
  

 

SPRING - A NEW BEGINNING 
 

Well, here we are, at the dawn of a new awakening. A delicate balance needed between the desire 
to move out into the world and the need to observe caution. The population is increasingly 
receiving its vaccinations.  We hope to avoid disease. 
 
Sounds familiar? Trees and the rest of the plant world have already, in many cases, pushed out 
buds from branches or new growth from the ground. The more delicate plants are cautious - it is 
too easy to succumb to a late frost. Many plants want their equivalent of a vaccination, glass to 
protect them in early season or a feed to help them thrive. Many need bees or other pollinators to 
help them towards their goal.   
 
They, like us, need a good year. Let us hope we are all fortunate. 
 

--------------------------------------------- 
 

Congratulations to those  who have managed to make a difference during the winter.  We know 
that a number of you joined up with the initiatives promoted by, amongst others, FWAG and 
Wotton Area Climate Action Network to get planting. No doubt a number of you have also 
undertaken other vital work in mending, repairing and clearing to give both flora and fauna a better 
chance. 

 
FWAG organised tree planting Moorwood Farm, near Woodmancote 



THE BEAUTY OF TREES AND TREE COLLECTIONS 
by Hugh Angus 

 

Let’s start with some thoughts on why we might start a tree collection.  This for most of us 
revolves around recreation, education and conservation.  Just where the main emphasis 
lies will depend on the individual or organisation.  It may also be that one may focus on 
creating the finest collection of only one particular genera, such as oaks or maples.  None 
of these objectives can really be chosen in isolation.   
However if I had to choose only one objective then it really has to be recreation and under 
that sits landscape.  The main reason for this is that it gives the greatest opportunity for the 
collection to survive in the long term.  A good example is Westonbirt, The National 
Arboretum.  First started in 1850 it still thrives today mainly because Holford's vision to 
create a beautiful landscape, whilst using the widest choice of tree species available, 
means that you do not have to be a tree enthusiast to enjoy Westonbirt.  Holford’s 
picturesque style of planting has three main elements: 
 

 Firstly, and in my opinion, the most important is variety.  This in itself has many 
different elements, plant spacing, size, texture, deciduous, conifer etc.  This allows 
for a wonderful view during most seasons of the year.  Image one shows a number 
of these elements. 

 

 
Variety - key ingredients in creating a wonderful view, as demonstrated at Westonbirt 

 

 Secondly, intricacy plays a very important role and this is best described as the 
inability to see a whole scene, thus leaving the visitor guessing at its extent and 
direction.  This was achieved by the actual positioning of groups of trees and 
shrubs in such a way that certain areas were hidden from view.  ‘Partial 
concealment’ is another way to describe this effect. 
 

 Connection between the different elements in a landscape is also important, in 
order to achieve a ‘harmonious whole’.  Rather than having sudden transitions from 



one element to another, there should be links between them, to make the 
transitions gradual.  One of the main species which helped Holford achieve this 
harmony was the common yew, Taxus baccata.  It is widely planted throughout the 
arboretum. 
 

Other elements of recreation include opening your collection to the general public.  Once 
this decision is made, then good car parking and toilets are essential.  A reception area 
and shop may also be appropriate, most people who have had a nice day out want a 
souvenir to take home. This allows for a good income stream but it will rarely cover all the 
costs of looking after a large plant collection.  It also gives you an opportunity to enthuse 
visitors about trees through a good education programme.  A happy visitor is more 
receptive to good interpretation. 
 
Education has two main activities, passive and active.  The active side involves inviting 
students to visit the collection where they can be offered a range of different activities.  
This helps to establish the importance of trees to us all.  The passive side is more aimed at 
providing good trails and interpretation.  It is well recognised that good education facilities 
encourage visitors to come back.  A good education programme also allows us to interact 
with visitors and to enthuse then about the importance of trees at a variety of levels.   
 
Labels are an essential delivery tool and form the bottom rung on the interpretation ladder.  
Key information can be shown on a label, see image. 
 

 

 
Conservation covers many different activities, but whatever the level you are participating 
at, you will need to keep records about the plants in your collection.  This cannot be 
stressed enough as a collection with no records has no conservation value.  Generally 
speaking a list of plants for conservation can be drawn from the red data book lists.  Seed 
grown material is much better as the amount of genetic diversity captured is that much 
greater. 



