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2:00 pm Why Plum and Peach Trees Go Bad: Understanding woody tree development and 

structure  

 Robert Schutzki, Horticulture Dept., MSU 

2:45 pm The New Michigan Plum Website: A great new way to find and attract customers for 

Michigan plums  

 Bill Shane, District Extension Fruit and Marketing Educator, MSU Extension 

 Amber Nyblad, Michigan Plum Advisory Board, Casnovia, MI 

3:00 pm Breeding "Black Ice" and Other New Winter Hardy Plum and Plumcots with Unique 

Flavors   

 Brian Smith, Plant & Earth Science Dept., Univ. of Wisconsin-River Falls 

3:45 pm Session Ends 

 
  



The New Michigan Plum 

Website -- A Great New 

Way to Find and Attract 

Customers for Michigan 

Plums 

Bill Shane, Michigan State University,  
SW Michigan Research and Extension Center, 1791 Hillandale Rd, 
Benton Harbor, MI 4902, and Amber Nyblad, Nyblad  Orchards, Inc, 

16171 Fruit Ridge Avenue, Kent City, MI  49330. 
Emails: shane@msu.edu, amber.nyblad@gmail.com 

 

A new Michigan Plum Industry web site 

(Michiganplum.org) was launched in December 

2012 to help growers, sellers and buyers of Michigan 

plums.    

The Michigan plum industry is in transition from a 

processing to fresh market orientation.   This shift is in 

response to reduced demand for canned and pureed 

plums.  At the same time new plum varieties are 

becoming available that have excellent fresh market 

characteristics.   

What we did 

The Michigan Plum Advisory Board and Michigan 

State University worked together to acquire  a USDA 

Specialty Block Grant in late 2011 to develop a 

Michigan Plum Industry web site (Michiganplum.org) 

and educational materials aimed at growers, marketers, 

and buyers of Michigan plums.  This proposal is an 

outcome of joint strategic planning sessions held by 

Michigan State University Extension and the Michigan 

Plum Advisory Board on October 27 and November 

30, 2010.   

Figure 1.  Michigan Plum Industry web site 
(MichiganPlum.org) 

Figure 2.  Michigan Plum web site helps buyers find 
Michigan plums.  This list will expand as other growers 
and retailers add their names.  
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Website graphics and organization was 

provided by the design firm 

“CloudyReason” with content provided 

by Bill Shane and Mira Danilovich of 

Michigan State University, and Amber 

Nyblad, of Nyblad Orchards.   Brochure 

design was done by Erica Haney of 

“Why Knot Design”.  Additional 

suggestions were provided by the 

Michigan Plum Advisory Board.   

The new Michigan Plum Website 

provides both growers and buyers with 

the best new information about the 

characteristics of the new plum 

varieties, including how plums fit the 

profile of a healthy food rich in 

minerals, vitamins and with excellent 

antioxidant properties.    Research at the 

Texas A&M University indicates 

phenolic compounds found in the 

extract of plums have anti-carcinogen 

properties. The new varieties have 

better shelf life and excellent.   

Through the web site growers will gain 

access to information on new varieties, 

including information appropriate for 

distributing to customers of Michigan 

plums.   

Fresh plums are attractive to growers 

because they are relatively easy to 

harvest and handle, and fit into a broad 

harvest window gap between tart 

cherries and apples.  High quality, 

flavorful, locally grown new plum 

varieties are a welcome addition to 

farmer markets, roadside stands, and 

local markets looking for an alternative 

to less flavorful plums shipped from 

out of state. Variety trials at Michigan 

State University and initial grower 

experience have shown these new 

varieties have the characteristics 

needed to succeed. 

Figure 3.  Consumers can find information about traditional and new plum 
varieties on the Michigan Plum web site (Michiganplum.org). 

Figure 4. Great plum recipes can be found at the Michigan Plum web site 
(Michiganplum.org) 



The new web site will be popular with consumers wishing to know more about Michigan plums.  A recipe 

section contains new and traditional offerings, including long time family favorites from Michigan plum 

growers.   

Visitors to the site can obtain a listing of Michigan plum growers and retailers, including a map showing 

business locations.     

This web site will help farm marketers and brokers find wholesale sources of Michigan plums. 

Commercial and backyard growers will find information on the web site about growing plums, including 

pruning, disease and insect management. 

