Basic fruit tree information –
but only the basics…but the basics are where you have to start!!  You’ll need to bring seasonal awareness and observation skills to the table as well as further education through time if you really want to get top quality fruit. 
“The point remains the same: Optimal tree health flows from a biologically-based system that focuses on the microorganisms both in the rhizosphere (soil) and the phyllosphere (leaf canopy) that in turn support and protect the tree.”  Michael Phillips, The Holistic Orchard http://www.groworganicapples.com/booksmd.php#holistic-orchard   This is the book that I’ve mentioned – and it’s available at the Westminster Library so you don’t have to buy it to check it out.
Some generalities…
Most tree fruits and berry trees and bushes are “edge” plants –plants that like the biologically active area where an open field meets the woodland edge.  This is critical to your initial planting and long-term care of these plants. 
· In quick terms – think about creating a fungally dominant soil – based on decaying woody products and mulches. That’s the most important piece of information actually… Work to keep your percentage of soil organic matter at 3% (or better).  This is harder to do than you think, but well worth the effort.
· Be careful about using too much animal manure unless it’s been composted with a lot of wood chip over time. Animal manures can provide too much nitrate nitrogen (soft growth leading to insect and disease pressure). 
· Make sure there’s enough calcium present –get a soil test to be sure.  The heavier/clayier your soil is the more calcium you’ll need (calcium helps to keep those small clay pieces apart to allow air and water to move).  The sandier your soil is the more magnesium you will need (magnesium helps to hold soil particles together to slow down water movement, etc.).  

What does this really mean?

You need a ring around each tree where there is no grass – take the time to cut the grass and turn it over in place to a width of about 4’ out from the trunk all the way around.  Take a soil test before starting so you know exactly where you’re at.  Just before you turn the grass, put on  a light layer of calicite lime or gypsum – not the cheap local dolomite lime - and rock phosphate.  Calcium and phosphorus are probably the most critical minerals for fruit trees -not nitrogen… This will put those two key minerals down into the soil as you turn the sod.  

If you can’t get a soil test then use this basic recipe…Mix the following on a tarp and keep dry until used – will store for years if kept dry:
50 lbs alfalfa meal, 20 lbs azomite, 20 lbs gypsum, 15 lbs rock phosphate, 15 lbs greensand and 20 lbs leonardite or biochar.  You can get all of this at the Good Earth.  You can look up all of these ingredients to figure out what they do or I can answer specific questions.

Then apply this mixture at the rate of a 3 gallon pail per caliper inch of trunk – ie the bigger the trunk, the more mixture you use.  Work this lightly down into the turned over sod or into the surface duff and then cover with about 3” of a mix of shredded leaves and wood chip (not bark mulch unless that’s all you can get).  The mulch should grade to zero at the trunk – no mulch climbing up the trunk AT ALL!!!!!!  Try and get this done before Thanksgiving and let the winter do its work of softening and drawing down the minerals.  You can cover this real wood pad with bark mulch AFTER the application if aesthetics is an issue.  It’s the real wood and leaf that feeds the system – and you’ll be really surprised how much this will break down once the system starts to “cook” – it will need to be renewed annually – just like the forest itself.

You’ll see improvement next year but not a change in fruit production because the fruit spurs are all set for following year before the fall’s work and can’t be changed until next year’s growth has happened.

And since I don’t know if you’re dealing with compaction as well – here’s a way to start working on that issue.  Most house lots are compacted

It’s going to sound really weird but…  in a 5 gallon pail of warm water, mix in a cup of molasses, a cup of whole milk yogurt with live cultures, ½ cup of yucca (Sledgehammer if you’re at The Good Earth) or ½ cup of castile soap and ¼ cup of either Micro-brew or some other commercial mixed soil microbes – The store has some and so does Emerald City in Westminster’s downtown plaza (next to the café). The mix will store for about 4-6 hours depending on temperature (the warmer it is the faster it will burn up the oxygen in the water - this is a living mix).  It helps if the soil already has some moisture in it so apply after a rain storm (or irrigation) and it helps if there’s water afterwards (rain or irrigation is so NOT a problem!!!).  What you’re doing is providing both a food source and the microbes to use it.  As the plants start to respond – their roots will start to provide the sugars and proteins (that start in the molasses and milk) and the microbes will join the roots in the rhizosphere and your tree’s root production should soar.  By-the-by – the yucca or castile soap is actually really important as the surfactant that helps to mechanically open up soil pores…and yucca also supports microbes directly.  To use the drench:  Create a series of holes about 6” deep and 6-8” apart in a circle around the tree  - go out as far as 10” beyond the drip line– using a power drill makes this easier but you can use a dibble or trowel/knife – flood the holes with the mixture, wait for it to drain and flood again.  Then cover the holes with that same mix of shredded leaves and wood mixed with the mineral mix to a depth of  3” grading to zero at the trunk – nothing climbs up any trunk anywhere  (worth repeating- and repeating -and repeating!!!!) 

And last but not least - count the number of earthworm casting hills in each section - you’re looking for about 8/sq. foot – or a little less. If you don’t find those numbers then add them after you’ve rinsed in the liquid boost.  Buy both night crawlers (go up and down) and earthworms (go side to side) and NOT red wigglers (that die off in soil temps below 70 degrees) or jumping worms (turn the soil into coffee grounds – horrible!) and put them out at dusk or turn on a sprinkler so that they don’t dry out.  Use ½ pint each per 100 sq. ft.  Don’t untangle them – just put them out and they’ll unwind themselves and disperse nicely on their own.  You’ll only do this stage once – You’ve provided them with all they need and they will help to pull everything you’ve added down below the soil surface. And don’t add them until you’re through all of the earlier steps!  You’ll just mangle them and waste their lives and your money.
