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Setting the tree
and filling the hole.
Hold the tree in the hole at
the depth you want it to
be. Keep in mind that
when you are done you
will want the tree to be at
about ground level in the
middle of a “saucer,” so
that water runs toward it,
rather than sitting on a
“hill” where water runs
away.  For this reason, al-
ways dig deeper than you
think you’ll need to. Us-
ing the edge of the shovel,
chop up the sod and press
it, grass portion down, into
the bottom of the hole. As
the sod decomposes, it will
provide nutrients for the
establishing tree. As you
fill in around your tree,
you are going to reverse
the soil layers, putting the
topsoil at the root level
and the subsoil on top,
where it can slowly be im-
proved by nutrients from
manure, compost, fertil-

Don't be timid when packing the
soil around the roots of your tree.

izer, and lime that you apply as mulch. (See Mulching, p. 16.)  If  the tree has a
fibrous root system, center the roots on top of a little mound of topsoil in the hole,
then cover them with more topsoil. For taprooted trees, simply hold  the tree
upright and fill in around the root with topsoil.  Before you add more dirt, pack the
soil firmly around the root, gently moving the tree back and forth,  compressing the
soil all around the stem with your heel or toe to exclude large air pockets.

Make sure that your hole is deep enough.
The tree should end up sitting at the bottom
of a slight saucer-like depression.
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The only  thing that should
go back into the hole is good
soil.  No peat moss! Peat moss
is too acid for most plants
and tends to foster air pock-
ets in the root zone. (How
many fruit trees have you
seen growing in a peat bog?)
Likewise, compost and mulch
should be laid on top of the
ground, not mixed with the
soil in the hole. If the soil
from the hole is extremely
poor, either choose another
site with better soil, or im-
port good topsoil (you can
“borrow” some from your
garden if you have one)  to
use in the hole. In this case,
make the hole even larger,
especially width-wise, so that
the roots will continue to have
access to the imported soil as
they grow and spread out.

Fill the hole about half-
way, then add 2 to 3 gal-
lons of water. This amount
of water will temporarily
make the soil in the hole
very mucky and “jello-
like.” Eventually, as the
water is fully absorbed by
the ground, the soil will be
sucked in close around the
roots, minimizing air
spaces.

After packing and water-
ing around the root, fill the
hole to the top with the
remainder of the soil, us-
ing up the topsoil first and
then the subsoil.  Shape the
top  layer  in a “dish” shape
that is thickest at the out-
side edge and thinnest at
the center. Fill this “dish”
with another 2-3 gallons of
water, again giving it a
mucky, jello-like consis-
tency.

Add 2-3 gallons of
water when the hole
is half-filled with soil.
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MULCHING

STAKING
When properly planted, a 3-5 foot tree
should need no additional support.
However, putting a marker stake by
each tree will make it less likely to be
broken off by snowmobiles, plows,
lawn mowers, and tractors.

(When planting large trees, staking is
necessary, because the wind will con-
tinually “work” the tree back and forth,
preventing the growth of  vital root
hairs.)

Once the tree is planted and watered, it
should be mulched. Mulching  is cov-
ering the ground with a protective layer
of organic matter, which will smother
weeds and prevent evaporation while
allowing water and nutrients to soak
through. A good deep mulch can make
the difference between survival and
failure. It can be accomplished with
aged manure, wood chips, shavings,
sawdust, compost...any material which
can be laid down thickly enough to
smother weeds and will eventually rot
down.  Do not use rocks or decorative
gravel as a “mulch” around the base of
the tree.  These will conduct cold to the
roots in winter,  especially when there
is no snow cover, causing root injury.
Fill a large wheelbarrow with your
mulch and dump it at the base of the
tree. Then, starting at the trunk and
working outward, form a dish that en-
larges the one you made in the soil
when you planted the tree. The dish

should be thinnest (about 1 inch thick) in the middle, where the mulch comes into
direct contact with the trunk, and thickest (6-8 inches) at the outside rim. This dish
shape will ensure that water will run toward the tree instead of off into the field.
Lime, bone meal, or rock phosphate may be added to the mulch beforehand or
sprinkled on afterward. To smother weeds or grass, lay flat sections of half-inch-
thick newspaper under the area where
your circle of mulch will be. Spread
your layer of manure or other mulch on
top of this. The paper will smother
weeds for about a year, but will still
allow water and nutrients to trickle
down through to the soil.

Marker stakes lessen the possibility
of “Oops!” damage from mowers,
tractors, etc.
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WATERING
This is undoubtedly the most important aspect in establishing any new tree or shrub.
After planting, follow-up watering is a must. We recommend 5-10 gallons of water
per tree regularly (regularly might mean daily, three times a week, or a good soaking
every weekend) for the entire first growing season; especially during the dry months
of late July through mid-September. Rain in the forecast does not excuse you from your
watering chores! Rain is spread out evenly over the surface of the ground and cannot
equal the effect of a good, long drink from a 5-gallon bucket or hose.  Rather than using
the weather to judge watering needs, dig under the mulch to feel the soil. If it is dry or
slightly moist, water. If it feels waterlogged, then pass for a few days.

If it is physically impossible to water the tree every day, go for 2-3 times per week, or
at the very least, on weekends. Ninety percent of all tree failures in the first season are
caused by lack of water. Sometimes even when enough water is present in the soil, the
roots of the plant may not be able to absorb it efficiently. If soils are sandy, most of the
water will pass right by the tree’s roots as it drains quickly away. Failure to pack the
soil well around the roots during planting can cause air pockets, isolating roots from

Caution:
Do not use
fertilizer
spikes!

the matrix of soil that allows
them to absorb water, and they
can dry out in spite of adequate
watering. If a heavy clay soil is
allowed to dry out, it can crack
and shrink away from the roots
of the tree, leaving them “high
and dry” even when watering
resumes. The root systems of
trees planted late in the season
(late April, early May) may be
slow to become fully established,
making it harder for them to ab-
sorb water at first. One of the
most valuable aspects of mulch
is its ability to hold soil moisture,
so it is good to mulch a large area
around the tree.  It is  possible to
drown a tree, but this is usually
due to poor site selection (wet,

swampy areas or heavy clay .) The symptoms of too much water, curiously enough,
are the same as those for not enough water: browning and loss of leaves.

FERTILIZATION
Fertilize Before July 1. Young trees should be fertilized sparingly, using natural
fertilizers. A good manure mulch is usually sufficient. If your soil tests low or medium
on calcium, you can add gypsum to the mulch. Natural foliar feeds (Seaweed,
unpasteurized liquid fish) are a good way to supply nutrients. These are sprayed on and
assimilated through the leaves of the plant. Some provide N/P/K; others mostly
micronutrients or natural growth enhancers. Most fruit trees “set” their  terminal buds
by mid-July, and from then on the tree begins to prepare for the following winter.
Fertilization or foliar feeding after this time may delay the initiation “hardening off”
that is so critical to the plant’s survival over the coming winter, leaving it vulnerable
to winter injury. For this reason, fertilize or foliar feed only before July 1, or, in very
cold areas, June 15.

Sources of Seaweed and Liquid Fish are listed on pp. 46-47.


