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INTRODUCTION



T here are many reasons for gardeners to grow fruit in either their own gardens or their allotments. Being able to taste varieties that are not commonly available is one good reason. The apple variety ‘Ashmead’s Kernel’ is considered by many to be the epitome of a dessert apple and yet it has long gone from most commercial orchards. Commercial fruit growers seek economy of scale, and often restrict their offering to a limited number of varieties for which flavour is a secondary consideration. Visual appeal, uniformity, and being able to store a variety for long periods without deterioration are more important than flavour or nutrition.


In addition, large-scale fruit producers, distributors and retailers all play their part in moving fruit long distances from faraway countries such as Chile and Australia to European markets. Even in the United Kingdom, fruit may be moved vast distances from the grower to the consumer via regional transport hubs operated by supermarkets and distributors. As we count the environmental cost of moving food around the globe in ‘food miles’, growing some of our own food locally makes sense. Whereas excessive transportation is a source of carbon dioxide, fruit trees and bushes absorb this gas and replace it with oxygen. If we grow our own food, we can also control the amount and type of pesticide, if any, that is used in its production.


Fruit trees and bushes are seldom purely ­productive – many also have ornamental attributes. For example, the cooking apple variety ‘Arthur Turner’ has received recognition on account of its striking pink blossoms in spring, but other apple varieties will also give a stunning display. Pears have beautiful white blossom, followed by glossy summer foliage that often colours richly in autumn. Cherries and plums add colour to the garden in spring, and fan-trained bush fruits such as redcurrants can make attractive garden features. Gooseberries can make a useful informal hedge, and a line of cordon fruit trees can be used as a garden division or screen. Fruit trees and bushes can be integrated into a garden as ornamental features without being banished to a ‘fruit garden’. Combining edible and ornamental plants was one of the design principles of the cottage garden that has received renewed interest.


The presence of fruit trees and bushes can enhance the wildlife interest of a garden. This may or may not be welcome, as blackbirds are very efficient harvesters of soft fruit, but other birds can be extremely useful allies as they look out for caterpillars and aphids as a high-protein food source in spring. In autumn and winter, migrant fieldfares and redwings join our native birds in feeding off the remains of fruit on trees. Both fieldfares and redwings are on the RSPB ‘red list’ and need our help to ensure their survival. Being able to forage on fruit trees enables them to build up their fat reserves following their migration from Scandinavia. Small mammals such as hedgehogs and dormice will also relish fallen fruit as a vital source of winter sustenance.


The value of blossom as a source of sustenance for pollinators cannot be overestimated. Recent and justifiable concern for the decline in bee populations should encourage us to plant flowering trees and bushes. There are many species of bee that help with the pollination of tree fruits and bushes. The honeybee may be lauded for its industry, but many solitary bees play an important part in pollination and are less likely to be deterred by bad weather.


Lastly, fruit growing provides the gardener with an absorbing aspect of horticulture. It is not without its challenges: outbreaks of pest and disease and bad or unfavourable weather can be a source of frustration, but bumper crops of fruit harvested at the peak of perfection provide us with ample incentive to put the setbacks behind us and develop our skills. Involving the children or grandchildren in your endeavours will take advantage of their natural curiosity to educate them about how food grows, and will nurture healthy eating habits.


I have worked for over fifty years in horticulture and remain just as enthusiastic about the cultivation of fruit as when I started as an apprentice on a commercial production nursery. Over the time I have worked in the industry, new varieties, rootstocks and cultivation techniques have been developed. Some of these new developments are for the large-scale commercial grower, but many also favour the amateur gardener. Dwarfing rootstocks and trouble-free varieties make fruit cultivation a distinct possibility for gardeners who may be put off by a lack of space or expertise.


I have aimed this book at the amateur grower irrespective of their level of skill, knowledge and experience. I have tried to make it as up to date as possible, and have avoided making the subject unnecessarily complicated. Much of the content is based on my own experience of growing fruit in gardens and allotments using techniques that have given me good results.
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Apple Arthur Turner is a decorative flowering tree as well as being productive.










