available through our catalog,
is especially enlightening on
these “stone” fruits and their
common disorders.
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P. domestica

P. americana

Unless your grafted plum is self-fruitful,
make sure another variety of the same
pollen group is present.

Our seedling plums, Native American and
Manchurian, are very vigorous and productive
and will pollinate another seedling plum or a
grafted plum of the A type. They can be inter-
planted with A-type grafted plums or used for
hedges, borders and other landscape settings.

Plums are small trees, seldom reaching more than 15 feet at maturity. They may
be planted 10-20 feet apart, making them a good choice for tight quarters. Plums
have a shorter life span than apples or pears, living only 20-30 years.

Because they flower early like cherries and apricots, late spring freezes are a
hazard for plums, often freezing flower buds, flowers or even the young fruit.
Applying a heavy mulch around the trees in late Fall  will often insulate the  ground
from early Spring warmth long enough to delay flowering for a few days to a week,
which can be enough to make the difference between crop success and failure.

Plums do not develop a strong scaffold of branches. Crotch angles are often
narrow—barely 30 degrees—and difficult to train. Only light pruning is recom-
mended, mainly to remove dead wood, broken branches, or particularly weak
crotches. Shortening limbs will help to reduce the load on the limb crotch.

The plum curculio, a small hard-bodied beetle, regularly ravages plum crops.  At
present the only organic control for this pest is a spray of kaolin clay solution,
(“Surround”— see p. 26-27.) Keeping all drop fruit picked up under the tree helps.
Also, the old adage about perfect plums in the chicken yard has merit... chickens
love to eat the curculio!  Chickens in the plum orchard will serve as a “biological
control” for this insect.

“Black Knot” is a fungus which causes a lumpy black growth on the branches.
Severely affected trees should be removed and their branches burned.   In trees that
are marginally affected, cut 6" below the canker. Sterilize pruners between cuts.

(p.30)  European plums (Prunus domestica)
are more susceptible than Japanese/
American types (Prunus salicina/
P. americana).

“X Virus” is another disease,  quite
often the culprit responsible for un-
explained sudden death in Prunus

species—plums, cherries and apricots.
Like black knot, it is carried by
chokecherries and black cherries, so re-
moval of these wild sources can help

control its spread.

PLUMS
St Lawrence Nurseries sells both seedling
and grafted plums. Our grafted plums are of
two pollen groups:

Group A  Prunus salicina X
P. americana, crosses between the
Japanese and American plum.
Group B  Prunus domestica, the
European plum.
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GRAPES
The grape plant which you receive
from us is a rooted cutting.  It is a
rather dead-looking, tangled vine
with roots.  You must sometimes
look carefully at a grape cutting to
determine which end is “up”.  The

above-ground or stem portion will
be cut back to 1-4 buds.  The plant

should be set into the ground at a sharp
angle, almost lying down, with the crown

of the plant (where the top cane meets the
roots) at ground level, and the stem (the

part with the buds on it) above the ground.
Planting the cutting in this tilted posi-
tion, rather than straight up, will en-
courage double or multiple stems to
grow up vertically from a low horizon-

tal main trunk.  If one stem dies, there is
another to  back it up.  A tilted main trunk

will also make it easier to bend plants to the
ground each Fall so that you can cover them

with mulch for the winter months.  The grape
plant will take about a year to become estab-

lished.  After this, a trellis should be constructed
to support the plant.

In milder climates, many grape growers do their prun-
ing in the Fall, but Northern growers are better off to leave all excess growth on
the plant over the winter, so that there are more live canes to choose from if the plant
suffers winter injury.  Annual pruning to renew the plant should be done in March
or early April while preparing to fasten the canes to the trellis. In addition, cold-
climate growers should encourage “low heading,” or sidebranching as close to the
ground as possible, allowing more of the plant  to enjoy the protection of snow
cover during the winter months.

A grape trellis is a simple structure consisting of several fenceposts supporting two
main wires. A branch from the main stem of the grape plant is run in each direction
on both wires for a distance of 2 to 4 buds and tied to the wire. All other canes
should be removed. The first trellis wire should be positioned about 1.5 to 2 feet
from the ground, supporting the lowest pair of “arms” emerging from the main
trunk. The top trellis wire should hold a second pair of “arms” about 3 to5 feet from
the ground. Even though our grape varieties are among the most cold hardy
cultivars known, growers in Zones 3-4 can help their grapes winter over by untying
the branches from the trellis each Fall, laying the plants down on the ground and
and covering them with hay, straw or leaves. You may have to do a bit of Fall
pruning in order to get the canes off of the trellis.

Grape plants should be spaced 6-8 feet apart in the arbor. They prefer a rich, well-
drained soil with a pH of about 6.8. Keep weed competition to an absolute
minimum by mechanical or hand cultivation and generous mulching.

The 64-page booklet, Growing Grapes in Minnesota, prepared by the Minnesota
Grape Growers Assn., covers the subject of northern grape culture in detail.  It can
be ordered from our catalog or website.
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Because Ribes  species serve as an intermediate host for the White Pine Blister Rust
fungus, they are still banned in several states, although the Federal ban was lifted
in 1966. The black currant cultivars “Consort” and “Titania” are highly resistant
to white pine blister rust. As of 2003, it is legal to grow red currants, gooseberries
and immune or resistant cultivars of black currants throughout New York State.

