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The annual pruning of peach trees is one of 
he most important practices in the growing of 

this fruit. The nature of the tree structure and 
fruiting habit require a rather severe and differ-
ent s~yle of pruning than that performed on apple 
trees. 

PRUNING TOOLS 
Tools in good condition can do much to light-

en your job of pruning. Make small cuts with 
hand shears. The "roll cut" shears will cut twigs 
up to 1/2 inch in diameter very easily. Lopping 
shears with 24- to 30-inch handles are suitable 
for limbs up to 1 inch in diameter. In using "lop-
pers." be sure to place the blade against the sup-
porting limbs to make a snug cut. The curved 
saw which cuts on the pull stroke works fast on 
larger limbs. A fourth tool useful in topping 
peach trees is the pole pruner, which has a lop-
ping shear type cutter on the end of a rod 6 to 
12 feet in length. In saving time and labor, me-
chanical power pruners are becoming more popu-
lar. 

YOUNG PEACH TREES 
The following pruning objectives and examples 

are set up as a guide to develop the most ideal 
tree. The ideal cannot be realized in every tree. 
However, it is essential that we keep these ob-
jectives in mind to develop the most desirable 
framework of branches. 

In general, the open center system of training 
is preferred in commercial orchards. Well-grown 
1-year-old trees, 3 to 4 feet tall and about 1/2 inch 
in diameter are preferred for planting. Prune 
broken or injured roots before planting. 

Pruning at Planting Time-At planting time 
head the trees back to between 26 and 30 inches, 
making the cut just above a side branch. In gen-
eral, vigorous trees of larger trunk diameter are 
headed higher than the weaker, more slender 
trees. Cut back all side branches to one bud (See 
Figure 1). A number of branches will develop 
the second year from which you may then select 
three to five well-located scaffold limbs. 
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SUBSEQUENT PRUNING OF YOUNG PEACH 
TREES 

In the late dormant season at the beginning 
of the second year, select 3 to 5 side branches 
well spaced up and around the trunk, with the 
lowest about 15 inches from the ground. The re-
maining branches are completely removed (See 
Figure 2). 

The main side branches from the trunk or scaf-
fold limbs, as they are called, should be headed 
back only where growth is excessive without 
branching. If growth of the scaffolds is short with 
heavy branching, then make several thinning-out 
cuts along each scaffold limb. In the thinning out 
operation, side branches on a scaffold limb which 
grow out and slightly up from the left or right 
are the most desirable. Those that grow toward 
the ground, the center of the tree, or straight 
up are undesirable. Side branches from the scaf-
fold limbs should not be closer than 15 inches to 
the trunk. 

Pruning during the first 3 years is largely 
that of developing the framework of the young 
tree. Varieties that grow upright may need more 
tipping to strong side branches on the terminl:!l 
growth to spread the tree outward. Where it is 
necessary to head back an upright scaffold limb, 
always make the cut to an outside lateral branch 
growing away from the center of the tree. Scaf-
fold limbs are often headed back to cause sec-
ondary branching. This keeps the tree low and 
spreading. Remove all branches arising below 
the lowermost permanent scaffold limb. 

Once the scaffold system of the young peach 
tree is established, prune tree as lightly as pos-
sible. Heavy pruning of peaches in the third, 
fourth, and fifth years greatly reduces the yield. 
The peach tree will attain its full size about the 
sixth year. 

In young trees remove any strong upright 
growing central shoots, or limbs that grow from 
one side of the tree across to the other side. Leave 
short spur-like growth which is not likely to be-
come a competitive problem. The foliage on these 
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short limbs will then contribute to the develop-
ment of the tree. The principle to follow is to 
keep the center of the tree open and the side 
branches and shoots properly spaced on the scaf-
fold limbs in such a manner as to form a sym-
metrical open-center tree. 

If for some reason a large portion of the top 
of a 1- or 2-year-old peach tree should die and a 
vigorous shoot should appear above the point 
where the seedling root was budded in the nurs-
ery, this shoot can be used to develop a new 
head. The new framework is developed from this 
shoot, and the old head is removed at the point 
where the new shoot arises from the trunk. 