With large numbers of trees in their natural habitats under threat then the more of us that 
can do something the better.  Even a small number of species, if linked to a larger one, 
can contribute to the cause.  It is also the messages about conservation that collections 
can deliver to visitors that can be of equal importance. 
 
 

Let’s now think of about some of the plants that you might want to grow in a collection.  
Here are twenty of my favourite trees: 

 Acer griseum, Paperbark maple, one of the very best maples and it will eventually 
grow into a medium sized tree with all year round attraction. 
 

 Platanus orientalis, Oriental plane, a large tree that would grace any collection.  
One of the parents of our London plane.  

 
Oriental plane 

 
 
 



 Betula ermanii, a lovely medium sized tree with beautiful bark and good autumn 
colour. 
 

 Sequoiadendron giganteum, Giant redwood, now a red data book species.  In 
California it grows into the largest living organism in the world and is thought to be 
around 2500 years old.  
 

 Sequoia sempervirens, Coastal redwood, currently the tallest tree in the world. 
 

 Cercidiphyllum japonicum, Katsura, a beautifully graceful tree, with very interesting 
male and female flowers on different trees, a must for any collection.  It will grow 
into a large tree.  

 
Katsura 

 

 Parrotia persica, Persian ironwood, Perhaps more of a huge shrub than a tree but 
the autumn colour is truly outstanding. 
 

 Stuartia pseudocamellia, one of the best medium sized tree with lovely flowers in 
the summer and good autumn colour, rare in UK collections. 
 

 Magnolia sprengeri ‘Diva’, Goddess magnolia, superb in the spring with hundreds of 
large dinner plate sized flowers and attractive fruit, large. 
 

 Prunus sargentii, Sargent’s cherry, this medium sized tree is wonderful in the spring 
and autumn, one of the very best cherries from Japan.  (see photo on next page) 

 

 Sorbus sargentiana, arguably the best Sorbus with large bunches of small orange 
fruit and great autumn colour.  The large sticky buds in winter remind you of Horse 
chestnut. 
 

 Acer japonicum, Full moon maple, in the autumn this maple turns every colour you 
can imagine and makes a medium sized tree.  Flowers in the spring, although 
small, are attractive. 
 

 Carya species, Hickories, many of the species make fine large trees with a beautiful 
butter yellow foliage in autumn. 



 
Sargent's Cherry 

 

 Acer palmatum, Smooth Japanese maple, a medium sized tree and the many 
cultivars offer something for any gardener. 
 

 Liriodendron tulipifera, Tulip tree, a very large tree offering superb autumn colour 
and attractive flowers during the summer. 
 

 Fagus sylvatica, Common beech, a lovely large tree for every season of the year 
but especially good in autumn.  The fern leaved form is particularly nice. 
 

 Hippophae rhamnoides, Sea buckthorn, A medium sized tree or large shrub the 
attractive silvery foliage is most handsome and the bright orange berries in winter 
are very attractive.  They contain, weight for weight, more vitamin C than an 
orange.  Male and female plants are needed for fruit. 
 

 Euonymus oxyphyllus, this medium sized tree is simply the best Euonymus with 
great autumn colour and lovely fruits.  It grows naturally in Japan. 
 

 Pinus sylvestris, Scots pine, one of only three native conifers and silvery blue 
foliage and peeling orange bark make this a great tree for any collection.  It is also 
a very tough tree often planted to provide shelter for other species.  
 

 Tsuga heterophylla, Western hemlock, makes a very graceful large tree with 
attractive all year round foliage.  Under certain conditions it can become rather a 
weed. 

 
 
 
 
 

 



Now that we have agreed the importance of trees let’s consider some other issues: 
 

 Threats – this comes in many forms but some of the more common threats we face 
at the moment come in the form of pests and diseases.  The list below gives some 
of the more serious ones: 

o Red Band Needle Blight, Mycosphaerella pini, Pinus nigra is no longer 
planted by the Forestry Commission because of this pathogen. 

o Sudden Oak Death, Phytophthora ramorum ++, many species of 
Phytophthora are involved with trees and a wide spectrum of trees are 
vulnerable; 

o Ash Dieback, Hymenoscyphus fraxineus, an organism that is going to 
change our landscape over the next few decades as many thousands of ash 
trees will be killed; 

o Chestnut leaf minor, Cameraria ohridella;  
o Emerald Ash borer, Agrilus planipennis, at the moment moving towards us, 

from Moscow, at a rate of about 40 miles per year.  
 
