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Building a Backyard Forest

Acts of creation are ordinarily reserved for gods and poets.
To plant a pine, one need only own a shovel.
- Aldo Leopold

What difference does it make if I have even a single tree
in my yard and how many do I actually need? Healthy
streams are associated with watersheds having 45-60+%
forest cover. Maryland has already lost more than half its
forests since colonial days and losses are continuing. In the §
Mid-Atlantic region, streams originally formed in a forested
landscape; healthy streams and watersheds relied on their
forests. Now many other uses compete for space on the land, but we still need the trees if we want to have
healthy streams, clean air, clean water, and diverse wildlife. People also appreciate trees for the beauty
they bring, the comfort of summer shade, and screening and privacy. Some days, just seeing glorious

fall colors or subtle greening during spring helps make the world a little better. Economic benefits don’t-
hurt either. Homes with mature trees tend to sell faster, with higher resale values. There’s nothing lik/c*/
standing out in the August sun to help you appreciate the incredible cooling power of the tree canopy. A
well-placed large tree can save 10-30% on cooling and heating costs. Even a small area restored to t(ees
can help support a healthier environment.

Ready to cut down on costs for mowing and shrink your lawn’s carbon footprint? One gas mower
running for an hour emits the same amount of pollutants as driving 100 miles. With over 1 million acres
of turf grass in Maryland, that adds up. Establishing trees takes some effort and some patience, but the
benefits keep growing over time along with the trees.

d When should you start? Some wise person said that the best time to plant
trees was 20 years ago, and the second-best time is now. Trees do take

_ time to grow, which means sooner is better.

#| Some fast-growing native trees can reach

il 15-20 feet in 5 years. Many fast-growing
trees also tend to be short-lived, so starting
some of the longer-lived and slower growing
species along with those fast-growing trees is
| a good investment for the future - the benefits
L] keep coming.

What is the best tree to plant? There’s no |
single best tree, but there are a couple of
guidelines to pick a tree that will thrive

on your site. Look at soil moisture (dry,



moderate, or wet), light (full sun, partial sun, or shade), and soil type (sand, silt, clay). Conservation
landscaping plant guides can help match species to site conditions (see example plant lists or reference
links below). Native species are usually the safest choices. Many insects are adapted to use certain
species, especially in larval stages, and can’t survive on other types. Why not plant what the butterflies
can breed on as well as feed on? Native species also help avoid problems with exotic invasive species
taking over native woodlands. Several common landscaping plants like Norway maple, Japanese barberry,
bush honeysuckle, and oriental bittersweet are now increasingly seen in our natural areas in high densities,
crowding out native plants. The time of year makes a difference. Planting works best in the spring and fall
when soils are moist. Trees planted in the spring usually need conscientious watering throughout the first
summer whenever soils get dry.

HOW TO GET FROM TURF TO FOREST

Every oak tree started out as a couple of nuts who decided to stand their ground. - Anonymous

A tree or two isn’t hard to plant and mulch, but creating a forest area from lawn takes some know-how,
some preparation, and some follow-up. There are several approaches and options, depending on whether
your supply of patience or money is most limiting. Start small and see what works for you in your

yard, expanding year by year. Fescue, the most common lawn grass is a tough competitor for water and
nutrients, making it hard to grow trees. If you want to really move away from mowing and realize the full
range of forest benefits, a forest floor (where the leaves and twigs can build up) and understory shrubs
should be allowed to develop. You can try it yourself using any of the techniques below, or ask your
favorite landscaper for help with restoring native plants to your yard.

Techniques

A) Individual Trees

Clear away top layer of turf, dig the hole twice as wide as deep, plant tree at same depth as in pot, root
ball, or root collar, firm soil around roots to make good soil/root contact without compacting the loosened
soil, mulch an area large enough to mow around easily without bumping the new tree trunk.

B) Planting Beds
Wood-Chip: Cover the area with 3-4 inches of wood chips for about a year, adding piles of fall leaves up

to 6-8 inches deep if desired. This helps improve the soil while keeping weeds out. Plant into the wood
chip area and maintain mulch until trees shade the ground.

