
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 like a garden shed or garage.  Try to  plant them 
within a day or two of their arrival, but if this is not possible, unpack them and heel 
them in to an area of open ground. Do not store them in a bucket of water or in a 
greenhouse. 
 
What you will need for planƟng 
A 1.2m long wooden stake, a soŌ tree Ɵe, an open mesh 60cm tall tree guard 
(polypropylene or chicken wire)  to protect against grazing by animals, and two 
adjustable cable Ɵes to aƩach the tree guard to the stake. Avoid using solid walled 
plasƟc tree guards as they overheat the tree and can cause pest and disease  
problems. You will also need a garden spade, a garden fork, a large-headed  
hammer, some general  purpose ferƟliser and a watering can. 
 
Tree spacing  
To grow freestanding trees, allow at least 4-5m between each tree. To formally 
train trees as fans, plant them 15cm - 25cm from a wall or fence, or inline if using a 
post and wire support system. Plums and cherries are best not grown as cordons 
or espaliers (like apples and pears). 
 
Preparing the planƟng 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  
potenƟally harmful cold back-fill. Loosen the soil at the base and sides of the hole. 
Add a handful of general purpose ferƟliser to the hole and fork it in.   
See figure A. 
 
To plant the tree 
Insert the wooden stake into the planƟng 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 graŌ union is above soil level 
then gently firm the soil around the tree.  
See figure A overleaf. 
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Figure A   
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Finishing off 
Fix the fruit tree to its wooden stake using a soŌ  adjustable tree Ɵe. 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 Ɵes. Now water the tree well.  
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Water  
During dry spells water recently planted trees, giving them a good soak once a 
week rather than giving them a liƩle water more oŌen.  
 
Weed 
Keep the ground clear of grass and weeds for a metre around the tree for at least 
the first five years. 
 
Feed  
Apply a layer of well-roƩed manure or garden compost around the trees when the 
soil is moist and warm – this will also act as a mulch to supress weeds and improve 
water retenƟon. Do not pile this mulch against the tree stem, as this can  
encourage moulds and give cover to field voles which may aƩack the trunk base. 

 
Check  
Ensure the wooden stake, tree 
guard and Ɵes are not rubbing 
against the trees and adjust if  
necessary. Trees should be staked 
for at least their first five years, 
and may need staking throughout 
their life on very exposed sites.   
Loosen or remove tree labels 
when they are too Ɵght (but  
remember to record which tree  
is which).  
 
Remove  
In the first and second spring aŌer 
planƟng, carefully pick off flower 
buds or fruitlets to encourage the 
tree to develop its roots. 

 MARCH  -  MAY                     general care   

3 year old tree 
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IniƟal pruning  
Plum, gage and cherry trees are pruned between May and July. If your young tree 
had a tall single stem when planted  then 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, cuƫng the stem at a slight angle.  Next, under-cut the topmost bud and rub 
off  the one directly beneath it. Doing this will encourage the buds lower down to 
develop and form side branches. See figure B. 

 
                                                        
AŌercare 
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 circle around the tree, to help 
it to establish.  A mulch of straw or 
compost is helpful, but avoid mulch 
mats, as they can encourage voles, 
which may eat the young tree’s 
stem and roots.  Top-feed each year 
with a layer of compost or manure 
in late winter, keeping this away 
from the base of the trunk.  
 
Each year adjust the soŌ tree Ɵe 
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 June to allow the remaining fruits to swell. 

 

Figure B  -  How to prune the top of your tree to make it produce side branches  
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When to prune 
Plum, gage and cherry  trees should be pruned in the late spring / early summer 
months when the sap within the tree is acƟvely rising. Pruning at this Ɵme will 
lessen the chances of diseases establishing, like plum silver leaf and cherry bacteri-
al canker.    
 
It is beƩer to be a cauƟous pruner, as the harder you prune a fruit tree the more it 
will tend to grow in response.  Be parƟcularly careful with your iniƟal pruning as 
this will establish the main structural boughs of the tree. 
 
Tools checklist      
 
 For a tree between 1yr and 3yrs old      -     secateurs and loppers 
 

            For a tree more than 3yrs old                  -     secateurs, loppers and  
                        a pruning saw 
 
Tools should  be sharp and cleaned if possible between pruning different trees to 
reduce any risk of cross-infecƟon, and  always wear safety glasses and gardening 
gloves.  By using pruning equipment with extendable handles you can reduce the 
need to use a ladder and so always work  more safely from the ground. 

 

For healthy fruit trees 
 

Encourage nature’s predators to visit your trees, to eat the insect species  
which damage leaves and fruits.  

 

Placing bird boxes and peanut feeders nearby will help aƩract bird species 
which eat the insects harmful to fruit trees.   

