
Small is beautiful; Crab apples explored 
 
Scientific Classification: – Family:  Rosaceae, Genus; Malus,  Species; Various - including the 
domesticated apples and crab apples.  
 
Meaning of scientific name: Latin for ‘bad’ or ‘evil’, associated with our fall from grace in the 
Garden of Eden. It is also thought to be from the Greek word melon, used for tree fruits with a fleshy 
exterior.In 1753 Linnaeus named the genus as Pyrus; i.e. Pyrus malus. The earliest specific name for 
any apple where Malus was exclusively used was Malus pumila Miller, also known as Malus domestica 
Borkh.  
 
Origin: All species of apples are native to the temperate zone of the northern hemisphere. To thrive 
they need a period of cold weather below 7 0 C during the winter. It is thought that the wild, quite 
large ancestor of our Malus domestica Borkh. is Malus sieversii M. Roen, native to Kazakhstan in Central 
Asia. We know through DNA testing of Malus domestica Borkh, that over time hybridisation has 
occurred with the European crab apple Malus sylvestris Miller  
 
Pollination: The apples we know as eating apples generally require cross-pollination, although some 
are self-fertile. However, they all benefit from cross- pollination. The crab apple is normally self-
fertile and is a very good pollinator attracting insects. Where apples are grown for production, crab 
apple trees are often planted in the orchards to help with this vital job. 
 
Uses: Crab apples are not considered an important crop, but they are:  

• Exceptionally good pollinators and actively used for this function in commercial orchards.  
• Used as rootstocks for domestic apples to add beneficial properties. 
• Compact ornamental trees, providing large amounts of blossom in the Spring and fruit in the 

Autumn. 
• Provide nourishing food for the birds during the winter. 
• Mostly very sour, but a very good source of pectin and useful as a setting agent when making 

jams and jellies. The fruit can be added to other fruits in jams, or in its own right made into 
crab apple jelly.  

• Added in cider making to give more interesting flavours. 
• Valued as a sour condiment in Southeast Asian cultures. 
• Medicinal – helpful in settling stomach ailments; used in alternative medicine and potentially 

has positive effects on several systems in the body.  
 
Toxicity:  The pips contain cyanolipids (Hydrogen cyanide), which is not a problem if digested in 
small quantities. 
 
The flower – A perfect model of Fibonacci’s sequence of 5’s 

• The flowers are borne in corymbs normally of five flowers. The central flower is the ‘king 
bloom’ and opens first - often larger than the others. 

• Each flower generally has: 
o Five sepals 
o Five petals, which may be white, pink or red. 
o 15 – 20 stamens producing copious pollen. 
o Inferior ovary containing 5 carpels 
o Nectaries which are in the hypanthium (cup-like structure connecting petals, sepals and 

stamens), below the base of the stamens. 
• Crab apples that are descendants of Malus sylvestris have soft downy hairs on the inside of the 

sepals only, but are glabrous (or nearly so) on the outside of the receptacle.  
• Crab apples that are descendants of cultivated apples have the downy hairs both on the inside 

and outside of the sepals and outside of the receptacle,  
 
The fruit – 

o A globose pome –the receptacle enlarges and grows up around the ovary as part of the fruit. 
o The centre of the fruit contains five carpels in a star-like arrangement.  
o Each carpel contains up to two seeds – rarely three. 
o Crab apples are defined by their size of 4cm diameter or less. 