Other smothering techniques: Layered newspaper, cardboard, or landscape cloth can be placed on grass
and covered with some mulch to improve appearance. This should be done several months before planting
to get good control of grass and weeds.

Herbicide: Common herbicides like glyphosate can be
used to kill grass and roots more quickly, and are usually
highly effective. Always follow label directions for safe
and effective use. Herbicides should be applied several
weeks before planting.

Tilling:” Grass can be tilled, but will usually resprout
vigorously. Plan on a second tilling after a couple weeks
to help control resprouts.




Mulch around trees at least until they are large enough to shade the ground. Fill in with perennial or self-
seeding annual flowers and shrubs to develop a new bed. Weed aggressively for the first couple years, and
enjoy the color and shade for decades. Beds can be expanded over time, whether in a new location or
adjacent to the first.

C) Cover Crop

For a larger area, convert grass into a cover crop like clover or wildflowers and plant trees and shrubs
through it. Cover crops compete less with the young trees and don’t need weekly mowing. Remove
grass by smothering with plastic, layered newspapers, or cardboard over several months, or spray with
herbicides for results in a couple weeks. Cover crops keep out weeds that would otherwise grow in bare
soil. Common cover crops are clover, alfalfa, wheat, barley, rye. Sunflowers and native wildflowers have
also been used with good results. This transition can take two years; you will probably need to reseed
some areas to increase density of wildflowers or native grasses after the first year. Newly planted areas
will need water if it is dry shortly after planting, or during a severe drought within 2-3 years.

D) No-mow

Stop mowing, plant wildflowers on the edge, and encourage volunteer trees (natural regeneration).
Sometimes simply stopping mowing will allow natural succession to forest conditions. Creating a
wildflower edge can make this transition more pleasing to the eye (yours and your neighbors’). This

is more likely to work where large trees producing seeds are very near, and where soils haven’t been
compacted. Many lawns were compacted during house construction, or don’t have good seed sources
nearby. Within a couple years, there should be evidence of young trees coming up. Start planting if trees
don’t volunteer. Control invasive species to allow the native plant community a chance.

Planting Stock Types

Natural Regeneration (letting trees grow that start on their own): If you have trees trying to come

up around the yard, this can be a good option. The trees have already chosen a spot that suits them, and
the roots get to develop in place and undamaged. It is often the least expensive approach, but offers less
control over the look of the yard and species of plants.

Planting Seedlings: Bare-root seedlings are inexpensive, easy to experiment with, and can rival the
size of trees planted at larger sizes within a few years. They need to be protected from deer, mowers, and
weed-eaters for several years with fencing or shelters.

Planting Containerized Plants: Containerized trees and shrubs are more
expensive, but are available in a wide variety of species and sizes for a desired
design, and give more immediate visual impact. Most will still need protection
from deer browse in most suburban areas. Many people can install
containerized stock themselves, but care should be taken to cut or loosen

roots that have circled around the pot to allow normal root growth.

Planting Ball and Burlap Trees (larger nursery stock): B&B
trees are the largest sizes and usually installed with the aid of
equipment. They are the most expensive, but also the most
gratifying in immediacy of results. All planting stock usually
need watering during dry times for several years until roots are
well-established.
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Seasonal Color Grove

“Nothing is more beautiful than the loveliness of the woods before sunrise. *
- George Washington Carver

WHY
Trees are always good for water and wildlife, but most people plant trees for their beauty, comfort, and
shade around the house. Plantings create a sense of place and a greater degree of privacy for the yard.

HOW

You can choose trees that give spring blooms, varying leaf textures, canopy shapes, or brilliant fall color.
Others can provide attractive bark, evergreen foliage, or berries for winter interest. Plant trees on the west
and south sides and around heat pumps to reduce cooling and heating costs.

