
Bristol TreeForum – Garden tree planting guide 
by Richard Bland 

 
A. Introduction. Why plant trees? 

 
Trees are essential to towns, and this has been 
understood by Bristolians for at least the past three 
hundred years as both maps and drawings make 
clear that trees have been planted on streets and 
around squares since the seventeenth century.  
 
They are beautiful in themselves, and, in a town, act 
as the frame for buildings, and as a dramatic 
contrast between the clean austere severity of 
masonry and the delicate and ever-changing variety 
of the natural world. They help cool cities in two 
ways; by their shade in summer, and because they 
release millions of gallons of water vapour from their 
leaves. They absorb carbon dioxide from the 
atmosphere, and exhale oxygen for us to breathe, 
and are thus a key part of the carbon cycle, locking 
carbon dioxide away for the duration of their lifetime. 
They directly support hundreds of other life forms 
lichens, mosses, fungi, insects, sometimes other 
plants such as Ivy and Mistletoe, and birds and 
mammals, which live on them or off them. They 
produce flowers for nectar, and seeds and fruit that 
are a vital winter resource to many animals. Their 
leaves may be regarded as a nuisance in an urban 
area, but rot down to produce the finest compost 
that exists. For all these reasons it is the ambition of 
the city council to double the present canopy cover 
of the city from 14% to 30% in a generation. 
 
But it is important to recognise that trees have 
drawbacks in an urban area. They shade gardens 
and block the light from rooms. They dominate the 
ground beneath their canopy. They increase in both 
girth, and the spread of their canopy, at a constant 
rate. Their roots will seek water sources, drying the 
ground beneath them. Their leaves will need 
sweeping up every year. In their old age branches 
will fall, and they may be felled in a storm, damaging 
buildings, vehicles or people. And in an urban area 
they will need to be pruned regularly, so they will 
cost money. 
 

B. The golden rules of tree planting 
 
1 Don’t plant trees too close to one another. The 
idea distance for large trees is twenty metres apart; 
they will fill this space in thirty years or so. Small 
trees can be planted closer together.  
 
2 Think of the future. The average tree is young at 
forty, mature at a hundred, middle-aged at 150 and 
getting on at 200. Planting a tree is potentially a long 
term decision. But this also means be pragmatic. 
Very few trees have a natural lifespan, and they can 
be effectively everlasting, but the majority of trees at 
any one time will be around fifty. Be prepared to fell 
and plant again. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
3 Shape and Size. Trees come in all sorts of 
shapes and sizes, and can be trimmed and 
maintained in all sorts of ways- topiary, hedges, 
pollards. Some grow vertically, called fastigiate, 
some weep, some spread wide like umbrellas, some 
become lollipops, some are like flames. Some will 
become massive, some are happy to remain tiny. 
Some will sucker widely, some set hundreds of 
seedlings.  
 
4 The answer lies in the soil. Riversides are 
suitable for Willows, Poplars and Alders. Limestone 
is loved by Ash, Yew, Whitebeam and Lime. Clay is 
loved by Elm, Oak. And if you buy a house built in 
the last thirty years there will be no soil- just 
compressed builder’s rubble, so you must dig a 
deep pit. Modern gardens are probably worse than 
the roads and pavements around them for trees. 
 
5 Variety is the spice of life. Monoculture, such as 
a conifer plantation, is dreary and bad for 
biodiversity. Every tree species has its own specific 
group of life forms associated with it, so that the 
more species, the richer the biodiversity. Every 
garden is different, and towns can be more bio-
diverse than much of the countryside. 

 
6 You get what you pay for. Growing a tree from 
seed or a cutting is an education in itself, and 
millions of trees germinate in Bristol every year for 
free. But if you want a tree with known 
characteristics that suit your needs go to a decent 
tree nursery. The bigger, and thus older, the tree 
you buy, the more expensive it will be. 
 
7 Small is beautiful.  If you can wait, buy whips, the 
smallest trees for sale, but they will need careful 
attention to keep them watered and weed free. Also 
trees can be kept small by trimming their roots 
annually and keeping them in tubs. They are then 
mobile. Look at the Japanese. 
 
