Compleat amateur

Budding from the Ground Up

by Harry Heineman

It may seem presumptuous to write
about bud-grafting of magnolias, since
I am an amateur with more failures
than successes. But | decided to go
ahead anyway. in hopes of helping
others who want to try budding to
avoid some of my errors. | am
essentially self-taught, although 1 did
see Joe McDanicel do a budding
demonstration at the national meeting
in D.C. in 1977. | have not been able
to find much down-to-earth help in the
literature.

1 shall try to keep this simple and as
clear and specific as possible. Again,
these are notes of a layman, gleaned
from many trials and limited success.
The experts and professionals often
leave out details, important to
amateurs like me, feeling that these are
so obvious they don't need mentioning.

The reason for budding magnolias is
to obtain a genetically identical
duplicate of a desirable or rare
magnolia, which of course is not
possible starting with seeds of that
plant. This is true because the plant
you want to reproduce is often a
hybrid. If it’s not a hybrid, the open-
pollinated seed from it may be,
especially if the tree is growing close to
other magnolias of different species.
Even if the seed results from self-
pollination. magnolia offspring are just
like people in differing from their
parents and from each other.
Commercially, most magnolias are
propagated from cuttings. but it is
often difficult for the amateur to root
magnolia cuttings, even assuming he
can obtain fresh cuttings, with leaves
intact. of the current season’s growth.

The cuttings must often be sent
through the mails, over long distances:
it’s much easier to ship budwood in
good condition. Then too, few
amateurs own an intermittent-mist
system. and this lack considerably
reduces one’s chances of success in
rooting cuttings. It might be
mentioned. parenthetically, that
budding high onto mature plants can
dramatically reduce the time it takes to
first flowering of the desired magnolia.
So let us assume you have a source
of budwood for the magnolia you want
to propagate. What will you use for
rootstock? Unfortunately the answer is
often that you should have started 2 or
3 years before, by planting seed of your
rootstock. You can, of course, always
try grafting onto one of the upper
branches of an established, mature
plant, choosing a branch that grew
during the last 2 or 3 vears, and of a
“convenient size,” by which I mean
that the twig or branch you graft onto
should not be too much different in
size from the bud branch: this gives a
better “fit.” If you graft high in this
way onto a mature magnolia, you end
up with a single branch of the desirable
clone. unless you cut away all the rest
of the tree after the bud takes.
Understocks commonly used. and
grown from seed, are M. acuminata,
M. kobus, and M. x soulangiana,
because sced of these is generally
available, and they are among the
hardiest and most vigorous kinds.
However. you probably don't want to
graft a slow-growing magnolia or one
whose mature height is modest onto a
fast-growing rootstock that will
eventually make a big tree, or vice
versa. Naturally, you also want to



choose a rootstock that is at least as
winter-hardy as the budwood, unless
you live in an area where winter
hardiness is not a consideration, such
as California or the deep south.

I think, taking all into consideration,
it is best, if you can, to choose a
rootstock of the same species or
hybridization as the grafting material
that’s going on it, or at least closely
related. More studies need to be done
on compatibility of budwood with
various rootstocks, although Joe
McDaniel didn’t seem to feel this was
critical in most cases. An exception
seems to be M. macrophylla, which
takes better on macrophylla rootstock,
and there may be others for which the
same is true. With all this in mind, a
person who expects to do a lot of
grafting of magnolias should try to
have on hand 2- and 3-year-old
seedlings of acuminata, kobus, »
soulangiana, and possibly others
(depending on your grafting
“program”), and smaller plants of these
to be used the next year or the year
after.

Now comes the trickiest part of all,
in my experience: choosing the best
time of year for your budding
attempts. | shall assume, for purposes
of discussion, that your rootstock is
growing in the ground, or if in pots,
that you do not have a greenhouse or
other facilities for forcing it into
premature growth.

