
Pruning the Apple Tree 

Most of the pruning of bearing trees is done during the 
dormant period, January through March. In some cases, trees 
are pruned during the growing season, but summer pruning is 
reserved for special problems. 
 
Ideally, vigor should be uniform throughout the tree, but this 
is seldom the case. In most trees, there are three different 
states of vigor as summarized in Figure 1. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Since all three conditions are common in most trees, pruning 
cannot be uniform throughout the tree. Most of the time, 
pruning cuts that invigorate are to be avoided in the vigorous 
tops of the trees and are to be encouraged on the less 
vigorous lower branches and the interior of the tree. 
The secret to uniform vigor throughout the tree is uniform 
light exposure of all the bearing wood. The branches of 
adjacent trees should not be permitted to overlap because 
this leads to heavy shading. In free-standing trees, the height 
of the tree should not exceed the spread of branches. Once 
this height is attained, considerable effort is required to 
restrict the top of the tree so that it does not shade the lower 
branches without further invigorating the top. In this respect, 
two points are of paramount importance. First of all, the 
removal of one large branch is less invigorating than the 
removal of several small branches. It is therefore more 
effective to remove entire branches or major parts of 
branches back to strong, fruitful laterals than to do extensive 
detailed pruning in the vigorous tops of trees. Older branches 
of many cultivars, such as “Delicious” tend to become droopy, 
and the size of the branch, (and the shade it casts) can be 
significantly reduced by removing the ends of such branches 
as illustrated in Figure 2. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In some cases, it may be necessary to practice a regular 
program of branch renewal. In this approach, the terminal 
segments of the upper branches are regularly removed, and a 
strong lateral is trained to occupy the desired space. In 
anticipation of the removal of a branch, a lateral branch or a 
vigorous shoot or watersprout can sometimes be tied in the 
approximate position it is to assume a year or two before the 
terminal segment of the branch is removed. All to often, it is 
difficult for a grower schooled in the philosophy of open-
center trees to make the cuts in the top of the tree that are 
necessary to insure adequate light exposure of the lower 
branches. It may seem that the most productive wood is 
being sacrificed. Though it is true that potential production is 
being removed, the productivity of a larger area on the lower 
branches is being maintained. Since the fruit on the lower 
branches is the easiest to care for and to harvest, this is the 
more important consideration. 
 
The second factor to be considered is the response to heading 
back cuts in 1-year-old wood. Such cuts stimulate vegetative 
growth and are, therefore, to be avoided in the tops of most 
trees. The emphasis should be on the removal of the most 
vigorous wood and the retention, without heading back, of 
less vigorous wood, Figure 3. 
 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Orientation of fruiting branches. The upright branch (a) is 
excessively vigorous, only moderately fruitful, and produces fruits 
that are often oversize, soft, and poorly colored. The branch 
growing from the underside of a larger branch (b) is heavily shaded 
and, as a result, is low in vigor and fruitfulness and produces small 
fruits of poor color. The horizontal branch (c) is of moderate vigor 
and very fruitful and, because of good light exposure, produces fruit 
of superior color. Because the fruits hang freely, they are not 
subject to limb rub. 

Figure 2. Pruning drooping branches. Branches that droop 
downward (upper) are not well exposed to light and usually 
shade other branches. In pruning, (lower) the ends of such 
branches should be removed back to a lateral in a near-
horizontal position (a), and branches growing downward from 
the bottom of larger branches should be removed entirely (b). 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The parts of the tree where vigor is moderate and 
productivity and light exposure are satisfactory, both 
invigorating cuts (thinning out and spur renewal Figure 4 
and 5) and the removal of upright growth may be 
necessary; the most appropriate pruning is usually a 
combination of the two extremes. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The actual pruning should proceed according to a regular 
routine. It is best done in three steps as follows the large cuts 
are made first, undesirable smaller branches and shoots are 
removed next, and detailed pruning completes the job. 
In renovating old, neglected apple trees it may seem desirable 
to attempt to reduce the size and improve the structure. 
However, though it is possible, successful renovation requires 
exceptional pruning skill, extraordinary patience, and time 
(usually 3 to 5 years). In few cases will it be worth the effort 
because a new tree can be planted and producing within the 
same time period. The most practical approach for the 
majority of old trees is to replace them.  
 
Source: Training and Pruning Apple Trees, C.G. Forshey, NYS 

Agriculture Experiment Station. 

Figure 3. Pruning vigorous, upright growth. Trees in high 
vigor often produce numerous watersprouts and vigorous 
upright shoots (upper). In this situation, the emphasis in 
pruning should be on the elimination of excessively vigorous 
wood and the retention of wood of moderate vigor. 
Improper pruning (center) includes heading back all upright 
growth (a), heading a vigorous shoot to a very small, weak 
lateral or spur (b), and removal of all fine wood (c). These 
pruning cuts stimulate further vegetative growth. Proper 
pruning (lower) requires thinning out of some upright growth 
(d), complete removal of a vigorous shoot developing from 
fruiting wood (e), heading back a vigorous watersprout to a 
horizontal branch of moderate vigor (f), and removing an 
excessively vigorous shoot and leaving one of moderate vigor 
(g). This type of pruning favors fruitfulness. 

Figure 4. Spur invigoration. An unfruitful, “spur-bound” condition 

(upper) is indicated by numerous branches (a) and weak growth 

with small buds and occasional dead spurs (b). Such fruiting wood 

can be invigorated (lower) by removing some branches entirely (c) 

and heading back others to a strong bud (d). 

Figure 5. Thinning out fine wood. Many cultivars produce a 
profusion of fine wood near the ends of the branches (upper). 
This prevents optimum light exposure of the fruit. The bearing 
wood should be thinned out and spaced evenly along the 
branch (lower, a and b). 