Climate change is also playing its part in all these issues and we need to be on the 
lookout for new problems that are inevitably going to occur in the years ahead.   
If the UK is moving towards a more Mediterranean climate then perhaps some of 
our old favourites will not grow so well.  As with most things it is all about trying to 
find the correct balance and this often involves planting different species to see how 
they perform.  
 

 Mitigation – although we have many threats facing us it is not all doom and gloom.  
By studying the current plants that we grow in our collections we can perhaps find 
species that are going to be more resistant to all these changes.  Some of the 
species that deserve greater consideration and trial include: 

 Pinus yunnanensis, potential replacement for Pinus nigra; 

 Toona sinensis, potential timber species;  (see photo on next page) 

 Fraxinus sp., Ash species, possibilities for resistance to current ash 
diseases and pathogens.  Current ash collections at both Westonbirt 
and Kew offer possibilities. It has been found that some Ash trees are 
demonstrating a natural resistance to Ash dieback  Hymenoscyphus 
fraxineus.  If research work proves to be successful then there is 
potential to re-populate the UK with the offspring of these plants; 

 Cryptomeria japonica, Japanese red cedar, potential timber species; 

 Nothofagus sp., Southern beech, potential timber species but possible 
issues with Phytopthora sp. 

 Sequoia sempervirens, Coastal redwood, potential timber species. 
 

Hugh Angus 
Freelance dendrologist 
2014 - Updated March 2021 

 (All photos in the above article are the copyright of Hugh Angus) 

 
 

 

 



 

Toona sinensis 

 

 



GEOFF'S GARDENING CORNER 

It’s Not Black and White, but it can be Monochrome 

Colour will set the mood or tone of a bed, border or indeed the whole garden. The way we use 

colour in the garden is no different to the way we use colour in every other part of our lives. Did 

colour have an influence on your last clothes purchase, or the colour of your sofa, or the colour of 

your car, or the colour of your interior decoration? Probably, yes, and taking control of the colour in 

your garden will increase the pleasure you get when you’re using the garden;  be it looking at it 

from inside the house, relaxing in it, working on it or thinking about it during a ‘miles away’ day-

dream moment. The same colour rules apply in the garden as anywhere else: white is lively but 

calm, blue is cool and makes the bed appear to recede, red is hot and makes the bed jump out at 

you, yellow is sunny and bright, green is relaxing and calm. But remember it’s not just flowers that 

are colourful, consider too the shrubs, trees, fruit, berries, trunks and stems as well as objects such 

as pots, posts, sheds, fences and furniture.  

If you want to colour your garden using accepted colouring wisdom you will probably want to use 

the tried and tested colour theory. Colour theory is applied by using the colour wheel - seen below. 

Relationships between colours will give certain results. Use two or three adjacent colours to create 

harmony, for example red, orange or yellow. For striking contrasts use colours that are directly 

opposite each other on the wheel, for example red and green, violet and yellow. It’s up to personal 

taste but up to 5 colours can be used before it gets too much for the eye, use a dominant colour 

and work the others around it. 

 

                      

Monochrome schemes can be made using colours from a very limited section of the colour wheel. 

The most effective monochrome schemes use the 3 primary colours’: red, blue and yellow. White 

schemes are my favourite monochrome plantings, its effect is to lighten the garden and make the 

mood cheerful especially in shady areas or for evening sitting areas, white flowers seem to glow in 



twilight. Exploiting the shape, texture and tone of green leaves in a white garden will give lovely, 

eye pleasing effects and silver-grey foliage is an even better partner for white flowers. If you want 

to investigate plant colour theory further I would recommend ‘The Gardener’s Book of Colour’ 

written by Andrew Lawson. 

 

 

 

Spring blossom - Prunus 'Hoya Rawabena' at Westonbirt 



The following article/essay is re-published by kind permission of Terry Garside of Farmington 

Trees 

ENDEMIC PROBLEMS ASSOCIATED WITH TREE PRUNING IN ARBORICULTURE 

AND THE RISE OF NATURAL FRACTURE PRUNING AS AN ACCEPTABLE 

TECHNIQUE TO BE APPLIED TO MATURE TREES. 

“PRUNING PROBLEMS – Changes must be made to 7 tree practices that cause serious injury to 

trees. The practices all deal with pruning.” (Shigo 1989 p. 8.) 