The principle to be followed in
deciding when to bud is easy to state
but not so easy to apply: the rootstock
should be in vigorous growth and the
budwood dormant. You also want to
choose a time when night temperatures
do not drop too low: any temperature
below 50° is probably too low, because
the bonding of the cambium layers is
slowed at lower temperatures. In effect,
if you do your budding outside, you
should do it in late spring or late
summer. The exact time, of course, will
depend on your climate: the advent of
spring and of chilly fall nights. If the
budding is carried out in late spring,

late enough for the rootstock to be in
active growth, then the budwood will
have started into growth also, unless it
is cut in late winter and held at cool
temperatures until the proper time.

Budwood can be kept for several
months in tightly-closed plastic bags (I
give a squirt or two from the mister
before sealing the bags) and held in the
refrigerator above freezing
temperatures. Since most refrigerators
are kept at about 40° F. for food
storage, this is the lowest convenient
temperature at which you can store your
budwood (remembering that this entire
article is directed to amateurs, who
don’t possess cold chests for keeping
plant material at 33°).

Because fresh budwood is obviously
more likely to take than budwood that
has been setting in a refrigerator for 2-
3 months, | have had much higher
success rates when I did my budding in
August or early September. The best
time is when the budwood formed the
same growing season is mature enough
not to be too green and soft, and the
time is early enough that the night
temperatures for the following two
weeks will not be dropping below 50°
F. It is clear that the choice of time is
something of a gamble, and that you
can improve your chances of getting at
least one or two takes (which is all you
probably want) if you can do your
budding at 2 or 3 different times,
spaced perhaps a week apart.

How do you choose your budwood?
I like to take large, vigorous sticks,
with large, fat axial buds spaced at
least 2 inches apart, from the present
season’s growth (of course, it will be
from the previous season if taken in
early spring). It is better if you can find
sticks that have started to turn from
green to brown, that is, started to
harden off, and aren’t too skinny: 3/8
inch diameter or larger are best. The
wood onto which you are grafting
should not be too much larger, so you
can get a good fit, and it should have
formed the previous vear or the year




before that. In other words, it
shouldn't be older wood.

Now, let’s assume you've got your
budwood and rootstock, and have
chosen your time carefully. How do
you actually go about doing the
budding itself? You will need
polyethylene sandwich bags, rubber
bands or strips (I use 5 x 3/16 inch
rubber budding strips, obtainable from
Mellinger’s, North Lima, Ohio, 44452),
and a sharp knife. I use an X-Acto No.
| - ST knife, so that when it needs
sharpening | can just change to a fresh
blade.

The leaves of your bud-sticks should
be cut off, leaving a short length of
petiole with which to hold the chip.
Place the bud-stick so it lies flat (if it
won't lie flat try turning it over) on a
cutting board or a left-over shingle,
with the bud pointing horizontally.
Then start your crescent-shaped cut
about 1 inch below the bud you're
preparing. If you use a kind of see-saw
motion, letting the point of the knife
rest on the board as you gradually
work your way up behind the bud, you
gain better control of the whole cutting
process. The important thing here is
not to cut the scion too shallow, or too
deep either: one is as fatal as the other
to success.
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The slice should be more or less
uniform in thickness and should barely
penetrate the cambium layer. The
cambium lies between the light green
layer which is immediately under the
outermost bark, and the whitish wood.
If you are still unsure, the cambium is
also the place where the bark separates
from the wood when you peel the bark
off a green stick. To reiterate: you
must cut down into the wood a bit,
and not just under the layer of outer
bark. But you must avoid cutting into
the pithy center. Your knife must
sometimes change direction as you cut
your chip, particularly behind the bud
itself where the stick often bends
slightly. Finish your cut about 3/4 to |
inch above the bud. Starting the cut
below the bud in this way, rather than
above, assures that you have an inch of
budshield below the bud to facilitate
the growing together of the cambium
layers, in case your knife doesn’t do
what you want it to after it has passed
behind the bud. I prefer to cut the
scionwood first, since this cut is more
critical and since the budwood is in
shorter supply than the possible
locations on the understock.

Now try to cut a slice from the
understock matching the scion you
have just cut as closely as possible, and
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