
Yard and Garden 04-16-2011 -- Ted Griess/ Extension Horticulture Assistant 

 

     The popular question this week has been, 

“What is the name of that small tree or shrub 

I’ve been seeing covered with beautiful, pale-

pink flowers?’  Chances are you, too, have 

been noticing this little beauty dotting the 

countryside.  Perhaps at first glance, you 

might assume it a red bud or a variety of 

flowering crab apple; but more than likely, 

this little lovely belongs to the genus Prunus.  

Over 400 species of this genus grow in 

northern temperate regions of the globe.   

Many are grown as fruit trees ―others strictly 

as ornamentals.  Prunus includes plums, 

cherries, apricots, peaches and almonds.     

     We are now seeing plums in bloom.  Plums are one of the earliest spring flowering trees.  

Two very popular specimens of plums that I encourage homeowners to grow are Prunus 

cerasifera and Prunus x cistena.   Because both have strong similarities, determining their 

identity can sometimes be confusing.    Allow me to clarify.      

     

   The common name for Prunus cerasifera is purple leaf plum. Purple leaf plums are generally 

small, ornamental, deciduous trees cultivated for their deep reddish-purple leaves and pale pink 

flowers. Depending on the cultivar, purple leaf plum trees range in height and spread from 

fifteen to twenty-five feet.   

       Several cultivars exist.  Some of 

the more popular varieties include 

Newport, Thundercloud, 

Atopurpurea, Vesuvius and Mt. St. 

Helen.  These cultivars vary 

somewhat in appearance, but there is 

no difference in their planting 

requirements.   They all require full 

unlight and tolerate most soil types.  

They prefer moist but well-drained 

soil.  None tolerate waterlogged soil. 

They grow best in USDA hardiness 

Zones 5 through 8. Purple leaf plum 

requires little or no pruning.  One 

very interesting variation among 

cultivars is Newport, Thundercloud, 

Vesuvius and Mt. St. Helen have reddish-purple leaves throughout the growing season; whereas 



Atopurpurea’s leaves start out ruby red, turn dark reddish-purple and finally greenish-bronze in 

late summer.   

     Sadly, purple leaf plums are short-lived trees, rarely living beyond twenty years.  Many 

succumb to canker diseases and assorted insect problems. In spite of their short life span, purple 

leaf plums add significant ornamentation to the home landscape  

     Prunus x cistena is the scientific name for purple leaf sand cherry.  This ornamental usually 

grows as multi-stemmed shrub.  It can be trained in a single -stemmed tree form, but since this 

plant has a tendency to sucker, keeping it single stemmed involves more pruning maintenance 

than most people are willing to provide.  Its foliage is a finer texture than that of a purple leaf 

plum.  Because of its rich purple leaf color and fragrant pinkish-white flowers, sand cherry best 

serves as a specimen accent plant rather than being grouped together as in a hedge.   

      Purple leaf sand cherry prefers full sun but 

can tolerate light shade.   If not given adequate 

sunshine, the leaves of this shrub will appear 

greenish-bronze rather than a brilliant purple. It 

prefers a moist, well-drained soil.   Purple leaf 

sand cherry can tolerate harsh winters and 

colder conditions.  It has the ability to survive 

Zone 2.  A mature shrub reaches a height of 

seven to ten feet with a spread of five to six feet.  

Purple leaf plum tolerates regular pruning and 

withstands shearing quite well.  Although the 

small fruits are safe for human consumption, 

they mostly serve as a food source for an assortment of songbirds.   Purple leaf sand cherry is a 

fast growing shrub, and like the purple leaf plum is considered a short-lived species.  Rarely will 

you find a specimen older than twenty years. 

 

    As the season continues to progress and the landscape becomes more colorful with other 

flowering trees and shrubs, take time to delight in the beauty of these early harbingers of 

spring— the purple leaf plum and the purple leaf sand cherry. 

  


