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6. Growing fruit trees

It is possible to grow many different types of fruit trees around your homestead. You
can acquire your trees by growing them from seeds or cuttings or buying grafted
trees from nurseries.

Choosing a site
Different trees grow better in different climates. The table below will give you some
ideas of which trees will grow in your area.
VERY COLD AREAS:

NOT SO COLD AREAS:

Has frost often in winter and sometimes
snow

Has frost sometimes in winter and rarely
snow

Apples, pears, peaches, nectarines,
plums, almonds, grapes, cherries,
apricots, pecan nuts and walnuts

Apples, pears, peaches, nectarines,
plums, almonds, grapes, cherries,
apricots, pecan nuts and walnuts
Also: figs, granadillas and citrus fruit
(lemons, oranges, naartjies and
grapefruit)
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Your trees will grow for a long time; so it is important to choose the right place.

Warm North
facing slope

Rows of trees can
trap cold air and
should be removed

Frost Zone

Cold air flows down
slope without causing
damage to blossoms

Cool – cold
South facing
slope

Cold air in valley bottom in winter
You need an area with:
 well drained and deep soil



that has enough sun (preferably a north facing slope)
where fruit trees can be protected from wind.

As is becomes colder in Autumn deciduous trees and
vines shed their leaves and go into a state of rest. They all
need a certain period of cold weather to break this rest.
The degree of coldness needed varies for different
varieties of trees. In some cases when the temperatures
in June/July are not low enough the rest periods are
insufficiently broken, which results in a state called
“delayed foliation”. In spring some buds and leaf
blossoms drop of and some branches remain dormant
and die back.
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It is also important to know
when a tree flowers. Late
frost will kill early blossoms
on a tree and badly
damage the fruit
production for that tree.
You will need to choose a
tree that flowers after the
threat of frost has passed.
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The trees do not grow or produce well. It is thus important in warmer areas to choose
varieties that do not need very cold winters.

Choosing a variety
Each type of tree has many different varieties and you will need to choose a variety
that is suited to your area and climate.
Some varieties grow better in very cold areas and others in warmer areas.

Another consideration for choosing a variety: Pollinators
Here you will need two different varieties of the same type of tree (and two specific
ones!) For example; you will need to plant both Granny Smith and Golden Delicious
varieties of apples.





They will help each other bear fruit, as they pollinate each other. The blossom of
the one cultivar/variety will need to be fertilized by the pollen of the other
cultivar/variety. They need to flower/blossom at the same time and they need to
be compatible, so that both types can bear fruit.
These trees must not be planted more than 30meters apart, so that the pollen
can be transported from tree to tree with the help of bees and the wind.
You can plant 1 tree of one type (cultivar/variety) and 4-5 of the other;
depending on which variety you prefer. This means that you can have more of
one variety of trees, than another.

Which trees need pollinators?
YES
APPLES
PEARS
PECANS

NO
CITRUS
MANGOES
GRAPES

SOME PLUMS
PAWPAWS

Different varieties/cultivars you can choose from
There are many, many varieties and cultivars and new ones are always being
produced. It may help to ask the nurseries in your area which varieties are suitable. In
the table below some varieties are mentioned to give you an idea.
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CULTIVARS FOR NOT SO COLD AREA

FRUIT

NAME

RIPENS

POLLINATOR

FRUIT
RIPENS

APPLES
Granny Smith;
green apple

Golden Delicious;
yellow

Starking/Top Red:
Red

Yes: Golden
Delicious or

Yes: Golden
April

Granny Smith;

Delicious or

green apple

Starking /Top

Starking /Top Red

Yes: Granny
Smith or

Red
Yes: Granny
15 February

Golden Delicious;

Smith or

yellow

Starking /Top

Starking /Top Red
Yes; Golden
Delicious or

April

15 February

Red
Starking/Top Red:

March

Red

Granny Smith

Yes; Golden
Delicious or

March

Granny Smith

PEARS
Packhams;
Light green
Bon Chretion;
Yellow
Forelle;
yellow with red
blush

Bon Chretion and
Forelle

Mid

Packhams;

Clapp's

February

Light green

Favourite

Self pollinator

March

Packhams and
Bon

Early April

Mid February

Chretion

PLUMS
Santa Rosa:
red skin and

15 December

Pioneer;