8 A tree is not just for Christmas. Like a house, a 
garden or a pet, trees need constant attention and 
maintenance. You can’t plant and forget. Be 
prepared for the long term. 



C. Species snapshots. 
 
This list is divided roughly into small, medium, and 
large trees, but many large species have small 
forms. Latin names are attached in italic. 
 

Small trees 
 

Apples, Plum, Pear.(Malus, Prunus, Pyrus) Ideal 
for gardens, hundreds of varieties, provide excellent 
fruit, lovely flowers. There are many attractive 
varieties of Crab apple. 
Bay. (Laurus nobilis) Small, evergreen but keep in a 
container- otherwise it suckers and takes over. 
Readily grown from seed. Regenerates naturally. 
Box. (Buxus sempervirens) Normally thought of as a 
hedge, but is a straggly native. Box blight has 
affected hedging plants. Easily grown from cuttings. 
Japanese Maple (Acer japonicum) Slow growing 
small member of this large family, brilliant autumn 
foliage. There are several other small species. 
Judas Tree. (Cercis siquilastrum) Small, slow 
growing, very pretty purple flowers and pea like 
seeds. 
Laburnam. (Laburnum anagyroides)Small, slow 
growing tree with wonderful long yellow flowers. 
Seeds are poisonous. 
Lilac. (Syringa vulgaris) Small, slow growing, tends 
to sucker, Very attractive purple or white flowers in 
spring. Can be clipped. 
Magnolia. Very attractive white flowers in early 
spring, variety of sizes, one large evergreen form. 

 
Snowy Mespil (Amelanchior laevis). Small, pretty 
white flowers, fruit ripe at the end of May. 
Strawberry tree. (Arbutus unedo)Small, evergreen, 
red fruit at same time as white flowers in December.  
Sweet Gum.  (Liquidamber formosana)Very 
beautiful autumn colour. 
Sumach. (Rhus typhina) Small tree, slow growing, 
wonderful autumn colour, suckers. 
Thorns. (Crategus) Hawthorns are slow growing 
small trees, lovely white flowers in May, with red fruit 
valued by birds in winter, which readily regenerate. 
Attractive red forms exist, and evergreen American 
species. Make an excellent hedge, used to heavy 
pruning. 
 
 

Medium trees 
 

Birch.(Betula )Very attractive, slender, light shade, 
hates being pruned, fast growing. Several forms with 
very white bark.  

 
Cherry.(Prunus) The native species suckers, fine 
flowers and fruit, and long lived. Also native Bird 
Cherry, with small black fruit. Huge number of 
commercial varieties most derived from Japan, 
usually grafted, and sterile. Fairly short lived. 
Cabbage Palm.(Cordyline australis) Widely planted 
as an “architectural plant” becomes straggly 20 foot 
non hardy tree.  
Catalpa. Medium size, broad spread, white flowers, 
bean like fruit. 
Chusan Palm.(Trachycarpus fortunei) Only palm 
that is hardy. Slow growing but eventually very tall, 
has male and female individuals.  
Fig. (Ficus) Garden tree for fruit, can be found in 
wild. Straggly, spreads, can be fiercely pruned. 
Holly. (Ilex). Tough, slow growing, evergreen, spiny 
leaves, attractive red berries, several variegated 
forms. Reacts well to being clipped. 
Tree Cotoneaster. (Cotoneaster frigidus) Long-lived 
evergreen, red berries, tends to produce new shoots 
from trunk. Loved by birds in winter. 
Whitebeams.(Sorbus) Small deciduous trees, 
includes Rowans, with a wide variety of species 
available. Attractive white blossom in June are 
followed by red fruit in October. Rowan leaves are 
pretty, Whitebeams have white undersides. 
 

