Ask a Lyon County Master Gardener

Planting Under Mature Trees
Deneise Tefft, Master Gardener

Q:  What advice can you give me for planting a garden under a mature tree?

A:  Hard earth, sparse weeds, and knobby roots are the typical conditions under mature trees.  So, it comes as no surprise that most homeowners want to beautify this area.  A lush, natural-looking garden can be achieved if you keep the following things in mind.

The tree comes first.  All trees are not created equal.  Each requires specific light, soil and moisture conditions to survive and remain healthy.  Make every effort to work with the situation you have.  Some common trees are grouped below according to how indulgent they will be of your efforts to plant at their feet.  Be careful when disturbing Beeches, Black oaks, Buckeyes, Cherries, Plums, Dogwoods, Hemlocks, Larches, Lindens, Magnolias, Pines, Red oaks, Scarlet oaks, and Sugar maples.  Hickories, Hornbeans, Ironwood, Redbuds, Red maples, River birches, Sourwood, Spruces, Swamp white oaks, Sycamores, and White ashes can tolerate some disturbance.  Arborvitae, Crab apples, Ginkgos, Hawthorns, Honeylocusts, Kentucky coffee trees, Pecans, Poplars, Silver maples, White oaks, and Willows are easy going about root disturbance.  

Massive undertakings to alter the grade of the landscape or to change soil pH under a tree are difficult and often impractical.  Adding a layer of soil that is more than 2 inches deep, for example, can reduce available moisture and oxygen and hinder gas exchange to existing roots, causing trees to suffer or even die.

A tree’s root system and canopy also determine how easy or difficult it will be to install a garden.  It can be particularly troublesome to work within the extensive surface roots of shallow-rooted trees such as maples and elms.  The dense canopies and umbrella-like habits of trees such as conifers, Norway maples and lindens not only block sunlight, but also deflect rainfall.  Only the toughest plants have a change of surviving in such conditions.  

To reduce soil disturbance start with small plants.  Disturb soil only where you will be planting.  Remove grass that is growing under the tree.  Avoid stripping the grass because it is backbreaking work and also damages a tree’s fine roots.   Instead smother the grass with five or six sheets of wet newspaper, topped with 1 to 2 inches of organic mulch.  It may take two to three months to kill the grass using this method.  Chemicals will kill the grass faster, but avoid spraying herbicides on the tree because they can be absorbed through the bark.  When buying plants, purchase them in the smallest size available.  Smaller plants require smaller planting holes and minimize the disturbance to the tree’s roots. 

Choose plants that can grow in the reduced light and moisture available under many trees.  Some suggestions follow.  Shrubs:  Carolina allspice (Calycanthus floridus), Cutleaf stephanandras (Stephanandra incisa), Ninebarks (Physocarpus opulifolius), Snowberry (Symphoricarpos albus var. laevigatus), Winterberries (Ilex verticillata).  Perennials/Grasses: Black snakeroot (Cimicifuga racemosa), Columbines (Aquilegia), Foamflowers (Tiarella), Japanese forest grass (Hakonechloa macra), Japanese painted fern (Athyrium niponicum var. pictum), Lungworts (Pulmonaria), and Siberian irises (Iris).

Avoid damaging the trunk and any thick roots.  Most trees have large major roots that extend several feet into the soil to anchor the plant against buffeting winds.  The majority of a tree’s roots, however, are small woody roots and fine-hair roots that grow within the upper 12 to 18 inches of soil and extend far beyond the tree’s drip line (the farthest reach of its branches).  These roots absorb water and nutrients from the soil.  If you encounter a tree root larger than 1 ½ to 2 inches in diameter while digging, move the planting hole a few inches away to avoid slicing through the root.  You will sever mats of small tree roots when digging, but they will regenerate fairly quickly.  To avoid wounding the tree bark, an open invitation to insect and disease problems, start planting at least 12 inches away from the trunk and work outward.  Spread out the new plants’ roots as much as possible to ensure good contact with the surrounding soil.  

Water the entire area after planting to settle in the new plants and the soil.  Then spread a 2- to 3-inch-deep layer of organic mulch to conserve moisture and keep the weeds down.  Keep the mulch at least 12 inches away from the base of the tree.  The moisture that mulch can hold against a tree’s bark is conducive to rot and disease.

Help your new plants compete with the tree.  Water weekly when rainfall is inadequate.  Continue to monitor soil moisture until the plants are established.  Because they are competing with a mature tree for moisture, you will likely need to spot-water the plants.  Avoid fertilizing the first year after planting because it encourages more top growth than root growth, which is where new plants need to spend their energy if they are going to survive.  If you suspect nutrient deficiency, get a soil test.  If needed, a general, slow-release, balanced fertilizer, which benefits your large trees as well as smaller plantings, can be broadcast and watered in.  Each spring apply a 2 to 3 inch deep top dressing of organic matter (compost, shredded leaves, well rotted manure) to add nutrients and enhance aeration and moisture-holding capacity.

Information source: Fine Gardening magazine

If you have gardening questions you would like to have answered by a local Master Gardener, e-mail your question to lyoncomg@bellsouth.net.  You may also call, mail or fax them to Susan Fox, Lyon County Extension Agent for Agriculture/Natural Resources, 231 Main St., PO Box 36, Eddyville, KY 42038, Phone: 270-388-2341, Fax: 270-388-4627.