– Begin

red skin and

January

flesh

Santa Rosa,
Laetitia

15 February

yellow skin

Songold

30 January

Self pollinating

flesh
Songold:
yellow skin
and flesh

Songold:
and flesh

Laetitia;
red skin and

Self pollinating

Santa Rosa,
Laetitia

20 November

15 February

Laetitia;
red skin and

flesh

Songold

30 January

flesh

PEACHES
Elberta;
yellow freestone
Kakamas;
yellow clingstone
Early Dawn:
white freestone

Self Pollinating

Self Pollinating

Self Pollinating

De Wet;

25 August

yellow

1 February

Self pollinating

freestone
Oom

15 August
15 January

Sarel:

Self pollinating

yellow cling
Boland;

15 August

White

20 November

Self pollinating

Freestone

25 July
25 October
5 August
15 December
15 August
15 December

NECTARINES
Sunlite;

Flavortop;
dark red kin,

Self pollinating

yellow flesh

20 August

dark red

5 January

skin, yellow

Self pollinating

5 August
5 December

flesh

APRICOTS
Peeka;
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Self pollinating

15 September

Palsteyn;

Self pollinating

30 August
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Planting fruit trees
It is a good idea to prepare the planting site/hole a few weeks before you want to
plant the tree. The soil will settle in the hole that you dug and the manure will not be
too strong for the roots.

TOPSOIL

SUBSOIL

Preparing the hole
1.

Dig a square hole that is at least 80 cm wide and 80 cm deep. A big hole means
a good tree. Put the top soil in one pile and the subsoil in a separate pile.

2.

Now put 1 bucket (10 litres) of manure in the hole. Mix it with a few buckets of
subsoil.
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manure

10 lt

3.

Mix in 500 g of superphosphate or 1kg of crushed bone.
Measure it in an
old oil tin

4.

Next, put in two more buckets of manure and some topsoil and mix them
together.

5.

Now fill up the rest of the hole with topsoil. You may need to dig up some topsoil
from somewhere else.
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Planting the tree
Caring for the little tree before you plant it



If it is in a plastic bag, water it every few days.
If it has bare roots, put moist sandy soil over the roots and wrap it in a wet sack
until you are ready to plant it. You can place the trees in a bucket of water for 23 hours before planting them.

Place bare-rooted
trees in a bucket
for two hours
before planting

Keep trees in a
shady place
before planting
Water trees
every 2 – 3 days

Water roots at
least once per
day
Cover the roots
with grass,
sawdust, or
moist sandy soil

Bagged trees

Bare-root trees

Planting a tree that is in a plastic bag
These trees are usually planted in spring and will have leaves on the trees when you
plant them. (September-November)
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Water the tree in the bag without breaking the soil bundle
Make a hole in your planting hole (which you prepared earlier) the same size as
the plastic bag
Take the tree out of the plastic bag
Plant the tree and make sure the roots are covered with soil. The planted tree
should be the same depth as it was in the bag.
The join or graft/union on your tree must be 10cm above the soil level
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 Dig hole the
same size as
the bag.
 Carefully cut
bag and
remove it
without
disturbing
the soil
around the
roots.

NOTE: Graft union must be 10 cm (hand width) above the soil level

Graft unions:
Wild fruit trees grow in many different soils and climates and have very strong roots.
The fruit from these trees however are not very big or tasty. Other trees that are not so
strong may bear good, tasty fruit. To obtain a tree with both strong roots and good
fruit the roots of the wild tree are joined to the branches of the tree with tasty fruit.
The process is called grafting; this is done by cutting the stem just above the roots of
a wild tree and binding a branch that has been cut from a good fruit bearing tree.
The two trees grow together to form a single tree.
The graft union can be seen as a large lump just above the roots. It should always be
above the ground when the tree is planted.

Planting a tree with bare roots
These trees are usually planted in the middle of or towards the end of winter (JulyAugust).
1.

Make a hole in the soil you have prepared for planting. It should be a bit bigger
than the roots of the tree.

2.
Cut cleanly
broken roots to avoid
disease.
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3.

Hold the tree in the hole so that it is a little bit higher out of the ground than it
was before.

4.

Carefully place the soil around the roots.
Make sure the soil gets right in between the roots so that there are no air spaces
left. The planted tree should be the same depth it was before in the soil.

