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The 'Jonathan' Apple and its Progeny 

Dr. Roy C. Rom1 

The 'Jonathan' apple is considered a 

seedling of 'Esopus Spitzenberg,' an 

apple described by Beach as the 
standard of excellence for apples in the 
'Baldwin' class (1). 'Jonathan' came 

into being as a seedling find with out 
standing fruit quality characteristics 

acquired from its maternal parent and 
an unknown pollen source. For awhile, 

after being discovered on the farm of 

Mr. Philip Rick near Woodstock, Ulster 

County, New York, it was known 

colloquially as 'Esopus Spitzenberg 
New' or 'Ulster Seedling.' 

The first description of 'Jonathan' 

appeared in an 1826 article published 

by Judge J. Buel who, in 1829, gave the 
name to this cultivar as a compliment 

to Jonathan Hasbrouck who had 

called Judge Buel's attention to this 

fine apple (1, 3). 

Subsequently, 'Jonathan' assumed a 

prominent role in the U.S. apple 

industry and in other countries around 

the world. At the turn of the century, 
the 'Jonathan' cultivar ranked 6th in 

the U.S., behind 'Baldwin,' 'Ben Davis,' 

'Northern Spy,' 'Rhode Island Green 

ing' and 'Winesap,' in importance 
among commercial apples (5). With 

the possible exception of 'Winesap' all 

of these cultivars have become insig 
nificant, yet the 'Jonathan' remains an 
important commercial apple. Through 

the 1920s, 'Jonathan' accounted for 
about 10$ of U.S. production. This 

figure declined to 6% during the 1960s 

(5). The 1987 'Jonathan' crop estimate 

of 10,000,000 bushels, represents a 
slight increase in production, although 

it is only 4% of the record 1987 apple 

harvest. 

The 'Jonathan' tree has many attri 

butes. It is adapted to a wide range of 

climate and soil conditions and is said 

to succeed wherever grown (3). It is 

most compatible in Ohio, Missouri, 

Arkansas, Pennsylvania, Virginia and 
the irrigated regions of the West. Fruit 
sizing and cold hardiness are limiting 

factors in more northerly regions. The 
tree is not considered a heavy pro 
ducer; yet it is known for precocity, 

annual production, a degree of self 

fruitfulness, and reliability of produc 
tion under adverse conditions (2,4,5). 

Trees, described as moderately vigorous, 
thrive best on fertile soils and under 

the best cultural practices. Abundant 
annual growth, through somewhat thin 

and frequently growing back into the 
tree, produces a tree with a dense 

rounded canopy (1, 5). 
The 'Jonathan' fruit has been defini 

tively described and characterized. Its 

admirable attributes may be summar 

ized as "beautiful," "brilliant," "having 

a sprightly vinous flavor" and "possess 

ing excellent culinary and desert quali 

ties" (1, 3). 

The 'Jonathan' cultivar is not with 
out weaknesses. The tree is well-
known for its susceptibility to fire 

blight (Erwinia amylovora Burr.), both 
twig and blossom form, cedar apple 

rust (Gymnosporanuium juniperivigi-

nanae schw.), powdery mildew (Po-
dosphaeda leucotricha Sal.), bitter rot 
(Glomerella cingulata), and to a lesser 

extent, apple scab (Venturiainaequalis 
Cke.) (1, 5). These diseases, if not 

managed effectively, lead to low 
grade, uneven, irregular and/or small 

fruit (4). The plum curculio (Conu-
trachelus nenvphar Habst) also has an 
affinity for the 'Jonathan.' The fruit has 
several failings that have prevented 
the 'Jonathan' from becoming a more 
important commercial cultivar. Fruit 
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Table I. Continued. 

^Estimated harvest in relation to Jonathan season. 

vNorth American and European fruit and tree nut germplasm inventory. 1981 USDA Misc, Pub. 1409. 

"Different from Mutsu, which is a Golden Del hybrid. 

wDifferent from Tsugaru, which is a Golden Del Op seedling. 

vIt was not possible to find dates of introduction for all cultivars. 

sizing is a major problem except when 

grown under the best management. 

The fruit is subject to poor finish, 

principally russet, because the skin is 

sensitive to early season low tempera 

ture and the fungicides needed for 
disease control (5). A serious fruit 

shortcoming is that the 'Jonathan' does 

not store well, although Missouri 'Jona 

thans' harvested in 1903 were cited for 

excellent in flavor and appearance 

when exhibited during August at the 

1904 St. Louis Louisiana Purchase 

Exposition (4). Fruit harvested at an 

advanced maturity, when overcolor is 

at its best, is subject to a physiological 

disorder called Jonathan Spot. This 

disorder can be checked by holding 
fruit at temperatures below 1.6°C 

(35°F); however, soft scald, another 

physiological disorder, develops when 

ever 'Jonathans' are stored below 2.2°C 

(36°F) (6). The development of CA 

storage has alleviated the dilemma of 

these two storage disorders. 
The very admirable characteristics 

of wide geographic adaptation, reli 

able production and excellent table 

and market qualities have resulted in 

the use of 'Jonathan* as parent of 

choice by fruit breeders around the 

world. As a consequence, numerous 
new cultivars with a strong 'Jonathan' 

genetic background have been de 
veloped and introduced over the past 
75 years. 

A compilation of information from 

references and personal communica 
tions with apple breeders is presented 

in the tables. The harvest season, in 

some instances, is an estimate in rela 

tion to a 'Jonathan' harvest. The neces 

sity to make an estimate points to the 

fact that cultivar descriptions notably 
lack this information or do not refer 

ence the harvest time to a standard 

cultivar. Tables I and II list named 

cultivars in which the 'Jonathan' served 

as seed or pollen parent. Table III lists 
the 'Jonathan* mutations, selected pri 

marily for improved or early color 

development. Cultivars noted in Table 
IV are newer hybrids with 'Jonathan' 

background. 

Obviously not all the cultivars have 

become apples of note, many have 
only local acceptance. Some have not 

survived the test of time, and others 
have not been fully assessed. What is 
important and evident is that the 
'Jonathan,' which carries 'Spitzenberg' 

quality and excels its parent (1), is a 
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zEstimated harvest in relation to Jonathan season. 

vNorth American and European fruit and tree nut hermplasm inventory. 1981, USDA Misc. Pub. 1406. 

xJonathan background suspected but not confirmed. 

wIt was not possible to find dates of introduction for all cultivars. 
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'Estimated harvest in relation to Jonathan season. 

vNorth American and European fruit and tree nut germplasm inventory. 1981, USDA Misc. Pub. 1406. 

xSome question of a Jonathan mutation. 

wIt was not possible to find dates of introduction for all cultivars. 
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zEstimated harvest in relation to Jonathan season. 

yNorth American and European fruit and tree germplasm inventory. 1981, USDA Misc. Pub. 1406. 
xIt was not possible to find dates of introduction for all cultivars. 

revered cultivar. This is confirmed by 
the fact that it has been so widely used 
in new apple cultivar development. 

Jonathan' synonyms: 'Djonathan/ 
'Dzhonathan/ 'Dzonetr/ 'Esopus/ 
'Spitzenberg (new)/ 'King Philip/ 
'King Phillip/ Thilipp Rick/ Thilip 
Rick/ Tomme Jonathan/ 'Ulster/ 'Ul 
ster Seedling/ 
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