
Pruning Cherry Trees 

Young Sour Cherry Trees 

The training and pruning that the young tree receives dur-
ing the first few years has an important bearing on the fu-
ture framework and length of life of the tree. Careful atten-
tion to early training and pruning also helps at spraying and 
harvesting time, as well as at pruning time during later 
years. 
 
At planting time all branches that form narrow angles with 
the trunk should be removed. Weak and crowded branches 
also should be removed, so the scaffold branches that are 
selected will be well spaced around the trunk. Where possi-
ble, these main branches should be at least from 4 to 6 
inches apart up and down the trunk, with the lowest limb 
about 16 to 18 inches above the ground (figure 1 and 2). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Only light corrective pruning is needed during the next four to 
five years to maintain a balance between the scaffold limbs 
and to keep the center of the tree free of water sprouts, in-
ward growing branches, and branches that cross or compete 
with the main scaffolds. Over-pruning delays fruit bearing. 
 
Mature Sour Cherry Trees 
As the trees reach full size, the weak branches should be 
thinned out from the center and top of the trees. Also, the 
side branches will need to be thinned if the lower limbs are to 
be kept in a vigorous, productive state. To maintain good pro-
duction on the lower limbs, sunlight is needed. If the top and 
sides of the trees become thick and bushy, the lower limbs 
are shaded, the leaves are small and weak, and production in 
that area falls off rapidly. 
 
Sweet Cherry Trees 
The modified-leader form of training is adaptable to the sweet 
cherry because most sweet cherry varieties naturally tend to 
grow with an upright, central leader. The procedure in devel-
oping the scaffold system is similar to that described for sour 
cherries, and the principles of selecting and training laterals 
and leader for a strong framework are identical. 
 
After the framework is established, the trees should be 
pruned lightly until they come into bearing. Pruning during 
this period can be directed toward balancing the scaffold 
limbs and heading back any scaffolds that tend to outgrow the 
leader.  
 
When sweet cherry trees reach maturity, little pruning is 
needed. The leader may be headed back to an outside branch 
as it reaches the required height. The removal of weak 
branches in the center of the tree and of dead or broken limbs 
are usually all that is necessary. 
 
Sweet cherry trees that have been allowed to become too tall 
can sometimes be cut back severely to reduce their height 
and to force the development of new fruiting wood at a more 
convenient level. 
 
Resource: Cherry Growing in New York by L.J. Edgerton. 

Figure 1. A two-year old Montmorency tree as it came from the 
nursery. 

Figure 2. The same tree as that shown in figure 1 after pruning. 
The upper branch is the leader; the lateral branches which 
were selected are well spaced and form wide angles with the 
stem. 