5.

The join (bud union) must be at least 10 cm above the soil.

6.

60 cm
(knee height)

7.

To help the tree grow straight, tie it to a
strong stick pushed into the ground.

10 cm

Once the tree is planted
(bagged or bare rooted),
you should prune it. Trees are
weak after you plant them,
because their roots take time
to get used to the new
place. It helps the roots to
grow strong if you prune the
tree after planting. You need
to cut off the top and all the
side branches.

Rubber or
cloth
protection

As the trees grow, they will take up more and
more space.

Graft union must
be 10 cm above
the soil

It is important to plant them far enough apart.
Peaches, plums and apricots should be planted 3 paces (metres) apart in the rows
and rows should be 5 paces (metres) apart.
Pears, apples and citrus trees need to be 5 paces (metres)
apart in and between rows.

Watering your newly planted tree
1.

Press down the soil gently all around the young tree.
9
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Make a small dam around the tree to hold water.
Give the tree 4 buckets (10 L) of water.

4.

Mulch around the tree with dry grass or
newspaper or rocks, keeping the mulch away
from the trunk of the tree. This will save water
for the tree. It will also stop weeds from
growing.

5.

Water that runs off the roofs and bare ground around the houses can be
directed by means of small furrows, to the trees, so that when it rains the trees will
get a good soaking.

6.

Use the following guidelines to water your trees.
Year

Spring and Summer

Winter

1

2 Bucket (20 L) every
7 days during dry weather

1 Bucket (10 L) every
14-21 days

2

3 Buckets (30 L) every
7 days

1 Bucket (10 L) every
14-21 days

Year 3 onwards

3-4 Buckets (30-40 L) every
7 days

2 Buckets (20 L) every
14-21 days

Feeding your fruit trees
Using kraal manure
Spread the manure on the ground, as far as the branches reach. Do not let the
manure touch the stem of the tree. Then cover the manure with mulch, otherwise it
will lose its strength.
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Age of tree

September

December

Year 1

1 (10 litre) bucket

1 (10 litre) bucket

Year 2

2 buckets

2 buckets

Year 3

3 buckets

3 buckets

Year 4

4 buckets

4 buckets
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5 buckets

From 5 years onwards, you should apply the same amount of water each year.

Caring for your trees
Inter planting
It is more natural for trees and other
plants to grow together rather than to
stand alone. If you only plant one crop,
insects will have a feast. Growing
vegetables and other crops between
your trees encourages “good” insects
that control the “bad” ones and a
better balance is maintained.
It is also possible to grow a mixture of
other ANNUAL crops such a grasses
(oats, annual rye grass) and legumes
(vetch, lupins). These grow through
winter and die down in early summer to
provide mulch and compost.

Interplanting

OR it is possible to grow PERMANENT crops between your rows of trees. Here you
would mix grasses (rye grass, fescue), legumes (clover, lucerne) and herbs (comfrey,
chicory). These plants can be regularly cut short and the cuttings can be used as
mulch, compost or animal feed. A variety of species always attracts a variety of
organisms that may help in pest and disease control.

Pest and disease control for fruit trees
Growing healthy trees is a good starting point. They are stronger and more resistant
to insects and diseases. Use lots of compost, manure and mulch and weed your trees
regularly.
11
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Other ways to grow strong healthy trees include:

Bees





Growing
marigolds, leeks
Marigolds
and comfrey
nearby deters insects.
Promote the presence of bees. Bees
help to pollinate the flowers of the fruit
trees and thus to bear fruit.
Promote the presence of insect
predators (good insects); these insects
live off other insects and provide a
natural way to control pests (bad
insects).

 These include ladybirds, lacewings,
wasps, praying mantis, dragonflies and frogs.
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Ladybird
Ladybirds eat lots of
aphids and other bugs

Aphid

Lacewings eat aphids

Wasps lay their eggs in living worms and
caterpillars. When the young hatch they
feed off these worms

Praying mantis eat many kinds of insects

Dragonflies eat flies,
aphids and mosquitoes

Frogs eat worms, caterpillars, slugs and even snails

13
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Make up simple mixtures or brews that will get rid of insects and diseases
–

Garlic and onions sprays (deter most insects): Chop up 1 whole garlic or
onion bulb. Soak it for 1 day in two teaspoons of paraffin. Add 0.5 litres of
water and strain off the onion or garlic from the liquid. Add a medium bar of
green sunlight soap and mix it in until it has completely dissolved. This will
help to stick the mixture to the leaves of the trees. Dilute this mixture 1:10 with
water and splash or spray on the tree.