CHAPTER 1


GETTING STARTED


B ooks on fruit growing written decades ago would offer all sorts of sage advice on how the gardener should position an orchard and fruit garden. The advice would be to pick a south-facing slope for maximum light and areas less likely to be troubled by spring frosts. The soil should be deep and well drained and not prone to waterlogging. If space is not an issue and you want to have large crops of fruit, that remains the best advice. If your garden is not large enough to accommodate a distinct orchard and soft-fruit garden, do not despair. As already mentioned, modern dwarfing rootstocks, compact varieties and systems of cultivation will enable you to have worthwhile crops of fruit in even a very small garden. Even without a garden, it is still possible to grow fruit on allotments or participate in a community orchard project.





No Garden Space


Allotments


Local authorities usually delegate the management of allotments to allotment societies. These societies set the rules and so it is advisable to check the rule book before planting fruit trees on your allotment. Some societies ban them outright (rare), but others may restrict the number of trees permitted on an individual plot. It is usual to permit only trees growing on dwarfing rootstocks to avoid problems associated with the shading of adjacent plots and the removal of trees following a change of tenancy. If the rules are unclear, check before spending money on trees that may have to be removed.


Community Orchards


The concept of community orchards was proposed by the Dorset-based charity, Common Ground, which encourages environmental improvement by community action. The charity has encouraged the establishment of hundreds of community orchards across the UK. A simple internet search will soon show the location of local ones. There is no definitive model of a community orchard: some are on land owned by local authorities and may be managed by a combination of local authority staff and volunteers, while other orchards may be privately owned but managed by a community group. The orchard may be an established one that has fallen into disrepair, or a new one planted from scratch.


Agreements must be made between the landowner and the community orchard group specifying responsibilities, liabilities, and the share of the produce.Many community orchards run into difficulties over conducting the necessary maintenance of the trees, and some orchard groups require members to commit to a certain number of hours per year to assist with orchard maintenance.


Orchard groups usually have a variety of social and promotional events such as wassailing and apple days. The Community Orchards Handbook by Clifford and King (two founders of Common Ground) provides some excellent advice on planning, establishing and managing a community orchard.





In the Garden


Garden Orchards


If you have the space and want to be able to harvest a wide range of varieties of tree fruit, a small orchard can make a worthwhile and attractive garden feature. Although commercial orchards need to maximise cropping to remain profitable, the amateur grower can sacrifice a small proportion of the crop to achieve other functions. For example, grass is kept short to prevent it competing with the trees for water in nutrients. In the garden orchard, the grass can be kept longer and studded with wildflowers and bulbs to create a decorative display and benefit pollinators. Even small amounts of mistletoe can be tolerated in the garden orchard, valued not just for winter decoration but its berries are relished by many birds, particularly blackcaps and mistle thrushes (throstles).


Growing Fruit in Small Gardens


As building land becomes an increasingly scarce resource, modern gardens have become increasingly small. With space being a limitation, it is unlikely that it is possible to include a conventional orchard with wide tree spacings. However, a little careful thought and tree selection can enable a small garden to accommodate a selection of fruit trees and bushes without compromising its need to provide ornament and other functions. Walls and fences can be adorned with trained fruit trees, bushes, cane fruit and vines. Very dwarfing rootstocks such as M27 for apples and Quince ‘Eline’ for pears provide the owner of a small garden with the opportunity to grow fruit trees in restricted spaces.


Some apple varieties are available as ‘columnar’ or ‘fastigiate’ trees. These consist of a single main stem with very short branching, and can be planted very close together. Columnar trees such as the ‘Ballerina’ series have their own varieties; it is not possible to purchase a variety such as Laxton’s Superb or Cox’s Orange Pippin as a Ballerina tree. It is possible, however, to grow both varieties as oblique cordons.
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Columnar apple trees provide a convenient way of putting many trees in a comparatively small space.








Bush fruits such as redcurrants and gooseberries can be fan trained or grown as cordons against a wall, and will make attractive and remarkable garden features. As mentioned previously, gooseberries can make a useful informal garden hedge, the thorns providing useful security against intruders. Compact and dwarf varieties of bush fruit such as the blackcurrant ‘Ben Sarek’ and the blueberry ‘Top Hat’ are excellent choices if space is limited. Alpine strawberries, although their fruits are small, make an attractive groundcover and provide a delicious snack whilst weeding.




[image: image]




A fan-trained gooseberry can make an attractive garden feature as well as being a convenient way of growing gooseberries.