 

Shigo’s specification for change in tree pruning practice highlights the endemic problems 

associated with the subject and refers to the following themes: The wrong tree in the wrong place; 

flush cuts; stub cuts; topping and tipping large trees; over pruning; improper pollarding; and wound 

dressings. All of these respective themes are of crucial relevance to the wider subject of tree 

pruning. Additionally all of these ‘problem’ areas within pruning have been addressed in Shigo’s 

book, ‘Tree Pruning – A Worldwide Photo’ (1989). This publication, amongst others by the same 

author, has set the benchmark in tree pruning concepts and techniques for some fifteen years, 

thus many changes have already been incurred. In essence Shigo’s philosophy is arguably 

encapsulated in an ISA article entitled ‘Pruning Mature Trees’: “Pruning should be done with an 

understanding of how the tree responds to each cut. Improper pruning can cause damage that will 

last for the life of a tree, or worse, shorten the tree’s life.” (Anon. 1995) Whilst it is widely perceived 

that Shigo, even today, is the leading authority on this subject, it ought to be noted that current 

research on some areas has had a measured impact in the arboriculture industry. This measured 

impact has perhaps been most noticeable in the advent of natural fracture pruning, a technique of 

which Shigo would have arguably had some doubts. Therefore this essay will discuss each 

problematic theme in tree pruning and highlight any current research that might influence changes 

in pruning techniques. Additionally the essay will broach the subject of natural fracture pruning in 

the context of mature tree management which has become an increasingly used technique over 

the past ten years in mature tree management.  

 

A poignant place to start would be to address the theme of having the ‘wrong tree’ in the ‘wrong 

place’. This concept, by its definition, has a lot to answer for in terms of instigating poor tree 

pruning practice. Particularly in urban forestry, the poor selection of a tree coupled with the poor 

selection of a planting site has in countless cases lead to tree mutilation under the guise of 

‘pruning’ further down the line. The evident solution to this problem is to put the ‘right tree’ in the 

‘right place’ therefore avoiding the encroachment of trees on buildings, power lines and other 

utilities, and most importantly, removing the necessity for poor tree pruning technique. This solution 

can be implemented by following an uncomplicated but thorough set of criteria: 

 

 Firstly the inherent characteristics of the tree and site ought to be considered allying the 
aims of planting with plant selection. Trees that bare problematic fruits in urban areas such 
as Aesculus hippocastanum can lead to poor pruning practices further down the line.  

 Climatic preference of the tree should be considered. Trees are best suited to the country 
or region of their origin. 

 Soil preference of the tree is crucial when selecting the site where planting is to occur. 

 Requirement for light of both the tree and the surrounding environment is important in tree 
and site selection. 



 The ultimate height and size of a given tree is critical knowledge to have. Trees are often 
planted with little thought to the scale of surroundings. 

 Growth rate, form and habit should be considered so for example, in an urban area little 
formative pruning will be required. 

 The longevity of a tree should be considered in that long lived trees serve their purpose for 
longer. 

 The strength of wood structure should be considered so as to eradicate the necessity to 
remove dangerous deadwood later on in the trees life. 

 And finally the habits of roots (i.e. surface rooting…) should be considered when selecting a 
tree for a particular site, especially where utilities might be affected.   

 

Essentially, by following these criteria poor pruning techniques will not be required in urban areas.  

Indeed in new urban developments authorities ought to consider building around trees to avoid 

mutilation as shown in ‘figure 1’ below.  

 

 

Figure 1 Milton Keynes Shopping centre incorporating an oak tree (Quercus robur) in its design. 

 

 

The second theme to be discussed is that of ‘flush cuts’. As Shigo stated in 1989, “Flush cuts are 

improper pruning cuts that remove the branch collar and the wood where the branch protection 

zone forms.” (Shigo 1989 p.40.) This view of the practice is still very much enforced today within 

the arboriculture industry. Flush cuts pose huge problems for the tree they are incurred upon and 

therefore should, and have been to a great extent, eradicated from tree pruning practice. Cuts 

made inside the branch bark ridge and branch collar result in pronounced development of wound 

wood on the sides of the pruning wounds with very little wound wood forming on the top or the 

bottom. (Bedker, O’Brien and Mielke 1995) This in turn instigates a number of problems associated 

with flush cuts. The tree’s defence is significantly weakened because of the reduction in healthy 

sapwood above and below a given flush cut. Consequentially this can lead to problems with 

insects penetrating the living weak tissues above and below the wound, often carrying disease and 

infection.  Flush cuts arguably initiate cracks that are progressed by frost and other such climatic 



factors; they can instigate cankers; they entice the growth of sprouts from the wound; and finally 

they can incur problems with the root system of a tree. On a flush cut low down the trunk of a tree, 

pathogens can travel very quickly through the weak tissues often to the roots (Shigo 1989). 