–

Tobacco mixture: This should be used carefully as it is a strong poison and
can kill bees and useful insects as well. Boil up 0.5 cup of cigarette ends or
tobacco in 1 litre of water. Strain off the liquid and mix with 2 litres of water.
Splash or spray on the tree.

–

Fruit fly traps: Fruit flies spoil fruit later in the season
by stinging them and laying eggs inside the fruit.
Small worms hatch in the fruit and make them
rotten. Fruit flies like eating ripe fruit like plums,
grapes and oranges. You can fill a trap with some
water mixed with fruit (you can use any sweet
smelling fruit), water and sugar. The fruit flies will fly
into the traps to feed and will not find a way out
again.

–



Chapter 4

Another fruit fly trap consists of making up a mixture of
Bovril or Marmite and mixing in some poison such as
the tobacco mixture above.

Fruit flies can also be controlled by picking
up fallen and rotten fruit beneath the trees
EVERY day. The fruit is collected in buckets
of water, which will drown the small worms.
The fruit can also be fed to chickens and
pigs. It is important that the small worms do
not make contact with
the ground. They burrow
out of the fruit into the soil
and rest there to start a new cycle of fruit flies.
Wrap a band of paper or cloth covered in grease around the
trunk of each tree. The grease should not touch the bark as it is
poisonous to the trees. Any pests, ants and other insects walking
up the trees will get stuck on the grease and die.
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Diseases such as mildew (a white powdery fungus on
the leaves, mostly on apples, pears and vines), black
spot (little black spots on leaves and fruit) and leaf curl
(mostly on peaches and nectarines can all be
controlled by dusting the trees and fruit with sulphur or
copper-oxychloride. These chemicals can only be
obtained from gardening shops and some hardware
stores.
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Leaf spot

Peach leaf curl

Storing fruit
Preserving fruit by drying, bottling or making
jam is an excellent way of making your fruit
useful for longer periods.
Recipes for preparing fruit for drying:

Drying fruit
No special equipment is needed for drying
fruit, although some simple drying frames
might help. Fruit is properly dry when no
moisture can be squeezed out of it.
You can dry fruit by preparing it according
to the recipes below and then placing it on
a flat tray or board. You can dry fruit inside
your home or in the sun outside. In both
cases, it is better to cover the fruit, so that
flies and dust can not settle on your fruit
and spoil it.

 Peaches, plums and apricots: Cut the
fruit in half and remove the pips. Place
the fruit on a tray with the cut side
facing up.
 Apples: Peel apples and remove the
core with pips. Slice the apple into rings
and hang the rings on a piece of string
above a hot stove. Apples need to dry
quickly; otherwise the rings turn brown or
black and do not look good to eat.
 Pears: Peel pears and remove pips.
Make a solution of 1 teaspoon of slat to
2 litres of water. Cut the peeled pears
into 4 pieces. Drop each piece into the
solution, then remove and dry as normal.

Fruit can be covered with thin cloth, paper, or wire mesh.
Wire mesh drying frame

Gauze wire frame
Cheese cloth drying frame

Bottling fruit
Bottling is a simple way of having sweet and tasty fruit available in your home
15
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throughout the year. You will however need to buy some good storage bottles to
ensure the fruit does not go rotten. The best bottles are the preserving bottles with
metal lids and rubber seals or other bottles with metal screw tops that can make an
airtight seal.

1. Remove the pips

2. Pack the jars with
clean fruit

3. Pour in cold syrup

4. Place
jars on
stones in
a pot to
avoid
cracking
5. Tighten tops after boiling










You will need to use slightly unripe firm fruit. For peaches, plums and apricots they
can be cut in half and the pips removed. For pears and apples, they need to be
peeled, the pips removed and cut into pieces.
The jars need to be sterilised before packing the fruit by boiling them and their
lids in water for 10 minutes
Pack the sterilised jars with clean fruit
Fill up the jar with syrup; 0.5 cups of sugar dissolved in 2.5 litres of warm water. Tap
the jars to make sure there is no air bubbles trapped between the fruit.
Now boil the fruit in the jars for 1.5 hrs: Place the lids loosely on the jar and place
the jars on small stones in a large pot that has water in it. The water should cover
your bottles.
Remove the bottles from the boiling pot after about 10 minutes of cooling.
Tighten the lids as much as possible.