There are a few pests that bother currants and gooseberries.
Currant aphids cause the leaves to be cupped and dis-
torted. They are mostly a cosmetic problem and can be
controlled with Safer's Insecticidal Soap (for source,
see pp. 46-47.) The currant borer tunnels into and up
through canes.  Borer damage is minimized when
canes past their 4th year are routinely removed
from the plant. The currant stem girdler is a
sawfly that lays her egg in the stem and then
girdles the stem right below the tip, which
usually wilts and falls off. It can be controlled
by cutting 2-3 inches off the tips of affected
canes in May or June. Our own currants seem to be
bothered most by the gooseberry fruitworm, which lays
her eggs on the developing fruit. The larvae enter the fruit,
shrivelling and discoloring some of them, and often spins
spidery webs around clusters of berries. There is no good
control for this, but since the adult is a moth that is active
   during the time the berries are forming, some sort of sticky trap
        might  work, perhaps with red color as an attractant.

CURRANTS and GOOSEBERRIES
Members of the “Ribes” family are relatively unknown in the U.S. but have

been cultivated for centuries in northern Europe. The
fruit may be eaten fresh or used for pies,

jams, jellies, or juice. Red currants,
black currants, and gooseberries
reach a mature height of 3 to 5 feet.
They will live 40 to 50 years or

more. The plants should be spaced  3
to 5 feet apart, with at least 6 feet between rows.

Currants and gooseberries like rich, moist soils with a pH of 6.0-7.0.  The bushes
thrive when there is plentiful organic matter in the soil, and should be mulched
annually.  They are somewhat shade tolerant, but will produce more fruit in full
sun. Annual pruning increases yields and keeps plants manageable.  Since the
majority of fruit is borne on 2 and 3-year-old canes, older canes should be removed.
This rejuvenates the plant, stimulating the remaining canes to grow vigorously and
produce large crops of premium size fruit. Plants which have long been fruitless
may be quickly restored to healthy production by mulching and pruning.  Pruning
should occur in March or early April.

Black currant, Red currant and gooseberry:
—Produce the majority of their fruit on 2 and 3-year-old shoots.

Shoots 4 years and older produce very little fruit.
—After the first growing season, remove all but 4 to 5 vigorous, healthy

shoots.
—The following year, leave 4 or 5 one-year-old shoots and 3 or 4 two-

year-old canes.
—After the third growing season, keep 3 or 4 shoots each of one-, two,

and three-year-old growth.
—Prune in late winter or early spring, before bud break.
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Checklist for growing blueberries:

1) Do not plant too deeply;
    plant in surface layers of the soil.
2) Provide adequate water after planting.
3) Maintain soil pH at 3.5 - 4.5.
4) Keep free of weeds, but do not disturb roots.
5) Mulch annually with an acid material
     like pine needles or sawdust.
6) Cultivate only lightly.
7) Prune mature plants annually
    (in early spring before flowering.)
8) Fence to keep out mice, rabbits, deer, etc.
9) Irrigate (drip or overhead)) during fruit enlargement and ripening.

Site and Soils. Blueberries like a well-drained, highly acid soil with access to
plenty of water.  Naturally-occuring highbush blueberry bogs are wet enough to
make your sneakers squish while you are picking berries, but each bush is “high
and dry” on a hummock of higher ground composed of soil, sphagnum moss and
organic matter. Abundant water, especially important during fruit enlargment, is
readily available, but the plant roots are not drowning.  At the other end of the
spectrum, the wild lowbush blueberry grows in sandy, often dry soils.  Where the
sand is close to the water table, berries flourish annually, but in the drier uplands,
good lowbush berry seasons depend on local rainfall. Insufficent rain will result
in berries that shrivel or fail to reach full size during the fruiting season.  Wild
berries grow only where the soils are very acid, with a pH of 3.5 to 5.0.  A highly
acid bog or upland dune patch is annually endowed with leaves or needles from the
acid-loving plants growing there, which add organic matter and maintain soil
acidity.

Mimicking nature gives the best results for blueberry growing.  Find a spot that is
well protected from late Spring frosts, acidify the soil with heaps of acid mulch
every year, provide access to plenty of water, and “voila!”...you will have
blueberries.  Surprisingly, the backfill sand around the foundation of your
recently-built house can be a good spot, and blueberry plants make an attractive
“edible ornamental.”

Spacing. Be sure to space your plants far enough apart so that you will be able to
pick the fruit without having to squeeze between plants. Simply brushing by the
fully-loaded branches of a blueberry bush that is heavy with ripe fruit will cause
many berries to fall off.  Patriot, Bluegold, Chippewa, Friendship, Polaris, St.
Cloud and Superior plants will spread to a  width of 4 feet. They should be spaced
4-5 feet apart in the row. Northland is a particularly spreading bush at 5 feet width,
so a 5-6 foot spacing would be warranted for these. Plants like Northblue and
Northcountry, which mature  at about 2 ft. tall and  spread to about 4 ft. wide, should
be spaced 4 feet apart in the row, and low growing plants like Northsky and Putte
(3 ft. spread) need only 3 feet between plants. Be sure to leave a full 6-8 feet
between the rows to allow freedom of movement when picking.

Planting. The root systems of blueberry plants are comprised of a mass of tiny
rootlets ending in millions of root hairs. These sensitive roots need oxygen. They
thrive in loose soil with no competing weeds, and a heavy mulch of acid organic
matter. They spread out widely, often suckering to send up new canes, and remain
fairly close to the soil surface. We’re reminded of the fellow who just couldn’t get
his blueberry plants to grow. Conditions were perfect: soil, mulch, pH, the works.
He then showed us how he laboriously cultivated deeply around each plant,
unknowingly eliminating a good percentage of its roots!

BLUEBERRIES