Growing Fruit in Containers


It is possible to grow trees, bush cane and vine fruit successfully in containers. For top fruits, trees grown on the M27 (apple), Quince ‘Eline’ (pear), VVA or Pixie (plum) and Gisela 5 (cherry) are ideal. The size of these will have a limiting effect on the ultimate size of the plant, which will need more careful management, including watering and feeding, than if grown directly in the soil. Choosing the right container is essential, and as a rule, the larger the better. Large containers will have greater stability and are less likely to dry out between waterings. A half-barrel or similar sized container is ideal for most fruits.


Choosing the right compost or growing medium is also important as it needs to support healthy growth over many years: choosing a low-grade growing medium is a false economy. Some high-quality composts will contain sterilised loam, which has the advantage of retaining water and plant nutrients better than soil-less growing media. The addition of loam to a growing medium will increase its bulk density and thereby increase the stability of the planted container.


A thin layer of crocking on the base of the container, such as broken terracotta, will ensure adequate drainage and protection against waterlogging in winter. Fruit trees on very dwarfing rootstocks will need permanent staking, and this still applies when grown in containers.


Plants grown in containers will need more regular watering than those grown in garden soil. Watering can be reduced by selecting a large container and incorporating sterilised loam into the growing medium. Planning to ensure containers are kept watered during summer holidays is essential; a drip irrigation system could be a wise investment if you take the time to calibrate it properly before you go away.


Frequent watering of a limited volume of growing medium will result in the loss of soluble plant nutrients (leaching), and these nutrients will need to be replenished using fertilisers. A granular slow-release feed can be added to the surface of the growing medium in spring, supplemented using liquid feeds during periods of strong active growth. A liquid feed made from comfrey provides a low-cost, organic and highly effective fertiliser.





Selecting Equipment


Fruit growing does not usually require a lot of expensive specialist equipment that does not have a use in general gardening. From experience, I recommend that you select high-quality equipment that gives good performance over a long period of time, rather than low-cost versions. The saying ‘buy cheap, buy twice’ usually rings true. It is also worth considering the after-sales support offered by the manufacturer, such as a long guarantee period and the availability of spares and servicing.


Secateurs


Secateurs are essential. There are two main types: bypass and anvil. Bypass secateurs cut using a scissor action and are best for making clean cuts in live wood. Anvil secateurs cut by means of a crushing action and will cope with thicker wood than bypass secateurs. The main disadvantage of anvil secateurs is that they do not make clean cuts, thus risking fungal infection. The main use for my anvil secateurs is for cutting up prunings destined for the bonfire or shredder. Some secateurs have a rotating handle that can reduce repetitive strain injury, and it is possible to buy models that are adapted for left-hand use. If money is no object, secateurs powered by a rechargeable battery or compressed air may be a suitable investment for the owner of a large orchard.


A quick word of advice about purchasing secateurs: avoid buying a pair with green handles. These may look attractive in the blister pack, but they may be hard to spot when put down in long grass. Red-, or red-and-white-handled tools are much easier to spot, and this can save a lot of frustration.


Never force secateurs to cut through thick stems. Manufacturers often overstate the cutting capacity of their goods. Forcing a pair of secateurs through a thick stem poses a great risk of twisting the cutting blade, rendering it useless. For cutting thicker stems, a good pair of loppers is a worthwhile investment. Like secateurs, these will come with either a bypass or anvil cutting action, and will have a range of handle lengths. Long handles provide plenty of leverage for cutting but may be unwieldy in some situations. Beware of loppers with telescopic handles as these can often lack the necessary strength when fully extended.
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Bypass secateurs make a clean pruning cut and are best for general pruning work.











Maintenance of Secateurs and Loppers


As much as it is important to buy good-quality secateurs and loppers, it is equally important to maintain them in good condition. The main tasks are cleaning, sharpening and lubrication. During use, secateurs and loppers accumulate plant saps that harden into a resinous layer that reduces the sharpness of the blades and may be a source of infection for plant pathogens, particularly viruses.


There is a variety of cleaning agents and materials that can remove the resin layer and maintain performance of the tools. Where there is a threat of disease transmission, such as silver leaf disease when pruning plums, the blades of pruning equipment should be cleaned with a sterilant when moving from one plant to another. It is usually enough to clean the blades at the end of each day. I favour the use of rubber blocks impregnated with abrasive powder. They are easy to use and remove any surface coating quickly and with minimal effort.