PRUNING THE BEARING PEACH TREE 
A heavier degree of annual pruning is more 

essential on bearing peach trees than with other 
tree fruits. Peaches are borne on shoots that grew 
the previous year. Since pruning stimulates new 
growth, it is essential that an adequate amount 
be done each year. Otherwise, you may find it 
difficult to secure satisfactory terminal growth 
and sufficient fruiting wood. If regular annual 
pruning is not done, the tendency is for the fruit-
ing wood to develop further out and higher up 
each year. 

Fig. 1 (left)-A 1-year-
cld peach tree pruned after 
planting. 

Fig. 2-A peach tree 
pruned after one year of 
J!rowth. Insert shows how 
the pruned tree should look 
from the top. 

The new growth should be well distributed 
throughout the tree. Proper pruning is helpful 
in thinning your next season's crop as well as 
inducing proper renewal of fruiting wood 
throughout the tree. It is desirable to promote 
some new fruiting wood toward the central por-
tion of the tree. This may be accomplished by 
thinning out the wood sufficiently to allow sun-
light to penetrate all portions of the tree. Do not 
prune excessively on the south side to avoid sun 
scald. 

A well-grown peach tree will begin bearing the 
fourth year. The pruning should be relatively 
light the first 3 or 4 years of bearing. As the 
trees reach the age of full production, a heavier 
heading back type of pruning is necessary. This 
keeps the fruiting wood law. 

In maintaining the open-center type tree, cut 
the terminal growth to outward growing side 
branches. Make thinning cuts to keep the bear-
ing wood from getting too dense. Keep the cen-
ters of bearing trees open to maintain desirable 
growth and good color on the fruit. Top out and 
space any new upright growth along the base of 
scaffold limbs. This new growth is usually vigor-
ous and can produce good fruit if the head of the 
tree is sufficiently open. You can then cut this 
wood out next year. 



It is well to head back extremely vigorous new 
growth. Fruit along the base of this growth will 
then be of better size and limb breakage will be 
reduced. The average annual terminal growth in 
mature trees should be between 10 to 15 inches. 

As peach trees reach a height of about 8 feet, 
it is important that you cut the main upward 
growing branches back to outward growing side 
branches. This cut serves as a renewal point for 
several years. The cut is usually made in 2- or 
3-year-old wood. As new shoots appear at the 
renewal points, thin out to one or two which are 
well spaced and growing outward. 

Keep peach trees at a height of 9 or 10 feet 
and pruned to branches that bend outward and 
not to upright growing wood. If you prune trees 
to outward growing branches, the weight of the 
peaches will pull the branches down so that most 
of the fruit may be picked from the ground. 
Mature peach trees that are kept down to 6 or 7 
feet in height are too low and will be less pro-
ductive than taller trees. 

GENERAL SUGGESTIONS 
Pruning and fertilizing of peach trees must be 

kept in balance for proper tree growth and yield. 
Very light or no pruning and inadequate fertiliz-
ing will in most cases give short slender shoot 
growth. This type of growth is usually unproduc-
tive and evidence of declining trees. On the· other 
hand, trees which are heavily pruned and heavily 
fertilized may develop shoots which are exces-
sively vigorous, produce few very large peaches, 

Fig. 3-When pruning remove all sharp 
angled limbs. They may break off when 
leaded with fruit. 

Fig. 4.-A peach tree trained for light 
penetration and effective spraying. 

and make pruning more difficult. Moderate, but 
adequate pruning along with judicious fertiliz-
ing will give the best results. 

If you find many dead twigs in the center and 
lower parts of your trees, it is evidence of too 
little pruning throughout the top of the tree. 

In general, on mature, moderately vigorous 
peach trees, remove one-third of the new wood 
that grew the previous summer. This amount of 
cutting is necessary to space the fruiting wood 
and keep the trees open for good peach color and 
adequate spray coverage. 