The site is compatible with smart phones and other handheld web browsing devices, and will be handy for 

visitors to Michigan looking for plums   

How to become involved  

If you grow or sell Michigan plums or products made from Michigan plums, it is easy to have your 

business listed on the Michigan Plum web site. See contact information below.    

We are developing a Michigan Plum Variety brochure that will be useful for potential customers of 

Michigan plums.   Contact the Michigan Plum Advisory Board. 

If you have one or more favorite plum recipe, consider submitting them as suggested additions to the web 

site.   It is a great way to share a family favorite. 

Contact information:  Michigan Plum Advisory Board, 12800 Escanaba Drive Suite A, Dewitt, MI 

48820-8680, Phone : 517.669.4250, Fax: 517.669.4251, email: mpab@michiganplum.org. 
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Breeding  Black Ice™ and Other New Winter 
Hardy Plums and Plumcots 

Brian R. Smith  
State Extension Commercial Fruit Specialist 

Dept. of Plant & Earth Science, University of Wisconsin-River Falls 
River Falls, WI 54022 

 
Telephone: 715-425-3345 

Email: brian.r.smith@uwrf.edu 

 

Growing conditions on individual fruit farms in the Upper Midwest vary considerably due to soil 

type, exposure, topography, temperature fluctuation, average growing season temperature and 

length, rainfall and minimum winter temperatures. Plums and apricots are particularly susceptible 

to extremes in temperatures during both winter and spring; the former causing severe winter 

injury and the latter (early spring warmth) that induces early bloom and the resultant increased 

likelihood that frost may preclude fruit set. 

 

Michigan commercial plum and apricot production on good growing sites is significantly more 

feasible than in the remainder of the surrounding states, although severe year-to-year fluctuations 

in production and income still point to the challenges of growing these stone fruit. Wisconsin 

plum and apricot production is minimal due to the increased risks of growing in an even more 

caustic climate than Michigan. The Wisconsin direct market outlets that have been developed 

primarily for apple and strawberry sales – roadside stands, farmer’s markets, pick-your-own and 

pre-picked on-farm sales – could easily accommodate  a new crop such as fresh market plums. 

Additionally, much of the equipment required for apple production (and to a slightly lesser extent, 

strawberries) will work quite well for plum production. Unfortunately, even with this basic 

infrastructure in place, historically Wisconsin growers have not initiated commercial plum 

production due to the lack of quality cultivars adapted to our severe climate. 

 

In order to adequately address the problem at hand, let’s look at what the current situation is for 

plum production in North America. The diversity of native and introduced plums and prunes 

available have allowed plum breeders to develop a broad array of cultivars that can be grown in 

home orchards just about anywhere. However, there is a much more  narrow array of adapted 

cultivars that can be grown with any success commercially. Even with this small group of 

superior cultivars, climate still plays a major role, with consistent, efficient, production seemingly 

limited to orchard sites on the West Coast and U.S.–Canadian Great Lakes region. An 

overwhelming 95% of all plums and prunes produced in North America come from California, 

with the remainder supplied by Idaho, Michigan, Oregon, Washington, Ontario and New York. 

 

Since most fresh dessert plum production has been centered in the ideal California climate, 80% 

of the production must be shipped out-state in order to find sufficient numbers of buyers. This 

wholesale market is typified by poor quality fruit (usually harvested too early) and narrow profit 

margins. In the remainder of North America, plum and apricot orchards located furthest from the 

ideal climate, typically exhibit the greatest reduction in efficiency  due to  higher growing costs/ 

risks associated with late spring frosts, more severe winters,  short growing seasons with low 
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seasonal heat unit accumulation, cultivars with questionable fruit quality, and a series of pests 

(borers, curculio, bacterial spot, brown rot and scald). 

 

The goal then, if we are to grow plums successfully commercially in the Upper Midwest , is to 

significantly decrease typical plum-growing risks and increase profit potential to a point where it 

all starts looking attractive. While Wisconsin growers will probably be on the fringe of successful 

plum production for some time, Michigan growers will likely find that our new cultivars can 

immediately add profitability in many forms. 

 

Increased plum/apricot production profitability in the Midwest can be accomplished by 

implementation of a  multi-faceted plan. Returning plum sales to a direct-marketed approach via 

such methods as on-farm, farmer’s markets or roadside stands could have a dramatic effect on 

profits.This is one of the primary reasons why many Michigan and Wisconsin orchards have 

survived in the face of the massive Pacific Northwest wholesale production; they compete based 

on product quality(adapted, flavorful cultivars) and higher profit margins(direct marketing).  