Moving parts should be lubricated with a light oil following use. I like to keep a small lubrication pen in a small metal tin, in which I also keep my sharpeners and a spare spring for my secateurs. A sharpener is an essential accessory for a decent pair of secateurs. Even with careful use, secateurs will blunt, which makes pruning unnecessarily hard work, and this may lead to repetitive strain injuries.


When sharpening secateurs and loppers it is important to remember that the blades are angled on one side only. The bevel angle is usually about 23 degrees (a quarter of a right-angle). Sharpeners that put an angle on both sides of the blade do more harm than good. I like to use diamond steel sharpeners, and those that use a sharpening block of a very hard material such as tungsten carbide. There are some excellent videos available on the internet, many by manufacturers demonstrating the correct technique for sharpening secateurs and loppers.


Pruning Saws


A good pruning saw is an essential piece of kit for managing fruit trees. A curve-bladed ‘Grecian’ saw is ideal for making cuts about shoulder height and is the best choice if you have space or budget for only one pruning saw in your tool kit. Fruit trees usually have hard wood and so saws with very large teeth may be hard to use as it may be difficult for the saw to bite into the wood. Japanese saws made from high-quality steel, designed to cut on the back stroke, are both ergonomic and give an excellent finish.


If you need to cut branches that are higher than head height, a pole saw is essential as it does away with the potentially hazardous process of using a ladder whilst pruning. Pole saws usually come in lengths between 2 and 6m (6.5 and 20ft). Pole saws do not eliminate risk entirely, so a hard hat must be worn to prevent injury from falling branches, and goggles are advisable to prevent sawdust falling into your eyes. It is also important to keep pole saws well away from overhead power cables to avoid the serious risk of electrocution.
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The curved blade of a Grecian pruning saw is particularly useful for pruning at shoulder height, and a scabbard is a safe addition for storage and carrying.











Maintenance of Pruning Saws


Some saws can be sharpened using a needle-point file, others that are induction-hardened cannot – however, these will retain their sharpness for a long period of time. A high-quality Japanese pruning saw is not cheap to buy and needs to be looked after so that it will repay its investment. Carefully cleaning the blade after use is important, and a thin layer of camellia seed oil applied to the dry blade will help to prevent rusting.


Ladders


Unless you are growing trees on a very dwarfing rootstock, it may be necessary to use a ladder for harvesting fruit. Domestic ladders are seldom fit for purpose, and the incorrect use and selection of ladders can lead to serious injuries. Tripod ladders are an excellent choice for outside use. They are remarkably stable, and the bases of their feet are designed to avoid sinking into soft soil. They are also light to carry and easy to position. I cannot recommend them too highly.


Sprayers


A sprayer may prove useful. Even if you are resolutely against the use of synthetic pesticides, the use of plant protection materials derived from natural materials such as plant oils may be acceptable. I have used these products with reasonable success and continue to do so. If you opt for a sprayer, avoid the very cheap ones as these seldom last; a good mid-range product with an extendable lance should do what you need of it admirably.





Buying Plants


Buying plants is a process that should not be done in haste. The internet has enabled specialist fruit-plant growers to connect with the public and offer a much wider selection of varieties than if they could only sell to a local market. There are several specialist fruit nurseries in the UK that offer a wide selection of varieties grafted on to a range of rootstocks, and which offer nationwide delivery. The information available on the websites of these nurseries allows for an informed choice. In addition there are several internet-based suppliers offering a wide range of plants including fruit plants. These general retailers offer a smaller selection than the specialist nurseries, but a combined order of fruit, ornamental plants and sundries could save on carriage costs. Some fruit nurseries offer a cash-and-carry facility, allowing customers to select and collect their fruit trees and bushes and obtain expert advice.
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The retail sales area of a specialist production nursery usually offers a wide range of varieties, and expertise is often on hand.








Garden centres often receive bad publicity, which may or may not be merited. The main advantage of using a local garden centre is that it may be possible to gain information on which varieties fare better in your locality. You may also be able to receive advice on looking after your plants, such as pruning and pest and disease control. If you buy from a garden centre, select one that has knowledgeable staff. A good garden centre will offer a guarantee on hardy plants subject to reasonable conditions.


Supermarkets and discount stores may offer fruit trees and bushes as part of their seasonal gardening promotions. These can be a fraction of the cost of comparable plants offered by garden centres or nurseries, but they are usually offered in a very limited range of varieties, and essential information such as the rootstock is often missing. Also the care that the plants receive whilst they are in store is usually minimal.