 
CreaƟng bug hotels, log piles and  beetle banks nearby will also be beneficial, 

as will allowing areas where neƩles, long grasses, naƟve wild flowers and  
carrot family plants (umbellifers) can thrive.  
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Over the next five late springs / early summers 
SelecƟvely prune out any weaker growing feathers by up to a half, and any  
stronger growing feathers by no more than a third.  Once again always prune back 
to just above an outward-facing bud on each feather.  
 
Repeat each year and you will eventually have created an open-centred fruit tree, 
which will ensure that air and sunlight can reach all parts of the tree, reducing the 
risk of infecƟons and helping its fruits to ripen properly.  

 
AŌer 5 years 
Prune out any dead, diseased or dam-
aged shoots or branches and any that 
grow into the centre of the tree, are 
over-vigorous, upright growing or cross 
over other branches. You  may have to 
use loppers and a pruning saw.   
ConƟnue to Ɵe down branches which 
are too upright-growing as the tree 
matures.  
 
You may also need to remove  
rootstock suckers growing from the 
base of the trunk. 
 
The tree will fruit on the numerous  
side-shoots on the developing  
complex of small branches arising  
from the main framework branches 
you selected in the first years aŌer 
planƟng. 

5 year old tree 
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During the second late spring  / early summer  aŌer you plant  
Your trees should have developed some side shoots, known as ‘feathers’. Using 
secateurs, remove any feathers growing within the tree guard, cuƫng them off as 
close as possible to the main trunk.  
 
Remove the short stubby remnants of the old leader shoot in the centre of the 
tree. See Figure A to locate this.  
 
Select 5 or 6 feathers at the height you want the main branches to form. When 
viewed from above they should grow out from the main trunk in different  
direcƟons — like the legs of a starfish.  Remove any other feathers right back to 
the main trunk with your secateurs. 
 
You now need to prune back the 5 or 6 selected feathers to encourage them to 
develop side shoots. Using your secateurs, prune the weaker growing feathers by 
up to a half, and prune the stronger  growing feathers by no more than a third.  In 
both cases always prune back to just above an outward-facing bud on each  

selected feather.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

If the tree’s growth becomes very  
vigorous and upwards you can encourage 
more lateral growth by tying the main 
feathers down using soŌ string. Tie them 
down  to a stakes or pegs in the ground, 
not to the tree itself or the tree guard. 
Encouraging lateral growth will increase 
the tree’s fruiƟng potenƟal, as stone fruit 
buds form more frequently on branches 
slightly angled to the horizontal.  

Tying down branches which tend to  
grow too verƟcally 
 

The ideal eventual posiƟon of branches 
when the tree is seen  from above 
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 JUNE  -  AUGUST                   general care   
Water      
During dry spells remember to water recently planted trees.  
                                                                                                                                          
Weed  ConƟnue to keep the ground clear around the trees. 
 
Remove 
Thinning fruits in June will mean less fruit but larger and healthier fruits at harvest 
Ɵme. It also reduces the chance of  young branches snapping  under the weight of 
fruit. 
 

The same branch aŌer thinning   An un-thinned cluster of plums 

 JUNE  -  JULY                            harvesting    

HarvesƟng cherries 
Different cherry varieƟes will be ready to pick at different Ɵmes, so check when 
your varieƟes should be ready. 
 
They ripen on the tree and should come away easily  without the need to twist or 
pull the fruit. Many will come off with their stalk intact.  Cherries should be eaten 
within a few days of picking, but they can be stored for about a week if  
refrigerated or kept in a cool place.  They can also be preserved by freezing, drying 
and boƩling. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

HarvesƟng plums 
Different plum and gage varieƟes will be ready to pick at different Ɵmes, so check 
when your varieƟes should be ready. 
 
Plums and gages are ripened on the tree.  To tell if a plum is ready to pick, gently 
press the fruit at the base of the stalk. If it gives very slightly, it is ready. You 
should not need to twist or pull the fruit and many will  come off the tree with 
their stalk intact.  Plums and gages should be eaten within a few days of picking, 
but they can be stored for about a week if refrigerated. They can also be preserved 
by freezing, drying and boƩling. 

From year 3 onwards  
ConƟnue to reduce the number of new fruitlets forming on the tree.  Dense fruit 
clusters should be thinned by 50% or more. Doing this will allow the remaining 
fruits to swell in size during the remainder of the growing season.  Fruits growing 
on the very ends of young branches should also be removed to avoid their weight 
breaking the branches. As the tree gets older, conƟnue to thin out the fruit  
clusters, especially in years when the tree is bearing a very heavy crop. 
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The East of England Apples & Orchards Project is                                    
a registered charity and not-for-profit company.                                                               

 
It aims to increase awareness and understanding of the  

heritage and diversity of the fruit varieƟes and orchards of  
Herƞordshire, Suffolk, Essex, Lincolnshire, Norfolk,  

Herƞordshire and Bedfordshire.  
 
 

To find out more about EEAOP 
 

www.applesandorchards.org.uk 
 

info@applesandorchards.org.uk 
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