Ultimately it can be seen that flush cuts in all circumstances are detrimental to the health of a tree. 

Therefore they are ill advised in the arboriculture industry. 

 

Similarly, Shigo believes that ‘stub cuts’ create negative impacts upon the trees they are inflicted 

upon. Technically a stub cut is the extreme opposite to a flush cut whereby the pruning cut is made 

at the inter-node of a branch thus leaving living tissue protruding from the stem. As Shigo has 

highlighted, “Stubs are food for organisms that start rot and cankers.” (Shigo 1989 p. 11.) The 

concept of a stub cut is problematic due to the fact that the wound closure of the wood is delayed 

therefore creating opportunity for cambium killing fungi to get in to the tree ultimately preventing 

wound wood from forming. Shigo neatly summarised this point in 1989: “When large living 

branches are cut and stubs are left, the branch protection zone begins to form at the same time as 

organisms are spreading inward from the stub. Proper pruning leaves no stubs, and gives the 

branch protection zone time to form.” (Shigo 1989 p.62.)  It can be said that Shigo’s points remain 

valid today. However it ought to be noted that research has been carried out in this area since the 

publication of Shigo’s book. 

 

An arboricultural research note by D. Lonsdale published in 1993 reports the conclusions of an 

experiment carried out over four years comparing ‘target’ pruning with flush cuts and stub pruning. 

The findings of the paper confirm “… the value of ‘target’ pruning, relative to extreme flush or stub 

pruning.” (Lonsdale 1993) ‘Target’ pruning can be defined as cutting outside the branch bark ridge 

and collar thus avoiding the destruction of healing tissues. The paper advocates the avoidance of 

flush cuts and goes on to state, “Avoidance of stub cuts is also vindicated, but only on the grounds 

of delayed occlusion; not encouragement of decay.” (Lonsdale 1993) Therefore it might be argued 

that stub pruning is not as detrimental as first thought by Shigo. However it is important to note that 

the experiment was carried out over a relatively short period of the trees life and conclusive results 

might only be drawn from a more extensive study. 

 

Whilst there is a certain ambiguity about the harmfulness of stub pruning, there are solid and clear 

conclusions to be made about the topping and tipping of large trees. ‘Topping’ can be defined as 

the pruning of large upright branches between nodes. Shigo (1989) refers to this as ‘Tree 

Mutilation’. The ISA describe the practice as the, “… indiscriminate cutting of trees…” (Anon. 1995) 

‘Tipping’ can be defined as the practice of cutting lateral branches between nodes. Both methods 

promote “the drastic removal of large branches with little regard for location of the pruning cut” (lles 

1989). Essentially there is no right way to approach this tree pruning concept. It is arguably flawed 

from its outset. In 1989 Shigo branded topping large trees as a crime against nature, identifying the 

negative impacts of the practice. Topping and tipping leads to the creation of hazardous trees. This 

can occur through the mediums of rots and cracks; root problems induced by energy starvation 

when the crown is severely reduced; the radical and speedy emergence of sprouts from the 

wound; cavities in the face of the topping wound; and branch failure where the old parts of the tree 

in question cannot support the vigorous new growth. (Shigo 1989) More recent research has 

unveiled similar observations about topping large trees. An article published in the ‘Journal of 

Arboriculture’ (2000) addresses tree conditions associated with topping in four communities in 

southern Illinois. The study implicates that topped trees are more likely to be, or become unsafe, 



thus reinforcing the statement that topping and tipping leads to the creation of hazardous trees. 

Additionally it ought to be noted that a topped tree is less than aesthetically pleasing to the eye and 

is not the result of a process that is economically inexpensive.  

 

The negative stigma attached to the topping of trees is copious, however “despite more than 25 

years of literature and seminars explaining its harmful effect, topping remains a common practice.” 

(Anon 1995) ‘Figure 2’ below is a testament to this fact. It should be stressed that there are 

alternatives. Indeed, branches should be removed back to their point of origin where possible. And 

if a branch needs to be shortened it should be cut back to a lateral branch big enough to assume a 

terminal role. A rule of thumb for this is to cut back to a lateral at least 1/3 the diameter of the 

branch being removed. (BS3998 1989) This method helps the tree to preserve its natural form. 

