
Caring for the Site
Water young trees twice a week to ensure the root system becomes well established. Apply 
fertilizer yearly in the spring. Refresh mulch periodically, pulling it away from the trunk to 
prevent rotting. Remove all fruit that forms during the first three years when it starts appear-
ing to allow trees to become established. Pruning is critical in maintaining apple trees. The 
goal of pruning is to establish good architecture. The goals should be to allow air circulation 

at the top of the tree, permit light penetration (sunlight must reach the inner branches) and create a branch 
structure that can withstand wind and the weight of the fruit on the branch. Remove misplaced, broken, and 
dead branches. A guiding principle of pruning is to maintain somewhat of a triangular shape.

Apples are susceptible to a wide variety of pests and diseases. Research your variety and climate to know 
which pests are most likely to be a problem and how to control them. 

Planting
Apple trees can be planted at any time during the year but it is best to avoid the hot sum-
mer months. Spring planting is generally recommended. Most apples need pollen from 
another apple tree to produce fruit. At least two trees that bloom at the same time need to 
be planted so they can cross-pollinate each other. Check with a local nursery or a county 

Penn State Extension office for recommendations for apple varieties that work best in your area and trees 
that work well as pollinators. 

After purchasing the trees, protect them from injury, drying out, freezing, and overheating. If the roots have 
dried out, soak them in water for about 24 hours prior to planting. Apple trees need to be planted close 
enough to each other to allow for cross-pollination. Plant a cross-pollinating tree within 2,000 feet, but 
preferably closer.

To prepare for planting, dig a hole about twice the diameter of the root system of the tree and 2 feet deep. 
Loosen the soil in the hole so the tree’s roots can easily penetrate the soil. Spread the tree roots on the 
loose soil making sure they are not crowded. Add soil around the roots, firming the soil to be sure it sur-
rounds the roots and to remove air pockets. Do not add fertilizer at planting time. Add 2 to 3 inches of 
mulch. The tree may need to be staked to provide support until it is strong enough to support itself.

Selecting and Preparing a Site
Select a site that receives full sunlight, meaning six or more hours of direct summer sun-
light per day. Apples need soil that is well–drained but able to retain some moisture. Light 
to medium–textured soils work best. Fruit trees do not do well in heavy clay soil. Do not 
plant against structures or other foliage, as apple trees need good air circulation so leaves 
dry quickly after rainfalls to prevent leaf fungus.

Planting fruit trees may seem a bit overwhelming at first, but acres of land are not needed to plant 
apple trees. They can be grown in a fairly small area and, with the proper care, attention, and  
patience, can yield successful crops.

Growing Apples
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Harvesting
Dwarf apple trees will start bearing fruit 2 to 3 years after planting. Standard size trees can 
take up to 8 years to bear fruit. Apples are ready to be harvested when they easily come off 
the tree in your hand. Avoid yanking on the apple to remove it. Apple varieties mature at 
different times with the harvest season ranging from August to October.