Large trees 
 

Alder. (Alnus.) Water loving, the Common Alder is 
deciduous, the Italian Alder is effectively evergreen, 
and has shiny leaves and long catkins in January. 
Ash.(Fraxinus) Locally millions germinate annually, 
threatened by new disease. Some attractive 
species- Manna Ash with white flowery catkins, and 
Narrow-leaved with wonderful autumn colour. 
Beech. (Fagus) Major forest tree, has weeping and 
copper forms and casts heavy shade. Will readily 
regenerate. Makes a good hedge, seeds valuable to 
wildlife. 
Cedar. (Cedrus) Major forest tree with vast spread, 
boring when young, magnificent in age. 



Conifers. (Pinus, Abies, Picea) Split into Pines, Firs 
and Spruces, but all are evergreen, with cones, 
often tall and slim. Many forms are suitable for 
gardens including dwarf and horizontal forms. 
Elm. (Ulmus) Prior to 1975 the dominant native 
species in southern England, often used for 
avenues. Common elm suckers readily, and millions 
of suckers now exist. Wych Elm grows from seed, 
and many survived the disease, and are set to make 
a comeback. 
Eucalyptus. Australian tree, evergreen, light shade, 
very fast growing, most species not fully hardy, but 
survive well in Bristol.  
Ginkgo. Vertical form, hardy, long lived, fruit from 
female trees smell disgusting. 
Horse Chestnut.(Aesculus) Large tree, wonderful 
white candles in April, conkers in October. A rather 
poor species, the Red Chestnut, which does not 
grow well, was often planted in the past. Used for 
avenues on Downs. Will regenerate, but never forms 
a woodland. 
Hornbeam. (Carpinus) Very similar to Beech, in 
size, shape and leaf, but has small nutlets. A very 
attractive flame shaped variety exists, and it makes 
a good hedge which keeps its leaves in winter. 
Lime.(Tilia) Very widely planted for last 250 years as 
avenue and specimen tree. Older trees have 
problem of shoots from base of trunk, but new trees 
don’t do this. Scented flowers in July loved by bees. 
Leaves of Common Lime attract aphids that excrete 
sticky liquid over anything parked below. Can be 
pruned fiercely and comes back readily.  
Maple.(Acer) Huge family ranging from Sycamore, a 
major forest tree, to Japanese Maple in container on 
patio. One rare species (Cappadocian Maple) 
suckers. Very attractive autumn foliage from many 
species, Norway Maple (fast growing) has huge 
range of colour forms. Silver Maple (fast growing) 
has attractive leaves, Snake Bark and Paper Bark 
Maples are small and have interesting bark.  
Monkey Puzzle.(Araucaria araucana) Very tall, 
lollipop shape. Spiny leaves, fast growing in youth.   

   

Oak.(Quercus) A major forest tree, long-lived, the 
fruit, acorns, of great value in winter to birds and 
mammals. There are two native and many foreign 
species. Holm oak is evergreen, and becoming a 
pest in native woodland as it shades out other 
species. It can be very heavily pruned. Turkey Oak 
very fast growing forest tree. 
London Plane.(Platanus) A hybrid created in 1690, 
fast growing, major forest tree, but reacts well to 
heavy pruning. Alleged to be resistant to urban 
pollution in 19c. Very large leaves block drains, 
decay slowly. Seeds are eaten by goldfinch. 
Poplar.(Populus) Large family, favours damp areas, 
very water demanding. Black Poplar grows very fast, 
and the vertical form Lombardy Poplar popular for 
screening in 1930s. White Poplar suckers and is 
good along motorways, Aspen also suckers. Dozens 
of forms of Black Poplar often planted in odd corners 
to sell to matchstick trade in past.   
Robinia. Tough spiny North American tree, suckers, 
pretty white pea flower, fast growing, tall.  
Southern Beech. (Northofagus) From South 
America, a large and attractive species with very 
small nuts. 
Sweet Chestnut.(Castanea sativa) Major forest 
tree, and in good season produces edible nuts. 
Widely planted for coppicing in E England. Some 
fine veterans in Ashton Park, will regenerate. 
Paulonia. Fast growing, dramatic purple flowers in 
spring, very large leaves. 
Tree of Heaven. (Ailanthus) Major forest tree from 
China, fast growing, suckers, is regarded as a 
dangerous weed in Germany, looks like an Ash.  
Tulip Tree. (Liriodendron tulipifera) North American, 
tall unusual leaf and flower.  
Walnut. (Juglans regia) Large, deciduous, once 
valued for its timber, often planted for its nuts, 
readily regenerates.  
Willows. (Salix) Water loving, very varied group of 
species in a variety of sizes, very fast growing, very 
forgiving to being cut, easily grown from shoots, so 
cost free. Sallow (pussy willow) a waste ground 
weed.  
Yew. (Taxus baccata) Limestone loving evergreen, 
produces clouds of pollen in February, poisonous 
red berries in October, that ripen slowly through 
autumn, beloved of thrushes, readily regenerates. 
Can be clipped as a hedge or to form topiary, very 
ancient trees associated with churchyards, and 
foliage poisonous to stock. No varieties at all. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