Often, however, the most appropriate answer is to remove the tree completely and replace it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 These photographs illustrate tree 

mutilation in West Byfleet, Surrey in May 2006. 

Through severe topping and tipping, these 

common limes (Tilia x europaea) appear as 

monoliths that quite simply are an insult to the 

trees that they once were. 

This kind of pruning practice 

must not be cast under the 

umbrella of arboriculture. Whilst 

it is true that tree officers have 

to balance the constraints of 

budgets and public opinion, 

surely in this specific case 

removal and replacement with a 

more sensible choice of species 

would have been a better 

strategy to adopt.   

 



“Over pruning leaves a tree injured biologically and mechanically.” (Shigo 1989 p. 120) Just as 

topping and tipping should be eradicated, similarly, ‘over pruning’ should be stopped in tree care. 

Often carried out under the guise of crown reduction, what should be a controlled accurate process 

becomes one of simply topping and tipping. Shigo has highlighted the problematic nature of ‘over 

pruning’: “The tree framework is destroyed. The tree becomes a dangerous hazard. Roots are 

weakened. Root diseases start. Excessive sprouting starts. Boring insects infest the wood.” (Shigo 

1989 p.13) There are clearly positive effects for the tree from this kind of pruning practice. 

However, it ought to be noted that there are correct techniques in order to achieve crown 

reduction. For mature trees the exercise of crown cleaning should be enough, removing dead, 

dying, damaged and diseased growth as well as epicormic growth, climbing plants and crossing 

branches. Crown lifting can be achieved through target pruning techniques. Crown thinning, a 

procedure for broadleaf trees, allows more light to penetrate the crown whilst simultaneously 

reducing the crown weight, enhancing the tree stability. British Standards for tree work specify that, 

“the percentage of crown to be removed should be stated, but the leaf area removed should not 

normally exceed 30% of the original coverage.” (BS3998 1989) Finally crown reduction is carried 

out to reduce the weight of dangerous limbs, balance a misshaped tree, prevent obstruction to 

buildings and utilities and to maintain a balance of energy between roots and shoots. The British 

standard for this specifies that stumps are not left and that pruning cuts should be made outside 

the line of the branch bark ridge and branch collar. (BS3998 1989) Thus it can be seen that if 

specifications are followed properly ‘over pruning’ cannot possibly occur. However, it does and 

many trees are mutilated as a consequence. 

 

The penultimate pruning theme in which Shigo has recommended change is that of improper 

pollarding, another technique that has been likened to tree mutilation. However, “proper pollarding 

is a fine tree practice.” (Shigo 1989 p. 14) The correct concept of pollarding is the annual removal 

of all the previous years’ growth, resulting in a flush of slender shoots and branches in the spring. 

(Bedker, O’Brien and Mielke 1995) Originally the technique was used for small timber production 

as coppicing evolved. Pollarding developed so that the timber was grown above the browsing line 

of cattle thus removing the danger of crop damage. The practice should only be carried out on 

young trees so as not to upset the energy mass ratio of a tree. Perhaps the most common 

characteristic of improper pollarding is simply the application of this process to mature trees. When 

this occurs there becomes a fine line between a recognised technique of pruning and mutilation of 

a mature tree. Proper pollarding is used to regulate the size of trees and is often seen along the 

sides of avenues to add uniformity. The pruning cuts should always be made outside the previous 

pruning cuts in order to avoid decay to as greater extent as possible. It can be seen that improper 

pollarding has no value in tree care and therefore should be avoided at all cost. Moreover the 

proper technique of pollarding is a clear cut process, well documented and as such there is no real 

area for fault. 

 

Similarly the recommendation of avoiding wound dressings has become well documented in 

arboriculture. In 1989 Shigo was adamant in stating that “wound dressings do not stop rot.” (Shigo 

1989) Shigo goes on to state the rot inducing properties of wound dressings as well as their ability 

to protect micro organisms that are damaging to the tree. However before the publication of 

