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Black Knot

by Lyn Chimera

It’s hard to go anywhere there are cultivated or wild prunus 
trees (plums, prunes, and cherries) without seeing black 
knot (Apiosporina morbosa). It looks just like the name 
implies, a black knot encircling branches. Sometimes 
described as looking like warts or galls. These knotty 
areas can be very small in the early stages and expand 
over a few years to a foot in length. The disease can be 
found throughout North America but is most common in 
the northeast. Black knot was first identified in 1821 in 
Pennsylvania. Interestingly this disease is believed to have 
originated with natural pathogens in the US.

Black knot is a fungal disease that infects a tree a year before 
outward symptoms show up. Fungal spores overwinter in 
the knots and disperse with rain and temps above 60 about 
the time of bud break and can continue for 2 – 3 weeks. The 
spores have the ability to penetrate green shoots without 
needing an open or wound on the shoot.

Unfortunately, it does more harm than just look weird. 
Young, infected twigs can die within the first year. Larger 
branches may take a few years. It can take years for a tree 
to be as badly infected as the one in the photo. At this 
point, the tree needs to be removed.

Early detection is the key to control. The galls are more 
easily visible in the winter when there are no leaves 
blocking the view of the branches. All prunus trees should 
be regularly monitored for signs of galls. As soon as a gall is 
noticed it should be pruned out at least 6-8 inches below 
the gall. This is best done in late winter before spores are 
released. The knots are able to release spores even after 
being removed from the tree so should be burned, buried 
or bagged and removed from the property. Disinfecting 
pruners and hands is a must to prevent spread.

At this time there are no products recommended in NY 
for home use. Cultural control is the basic management 
strategy. For more details go to: http://plantclinic.cornell.
edu//factsheets/blackknot.pdf
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