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March is an excellent time period for planting bareroot trees, and the gradual rise in outdoor temperatures provides a smooth transition during the time of establishment.  Both fruit and shade trees become available from nursery dealers during the late winter and spring season, and can be planted as soon as available.  Planting need not be difficult, and extra steps of pruning or addition of soil amendments can often be omitted, to the benefit of the plant.  Although tree buds may remain dormant for a few weeks, root growth will begin almost immediately.

Amount and condition of roots are two factors which affect the quality of bareroot nursery stock.  A plant which has short stubs of cut roots is much less desirable than one having a full root system intact.  Prefer a larger root system over larger trunk caliper or height.  Handling at the nursery should emphasize keeping the roots cool and moist.  Some root loss is inevitable, but should be kept to a minimum.  The development of special packaging has made trees available at inside sales areas, but bagged plants should not be overly large, old, or displayed in hot locations.

Keeping the roots alive is an important key in planting your tree.  Small roots, from which the tree will be nourished, are fragile.  The best time for planting is a cool, overcast day.  If bareroot trees cannot be planted right away, they can be stored by heeling-in, that is covering the roots with moist earth, or plants can be left for a few days with roots in a bucket of water in the garage.

Planting holes should be large enough to accommodate the root system.  Unless roots are extremely long, it is better to dig a larger hole.  Root pruning is not necessary to stimulate the roots; however, broken or damaged roots should be removed.  Loose, well drained soil is best for the planting hole.  Organic matter in a layer at the bottom of the hole, or used in excess so soil texture within the hole is markedly different from soil around the planting hole, creates boundary conditions and impedes draining.  When setting the final grade, remember that the tree should be about the same height it was growing at the nursery.  Water should drain away from the trunk, even if a basin is formed, because wet trunks encourage root rot during summer.  The best way to settle soil after planting is to push a hose down into the hole and flood the soil.  Wet soil will collapse into air pockets and more soil can then be added.  Tamping with a shovel handle or foot can cause unnecessary compaction and should be avoided.  Fertilizer need not be added in the planting hole and an excess will burn roots.  Vitamin B-1 is not necessary and will not enhance establishment of woody plants.

What about top pruning?  Most deciduous fruit tree species should be headed 18-24 inches above the ground, but landscape trees should not be headed.  For shade trees, a few cuts to establish structure could be done, but without cutting the central leader.  Upright trees, such as liquidambar, need the central leader to develop a strong branch structure, and removal of the leader will result in an unnatural, bushy crown which will become structurally weak.
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