Shigo’s work, wound dressings were thought to accelerate wound closure, protect the tree against 

diseases and reduce wood decay. The modern day approach has been adopted very much under 

the wing of Shigo’s guidance. Essentially arborists avoid wound dressings on the basis that they 

are not biologically beneficial to the tree. Exceptions can possibly be made in using dressings for 



aesthetical value. Additionally wound dressings can prevent the introduction of pathogens in very 

specific cases such as Dutch elms disease and oak wilt. It is important to note that trees have 

ample defence systems of their own. “Tree sap, gums, and resins are the natural means by which 

trees combat invasion by pathogens. Although unsightly, sap flow from wounds is not generally 

harmful…” (Bedker, O’Brien and Mielke 1995) Recent research has been carried out by Dirk 

Dujesiefken, examining wound reactions after nearly ten years of differently treated holes bored 

into deciduous trees. The conclusions of the study show that there were, “…only small differences 

between treated boreholes and controls…” (Dujesiefken, Rhaesa, Eckstein and Stobbe 1999) 

Whilst some dressings had no harmful effect they did not benefit the tree either. This experiment 

coupled with Shigo’s experiments some ten years earlier, arguably support the school of thought 

that wound dressings are not necessary in arboriculture as a healing aid in tree pruning. 

 

Ultimately it can be seen that the quotation at the beginning of this essay was accurate in 1989 and 

to a great extent it is still relevant today. Changes still need to be made to eradicate harmful tree 

pruning practices. However, even with the aid of current research, the techniques outlined in 

Shigo’s book (Shigo 1989), broadly remain the same today. Tree pruning can indeed be a 

problematic topic. This is evident through the poor tree pruning practice that still occurs. The 

solution lies in education. The correct techniques are clearly outlined through industry guidance 

and specifications such as the ‘British Standard for Tree Work 3998’ therefore there should be little 

leeway for poor practice. The crux of the matter arguably lies in the relationship between the 

consumer and the provider. Whilst being an amenity industry, arboriculture is still a business and 

therefore the customer has a strong say in the work that is carried out. Thus tree mutilation under 

the guise of pruning is often the sacrifice.    

 

It might be said that ‘natural fracture pruning’ is an example of just that…? Having addressed all 

seven of the highlighted themes in problematic pruning, this essay will ponder the pruning method 

known as ‘natural fracture pruning’ as a viable technique in the management of mature trees in 

arboriculture. Before going any further it would be appropriate to define the term, ‘natural fracture 

pruning’. As Neville Fay has highlighted in his article, ‘Natural fracture pruning techniques and 

coronet cuts’, “Natural fracture techniques involve pruning methods that are used to mimic the way 

that tears and fractured ends naturally occur on trunks and branches.” (Fay 2004) The technique 

involves the highly skilled use of a chainsaw to imitate damage that might have been incurred 

through extreme weather conditions or an infestation of fungal decay in the tree leaving jagged 

stubs, snags and rips that appear universally in a natural setting. In turn, as argued by 

environmental arborists, the ragged cuts and tears created can be seen as conducive to 

constructing a dead wood habitat and encouraging biodiversity in arboriculture. 

 

The technique of natural fracture pruning more commonly known in arboriculture as ‘coronet’ 

cutting, has become a more and more implemented strategy in mature tree management over the 

past ten years or so. Essentially there are two sets of circumstances in which the technique can be 

used. Firstly and perhaps most commonly, natural fracture pruning is used in the management of 

deadwood. In cases where a mature tree has a high hazard rating and thus requires felling or 

dismantling, coronet cutting can be carried out as an alternative stipulating that ‘…a part of the 

trunk may be safely retained, in reduced scale as dead wood habitat, following the removal of the 

scaffold branches.’ (Fay 2004) In the early nineties arborists Roy Finch and Ted Green 

experimented with these concepts of pruning in Windsor great park. Winching off large pieces of 



dead as well as incorporating explosives to achieve naturalistic severages in trees was common 

practice until obvious limitations of health and safety legislation were observed. ‘Figure 3’ below 

shows an examples of natural fracture pruning as a technique applied to the standing dead wood 

of Quercus robur and Castanea sativa trees respectively. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 These Photographs show examples of ‘natural fracture pruning’ applied to standing dead wood at 

RHS Wisley. The photograph on the left shows an oak monolith in the wild garden; whereas the photograph 

on the right shows a sweet chestnut monolith on the entrance road.  The oak has also had bat boxes bored 

out of old branch attachment wounds to increase its support of wildlife. 