Fill in under trees with shrubs and flowers to develop seasonal tableaus of color. Plants with seasonal
features like flowers or fall color can be grouped for vivid points that vary in location over the year.
Another approach is to interplant plants that bloom at different season so that most of the yard has some
interesting feature during any season.
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The Water-Friendly Forest

“It’s a little known fact that fish grow on trees.” Anonymous

WHY

Forests are part of nature’s water filter. Forests soak up more water than other land uses, catching

rainfall in the canopy and developing more porous soils over time. The forest canopy uses water during
the growing season, making more room to store water in the soil during storms. Forests trap and treat
nutrients, keeping pollutants out of streams and groundwater. They store carbon to make cleaner air.
Septic tanks work well to treat waste to control disease, but most systems do not reduce nutrients well.
(Contact MD Dept. of Environment for incentives to install a denitrifying septic system). Planting trees
beyond the septic field can help absorb many nutrients before they leach to local streams and groundwater.
Add a rain garden to treat rooftop runoff, and rain barrels to capture water for outdoor watering.

HOW

Design an area of fast-growing trees like sycamore or yellow-poplar just beyond a septic tank drain field.
A good minimum width is 100 feet wide, with more being needed on steeper slopes. Expand width 4 feet
for every 1% slope to compensate for faster water movement on slopes.

Plant densely (400+ seedlings/acre, up to 800 trees per acre). Seedlings are least expensive and if
sheltered with tree tubes or deer fencing, can equal or exceed size of trees planted as larger stock within 5
to 7 years. If larger trees are planted, use fewer (100-300 trees/acre). Thin after 10-15 years to encourage
larger trees and continued nutrient uptake. Plan on harvesting some of the trees every 30-50 years to
encourage rapid new growth. Control invasive weeds by cutting or spraying.

Add trees with more moderate growth rates and longer life spans in surrounding areas. Oaks are native
species associated with high wildlife value
and low rates of nutrient leaching, so

they are emphasized here. Some trees
with more moderate growth rates
that also provide valuable
winter food for wildlife
and desirable wood

are northern red oak,
southern red oak, white
oak, and black walnut.
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The Wildlife-Friendly Woodland

“He that plants trees loves others besides himself.”
- Thomas Fuller, Gnomologia, 1732

WHY

Sharing your backyard with other creatures is a simple way to better enjoy your land. Forests offer new
niches for wildlife habitat with every layer - the high-rises of the wildlife world. Trees help build the
whole food pyramid for a variety of wildlife. Like everyone, wildlife is looking for places to live, eat,
and raise babies. Pick a couple species from each category to provide habitat during different life stages
over the seasons. Use native plants to optimize benefits to local species and minimize risks of bringing in
exotic invasive plants that don’t support all the local wildlife. If you want a variety of animals, birds, and
butterfiles, first encourage a variety of native plants.

HOW

Plant a variety of trees, shrubs, and flowers that can provide food throughout the year. Fruit trees like
pawpaw, persimmon, and serviceberry are good summer and fall sources of food. Trees with nuts, like oaks,
hickories, buckeyes, and beech, are important winter food sources for many animals.

Wildlife need shelter and water as well as food. Evergreens like white pine, Virginia pine, holly, or eastern
redcedar can provide some shelter from winter winds. Plant these in groups for a better windbreak. They
can also be planted near a bird feeder to offer birds quick cover from predators. Rock piles, rock walls, dead
logs, and brush piles create refuges for small animals. Nesting habitat can be improved with nest boxes for
birds. Water can be provided from streams, seeps, or ponds, or even just a bird bath.

One of the delightful responses to growing native plants is the amazing variety of butterflies. Most butterflies
need a particular plant to nourish their earlier life stage as a caterpillar. Oaks, willows, and cherries host over
400 species of butterflies (Tallamy 2007). You need a hackberry if you want to nurture the rare hackberry
butterfly. Butterflies can use nectar from many different types
of flowers, but they need their host plants to reproduce.

Mix fast-growing trees like sycamore and
yellow-poplar with some slower-growing
oaks or beech. The fast growing trees
will help moderate the site and
make it easier for other trees to
grow. The slower growing
trees often live longer,
providing benefits for
decades.

Encourage canopy layers,
including shrubs and ground
covers that don’t need mowing.
More layers mean more types of
wildlife can use them. It also builds in
resilience to storm damage, so even if one

plant is lost, the plants above or below can fill in
quickly.
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