
Grape Vine Care
The two most important things to remember:
1. The vines are adaptable and forgiving. There is not complete agreement on the best way to prune 
grapes. Many people are convinced that theirs is the best or only way, and yet others do it differently 
and still have good results. 
2. Pruning mistakes can be reversed quickly. Once the vine is established it is capable of putting on a lot 
of growth in a year and will quickly outgrow almost any pruning mistake. 

Planting Grapes Grapes like well-drained soil. Most varieties are tolerant of a range of pH, as long as it is
not extreme. Loosen the soil and plant them (green side up) at the same depth that they were in the 
pots. Don’t prune the roots unless they are damaged or circling. Spread an organic mulch to keep down 
the weeds and retain moisture. Water in the vine well, and keep watering regularly and deeply through 
the first year. Very drought tolerant once established but it takes a lot of water to get them established. 
Support Your vine will need something to climb on. It’s a good idea to plant your trellis (or arbor) at 
planting time or shortly after. If you put it off until the vine is established you may disturb its roots. The 
shape of the trellis determines how you will prune the plant.

 This Year The objective the first year is to develop a strong
root system. University studies demonstrated that the
largest root system will develop if you do no pruning during
the first growing season. Many experienced vineyardists
disagree with that (see #1 above). Your goal is to get one
stem up to the wire or other source of support as quickly
and straight as possible. This will eventually be your main
trunk. It may not happen the first year. 
Second Year  The first real pruning will happen in the
spring, after the coldest part of the winter but before the
plant breaks dormancy.   If one of the canes reached ¼” in
diameter the first year, remove any side branches from that
cane and prune back to the strongest bud. If none of the
canes are ¼” diameter, then remove all but the strongest
cane and cut that one back to two or three healthy buds.
After growth has started, prune all developing side
branches off the main trunk so that all energy is directed to
the top growth. The structure of the vine will begin to show
this summer. You need to have your trellis in place.
Hopefully this year one cane will reach the point where you
want branches; when it does (during the growing season),
pinch back the tip so that the buds below the wire will grow
into branches and you can tie them to the horizontal
support. 
Third Year  Cut all branches off the trunk except for the
ones that are growing along your wire (the cordons). If the
cordons have branched, clip off the branches. Every bud
along the cordons will try to make fruit, so you may need to
shorten the cordons somewhat to prevent overloading the
young vine with fruit. Or you could pick off flower clusters
when they appear. The vine should still be putting most of
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 Vines make fruit on growth that comes from 
buds that formed last year. You want to maximize
the amount of new wood while keeping it as 
close to the framework of the trellis as possible. 
Most of the hybrid grapes will fruit on the lowest
buds on the canes, so they are spur pruned. The 
trunk is extended out into two permanent arms 
called cordons that stretch along the wire of the 
trellis, and the one year old growth coming off 
those arms is shortened in the spring pruning to 
two to three buds each for an eventual total on a
mature plant of 30 to 60 buds depending on 
variety. Cane pruning is leaving (usually) two or 
four long (up to 15 buds each) canes (one year 
old growth) coming from the trunk of the grape, 
as well as cutting down to one bud each an equal
number of canes which will grow into next year’s
fruiting canes. Concord is always pruned this way
because it doesn’t fruit on the buds closest to 
the stem. I’ve seen Concord pruned to 8-bud 
spurs coming off cordons. It was a mess, but 
probably fruitful. Spur pruning is easier, so spur 
prune if you can. If the plants aren’t productive 
with spur pruning, try cane pruning to see if 
productivity improves.



its energy into growth rather than fruit this year. Through the growing season remove branches from the 
trunk where they are not needed, as well as any sprouts from the base—that’s best done when the 
growth is new, before it starts to become woody. 
Fourth Year and thereafter Dormant season pruning requires cutting off most of the wood that grew the 
previous year. This year you can let it crop lightly. Reduce the number of branches coming off the cordon 
to the number of spurs you want, and shorten those spurs to two (2 to 4 in older, well established vines) 
buds each. Continue to keep the extra growth off the trunk; the vine needs air under it. Subsequent 
years you can leave more spurs as long as the vine is adequately ripening the fruit on time. 
Where to find out more 
On line 
This is a very nice video from WI Public Television on spur pruning with Phillip Coquard at Wollersheim 
winery. Well done, simple, and to the point.  http://video.wpt2.org/video/2212198260/ 

Here’s a link from Iowa State on pruning and canopy management; it has enough in it to tell you what 
you need to know, or to confuse you if you read too far. Some of the illustrations did not agree with the 
text.     http://viticulture.hort.iastate.edu/info/pdf/prunecanopy.pdf 

You can also download for free the 155 page Midwest Grape Production Guide.      
http://wigrapes.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/01/Midwest-Grape-Production-Guide.pdf 
It carries the imprint of Ohio State and its list of hardy varieties is not completely reliable, but it does 
contain much useful information. 

Print 
The best book that I know of is The Grape Grower by Lon Rombaugh, Chelsea Green Press. Planting, 
pruning, picking, propagation, breeding, varieties. Not living in a very cold place, his cold climate variety 
listing is limited. He was really into grapes, and reading it may get you excited about them, too. 

Happy Growing!  
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