 

The second circumstance in which ‘natural fracture pruning’ might be used is in its application to 

live wood. The technique can, and has been used in the wider context of crown retrenchment 

pruning; a concept whereby mature and ancient trees can be reduced in height and crown growth 

over a prolonged period of time in order to extend tree vitality and stability by redirecting energy 

into the lower part of the tree.  In this context, where branches need to be reduced, a coronet cut 

can be used as an alternative to the traditional target pruning method thus encouraging a wildlife 

habitat to develop. Andrew Cowan has coined the term, ‘veteranisation’ as an expression to 

describe the process of promoting dead wood habit in living trees (Cowan 2002). It ought to be 

noted that this type of mature tree management is exceptionally specific to a naturalistic setting 

and in many cases would arguably increase hazard ratings in the long term if applied to a more 

formal setting with higher profile target areas surrounding trees. Furthermore it should be 

highlighted that natural breakages in trees and chainsaw mimicked damage are very different in 



the way that they actually damage wood. Whilst a tree will naturally break along the lines of its 

fibres, a saw can cut straight across them. Thus it is conceivable that a trees ability to 

compartmentalise decay is compromised more by a man made coronet than by a natural 

breakage.  

Finally it can certainly be argued that ‘natural fracture pruning’ when applied in the wrong context 

might be seen as a form of tree mutilation. Indeed the application of coronet cuts to living trees in a 

formal setting can be seen as nothing but tree mutilation. Additionally it is plausible that even in a 

natural setting such as a parkland or woodland, coronet cuts may well compromise a tree’s ability 

to compartmentalise decay and thus shorten its life span. On the other hand, the application of 

natural fracture pruning to a tree that has been reduced to standing dead wood should be seen 

within arboriculture as serious option in scenarios that lend themselves aesthetically. Ultimately it 

can be said with some clout that ‘natural fracture pruning’ is not a technique that should be taken 

into the realms of urban forestry until there is some conclusive evidence about how trees react to 

chainsaw cuts made in this manner. Furthermore, whilst it is clear that there is scope for coronet 

cutting to take place in naturalised surroundings, sites of ecological interest or where crown 

retrenchment is recommended, it might be argued that ‘natural fracture pruning’ is not generally an 

acceptable mode of pruning for formal environments. It is reasonable to suggest that Mr Shigo 

would have reflected this same sentiment. 
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DISEASE-RESISTANT ELMS  

Earl Bathurst has been undertaking 

further re-planting in Cirencester Park. 

In this case a little farther into the estate 

than the main ride where the old horse 

chestnuts are being largely replaced. 

As the President of the now dissolved 

Cotswold Tree Warden Group he 

invited Ann Jones, long time Co-

ordinator of the Group to take part in the 

planting of two disease-resistant elms, 

Ulmus New Horizon. 

Pictured are Alan Jones, Ann Jones, 

Earl Bathurst and his son, Lord Apsley.  

 



SPRING AT BATSFORD ARBORETUM 

The Arboretum and Garden Centre at Batsford continue to be open daily, though please note, pre-

booking is essential for arboretum visits – please visit www.batsarb.co.uk to book your tickets. 

Unfortunately the Cafe is closed at the moment in keeping with national Covid guidelines - some 

outdoor refreshments are available however at the coffee hut between 10 a.m. and 4 p.m.  See the 

website for news of changes as restrictions are eased. 

Events in the coming weeks: 

The Big Batsford Bunny Hunt! is on until Sunday,18th April. For a £2.50 entry fee, children can look 

for the Easter Bunny's helpers around the Arboretum for the chance to win a prize. 

Watercolour and Photography Workshops are available on selected days during the year.  For 

more details please see the website at: http://www.batsarb.co.uk/news-events/events.asp 

 

Batsford Arboretum, Batsford, Nr. Moreton-in-Marsh GL56 9AD 
Tel: 01386 701441 
www.batsarb.co.uk 

 

 

 
 

We are open every day from 10am to 5 pm 
- 55 acres of breathtaking trees and wild garden - 
- Freshly-baked food in the Garden Terrace Café - 

- Beautiful, quality plants, gifts & garden sundries - 
- Expert gardening advice - 

- Unique, shabby chic interior design ideas from the Applestore - 
 
 
 
 

 Gloucestershire Tree Group is a new voluntary body aiming to bring together like-minded people 

looking to promote, conserve and enjoy trees.   

We are grateful for the support of: 

Batsford Arboretum & Garden Centre 

Cotswold Tree Surgeons 

Farmington Trees 

MDH Forestry Services Ltd 

Tree Maintenance Ltd 

Gloucestershire Tree Group can be contacted by email at: glostreegroup@gmail.com 


