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FIRE BLIGHT OF APPLES 
Why It Occurs and What To Do About It 
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FIG. I. HEALTHY TWIG ON LEFT; TWIG ON RIGHT KILLED BY FIRE BLIGHT 
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FIRE BLIGHT is an infectious disease 
of apple and pear trees. It wilts 

the blossoms and twigs and girdles 
large limbs. The damage may be re
duced to a large extent by the use of 
certain cultural practices in the orchard 
and by proper pruning. 

WHAT FIRE BLIGHT LOOKS LIKE 

Dead, withered blossoms, twigs that 
look as if they had been scorched by 
fire, or large dead areas (cankers) on 
the limbs and trunk are indications 
that an apple tree has fire blight. 

Affected blossoms turn brown soon 
after opening. This brown may spread 
down the flower stalks and involve the 
leaves on the fruit spur, leaving a group 
of brown, withered leaves and dead 
flowers. Drops of liquid (bacterial ex
udate) may sometimes be seen on the 
leaves and the flower stalks. 

Leaves are often directly attacked, 
the disease spreading to the young 
twigs, which droop, shrink, and become 
dark brown or even black. The leaves 
cling to the tree a long time and appear 
darker than those that die when a 
branch is broken. 

The large limbs and the trunk are 
often affected with cankers, slightly 
sunken areas of bark surrounding the 
twig where the blight started. They are 
slightly darker than normal bark, and 
in the following spring the diseased 
bark is broken away from the healthy 
bark, leaving a characteristic crack. 
Also, a milky bacterial mass sometimes 
oozes from the cracks. Cankers often 
persist for several seasons, and ,,·ill 
eventually girdle and kill the limb or 
the trunk. 

CAUSE OF FIRE BLIGHT 

Fire blight is caused by a specific 
bacterium ( or, in popular language, a 
germ). 

The bacteria live in the soft tissues 
of the leaves and blossoms or in the 
inner layers of the bark. The milky 
drops on twigs and cankers contain 
millions of bacteria, which, when 
spread to other apple trees, will produce 
the disease if conditions are favorable. 

WEATHER AND FIRE BLIGHT 

Warm, moist weather hastens the 
progress of the disease ; dry weather 
retards it. 

The bacteria which cause fire blight 
grow most rapidly when the weather 
is warm and moist. Cool weather, or 
dry weather, either hot or cool, quickly 
retards the development of the disease. 
For this reason, fire blight may not 
appear in dry seasons. The same trees 
may be badly affected in a warm, moist 
season. 

HOW TO CONTROL FIRE BLIGHT 

There is no cure for fire blight. Con
trol depends upon careful application 
of the practices listed below. 

Remove Diseased Twigs and 
Cankers 

The trees should be ,vatched care
fully in the spring and summer and 
new infections removed as soon as they 
appear. Blighted twigs should be cut 
8 or 10 inches below the visible dis
eased part, because when the disease 



is spreading rapidly the bacteria may 
be found beyond the part that looks 
diseased. 

Suckers and water sprouts should be 
removed whenever they appear on the 
trunk or larger branches. These suc
culent shoots are very susceptible to 

FIG. 2. CANKER ON A LARGE LIMB 

The disease spread from the branch on the 
left, which is killed. 

fire blight, and if infected the disease 
quickly spreads to the main branches 
and trunk. Trunk cankers, because of 
their location, are difficult to cut out 
without injury to the tree. However, 
if left untreated, they may girdle the 
tree and kill it. 

Cankers may be removed by cutting 
2 or 3 inches beyond the edge to make 
sure that all of the diseased bark and 
wood is removed. vVhen a canker is 

cut out during the growing season, 
the wound should be treated with a dis
infectant to kill all bacteria, and then 
protected with asphalt paint or white 
lead. Knives and pruning shears 
should be disinfected after each cut to 
avoid spreading the bacteria. Burn all 
infected parts immediately after they 
are removed. 

A good disinfectant consists of: 

Mercuric chloride 

Mercuric cyanide 

Glycerine 
,v ater 

7 grams 

7 grams 

3 quarts 

1 quart 

This is suitable for treating cankers 
after they are cut out. It is best to 
have a druggist make it up . Solutions 
containing mercury are deadly poison. 
Do not put them in metal containers 
as they corrode metal. 

Knives and pruning shears should be 
disinfected with a formaldehyde solu
tion consisting of one part of commer
cial formalin to 10 parts of water. 

Any blighted twigs and cankers left 
on the tree during the growing season 
should be removed when the tree is 
dormant. This is usually clone during 
the regular pruning operations. It re
moves the source of infection, because 
the blight bacteria live over winter 
along the edge of the cankers and to 
some extent un blighted twigs. 

During the summer the suckers, or 
shoots that grow from the trunk and 
large limbs, should be removed before 
they become infected. These blight 
very easily, and the disease spreads 
rapidly to the bark, where a canker is 
produced ( see fig. 2) . Many cankers 
can be avoided if this is clone. 
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In Severe Outbreaks, Check 
Growth of Trees 

In large orchards of susceptible va
rieties, it may be advisable to keep the 
orchard in sod or to seed in a crop 
such as oats if fire blight appears. A 
good sod or a heavy stand of oats will 
draw on the soil moisture, which in 
turn usually means slower tree growth, 
but more resistance to fire blight. 

In localities where fire blight has 
been troublesome, or where very sus
ceptible varieties of apples are being 
grown, great care should be taken in 
deciding on the rate of application of 
nitrogenous fertilizers. Heavy appli
cations of nitrate fertilizers are sure to 
increase the fire blight hazard. 

Control Insects 

Many insects carry the blight bac
teria, and the disease may be controlled 
to some extent by controlling the in-

sects, especially plant lice. They can 
be controlled by spraying the trees with 
nicotine sulphate, ½ pint to 50 gallons 
of water. 

Grow Resistant Varieties 

There is a marked difference in the 
rate at which fire blight develops on 
different apple varieties. The Tran
scendent is very susceptible. Folwell, 
\Vealthy, and the Virginia crab are also 
rather susceptible, while the Duchess, 
Northwestern Greening, and Patten 
Greening are resistant. 

Avoid having a few susceptible trees 
among a number of rather resistant 
ones. The bacteria live over the winter 
more e~sily on the susceptible trees and 
provide a source of infection for the 
whole orchard. Thus a single Tran
scendent tree may prove to be a con
stant source of trouble. It would be 
wise to destroy such a tree if fire 
blight is prevalent in the community. 
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