There are occasions when all fruit buds are 
lost from spring frosts or freezes. Fruit buds 
that have been injured by freezing will have black 
centers. You may want to take advantage of this 
situation to lower the tops that are higher than 
desirable. Do this by pruning back heavier where 
the renewal cuts are made. 

PRUNING WITH POWER TOOLS 
Fruit growers of Virginia are continually striv-

ing to lower production costs. It is possible to ob-
tain reduced costs with labor savings ranging 
from 25 to 50 percent where power pruners are 
used. 

Power pruning is the use of cutting tools which 
are operated by means of compressed air. A 
portable air compressor is powered by a gasoline 
motor or from a tractor power take-off. Lines of 
rubber hose run from the compressor to the tools. 
From one to eight lines may be used, depending 
on size of the compressor. 
Improved Pruning 

With the use of power tools, trees are being 
opened up better from the outside to give more 
thorough spray coverage and uniform light pene-
tration. Where a power tool is used from the 
ground you can usually reach well up into the 
trees. 



Another advantage of pruning with power tools 
is that in most cases you are working at some 
distance from the cuts. When pruning at a dis-
tance you are in a far better position to judge 
your cuts as related to the entire tree. 

Handling Power Tools 
It has been found that workmen who are me-

chanically inclined will require only a day or two 
in learning to handle the power tools. Some work-
men using long length power tools tend to leave 
stubs in pruning. You can overcome this to a 
great degree by placing your hand out on the 
barrel and bracing the longer tools when you 
make the cuts. 

It is important that the operator of power tools 
be alert and able to make decisions rapidly as 
to what branches should be removed. With the 
ease in cutting of these tools, don't become "trig-
ger happy," for the tree could easily be pruned 
too heavily. 

Where power pruners are used, there is evidence 
that men work more steadily. Growers are of the 
opinion th:s is due to the constant running of the 
compressor engine. 

PLATFORM PRUNING 
Good platforms contribute to the success of 

power pruners. There are additional savings in 
time and labor when they are used together. 

When trees are pruned from a platform, the 
power tools are easier to handle, most operators 
are kept out of the mud, and the trees can be 
opened up better. This outside approach is im-
portant, for by working from a platform you 
see the tree at the same direction from which 
spray materials and sunlight approach. In prun-
ing the tree from the outside we find the fruit-
ing wood more evenly distributed throughout the 
tree. 

Platforms must be built to fit the particular 
orchards in which they are to be used. This will 

be determined by the general tree size, distance 
of planting, slope of the orchard and the equip-
ment used. Several platforms in Virginia have 
been built which incorporate a leveling device 
for sloping orchards. The platform should be 
high enough so that the operator can reach the 
top cuts when using an average length power 
tool. Slip-boards are used on most platforms to 
place the operator out into the tree. The prun-
ing platform may also be used for thinning and 
harvesting. 

DISPOSAL OF BRUSH 
The "rotary brush shredder" is the most desir-

able method of brush disposal in orchards where 
tree rows are long and the land is relatively level. 
This machine operates from the power take-
off of a tractor and shreds the brush by means 
of large rotary blades which run at a high speed. 
It is necessary that the prunings be windrowed 
between the tree rows before the "shredder" is 
driven over the brush. This method combines 
the advantages of speed, economy, and the re-
turn of organic matter to the soil. This equip-
ment may also be used for orchard mowing and 
in the clearing of waste land. One grower in 
Virginia has cut up to 50 acres of prunings in 
less than a day with the "rotary brush shred-
der." 

The "brush pusher" is recommended as a sec-
ond choice for the disposal of orchard brush. The 
"pusher" is attached to a tractor which rapidly 
pushes the brush into a pile where it can be burn-
ed. Although sections of many Virginia orch-
ards are on steep slopes, this method is justified 
in many cases on part of the planting. 

A third choice in removing orchard prunings 
might be through the use of a flat bed mounted 
on skids and pulled by a tractor. The brush is 
piled on the sled and may be held down by means 
of a cable fastened over the load. It is then 
hauled to large piles outside the orchard for 
burning. 
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