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NEW ORLEANS (AP)—Stinky 
but handsome and widely popu-
lar landscape trees have spawned 
aggressive invaders, creating 
thickets that overwhelm native 
plants and sport nasty four-inch 
spikes.

Bradford pears and 24 other 
ornamental trees were developed 
from Callery pears—a species 
brought to America a century ago 
to save ravaged pear orchards. 
Now, their invasive descendants 
have been reported in more than 
30 states.

“Worse than murder hornets!” 
was the tongue-in-cheek title of 
a U.S. Department of Agriculture 

webinar in 2020 about Callery 
pears including the two dozen 
thornless ornamental varieties 
sold since the 1960s.

“They’re a real menace,” said 
Jerrod Carlisle, who discovered 
that four trees in his yard and 
one at a neighbor’s had spawned 
thousands on 50 acres he was 
turning from cropland to woods 
in Otwell, a community of about 
400 in southern Indiana.

Indiana is among 12 midwest-
ern and western states that have 
reported invasions, though most 
are in the South and Northeast.

Until 2015, Carlisle rented 
his field to a farmer. Then he 

enrolled it in a USDA crop reduc-
tion program that paid for plant-
ing 29,000 trees as wildlife hab-
itat.

Carlisle realized the spiky 
flowering pears were a problem 
in 2019. When he cut or mowed 
them, new sprouts popped up. 
Trees sprayed with herbicide 
regrew leaves. Cutting off bark 
in a circle around the trunk kills 
most trees. Not these.

He and his 17-year-old son 
have cut down an estimated 
1,400 Callery pears, applying her-
bicide to the stumps. But he fig-
ures there are about 1,000 more 
to go.

Without regular mainte-
nance, fields near seed-produc-
ing trees can be covered with 
sprouts within a couple of years, 
said James “J.T.” Vogt, a scientist 
at the U.S. Forest Service’s South-
ern Research Station in Athens, 
Georgia.

“If you mow it, it sprouts and 
you get a thicket,” he said. “If you 
burn it, it sprouts, too.”

Seedlings only a few months 
old bear spurs that can punch 
through tractor tires, said David 
R. Coyle, an assistant professor 
in Clemson University’s Depart-
ment of Forestry and Environ-
mental Conservation.

The stench wafting from the 
tree’s billows of white blossoms 
has been compared to perfume 
gone wrong, rotting fish, chlo-
rine, and a cheese sandwich left 
in a car for a week. The trunks 
branch off in deep Vs, so after 15 
to 20 years they tend to break in 
storms.

But Frank N. Meyer, an agri-
cultural explorer who brought 
2,500 species of plants including 
his namesake Meyer lemon to the 
USDA in the early 1900s, called 
the Callery pear wonderful, not-
ing that it survived drought and 
poor soil.

Callery pears are stinky menace

According to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, greenhouse 

gases generated by human activities are “the most significant driver 

of observed climate change since the mid-20th century.”
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How you can help:

Set your thermostat to use less energy; switch 

to CFL light bulbs; shorten showers; reduce, 

reuse and recycle; unplug devices when not in 

use; line-dry your laundry; and turn off lights 

when leaving a room, for starters.
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