
 

Planting your fruit trees  

When your trees arrive 
If you cannot plant your trees straight away, keep them in their packaging and put them in a cool, frost-free 
place. You should plant them within a day or two of their arrival. If this is not possible, either unpack them 
and heel them in to a spare area of soil, or open the packaging and lightly spray the roots to keep them 
moist. Do not store them in a bucket of water or in a greenhouse. 
 

What you will need for planting 
A 1.2m long wooden stake, a soft tree tie, an open mesh 60cm tall tree guard (polypropylene or chicken 
wire)  to protect against grazing by animals, and two adjustable cable ties to attach the tree guard to the 
stake. Avoid using solid walled plastic tree guards as they overheat the tree and can cause problems. You 
will also need a garden spade, a garden fork, a large-headed hammer, some general purpose fertiliser and  
a watering can. 
 

Tree spacing  
To grow freestanding trees, allow at least 4m between trees. To formally train trees as cordons or espaliers, 
plant them 15cm - 25cm from a wall or fence, or inline if using a post and wire support system. Cordons 
should be planted at an angle of 45 degrees, 1m apart, whilst espaliers should be planted 4m - 5m apart. 
 

Preparing the planting hole 
Dig a hole about 30cm - 40cm deep and 50cm across. Deeper in heavy soils. Don't dig your holes in advance 
in cold weather as this can create frost hollows with potentially harmful cold back-fill. Loosen the soil at the 
base and sides of the hole. Add a handful of general purpose fertiliser to the hole and fork it in.   
See figure A. 
 

To plant the tree 
Insert the wooden stake into the planting hole using a sturdy hammer. Place the fruit tree into the hole  
5cm - 7cm away from the stake, spreading the roots out.  Carefully back-fill the hole with soil, making sure 

the graft union is above soil level then  
gently firm the soil around the tree.  
See figure A below. 

 
 

NOTE  
Remove any low side shoots on the tree 
stem using secateurs, if they stop you from  
wrapping the mesh guard around the tree. 

adjustable nylon 
cable ties to fix 
guard to the stake 

Figure A   
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Figure B  -  How to prune the top of your tree to make it produce side branches  

Undercut the topmost bud   

Remove the next  bud  
down on the stem  

Figure B 

Don’t forget 

Only prune apples and pears  
between December and March 

 

Only prune plums and cherries  
between June and August 

 

Finishing off 
Fix the fruit tree to its wooden stake using a soft  adjustable tree tie. The tree should remain staked for at 
least 5 years, while it establishes its roots. Cut off any side shoots below the height of the guard. Wrap the 
mesh tree guard around both the tree and the wooden stake and secure it to the stake using adjustable  
nylon cable ties. Now water the tree well.  
 
Initial pruning  
Apple and pear trees are pruned between December and late March. Plums, gages and cherries are only 
pruned in early summer, as they are prone to infection if cut in winter. If your tree has a tall single stem 
when planted choose a point just over a metre above the ground, ensuring there are 5 or 6 healthy-looking 
buds below this point and, using a pair of secateurs, remove the stem directly above the uppermost 
healthy bud, cutting the stem at a slight angle.  Next, under-cut the topmost bud and remove the one  
directly beneath it. Doing this encourages the lower buds to develop and form side branches. See figure B. 
 
Aftercare 
Water when dry in spring and summer for the first few seasons, but avoid over-watering on heavy clay 
soils. For the first five years maintain a grass and weed free 1m wide area around the tree, to help the tree 
establish. A mulch of straw or compost is helpful, but avoid mulch mats, as they can encourage voles, 
which may eat the young trees stem and roots. Top-feed each year with a layer of compost or manure in 
late winter, keeping this away from the very base of the tree.  
 
Each year adjust the soft tree tie and check the tree guard is secure. For the first couple of years the tree 
needs to put its energy into developing its root system. To encourage this, remove the fruitlets in the first 
year, and most of them in the following year. In later years remove fruitlets that threaten to break  
branches as they swell, and thin groups of fruitlets by a half in July to allow fruit to swell. 
  

Using secateurs cut off the top of the tree at least 1m above ground level 