Fruit trees and bushes can be purchased as bare-rooted specimens in winter, or as containerised specimens throughout the year. The advantage of bare-rooted specimens is that they are cheaper to buy, cost less to transport, and the root system can be examined prior to planting. The disadvantage of bare-rooted plants is that they can only be delivered and planted whilst dormant, and they need a little more care and attention than containerised plants. Bare-rooted plants need to be unpacked immediately on arrival and ‘heeled in’ in soil, or have the roots protected by a moist material such as sawdust or compost until they are ready for planting; on no account should the trees be placed in a warm environment, which will encourage premature growth.
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An example of a poor bare-rooted plant with an inadequate root system. Surprisingly, with a lot of care, the tree survived and has borne fruit.











Tree Forms


Fruit trees can be purchased in a variety of forms, or trained into these forms by formative pruning.


Bush Trees


The most common form for amateur growers is the bush tree, which consists of a single straight trunk, from which the main framework branches develop. Bush trees are usually grafted on to a dwarfing or semi-dwarfing rootstock. The advantage of having a short trunk is that the main fruit-bearing branches are closer to the ground, making pruning and harvesting much easier with the minimal use of ladders. The ultimate height and spread of a bush tree are influenced by the vigour of the rootstock, the pruning system used, the fertility of the soil, and the natural vigour of the variety. For example, trees of the popular cooking-apple variety ‘Bramley’s Seedling’ will grow considerably larger than those of the compact variety ‘Sunset’ when grafted on the same rootstock and given identical pruning treatment on the same site.


A possible disadvantage of bush trees is that low branches can make mowing grass beneath the trees difficult.
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Bush trees are convenient for picking and pruning as much of the tree can be reached from the ground.








Half-Standard Trees


Half-standard trees have a longer trunk than bush trees, making mowing beneath the canopy easier but pruning and harvesting more difficult. They are usually grafted on to vigorous or semi-vigorous rootstocks. Half-standard trees are popular for cider apples as these can be allowed to fall on to the ground before harvesting.


Standard Trees


The main stem of standard trees is clear of branches up to about 1.8m (6ft) in height. They are grafted on to a vigorous rootstock and were once a common sight in farm orchards where livestock could graze without being able to eat the foliage or fruit of the trees.
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Mowing under standard trees is easier than round a bush tree, but a ladder will be needed for pruning and harvesting.









Fan-Trained Trees


Fan-trained trees have a short trunk from which the framework branches radiate in a two-dimensional pattern. They are primarily grown against walls, and have the advantage of not taking up too much space, and can be easily managed in terms of harvesting. They will need careful pruning, which is normally carried out in summer to restrict vigour.
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Fan-trained trees are useful for growing against sunny walls for decorative effect as well as fruit production.








Espalier Trees


Espalier trees, like fan-trained trees, are grown as two-dimensional specimens that can be grown against a wall or trained on to a post-and-wire system. However, unlike fans whose branches radiate from a single point, the framework branches from an espalier are horizontal and grow out from the central trunk in pairs from different positions. Espalier trees are suitable for ‘spur-fruiting’ varieties that bear their fruit on small growths from the main branches. Like most restricted forms of fruit tree, the main pruning of espaliers is carried out in summer.




[image: image]




Espalier trees are useful for training on a post-and-wire system; some pruning is necessary to restrict growth.










[image: image]




Even in winter, espalier trees can add structure to a garden.








Cordon Trees


The most popular cordon trees are oblique cordons that are grown as single stems at an angle of 45 degrees from the ground. Growing the trees at this angle helps to restrict vegetative growth and promotes the formation of flower buds. Oblique cordons can be grown closely together, usually about one metre (3ft) apart. This enables a wide variety of varieties to be grown in a small area, and so they are ideal for small gardens. Cordons can be grown against a fence or on a post-and-wire system.


There are several variations of cordon trees that can be very decorative as well as productive. Double cordons have two framework branches instead of one and are trained into a V shape. Double cordons can be overlapped to form a decorative lattice effect, which makes a great screen. It is possible to grow cordons vertically, but it is worth considering that shoots are more vigorous and less productive when grown vertically rather than at 45 degrees. Vertical cordons may be trained to produce two or three framework branches. These are referred to as ‘double’ or ‘triple’ cordons. Spur-fruiting varieties of apple and pear make good subjects for cordon culture, though it is possible to grow plums by this method.
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Cordon trees do not take up a lot of space and are an excellent way of growing many varieties where space is restricted.