D. Planting and maintenance. 
 
1 Gardens 
 
For all but very large gardens small or medium size 
trees should be chosen. Very often trees that will 
become very large are planted, and then come to 
totally dominate and have to be removed. Species 
that sucker should be avoided. Trees should not be 
planted close to buildings, and they are very light 
demanding, so that they will conflict with other 
garden uses. In new built houses a large excavation 
needs to be made as soil will be heavily compacted. 
Traditional species are ideal. Apples, Plums, Pears, 
Cherries for fruit; Rowans, Laburnam, Lilac, Thorns, 
for flowers, Japanese Maples, variegated Hollies, 
dwarf conifers for foliage. 
 
2 Buying a tree.  
 
Nurseries sell trees by size- the smallest and 
cheapest are bare-rooted whips, one or two years 
old and up to one metre high. They will take longer 
to form a feature in the garden, but don’t need 
staking, and often will grow faster in the long run. 
Half standards and standards are older, cost more, 
may be bare rooted or container- grown, will need 
staking, but are a feature at once. Container grown 
plants will take time to spread their roots into the soil 
to give stability. Watering will be essential, as will 
weeding. 
 
3 Hedging. 
 
Hedges are trees kept small by clipping. A single 
species creates a formal hedge, a variety of species 
adds to biodiversity. Some species can be controlled 
by a single annual clipping, others need more.  
Traditional species are Hawthorn; Beech, which will 
retain its leaves in winter; Holly which is slow 
growing; Hornbeam; Box; which is slow growing, 
and has recently been damaged by box blight; 
Laurel which is very coarse but grows fast and is 
evergreen; Leylandii, a very fast growing cupressus 
hybrid, eventually huge, does not like being clipped; 
Privet, which is evergreen; Yew. 
All Hedges will use all the moisture and fertility of 
soil in the immediate vicinity. 
 
4 Tree maintenance. 
 
Small trees can be maintained by pruning to keep 
them to the shape and size required. 
Large trees need professional treatment from a Tree 
Surgeon, who will remove lower branches to keep a 
clean trunk, called Crown lifting, and crown thinning 
which will reduce the growth on all branches, and 
remove any dead branches or those growing across 
other branches. Pollarding is an ancient technique of 
cutting the top off major branches, but a tree once 
pollarded has to be cut back to the pollard points  
 
 

 
 
 
 
regularly, and they always create weakness, and 
tend to lead to trunk rotting. 
 
5 Tree Diseases. 
 
The diagnosis of tree disease and treatment has to 
be done by an expert, as the signs of many fungal  
infections are not easily noticed, though any tree 
whose leaves turn yellow in mid-summer, or that 
starts to wilt almost certainly has problems. A tree 
showing rot around the base of the trunk should be 
examined professionally, as it is more liable to being 
felled by a storm. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Comments please on this guide (V3) to Richard 
Bland at: 
  
richard.bland123@btinternet.com 
 
 
Web: www.euronova.co.uk/BristolTreeForum.htm 
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