Making jam
Fruit sets when boiled with sugar because of a substance inside the fruit known as
pectin, which is released during boiling. Some fruits make jam more easily than
16
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others, because they contain more pectin.
Good jam fruits: apples, plums, peaches and apricots
Some fruit will need extra pectin in the form of lemon juice (1 lemon /kg of fruit).
These fruits include cherries, figs and grapes.
Recipe:
1.

Clean and cut your fruit into small pieces, removing
all the bad bits and pips.

2.

3.

Place the fruit in a pot and cover with water. Boil until soft.

Now add sugar. You will need equal amounts of sugar and fruit. If
your fruit weighs 1 kg, you will need 1 kg of sugar.

4.

Add also the lemon juice if you are using low pectin
fruit.

5.

Boil this slowly for 10-60 minutes until the jam is ready
to set. To test this, put a little bit of your jam onto a

saucer and leave it to cool. If the surface becomes
stiff like jelly the jam has set and it is ready for bottling.
6.

Sterilise your jars/bottles by boiling them for 10 minutes.
Fill these jars to the top with jam, while they are still hot.
Screw the lids on tightly and allow cooling.
Seal bottled fruit
with wax paper

References:
Robyn Neeson. 1997. AgnoteDPI/190. Organic Fruit Production. NSW Agriculture. Australia
Sheard, Andrew. 2007. Fruit Production in KwaZulu-Natal. Department of Agriculture and Environmental
Affairs, KZN, South Africa.
Parker,W., Bolus, R. and Hosack, P. 1985. The Soil is Good for Fruit; A guide to fruit growing in the Transkei.
The Transkei Appropriate Technology Unit, Umtata, Eastern Cape, South Africa.
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Pruning fruit trees
Introduction
Pruning is the selective removal of parts of plants to promote patterns of growth. It
relates mainly to branches, stems and leaves, but can also be roots and fruit. Fruit
grows more on new branches than on old ones. A tree with new branches will bear
more fruit than a bushy tree that has not been cut at all.
In stone fruits (peaches, plum, apricots), pome fruits
(apples and pears) and citrus (oranges, lemons,
naartjies) a very heavy crop of fruit in one year can be
followed by very few or none the next year. Branches
can also become too heavy and break if they bear to
many fruit. It is thus a good idea to thin fruit on an over
crowded tree. This also ensures fewer, but larger fruit,
rather than many small fruit.
Peaches and Plums

Start thinning fruit 6-8
weeks after flowering
when the fruit are the
size of marbles, or
small pebbles

Apples and Pears

10 – 12 cm
12 cm

Above: Thinning of fruit. Generally you should leave about 7-8 fruits per meter of branch, or
about 4 fruits per arm’s length
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Why do pruning?
The pruning of branches on fruit trees creates a strong structure that can:


With-stand wind without breaking




Carry heavy crops of fruit
Be harvested from easily, as the tree is not too large.

Pruning also increases light and air circulation between the branches of the tree to
reduce diseases and help fruit to form and ripen.

Pruning Young Trees
In the first three years of a tree’s life, it is important to mould a tree, or give it the basic
shape that it will keep. In this way much less pruning will then be required later.

Pruning Older Trees
You may need to prune an old bushy tree
quite severely or hard. This means that you
may get very few fruits for one season. The
second year after the pruning however
should see the tree producing a lot of fruit
again.

Steps in pruning

The first year

Always prune on dry
days, to reduce the
chance of getting
diseases on the open
wounds.




First; remove all the
dead and diseased
branches.
Then remove any
unnecessary limbs;
those that cross
Second and subsequent years
over one another
are too close
together or rub
against each other. Make the cut just above the collar as shown on the picture
on the next page.
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The tree
will lean

collar

These branches are
competing for light and will
make the tree unbalanced,
with a tendency to bend this
side. One of them should be
removed.

