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The role of old apple cultivars in modern pomology

Magdolna Toéth

The Carpathian basin is rich in old apple cultivars. A huge number of fruit cultivars arosed or
naturalized in its regions which have diverse growing conditions. The sentiment of fruit
cultivars became wider and wider, when the knowledge gained during the migration of the
conquering Hungarians with the fruit flora developed before their occurrence, and later due to
the growing technology brought from the west by monk orders and monasteries, the German
and Walloon settlers. In the period of Turkish occupation plenty of new orchards appeared.

In the Carpathian basin the highly diverse fruit cultivar assortment could be enjoyed by the
serfdom as well for a long time. Until the end of the 19th century fruits belonged to the
everyday foods of people. The expropriations of forests (the so called phenomenon
,erdéelkiilondzések™ in Hungarian) started in these times by the landowners and inhibited the
traditional fruit growing in the forests, as well as the traditional selection. Essentially this was
the first large attack against the genetic diversity of Hungarian fruit varieties. Later the
monocultures used for commercial fruit production started to threaten the biodiversity.

Recognizing the dangers of gene erosion, the exploration and selection of various fruit species
and cultivars was started between 1952 and 1957 in Hungary. Approximately one thousand
fruit cultivars were placed in the experimental field of the University of Horticulture located
in Kamaraerd6. The maintenance of cultivar collections in the research institutes of fruit
growing, and in the experimental fields of universities is supported by national sources and by
the EU as well. The old cultivars are getting more and more attention. Nowadays we can find
that people are nostalgic about old varieties. Thus it is time to answer the question, what kind
of profit can be expected from the old cultivars in the Hungarian fruit growing, or in general
in our everyday life, in the near future.

The old varieties have cultural and historical importance; hence they form part of the natural
treasures and cultural heritage of a landscape or countryside, as any other values or human
creations. The variety assortment, the tidiness of orchards reflects the thinking of the people
living there, as well as their relation to their past. The pomological descriptions of old and
historical cultivars give important information to pomologists, historians and philologists.

Furthermore the old cultivars have an important role in landscape aesthetics and nature
protection. For example the Austrian traditional orchards are highly diverse in their forms and
they typically characterize the landscape in some regions. At present the traditional orchards
could still be exploited by pomologists, as well as they are exquisite hiking destinations for
tourists. In the floodplains of rivers, at the creek sides or in national parks, several traditional
orchards can be saved.

The comprehensive agreement signed in on the United Nations Conference on Environment
and Development (UNCED) in 1992 in Rio also verified that fruit gene banks have very
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important role in the preservation of biodiversity. The gene banks of our University are not
only valuable because we can select parent cultivars for our necessary changing breeding
purposes, but they also serve with plant material for scientific research if we have knowledge
about the cultivars, which for instance can answer centuries old questions of pomology.

In order to protect biodiversity, breeders should use local cultivars or their own breeding
materials as parent cultivars. Some of the old cultivars can be suitable to widen the assortment
due to their exceptional size, shape, surface or not light colored flesh. Furthermore based on
our studies carried out in our University, as parent cultivars they may have an important role
to increase the nutritional content, consuming values and health benefits of the future
cultivars.

One of the main aims of the selection during the breeding is to select cultivars with tolerance
or resistance to the most dangerous diseases of apple. During our research some of the old
cultivars of the Carpathian basin showed good resistance to fire blight, scab and powdery
mildew, thus they may play an important role in achieving or increasing biotic resistance.
There are several cultivars among the cultivars of the Carpathian basin which show sufficient
tolerance to the most relevant abiotic stress factors.

The old cultivars are relevance in phylogenetics, pedigree research and cultivar identification.
The examinations of diversity in gene banks let us to identify the cultivars, and discuss the
arguable pomological questions. The genetic studies have a role in phylogenetic research as
well. We may get to know the pedigree of cultivars by analyzing the cultivar assortment
originated and spread in a given region.

Nowadays there is a trend toward growing old fruit cultivars. Those cultivars should be grown
again which are resistant to diseases and suitable to our ecological conditions and processing
goals. The old cultivars are both suitable to be grown in growing systems with closed or
opened plantation, like in commercial organic growing, growing in self-supporting house
gardens, complex agroforestry systems, furthermore in traditional orchards or in tree lines.
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