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Happy New Year!

2008 — The Year of the Avocado
Persea americana

Lauraceae

We've likely all done it—grown an avocado tree from a
seed suspended by toothpicks in a glass jar. We were
probably in first or second grade and absolutely amazed
by the white roots growing into the water and the shoot
coming up out of the brown seed. Maybe you lived in
an area where you actually planted your seed outside
and it grew into a tree. Unfortunately, while the seeds
are easy to germinate, that is not the best way to grow
an avocado for your backyard orchard unless you have
15 or 20 years to wait for your first crop! A grafted tree
only takes 2-3 years to produce a crop! (The photo of
the avocado seedling is from www.avocado.org)

The avocado tree is related to the laurel and is the fruit
of the genus Persea. Avocados are native to Mexico
and south to the Andean area. Archeological evidence of the wild trees being cultivated
comes from as early as 750 BC. They were likely one of the first fruits discovered by the
Conquistadors in the 1500’s. In 1526, Oviedo, historian to the Conquistadores, wrote a
description of the avocado and gave the first directions in how it should be eaten.

The three strains of avocados that now exist--Mexican, West Indian and Guatemalan--were
first listed in 1653 by a Spanish padre named Bernabe Cobo. These strains include hundreds
of avocado varieties which come in a myriad of shapes--round, pyriform (pear-shaped), and
crook-necked; a number of skin colors--green, purple, maroon, and even black; and skin
textures from smooth to pebbly.

The first planting of avocados in California was recorded in 1848, by Henry Dalton near what
is now Azusa, a few miles east of Los Angeles. All evidence of the 1848 planting has long
since disappeared, but trees set out in Santa Barbara by R. B. Ord in 1871, thrived until
recently. In 1910 and 1911, employees of the West Indian Nursery in Altadena, California,



went to Mexico to search the marketplace for avocados of outstanding quality and to locate
the trees from which they came. They cut budwood from the best trees, numbered each, and
shipped them by Wells Fargo to Altadena. Many buds couldn’t adapt to the soil and climate of
California, but number 15, sent by a young man named Carl Schmidt which he had cut from a
tree in the garden of Alejandro Le Blanc, flourished. When it survived the great freeze of
1913, its strength was officially recognized and it was given the name Fuerte which is a
Spanish word meaning vigorous and strong. The Fuerte tree that Schmidt found pretty well
created California's avocado industry. (The avocado had a reputation for inducing sexual
prowess and wasn't purchased or consumed by any person wishing to protect their image as
“proper” citizens. Growers had to sponsor a public relations campaign to dispel that image
before avocados became popular.)

California now produces 86% of all avocados
grown in America, followed by Florida at 14%,
and Hawaii at 1%. (Mexico is still number one
in world production.) The dominant variety of
avocado grown in California is the Hass (85%),
while Florida grows more of the larger West
Indian types, which are less oily, such as Booth
and Lulu. The Hass was a “chance” seedling
grown in the late 1920’s by a postman, Rudolph
Hass. Hass patented it in 1935 (first tree
patent!) and then made a deal with H. H.
Brokaw of Whittier to produce the trees. The
rest, as they say, is history. (Photo of “Hass”
variety avocado is from the Cal Poly Santa Ana
website.)

Avocados are readily available year ‘round in California, but there is still an allure to the home
gardener of going out into his/her own back yard and plucking an avocado right off the tree!
(Of course, we all know you can't pick a “ripe” avocado. They have to be selected when they
look mature and taken into a warm place to ripen for several days to a week until they are
soft enough to eat.) The avocado is a beautiful tree, with large, shiny green leaves and a
height of 20-40 feet or more at maturity. Unfortunately, most of us don’t have space for a tree
that large in our home garden, no matter how delicious its fruits!

Now, however, there are several “dwarf”’ varieties available for the home gardener. One is
known as “Don Gillogly” and is being sold by several nursery suppliers including Home Depot
Online, Wayside Gardens, Park Seed, Roger’'s Gardens, and Yamagami’'s Nursery. (I'm not
touting any of these places, just letting you know where | found the trees available.) Here is
the “blurb” on this tree: “Fast-growing and pest-free, this tree produces two crops a year of
soft, black-skinned avocados with a flavor so rich you need nothing else for a scrumptious
guacamole! Self-pollination follows the winter blooms, and the fruit ripens year-round (though
the first crop may take up to 14 months). Capable of reaching 10 feet tall, but simple to keep
pinched back to any desired height and width, the Gillogly Avocado is both attractive and
productive.”



There is also another dwarf, slightly weeping variety of avocado called “Holiday.” Itis a
heavy producer and the fruits look (to me any way) very much like a Hass. It is available at
Armstrong Garden Centers and at Growquest.com. Growquest says this about the Holiday:
“Holiday is an awesome plant. | have been watching Holiday grow in its popularity for the last
5 years. It is compact tree, reaching about 12 feet without pruning, kept smaller with some
pinching of growth. Holiday produces excellent Hass like fruit, during, well, surprise, the
Holiday Season in the early winter--perfect timing for holiday season cooking.

Holiday can produce fruit indoors. Make sure there is some intense lighting with good 12 hour
"days." (Put the lights on a timer.) Holiday should be planted into a container at least 30"
inches wide by 24" deep—perfect for half a wine barrel. Soil should be very sandy with about
50% organic matter or mulch. This dwarf tree has very large fruit. It is a beautiful tree with a
spreading, umbrella shape that skirts the ground.”

There is loads of information on actually growing avocados, both standard and dwarf, on
the internet, especially at our very own CRFG website. | found this very good, brief
information on where and how to plant your (full-sized) avocado at the Avocado.org
website:

“California avocado trees are one of the most popular tropical fruit trees used in
landscaping in zones 9, 10 and 11. They like soil ph of 6 to 6.5. It is a shallow rooted tree
that needs good aeration and does best when mulched with coarse material such as
redwood bark or other woody mulch about 2" in diameter. Use about 1/3 cubic yard per
tree, but keep it about 6 to 8 inches away from the trunk. Plant it in a non-lawn area with full
sun, protected from wind and frost. The ideal time to plant is March through June. During
summer there is risk of sun damage since young trees can't take up water very well.

The hole should be as deep as the root ball and just a bit wider. Gently place the root ball
in the hole taking care not to disturb the delicate root system. If the ball is root-bound,
carefully loosen up the soil around the edge and clip away any roots that are going in
circles. Back fill the hole with soil. Do not use gravel or potting mix.

The major nutrients needed by avocado trees are Nitrogen, Phosphorus and Potassium
(NPK) in a 7-4-2 fertilizer and Zinc. Feed young trees 1/3 to 1/2 pound of actual nitrogen
per tree per year, spread out over several applications if you like.

When watering, it is best to soak the soil well, and then allow it to dry out somewhat before
watering again. At planting, the tree can hold about 2 gallons of water. Depending on the
weather, your tree may need a gallon of water a day along the coast. Typically, trees need
to be watered two to three times a week. A mature tree will take about 20 gallons of water a
day. (On another website, it was suggested that trees be watered with drip spray emitters,
rather than regular drip as this keeps the roots from getting water-logged.)

This information was provided by Dr. Mary Lu Arpaia, Extension Subtropical Horticulturist,
Kearney Agriculture Center, Parlier, CA. and Dr. Ben Faber, Farm Advisor, Soils and
Water, Avocados and Subtropicals, Ventura County, CA. For more information about
avocado horticulture, visit http://www.ucavo.ucr.edu.