Stepover Trees


A stepover tree has one or two framework branches that are trained horizontally very close to the ground, so they can be stepped over with ease. They may form a decorative feature and a remarkable path edging. This system is best for apple and pear varieties that are moderately vigorous.
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Stepover trees make an attractive low hedge that is useful for making divisions in the garden.









Family Trees


A family tree is one where several (usually three) varieties of the same fruit have been grafted on to it. Family trees are usually bush trees and family trees of apples and of pears are quite common. The advantage of family trees is that several varieties are packed into the space occupied by one tree, and this offers both variety and improved pollination. The disadvantages of family trees include their purchase price, and the fact that the varieties may grow at different rates and have different systems of pruning. It is not difficult to graft new varieties of fruit on to a single-variety tree and get exactly the varieties that you want. Keep only one type of fruit per tree, graft apple varieties on to apple trees, and do the same with pears. Grafting techniques will be discussed in the section on tree propagation.


Maiden Trees


A maiden tree is one that has been grafted and grown for a season. It is usually a single unbranched shoot. A maiden tree can be trained into any one of the forms mentioned above. It has the advantage of being cheap to purchase, but will need careful formative pruning to get the desired tree form.





Planting Fruit Trees


There has been a lot of recent research into how to plant a tree correctly. The most important points are these:




• In most situations, a low stake is preferable to a tall stake as it permits the main stem of the tree to flex in the wind and this helps to reinforce the root system.


• Unless the soil is particularly poor, it is not necessary to apply a fertiliser to the planting hole (base dressing). Fertilisers can be applied to the soil surface (top dressing) when active growth commences.


• The application of liberal amounts of organic matter such as compost or farmyard manure to the planting hole is no longer deemed necessary. A case can be made for using organic matter in a poor sandy soil to improve water retention, but in most soils it is neither necessary nor desirable. A rich planting mixture used as a backfill in the planting hole creates a ‘comfort zone’ for the roots and discourages them from exploring the soil beyond the planting hole.


• A square planting hole discourages the spiralling of roots and so is often preferable to a round one.
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A low stake can be used to enable the stem to flex in the wind. This will help to strengthen the root system.








The optimal time to plant fruit trees is during the dormant period when they are out of leaf. Autumn is a particularly good time as the soil is usually still warm from summer and adequate soil moisture favours root establishment. Bare-rooted trees are only available from late autumn onwards and must be planted before they come into growth.


Containerised trees (these are planted in the nursery and then lifted, potted, and grown on) can be planted throughout the year but benefit from autumn and winter planting as they are unlikely to suffer from water stress during the critical period of early establishment.


Planting should never be done in frozen or waterlogged conditions. A tree should never be planted in a location previously occupied by a tree of the same type. This is to prevent the tree suffering from ‘specific replant disease’, which may be caused by a variety of factors. The commonest cause of this disease is the build-up of pathogens in the soil. The effect of this disease on fruit trees is poor growth and possibly some rotting of the root system. The use of mycorrhizal fungi when planting could have some effect on mitigating the disease. The best prevention is not to plant a tree on the site of a previous one.


For containerised trees, the planting hole should be three times the width of the container the tree was growing in, and should be deep enough to ensure that the top of the rootball is at soil level. For bare-root trees, the ‘soil mark’ on the main stem must be level with the soil. In heavy or compacted soils, the base of the planting hole should be loosened to the depth of a digging fork to assist root penetration. Whilst the hole is being dug, the roots should be soaked prior to planting. Immersing the roots for about fifteen minutes should suffice. If spiralled roots are evident when the pot of a containerised tree is removed, the roots should be gently teased out. Badly spiralled roots should be cut with a sharp knife to prevent spiralling continuing. The roots of bare-rooted trees should be spread out as evenly as possible.
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During planting, a planting board can be used to ensure that the tree is planted at the correct depth.