Initially, the lack of consumer awareness regarding the quality and availability of fresh dessert 

plums and plum hybrids could be a major roadblock to success outside of Michigan but with 

proper promotion, consumers are becoming much more aware of local production. Climatic risks 

can be addressed somewhat by proper site selection /development and proper rootstock selection. 

Pest problems can be reduced by multiple control methods such as increasing grower 

awareness/education and by adoption of  newer, more pest-resistant cultivars.  

 

There is a considerable amount of compatible, diverse, germplasm from across the world that can 

be used in hybridization in order to create much more adapted, lower- risk cultivars for our 

climate. Winter-hardy, late-blooming and high quality cultivars ripening over a span from late 

July to late September are definitely possible!     

 

An informal survey was conducted in 1990 and revealed that there were only nine major plum 

breeding programs in North America and none were targeted for cultivar development in USDA 

Hardiness Zones 5 or below. Four programs were located in California and one each in Texas, 

Georgia, West Virginia, Ontario and New York(Note: far fewer exist now!). Based on these 

minimal plum breeding efforts and the encouraging amount of wild and cultivated germplasm 

available, we decided to  initiate a plum/apricot breeding program at the University of Wisconsin-

River Falls (UWRF) in 1991. 

 

The objectives of the UWRF program are as follows: 

1. Employ interspecific (crosses among different species) hybridization techniques in    

order to transfer desirable characteristics from wild to cultivated forms. 

2. Continue to screen and identify wild species and specific cultivars with unique  

qualities such as specific and general combining abilities, winter hardiness or high fruit 

quality. 

3. Test new hybrid seedlings from the UWRF breeding program for performance under  

field conditions. 

4. Identify superior Midwest-adapted seedling genotypes and thoroughly test for  

possible commercial release as new cultivars and/or for use in further breeding. 

 

Hybridization and evaluation of seedlings has been and continues to be accomplished via 

discipline-accepted conventional techniques without the aid of biotechnology. UWRF has an 

extensive germplasm collection of 342 potted breeding trees representing 240 cultivars and 14 

species. The other sources of germplasm are wild populations, germplasm repositories, nurseries 

and other stone fruit breeders(pollen, breeding selections, germplasm collection expeditions). 



Most of the species used in breeding have a specific environmental adaptation or fruit quality 

aspect to contribute  but others are used primarily to form “genetic bridges”, allowing a free 

exchange of traits among species otherwise considered incompatible(somewhat like the use of an 

interstem to bridge the genetic gap between rootstock and scion). A substantial amount of pollen 

is kept on reserve from previous years in the freezer so that the first crosses of the year can be as 

diverse as the last. This pollen storage also allows us to use rare pollen shipped in from various 

sources  for “exploratory” crosses over a period of 3-4 years; thus at least some seedlings will be 

generated  and the pollen will not have been all wasted on incompatible crosses.  

 

All hybridizations are made on potted trees overwintered in walk-in coolers and then “forced” in 

the greenhouse in late winter and early spring. This methodology allows us to eliminate weather 

as a variable in the fruit set equation and to further spread out labor demands pre- growing 

season. Controlled hybridizations are made and fruit containing the resultant hybrid seed are 

harvested between April 15
th
 and July 1

st
. Seeds are extracted from the pits and either  refrigerated 

dry or warm-stratified. Cold stratification begins in November, with a target date of February 15
th
  

for germination; a great variation in actual germination occurs due to the complexity of different 

wild and cultivated clones involved. Seedlings are grown in the greenhouse under ambient 

photoperiod and then transplanted to the field in July or August at 4x16 ft. spacings. Seedlings are 

typically clean-cultivated between rows (helps on frost control during bloom) with herbicides 

applied within rows. Irrigation is used for establishment and thereafter only during critical 

droughts.  

 

Seedlings differ greatly in precocity(1 -13 years to transition from juvenile to adult) but as they 

come into bearing, nearly commercial numbers of pesticide applications are made in order to 

obtain fruit for evaluation. The primary pests that must be controlled include plum curculio, 

borers and brown rot. New plum seedling hybrids can ripen any time from July 10 to October 1, 

so a weekly walk through the seedling orchards is imperative so as not to miss a new “selection”. 

