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Test ing American Chestnuts 

For Blight  Resistance 

It has now been over ha l f  a  century s ince  chestnut 
b l igh t ,  caused by t h e  fungus Endothia p a r a s i t i c a  ( ~ u r r . )  A. 
& A . ,  was introduced i n t o  America f r o m t h e  Orient.  I n  t h a t  
time t h e  b l igh t  has spread r e l e n t l e s s l y  and has destroyed 
a l l  of our comrnercial~stands of t h i s  once most valuable 
hardwood species  of t h e  East ,  

A grea t  many people a r e  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  see ing t h e  
American chestnut  ( ~ a s t a n e a  denta ta  L. ) appear again a s  a 
regular  member o f  our f o r e s t  communities. Over 600 people 
in -36  d i f f e r e n t  s t a t e s  have w r i t t e n  t o  us, i n  response t o  a 
b r i e f  magazine a r t i c l e , l  t o  t e l l  us of l i v i n g  American 
chestnut  t r e e s .  The locat ions  of these  t r e e s ,  l a r g e  and . 
small,  a r e  shown i n  Figure 1. 

Before receiving these  recent  communications we knew 
of only 57 l a r g e  surviving chestnut  t r e e s .  Now we know of 
many more. It i s  our hope t h a t  a,mong them may be a t r e e  t h a t  
hasn ' t  simply escaped t h e  b l igh t ,  but has a high degree of 
d isease  res i s t ance .  Such a t r e e ,  i f  i t s  progeny a r e  a l s o  re- 
s i s t a n t  t o  the  d isease ,  could provide a means by which Amer- 
i c a n  chestnut could be helped t o  grow i n  our f o r e s t s  again. 

Those l a r g e  t r e e s  t h a t  have remained f r e e  of t h e  
b l i g h t  i n  areas  i n  which t h e  d isease  i s  we l l  es tabl ished 
have t h e  s t rongest  p o s s i b i l i t y  of possessing disease r e s i s t -  
ance. They have been exposed t o  i n f e c t i o n  f o r  years ,  so 
t h e i r  escape from the  d isease  must be due e i t h e r  t o  the  
f a i l u r e  of the  fungus t o  reach them under condit ions favor- 
a b l e  t o  i n f e c t i o n  o r  t o  d isease  res i s t ance .  'de hope t o  de- 
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termine which of t hese  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  i s  respons ib le  f o r  
t h e i r  su rv iva l .  

One way t o  t e s t  b l i g h t  r e s i s t a n c e  i s  t o  a r t i f i c i a l l y  
i n o c u l a t e  e x i s t i n g  ches tnut  t r e e s  wi th  t h e  b l i g h t  fungus. 
Some t r e e s  have been t e s t e d  i n  t h i s  manner by a  t r a i n e d  
t echn ic i an .  Such work i s  slow, and our  l i m i t e d  s t a f f  has 
been a b l e  t o  t e s t  only a  few t r e e s  each year .  Another method 
i s  t o  ob ta in  scionwood from t r e e s  suspected of being b l i g h t  
r e s i s t a n t  and g r a f t  them on small  s eed l ings  i n  a reas  where 
we know t h e  b l i g h t  i s  present .  Res i s t an t  t r e e s  w i l l  l i v e ,  
o t h e r s  w i l l  d i e  a f t e r  s u f f i c i e n t  exposure t o  t h e  d isease .  
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Figure 1.--Location of l a r g e  Anierican ches tnut  t r e e s  a s  re-  
po r t ed  i n  t h e  s p r i n g  of 1957. The do t t ed  l i n e  i n d i c a t e s  
t h e  b o t a n i c a l  range of  American ches tnut .  

During t h e  p a s t  4 yea r s  we have obtained scionwood 
from l a r g e  ches tnut  t r e e s  t h a t  have survived t h e  b l i g h t  so  
f a r .  S o m e o f t h i s  scionwoodhasbeenusedlocally. The 
r e s t  has been s e n t  t o  cooperators  i n  28 s t a t e s  who have 
g r a f t e d  t h e  ma te r i a l  on seedl ings  i n  t h e i r  l o c a l i t i e s .  I n  
t h i s  way we can be r e l a t i v e l y  s u r e  t h a t  t h e  g r a f t e d  t r e e s  
t h a t  surv ive  i n  a l l  t hese  d i f f e r e n t  p l aces ,  ?ram scionwood 
from a  s i n g l e  source, have an e x c e l l e n t  chance of being 



b l i g h t  r e s i s t a n t .  When t h e s e  t r e e s  a r e  much o l d e r  our  tech-  
n i c i a n s  can then  sub jec t  them t o  a r t i f i c i a l  i nocu la t ions  a s  
f i n a l  proof.  

Ue hope t h a t  a l l  who have repor ted  t h e  occurrence o f  
American ches tnuts  w i l l  keep t h e  t r e e s  under observat ion.  
Pe r iod ic  r e p o r t s  on t h e i r  condi t ion  would be welcome. We 
a l s o  wish t o  l e a r n  of  t h e  l o c a t i o n s  o f  s t i l l  o t h e r  l a r g e  
American ches tnuts .  

Those who wish t o  propagate t h e i r  ches tnut  t r e e s  and 
t e s t  them can t a k e  scionwood from t h e  t r e e  and g r a f t  i t  onto 
o t h e r  ches tnut  r o o t  s tock.  De ta i l ed  i n s t r u c t i o n s  on methods 
of making g r a f t s  may be obta ined  by w r i t i n g  t o  t h e  U. S. 
Department of Agr icul ture ,  Washington 25, D. C. 

We a r e  now compiling information gleaned from t h e  
l e t t e r s  we have received. We p lan  t o  extend our  t e s t i n g  of  
American ches tnut  and w i l l  con tac t  those  who have repor ted  
t r e e s  t h a t  have t h e  s t r o n g e s t  p r o b a b i l i t y  of possess ing  dis- 
ease  r e s i s t ance .  By ob ta in ing  scionwood from such t r e e s  f o r  
propagat ion and t e s t i n g  i n  va r ious  l o c a l i t i e s  w e  hope t o  de- 
termine i f  America possesses a  b l i g h t - r e s i s t a n t  na t ive  
ches tnut .  

--JESSE D. DILLER 

Forest  Pa tho log i s t  
Virg in ia  Pine-Hardwood Research Center 
Northeastern Forest  Ekperiment S t a t i o n  

Agricul ture-Forest  Service-Upper Darby, Pa. 