When the tree is placed in the planting hole, a piece of wood with a straight edge can be used to check that the planting depth is correct. If the planting hole is too shallow this can lead to the plant drying out during establishment, and this could prove fatal. If the planting hole is too deep this can result in root rot. If the scion is in contact with the soil, it may start to produce roots and effectively bypass the rootstock. This will render the rootstock useless in its key function of mitigating growth, resulting in excessive vigour at the expense of fruit development and tree management.
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The graft union is where the scion and the root stalk join. It is usually seen as a swelling at the base of the tree.








The excavated soil is used to backfill the planting hole. This is gently consolidated to prevent the development of air pockets that could become filled with cold air that could damage the roots. Gently shaking the main stem of a bare-root tree during planting helps to consolidate the soil. Planting bare-rooted trees is often easier with two people.


Once the tree is in the soil, a light mulch will help to protect the roots from frost and conserve moisture. Chipped bark is an ideal mulch material, but coir ‘mulch mats’ or a cardboard collar made from strong cardboard will work equally well. Fleece also makes a great mulch material and depending on where you live, can be obtained for minimal cost as it is often a waste product. Material such as bark should be applied as a 5cm (2in) thick layer, and it should not be allowed to come in contact with the main trunk of the tree.


A low stake hammered into the ground at 45 degrees allows the main stem to flex in the wind and avoids damaging the root system. Many trees on dwarfing rootstocks need permanent staking; ones on more vigorous rootstocks may need staking for two or three years. The tree needs to be fastened to the stake using a tree tie – using string or cord can cause serious damage to the delicate bark and can severely restrict growth or possibly even kill the tree. Because the main stem of the tree becomes thicker as it grows, the tree tie will need to be checked regularly and slackened as necessary to prevent ‘girdling’ of the tree.


Protection of Newly Planted Trees


In rural areas where wild rabbits feed, the use of a rabbit or hare guard is essential. These spiralled pieces of plastic protect the tender young bark and prevent rabbits from gnawing it. In winter when food is scarce, the thin bark of trees is particularly nutritious to rabbits. A single rabbit can kill several trees in a single day and so the guards must be placed immediately after planting. Leaving the trees unprotected even for a single night could prove a costly mistake.
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A purpose-built deer guard protects young trees from deer damage.








Deer can be very destructive. Deer damage includes eating foliage, fruit, the young stems of trees, and the bark in winter. Male deer may rub the bark of trees with their heads to remove the velvet on new antlers. This is known as ‘fraying’. The antlers can make vertical cuts in the bark and peel it off, causing considerable damage.


Deer guards vary greatly in their design and cost. They may be as simple as rolls of metal mesh, or elaborate designs made in a forge. If large numbers are required, a simple structure can be made from timber, barbed wire and sheep fencing. If grazing animals, including sheep, are allowed in the orchard, deer guards are essential. Sheep are particularly adept at damaging bark.


Watering


Irrigation is an essential consideration to ensure the survival of newly planted trees. The application of a mulch at planting time will help to minimise water loss from the soil as well as suppressing the growth of weeds that can rob moisture. The amount of water required by a newly planted tree will depend on its size, rate of growth and the texture of the soil. The free-draining nature of sandy soils means that more frequent watering is necessary than on clay or silty soils. Trees are best watered thoroughly and infrequently rather than with a daily dribble. Frequent light watering encourages surface rooting, but allowing the soil to dry out between thorough waterings encourages deep rooting as the roots follow the moisture in the soil.




CHAPTER 2


PROPAGATING FRUIT TREES


M ost fruit trees are propagated by grafting a piece of wood or bud of the desired variety on to a compatible rootstock. Growing a fruit tree from seed is a pure gamble that you are likely to lose, as there is no guarantee that the resultant seedling will have any of the desirable characteristics of the parent tree. Most seedlings will have two parents: the female parent that bore the seed, and the male that supplied the pollen. Occasionally raising a seedling tree will pay dividends. Some of the most popular fruit varieties came about because a discarded core grew into a tree with excellent fruit. The apple variety Cox’s Orange Pippin was discovered as a chance seedling at Colnbrook near Slough. It had probably come from the seed of the variety ‘Margil’. The name ‘pippin’ in an apple variety denotes its origin as a chance seedling.


It is possible to raise apple trees from cuttings and thereby replicate the genetic characteristics of the parent plant, but this is not a practical proposition. Apple-tree cuttings are difficult to root, and without the constraint of a dwarfing rootstock will make very large trees that are too big for garden or orchard use. Grafting requires skill, but this can be acquired through diligence and practice.
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