Germination techniques for sour cherries and other Prunus
The following is an excerpt from Cecil F. Paterson’s 1936 book “Hardy Fruits”, pages 100 to 102.  Although plums is the subject of this excerpt, Dr. Paterson states that these methods can be used with sour cherries and other Prunus species. Italics are comments by Bob Bors

Propagation by Seeds. —Plum seeds must be after-ripened (the cold treatment described below) before germination will take place. The pits are separated from the flesh, washed clean and kept moist until planted or otherwise disposed of. Allowing the flesh to decay facilitates this separation and permits the rapid cleaning of the pits. To after-ripen, the pits require exposure to temperatures near 40° F. for a period of two to five months.

The usual plan followed in the handling of plum pits is that of planting them at a depth of one and one-half to two inches in moist soil outdoors. In this moist medium the pits are exposed naturally to temperatures near 40° F. for a period in the fall before winter sets in and for a period in the spring after the frost leaves the surface layer of soil. The fall exposure is made brief by the onset of winter and the spring exposure is cut short by the rising soil temperature during the latter part of April and early in May. In few seeds will the after-ripening be carried sufficiently far by the end of the spring after-ripening period to permit germination to take place. Not until second autumn and spring exposures to suitable temperatures have been made will germination take place in the majority of such seeds and a few may require third exposures. At least a fair stand is usually obtained the second year when favourable soil conditions have been provided. Sowing the pits in a frame made by placing rough boards on their edges is a better plan than that of sowing them in open rows.

A good germination in plums may be obtained the first year when longer exposures to after-ripening temperatures are provided. A simple and effective method is that of pitting. The freshly washed pits are mixed with clean, moist sand, and the mixture is placed in boxes. This sand must not be allowed to become dry. These boxes are kept in a cool basement until about one week before winter sets in. At this time the boxes are placed in a hole in the ground in a well-sheltered place and at a point approximately three feet below the soil surface. The boxes are covered at once with moist soil to the depth of a few inches. Water is used freely to moisten the contents of the boxes and the soil surrounding the boxes. Soon after the surface layer of soil has frozen to remain frozen about six inches of soil is added to that already in the pit and a week or two later, depending upon the weather, the remaining space is filled with soil. Soil is banked slightly over the area, and this bank of soil is then covered with a few inches of leaves, straw or other litter for additional protection. The aim in this procedure is to keep the pits a few degrees above the freezing point for some time, and not to allow them to freeze until well on in the winter. In the spring the boxes are taken up and the pits separated from the soil and planted at once. This operation should not be delayed after the frost has left the contents of the boxes, as germination takes place at low temperatures in after-ripened seeds and handling the pits without danger to the sprouts is impossible.

A suitable chamber in a cold storage might be used as a substitute for the hole in the ground suggested above. The pits are prepared for the cool chamber as for ground storage. A chamber with a temperature about 40° F. should be used. In this chamber they should be held for two months and in a chamber with a temperature just above the freezing point for two months. At the end of four months they should be transferred to a chamber with a temperature a few degrees below the freezing point. Water is required at intervals of one or two weeks to keep the sand moist. Planting takes place at the normal time in the spring and should be done without delay after the removal of the pits from the cold storage.

PLANTING

The planting should be done early in the spring and all the usual precautions in the setting of plants should be taken.

Note for growers of dwarf sour cherries: The seedlings that result from these seeds are likely to be highly variable.

I’d expect 1/4th  will not be hardy, ½ reasonably hardy, and ¼ very hardy.  Fruit quality should be rather good but fruit size will probably vary. Similarly, height and suckering will also vary. We have had germination between 25 and 75%.  I’d recommend that if you want 100 trees, plant 500 seeds to compensate for poor germination and allow for discarding undesirables.  

To compensate for the variability, you could:

1. Plant at a high density and just chop out the inferior ones. 

advantage: fast establishment

disadvantage: haphazard look to orchard        or

2. Plant in a nursery area at first and only transplant nice looking trees into your orchard after a few years old.

Advantages: seedlings are close together and can get TLC, orchard looks nice

Disadvantage: setback occurs during transplanting        or

3. Grow into containers for year one, transplant into the field during the 2nd year.

Advantage: Uniform plantings, easy screening, minimal space initially

Disadvantage: often watering is required once or twice a day in summer, easy to kill over winter if conditions are not optimum.

Expect winter kill to be mild the first year or 2. When the trees are taller than the snow line, winter damage is more likely (from wind and cold) and that is when you should select for winter hardiness. Also, a heavily branched, short seedling is likely to be more bushy & suckering and probably should be discarded. A fast-growing giant may not be desirable either, but few would listen if I said to throw it out.

