How-To Prune Fruit Trees

Though summer pruning is not harmful to the trees, winter makes things easier. Without the
tree’s foliage, you can really see what you are doing.

STEP 1: CLEAN UP

Start by pruning away any wood that is dead, damaged or diseased—a.k.a. the three D’s.

Are sprouts coming from the base of the trunk? If so, remove them — technically they’re called
‘suckers’ and they originate from the rootstock rather than the fruiting variety grafted on top.

How about suspiciously straight sprouts growing from some of the main branches? These
erect, perfectly vertical branches, or “watersprouts,” — should be removed as well.

With all these clean-up cuts, it’s important to prune the branches back flush to the larger limb
they’re growing from — don’t leave little stubs.
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The goal of thinning is to allow light and air into the canopy, which boosts fruit production
and reduces problems with pests and disease.

First, remove any branches that grow downward, toward the center of the tree or that cross
paths with another branch.

Once these are out of the way, stand back and take a look. The goal is to have evenly spaced
branches splaying out in a pleasing, fractal-like pattern from the center.

Do you see places where multiple branches compete with each other? You might find two or
more growing from a single crotch at a narrow angle, for example, or from different points but
in a parallel fashion, one hovering over the other.

If so, thin out all but one branch, retaining the branch with the healthiest appearance and best
crotch angle (roughly the 2 o’clock or 10 o’clock angle from the center of the tree). Wider
angles can break when laden with fruit and narrower angles lead to bushy growth and fruit
that is too high to pick.

Next, continue to thin the tree until there is a good 6 to 12 inches of air space around every
branch. The smaller the branches are, the closer they can be to each other.

As with your clean-up cuts, all thinning cuts should be made flush to the branch.
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STEP 3: HEAD BACK

The last step is the easiest — you're basically giving the tree a haircut.

The idea is to prune back the outermost growth of the tree so the branches become shorter
and thicker as they grow, rather than long and gangly. This keeps them from snapping under
the weight of the fruit, but pomologists (fruit scientists) will tell you that it also causes the
tree’s hormones to activate growth lower in the canopy, making for smaller, more fruitful
trees.

Heading back the tree means cutting off 20 to 30 percent of last year’s growth. You can
distinguish last year’s growth from two-year-old growth by the wrinkly ring of bark encircling
each stem. Depending on the vigor of the tree, this may be anywhere from two inches to 4 feet
back from the tip of each branch.

Unlike the previous steps, these cuts will be made part way into each branch. Exactly where
you make the cut is important, too. Prune each branch back to a point one-quarter inch above
a bud that faces the direction you want that branch to grow in the coming year. If there is
another branch close by on the left, for example, prune back to a bud on the right side of the
branch.
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PRUNING TIPS

e Sharp shears make for clean, easy cuts — if you don’t know how to sharpen your
own, many neighborhood hardware stores often offer the service for a small fee

e Asameasure of disease prevention, dip the blades of your pruning shears in
solution of isopropyl alcohol for 30 seconds to disinfect them before moving on
to prune another tree

e Clean up the pruned wood from around the tree and dispose — especially if it
contains any diseased material
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