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YOU’VE HEARD OF CHILL OUT, BUT HAVE YOU HEARD OF CHILL HOURS?
By Linda Frank, Master Gardener

Have you had enough “Chill Hours” this winter??  I know I’m ready for warmer weather but if you have non-citrus fruit trees in your yard (or are hoping to add some to your “new” open spaces) the answer isn’t as easy.  

Fruit trees, such as apple, pear, and peach, need a certain amount of cold weather to blossom properly and even to leaf-out consistently.  This chilling requirement is often referred to as “chill hours”.  Most of the fruit trees we have in our country require many hours of chilling, but plant breeders are developing varieties that don’t need as much cold weather to set their fruit.  

Fruit trees lose their leaves and become dormant in late fall with the shortening of days and cooler temperatures.  This is also caused by a hormone that suppresses buds and blossoms until the weather warms up and the days lengthen.  Temperatures between 32⁰ and 45⁰ cause this hormone to break down and allow the tree to develop buds and blossoms when the weather warms up.  This temperature range is referred to as “Chill Hours”.  When the temperatures goes below 32⁰ the temperature doesn’t add any time to the total and when the temperature goes above 60⁰ you have to subtract those hours from the total.

When we have a very mild winter (such as last year’s) where we only have a couple of days of cold weather the trees aren’t stimulated enough to break down the hormone and allow the tree to blossom.  

This winter we have had several bouts of cold weather lasting over a period of several days.  The longest lasting bout was from December 31 – January 6.  Temperatures during that week were in the 57⁰ - 27⁰ range for all but 5 hours for the week.  If you multiply the 7 days x 20 hours (hours at 45⁰ or below) and subtract the 5 hours over 60⁰ you come out with 135 chill hours.  This is unusual for our area but should mean a good fruit crop for the right trees.

So, what do I mean by the right trees?  If we look at apple trees for example, popular varieties such as Gala and Fuji need 600 chill hours.  Granny Smith apples need 400 chill hours.  Honey Crisp apples, one of the new favorite varieties in the stores, needs 1000 chill hours.  Many apple varieties need 800-1000 chill hours.  We live where we get an average of <200 chill hours yearly.  The varieties mentioned above won’t do well here – they may grow and produce some fruit some years but you are much better off paying a little more and getting a variety that will do well here.  This brings up another subject – if they sell it, should you buy it??  The big box stores often carry trees (and other plants) that are not suited to our climate – just because they have beautiful Granny Smith apple trees (that were grown in a nursery much farther north) doesn’t mean you should buy it.  If you really want to try growing apples in our area look for low chill varieties such as Anna or Golden Dorsett.  Research when they bloom and if they are self-pollinating and make your choices intelligently.  

If you chose to grow pears look for varieties such as Baldwin, Hood or Floridahome.

If you want to grow peaches here look for Gulfking, Flordacrest, Gulfprince, FloridaPrince or Tropical Beauty.  You can see from these names they have often been developed in Florida.

Before you make your final decision please find out how large your tree will get.  Full size fruit trees can grow quite large and may overpower the spot you planted it in.  Be prepared to fertilize and water as recommended (it takes a lot out of a tree to produce all that fruit) and watch for pests and disease.

So, what should you do if you want to plant something other than citrus trees and don’t want to have the hassle of trying to find that right apple, pear or peach variety?  Have you considered figs? Or olives. Or pomegranates? 

If you do decide to plant apple, pear, or peach trees please go with a variety that will fruit reliably in our area and let the Master Gardeners know how they are doing.  We are always interested in actual results from our area.  Come see us (and our Coastal Oaks Demonstration Garden) at Texas AgriLife Extension, 892 Airport Rd. in Rockport, or call 361 790-0103.
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