Cut away
branches
below the
graft union



Always cut away any branches growing below the
union of grafted trees. This is the root stock growing
through and it will compete with the fruit growing part
of the tree. The picture on the right shows a man
cutting a shoot from below the graft union.



Fruit trees are generally pruned to either have open centres or to have central
leaders.
Central leader:
Open centre:

Spreading tree
that allows light
into the centre
for fruiting. It is
generally used
for stone fruit
(peaches,
plums ...)
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Takes up less
space. It is
generally used
for pome fruits
(apples,
pears ...)

Generally branches that are good for fruiting are at angles of 45-65 degrees off
the main branches. Branches with smaller angles tend to break in high wind.
Only keeping one main vertical branch on a tree, together with promoting
angled branches, stimulates production of fruit rather than more growth; the tree
spends more energy producing fruit than trying to grow taller.
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wide
branch
angle

The shape and angles for good
fruiting branches

narrow
branch
angle

Parts of the tree referred to in the descriptions on pruning on the following
pages:
leader
terminal
bud
fruit
bud

two-yearold wood

lateral

fruit bud
and spur

fruit
spur

one-yearold wood

water shoot
secondary
limb
main (primary)
limb
sucker
trunk
rootstock

point of union of
rootstock and scion
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Pruning stone fruits
To prune, it is also important to know HOW a tree fruits:

Fruiting wood on
peaches showing
laterals and fruiting
spurs

PEACHES:
Fruit only on shoots from last year’s growth on
both laterals and fruiting shoots.
PLUMS:
Fruit is borne on laterals or spurs that are two
years or older. On young trees the spurs look
more like a group of short laterals and on
older trees like multiple buds

When cutting back a branch; make the cut just above
an outward pointing bud or shoot, to encourage new
growth as shown in the picture. Prune strong branches
at an angle of about 45º so that the highest point of
5 cm
the cut is directly above the bud.
Fruit spur on older wood of plum trees.

1. AT PLANTING:
Prune the tree’s roots and also prune the tree itself to about knee height (60
centimetres). This will force the tree to branch out rather than grow straight up.

60 cm
(knee height)

2. IN THE FIRST WINTER:

22

Cut the main branches at the top.
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main
branch
lateral branch
main branch
lateral branch

In the first winter
cut the main
branches near
the top. This is
called topping.



Some laterals will have grown on the main
branches. Leave 2-3 laterals on each
branch; the first lateral should be about
40 cm from the main branch and the
second further along.

short laterals

Pruning lateral branches:

3. IN THE 2nd and 3rd WINTERS:


Trim the tops of the main branches. If you cut them further back than the
previous year’s growth, it will delay fruiting.



Shorten the laterals. Cut them 1cm above a flowering bud or cut them
back to the join between the old and new wood.



Shorten the side branches coming off the laterals. Again leave 2-3 side
branches on each lateral.

In the 3rd year fruit will be carried on the pruned back lateral. Once
established, prune lightly each winter.

23
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lateral branch

main
branch

lateral branch

40 cm
(arm length)

short laterals

Pruning pome fruits
These trees start fruiting around their fifth season in the ground. Fruit is picked green
and ripens off the tree.
Generally a leader system of pruning has been preferred. Fruit grows on small side
branches coming off the laterals and these side branches will bear fruit for many
years.

Initial Pruning




Cut the planted tree back to knee height.
In the first winter trim the main branches, leaving one central branch. Leave 2-3
laterals on each main branch.
In the 2nd and 3rd winters trim the main branches and laterals and leave 2-3 side
branches coming off each lateral.

1

2
At planting,
cut back at
knee
height
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In the
winter, cut
all the
branches so
that they
are the
distance
between
your wrist
and elbow
from the
stem
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In the next
winter, cut the
tops off the
main branches
leaving two
laterals on
each

3

main
branch
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Cut back the
lateral branches
to form a
pyramid
shape

lateral branch

Pruning grapes
Grapes form fruit on one year old canes (the present year’s growth) that are growing
off two year old canes. If they are growing off older wood they will not always bear a
lot of fruit.





In the first winter, cut the vine to about 30 cm high.
In the 2nd winter, prune the vine hard to leave 3-4 main branches that are about
30-40 cm long.
Retain well positioned shoots for the development of the secondary limbs/canes.
In the 3rd and subsequent years, remove about 2/3 of the annual growth.
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