
Grafting You Own Apple Trees (published 2025-03-22) 
By Wes Walker, Master Gardener 
 
Among all fruit trees, the apple tree likely reigns supreme. From legendary tales of Johnny 
Appleseed spreading seeds across the land to the classic saying about keeping the doctor away, 
and even its iconic place in American culture alongside baseball and hot dogs—apples have 
rightfully earned their place in our hearts and history. 
 
The reasons for the apple’s popularity are as vast as the varieties available in grocery stores. 
Golden Delicious, Honeycrisp, Gala, and Fuji are just a few of the many that provide year-round 
access to this versatile fruit. 
 
While the selection at your local grocer may seem extensive, there are actually hundreds of 
varieties available to home gardeners—with just a bit of extra effort. 
 
Many organizations across the country, including the UT Extension office in Sullivan County, 
offer opportunities for you to grow your very own heirloom apple varieties. 
 
Talk with any seasoned Appalachian homesteader, and you’ll hear them speak of apples like 
Kentucky Limbertwig, Mountain Boomer, Smokehouse, and Stamen Winesap. These varieties, 
though rarely found in the produce aisle, offer a delicious alternative to commercial apples and 
provide a historical link to our collective past. 
 
Since heirloom varieties aren’t commonly sold at garden centers or nurseries, bringing these 
historic apples to your backyard requires a different approach—grafting. 
 
Grafting your own apple trees is an incredibly rewarding practice, allowing you to custom design 
a tree tailored to your specific needs. 
 
The first thing to understand about grafting is that you’ll be creating a genetic clone of your 
desired tree. But how does the grafting process work? 
 
While many gardeners spend winter flipping through seed catalogs and waiting for warmer 
weather, apple grafting enthusiasts are busy collecting cuttings from established trees to 
propagate clones. These cuttings, called scion wood, are the slender, fishing-pole-like shoots 
growing on mature apple trees. Collectors remove these shoots, wrap them in moist material, and 
refrigerate them to keep them viable until grafting season. 
 
Since each scion will produce an exact clone of the parent tree, the next step is selecting a 
rootstock onto which the scion will be grafted. This is where grafting gives you an advantage. 
You get to control the mature size of your tree and select a rootstock that offers resistance to 
common threats like fire blight or woolly apple aphids. 
 
The size of your mature apple tree depends on the rootstock you choose. Traditional standard-
size trees grow over 20 feet tall and produce abundant harvests. Their deep root systems make 



them sturdy and self-supporting, but they require more space and can be difficult to prune and 
harvest. 
 
Semi-dwarf trees reach 12 to 15 feet, offering a balance between manageability and productivity. 
They require less vertical reach for pruning and harvesting, and you can fit more trees in the 
same space. However, some may need additional support against wind and heavy fruit loads. 
 
Dwarf trees, topping out at 6 to 10 feet, are the most compact option. They allow for easy 
harvesting while keeping your feet on the ground and make it possible to plant multiple varieties 
in a small area, creating a mini-orchard. However, they lack the structural strength to support 
heavy fruit loads and extreme weather, so they require staking or trellising for added support. 
 
If you’re ready to make your backyard heirloom orchard a reality, you’re in luck. The UT 
Extension in Sullivan County hosts an annual grafting workshop for beginners and experts alike. 
Participants can choose from dozens of heirloom scion wood samples and select from a variety 
of rootstocks to ensure their tree grows to the desired size. 
 
This year’s workshop will be held on Friday, March 28, at 12:30 PM. Registration is required, 
and space is limited, so act quickly! For more details, including rootstock pricing, call the 
Sullivan County UT Extension at 423-574-1919. A registration form is available at: 
https://www.netmga.net/app/download/7127666516/2025+Grafting+Letter+Final.pdf.  
 
Grafting your own apple trees is not only rewarding but also helps preserve heirloom varieties 
for future generations. Until next time, keep workin’ the dirt! 
 
For more information about gardening, visit UTHORT’s YouTube site for helpful videos: 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCjS3d1IklH1OZ1Z2qPvhgfQ  
 
Or Washington County’s YouTube site: 
https://www.youtube.com/@utextensionwashingtoncounty  
 
Resources 
“Growing Fruit: Grafting Fruit Trees in the Home Orchard [fact sheet],” 
https://extension.unh.edu/resource/growing-fruit-grafting-fruit-trees-home-orchard-fact-sheet 
 
“Reproducing Fruit Trees by Graftage: Budding and Grafting,”  
https://publications.ca.uky.edu/sites/publications.ca.uky.edu/files/ho39.pdf 
 
“Home Fruit Planting Guide,” https://extension.okstate.edu/fact-sheets/print-
publications/hla/home-fruit-planting-guide-hla-6222.pdf.  
 
How do I ask a question? 
If you have a question for the Master Gardeners, submit them to us on our website 
at www.netmga.net. Click the link at the top of the page, “ASK A MASTER GARDENER” to 
send in your question. Questions that are not answered in this column will receive a response 
from a Master Gardener to the contact information you provide. 
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