Tree Topping


Large trees in a neighborhood setting can pose some real problems form blocking views to threats of damage in high winds, but topping is not the answer, and is probably the very worst thing to do to a big tree.  In place of the blocked view you new have an open view framed by the ghastly remnants of a mutilated fully developed tree.  Topped evergreen trees look dreadful because the proportion of the shortened trunk height and long remaining branches is all wrong and the conical evergreen shape is totally destroyed.  The same is true of deciduous trees.  They form a mass of water sprouts that eventually create an even denser top.  Also, such cuts will weaken the tree and cause it to be vulnerable to disease and insect damage.


There are some better ways to solve the problem with much less damage to the tree and the overall landscape.  Consider a method called “windowing”.  This method works on a large tree that is blocking a view.  By carefully choosing which branches to remove, you can open a window in the tree that gives you a fully framed view.  It may take a little more time to plan where to make cuts to afford the best view, but it is a far better solution in the long run.  When you window a tree on one side you may need to balance it by removing a branch at a different level on the opposite side, so the tree has a pleasing shape.  There is a certain amount of artistic sensibility needed in all pruning.


“Skirting” is another way to improve a view. This method removes the lower limbs of a tree.  As a rule of thumb, don’t limb-up more than half the trees height; less if possible.  If the tree looks top-heavy after skirting, thin what remains.  A tree should look like a tree not a pole with a flag of foliage at the top.


To thin a tree you keep the structures, but take out foliage and small twigs to open the view through the frame work of trunks and branches.


The focus of these techniques is to make the tree become part of the view.  A view through trees or between trees is even more interesting than the view without them.  But sometimes a tree impacts a view so much that no amount of pruning will help, then it is time to have the offending tree removed.  If you are not experienced, you should have an arborist do large tree pruning.  Most professionals do not recommend topping. 


Here are some things to remember if you are going to do your own pruning.  Don’t cut off limbs flush with the tree.  Look for the branch collar, the wrinkled part of the limb extending just above the crouch, and cut just outside the last wrinkle, leaving a small stub.  The collar stores a compound that is toxic to decay-causing organisms.  If a tree looses this protective barrier it may become diseased and the wound will not heal quickly.  Don’t bother with pruning paint.  Research has shown that wound dressings rarely help and can, in fact, harm the tree.

