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W hat  Are Grafted Fruit  Trees?
Due to genetic diversity, fruit trees grown 
from seed usually do not yield the same 
quality fruit as their parents and, therefore, 
most fruit trees are grafted, meaning two, or 
more different trees are fused together to 
form a union and function as a single tree. 
Grafting fruit trees is one of the oldest 
recorded horticultural practices, dating back 
to around 300 BCE. Generally, one tree 
variety provides the ?rootstock,? which 
consists of the root system and a small 
portion of the trunk. The rootstock is 
selected for a number of reasons including 
hardiness, size, growth patterns, and disease 
resistance. Other compatible varieties, 
termed the ?fruitwood? or ?scion,? are 
grafted onto the rootstock. The scion are 
pieces to be grafted from a fruit tree variety 
that you want to reproduce. Scion are usually 
dormant wood from the previous season?s 
shoot growth. In a basic grafted fruit tree, 
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This apple tree is grafted with some branches 
bearing red crabapple and others have a larger apple. 
(Deborah M aier) 

This hardy small fruited crabapple was the root 
stock for a grafted tree. (Deborah M aier) 

everything above the graft union (a bulge in 
the trunk located a few inches above the 
ground) is the fruitwood of a second variety, 
which produces the desired fruit. In a 
multi-grafted fruit tree (also known as 3-in-1, 
or 4-in-1 cultivars, ?fruit salad trees?, or 
?combination fruit trees?) additional varieties 
are grafted onto the main fruitwood, either 
as individual branches, or as sections of the 
trunk (with one, or more branches).

Most importantly, the varieties to be grafted 
together must be compatible, meaning they 
must be able to form a successful cambial 
union and maintain vascular continuity. 
Generally, this means grafting two varieties 
of the same genus such as apple-on-apple, 
pear-on-pear, or cherry-on-cherry. 
However, there are so many different 
cultivars (cultivated species) within each 
genus that multi-grafted fruit trees can offer 
significant diversity.

W hy Plant  Mult i Grafted Fruit  Trees?
There are many reasons why gardeners 
might wish to seek or create multi-grafted 
fruit trees. One common reason is that 
small-space or urban gardeners might wish 
to grow multiple varieties of a fruit, but only 
have space for a single mature tree. Rather 
than planting three apple trees of different 
varieties, a single 3-in-1 apple tree can be 
selected or created. As long as the varieties 
are compatible, there is no limit to the 
number of different varieties that can be 
grown on a single tree.

Furthermore, a gardener might already have 
a mature fruit tree but be dissatisfied with 
the fruit it produces. Rather than replacing 
the existing tree with one bearing tastier 
fruit, the gardener could graft branches of a 
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is available to download as a digital resource 
from the Calgary Public Library. Although 
the bulletin goes into significantly more 
detail, the basic principles of grafting fruit 
trees are:

- Choose compatible varieties and an 
appropriate rootstock.

- Use proper technique, as well as sharp 
and clean tools.

- Graft during the proper season (usually 
early spring).

- Ensure that the scion is dormant but 
fresh (moist and cool).

- Dress graft with wax (or similar) to give 
protection and keep from drying out.

Rootstock and scion wood can be sourced 
through mail-order nurseries, from 
friends and neighbours, from garden group 
exchanges, or purchased from local 
collectors and breeders.

When you plant grafted fruit trees, you 
must ensure that the graft union is about 
5 cm above the soil line. Burying the graft 
union is a common reason for failure; either 
the tree can rot, or roots will develop from 
the scion instead of the rootstock, resulting 
in a tree that no longer benefits from the 
desired traits of the rootstock variety. 
Otherwise, the planting of and care for 
grafted fruit trees is much the same as for 
any other tree.

desired (and compatible) variety onto the 
existing tree.

Regardless of space constraints, one 
advantage of multi-grafted fruit trees is that 
trees that are not self-fertile can become 
so by grafting branches of a pollinating 
variety onto the main tree. The two (or 
more) varieties can then cross-pollinate each 
other, resulting in a self-fruitful tree. This 
eliminates the need to plant an entire tree 
for the purpose of cross-pollination.
Furthermore, some varieties of fruit tree are 
marginally self-fruitful, but fruit production is 
increased, or enhanced by the presence of a 
pollinator species.

Another reason for seeking a multi-grafted 
fruit tree might be to extend the harvest 
season. Different verities within a genus 
flower and mature at slightly different times. 
By carefully selecting several varieties with 
different harvest times, the harvest window 
can be extended.

Hook Me Up!
There are many ways to source a 
multi-grafted fruit tree including local garden 
centres and nurseries, mail-order nurseries, 
and grafting your own tree. If you purchase a 
tree, be sure to check that all varieties on 
the tree are hardy in Calgary (USDA Zone 
4a). An excellent resource for this purpose is 
the book Growing Fruit in Northern Gardens by 
Sara Williams and Bob Bors (2017). Some, 
but definitely not all, varieties of apple, pear, 
apricot, plum, and cherry can be grown in 
our climate. Furthermore, some varieties 
might be winter-hardy (in that they survive 
the winter), but fail to produce fruit because 
they bloom too early in the season and the 
flowers are affected by late frost. Find out 
what the rootstock variety is on the tree, 
and check to ensure that it is suitable for 
growing in Calgary and in your space (check 
the hardiness and chill hours, disease 
resistance, and mature size of the rootstock 
variety). If you want to create your own 
multi-grafted fruit tree, a number of 
resources are available to get you started. 
For example, a short and sweet bulletin titled 
Grafting Fruit Trees by Larry Southwick (1979) 

Grafted apple tree branch (Pixabay) 