 

New selections are propagated as soon as possible via chip- or T-budding onto standard P. 

americana or Myrobalan rootstocks. These selections may be utilized solely as “breeders” and/or 

eventually become new cultivars with commercial potential. Most of our selections are composed 

of at least two to three wild or cultivated species, while a few are made up of a union of six 

species in one individual. Interspecific fruits can display rather striking characteristics such as 

vivid yellow and red or green and red marbled flesh. Fruit exteriors can be somewhat pubescent 

or smooth and can range from black to ruby red to light gray. Flavors can also be extraordinary, 

such as rich blends of apricot and plum.  

 

Over 207 selections have been made from seedlings over the years. ‘Lydecker’ plum was released 

in 2005 and plant patent #16,621 recorded in 2006. In spring 2009, we decided to trademark 

Lydecker as Black Ice™. Over 15,000 trees have been propagated of this cultivar over the last 

three years by Baileys Nurseries located in St. Paul, MN. Black Ice™ is extremely early for a 

premium quality plum, ripening around August 5
th
 , or about  two to three weeks before 

‘Alderman’. It requires a pollinizer such as ‘Toka’, ‘Alderman’, ‘Sapalta’, wild American plum, 

‘Kaga’ or ‘Superior’. Since full-bloom on Black Ice™ is near the end of  the ‘Toka’ bloom 

period, it would be beneficial to have a later pollinizer nearby also. Myrobalan works well as a 

rootstock for most planting environments. Black Ice™ can be extremely productive and tends to 

require liberal annual pruning ( up to 50% wood removal each year) and some fruit thinning to 

prevent runting out. One-year-old wood is the primary source of flower buds, although short-

lived spurs can provide a prolific number of flowers. Black Ice™ has a weepy growth habit with 

small diameter stems for such large fruit. Black Ice™ requires superior management for 

maintaining correct reproductive-vegetative vigor and tends to split skins if there is insufficient 



moisture available near ripening. However, if growers are able to provide the aforementioned 

conditions, Black Ice™ will reward with beautiful, superior-tasting  fruit that commands a 

premium price when direct-marketed. Growers in Wisconsin and Minnesota markets have 

received $2.75/lb and $3.60/qt. tray (Dane Co. Farmers Market near Madison– most famous in 

WI),  $1.75-2.10/lb; $3.50/qt. at the Minneapolis Farmers Market, and $1.45-1.95/lb in Sturgeon 

Bay. 

 

   
 

 
 
  

Black Ice™ 



Other selections being tested for release include a plumcot, RF 97-95-47-1, which is  

characterized by high fruit set, a sweet, delicate dessert quality with a slight hint of apricot in the 

 flavor and excellent winter hardiness. This particular selection has been one of the most reliable 

 producers of all our selections. Other unique selections include a yellow plum (RF 02-98-19-1)  

with apricots and Japanese plum in its lineage and the most recent is RF 11-06-51-1 with its  

paternal grandfather being a European prune plum. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

  



 
 

 

A segment of our breeding program efforts at UWRF has involved the identification of a very 

late-blooming series of selections from two wild Prunus species that bloom 10-15 days later than 

most of the other Prunus  in our collection . Additional traits of interest from these selections 

include extreme winter hardiness, dwarf stature, drought tolerance and a range of fruit maturities 

from August 10 to September 20- all from the same parentage.  These wild selections are being 

hybridized with high quality cultivars in order to achieve higher profitability for commercial 

plum growers in the near future. 

 

In Summer 2011, a new replicated plum performance trial was begun, incorporating  UW- 

RF advanced selections replicated 4X across the field plots with four standard cultivars as  

“controls” and the entire plot interspersed with pollinizer trees. Data obtained from this plot in  

conjunction with that obtained from cooperators (including commercial growers, nurseries, other 

researchers) will help validate our decisions on further releases and patents. 

 

 

Multiple complex, promising selections await release, including many plumcots, that incorporate  

plum and apricot characteristics and over 30 % SS.  These range from  1/8 to 7/8 plum/apricot in 

their parentages. Our stone fruit breeding efforts are supported by the collaborative efforts of 

International Plant Management, Bailey Nurseries Inc., Willow Drive Nursery,  Jung’s Nursery, 

Cornell University, UW-System and the Wisconsin Department of Agriculture, Trade and 

Consumer Protection.  
 

RF 11-06-51-1 




