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Figure 1  Naturally blooming Crape in Temple Terrace, Florida. 

As I travel throughout the southeastern United 

States, I find a type of plague creeping through 

and leaping around communities.  It is the 

practice of pruning trees in a manner that is 

unrelated to their natural character.  Over the 

years, I have had many conversations with 

other landscape architects and am surprised 

that the irritation expressed to a man (or 

woman) has not welled up to challenge and 

overcome a practice that very often 

irreversibly destroys the structural character of 

the landscapes we design. One might dismiss 

our concern as simply wanting to preserve our 

own handiwork. However, most of the trees 

that are marred are not elements of particularly 

high-end design; but are part of the overall 

visual structure of our communities.  A 

degreed landscape architect may be 

particularly adept at scrutinizing such 

structural problems  – but we are not alone. 

                

Figure 1 Live Oak in distress after hatracking.     Figure 3  Muskogee Crape mess. 



 

                                     

 

 

 

Figure 2  Un-touched Crape Myrtle with natural character, in Atlanta Georgia. 

 

 

Figure 5  Unnecessary Pencil-tipping. 

The most widespread offense is seen in the mutilation of Crape 

Myrtles through pollarding or hat-racking and, less offensively, 

pencil-tipping (Figure 5).  But, since many owners and 

maintenance practitioners have little understanding of the 

reasons for pruning or “how” a plant should be pruned, other 

species of trees are threatened as communities allow the 

practice to spread.  I have found articles and heard speeches and 

comments by many “experts” in the horticultural profession 

who either support or comply with these destructive 

maintenance practices; some even claiming that the abuse might 

increase the attractiveness of the trees. On the other hand many 

other horticulturalist and arborists concur that anything more 

than thoughtful, selective pruning is invasive. We might begin 

to consider whether these poor pruning practices will continue 

to sneak into other regions and cross over to additional species. 



 

 

 

Figure 6 Vaux le Vicomte, France (Alain Janssoone) 
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Figure 7  Disney Topiary is fun, though unnatural. 

 

Figure 8 Pollarded willow for harvesting stems. 

 

 

 

While the landscape is seldom static, archeological studies 

and the record of places in paintings and photographs have 

provided for the ability to rehabilitate some of the historic 

landscapes around the world.  There is no doubt that 

humanity manipulates the living landscape for our pleasure 

or functional purposes.   
 

The practice of trimming plants into walls, fences, 

geometric forms, and even images of animals, etc. is not 

new.  But, as with any other form; where one places an 

object is either a matter of functional or aesthetic 

contemplation and not something that is thoughtlessly 

approached. Even as a young Georgia 4-her, the 

Cooperative Extension Service pamphlets that I studied to 

create my project demonstrations preached the mantra of 

“right plant-right place”.  Top-quality landscape designers 

are well-aware of which plants will serve the purpose of a 

site layout for a superior aesthetic and functional impact.  

For example, a formal, tightly trimmed hedge is a good 

place to use a plant such as the Podocarpus, in contrast 

with an English Laurel or Sweet Viburnum.   
 

Of course, the landscape has a much weightier history in 

respect to its use for agriculture, sylviculture, etc. When 

nature is omnipresent, bending it to one’s purposes seems 

to be an insignificant and necessary practice (see Figure 8).  

Today, our society is much more ecologically inclined, so 

we have become more thoughtful about the impact of 

many of our practices; but some old ones prevail in new 

circumstances provided by contemporary landscape 

maintenance.   
 

For example, pollarding is a thousands-years-old 

agricultural practice where the natural character of a tree is 

mutilated in order to create a product which is used in 

fences, fuel, livestock fodder, and other activities on a 

farm. Certainly a useful procedure; but we would be 

disappointed to see the stately arrival to “Gone With the 

Wind’s” Tara lined with stumpy-looking, pollarded oaks or 

Central Park’s Promenade lined with similarly hat-racked 

Elm trees. Since we sometimes include fruit trees in our 

home landscapes, some people may have legitimate 

reasons to prune certain species for the production of fruit 

and this can also be done with aesthetics in mind.  

However, the point here is that one should be clear about 

the ultimate purpose of one’s pruning technique and apply 

it appropriately.   



 

 

Figure 9 Natural-form Crape Myrtles in full bloom.  

Extensive blooms occur when environmental conditions are 

right. 

 

Figure 10 Beautiful Natchez Crape character expressed 

 in Serenbe, GA. 

 

 

 

 

Outside of agricultural or sylvicultural goals, there 

are good reasons to remove select branches from 

trees.  These range from correcting a structural 

problem that might impact the lifespan of a tree or 

eliminating disease-inviting situations to thinning 

the canopy to minimize potential wind damage or to 

allow more sunlight through the canopy.  Possibly, 

the removal of broken limbs, masses of Spanish 

Moss, parasitic Mistletoe, etc. might be the 

motivation for the thoughtless over-pruning that too 

often occurs; but careful selective pruning can 

usually retain the natural character of a tree canopy.   

Occasionally, a limb may need to be removed to 

slightly raise the canopy for access, conflict with 

buildings, or safety of passing vehicles. However, 

these or other actions to benefit the public health, 

safety and welfare will almost never require 

pollarding, or the similarly offensive procedure of 

hat-racking. Avoiding excessive pruning is serious, 

because once the structure of a tree is compromised 

the viability of that specimen can be lessened and the 

tree may never fully recover in structural strength.  

Some have suggested that removing spent blooms / 

immature seed pods will force the Crape myrtle to 

provide a few additional blooms; but this doesn’t 

explain pollarding or hat-racking.  Others suggest 

people simply don’t like the look of the dead fruit; 

yet the typical timing of the pruning seems to have 

no relationship to trying to remove any problem 

perceived as caused by the fruit.  Neither have I ever 

heard anyone in various plant classes argue that 

Crape Myrtle fruit or seeds are particularly 

problematic.  I have even heard that whacking back 

the annual growth to a stump might  cause the small 

tree to have a larger bloom head; which might also 

be attributed to the fact that it actually produces less 

blooms, since the mature canopy is decapitated each 

year. 



 

Figure 11 Crape Myrtles at Disney's Port Orleans. 

 

 

Figure 3 Butchered Pecan tree. 
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I grew up in the south and the Crape Myrtle tree was 

almost as common as the Azalea and Flowering 

Dogwood.  For the first forty years of my life, I don’t 

recall seeing a Crape Myrtle that was pruned in any way 

as obvious as with pollarding, hatracking, or topping.  In 

fact, until I move to central Florida from Athens, Georgia 

in the early 1990s, I don’t remember noticing cuts on this 

graceful small tree.  Whether this plague began in Florida 

or not; I have noticed it beginning to appear in some other 

cities throughout the southeast where it was once 

unknown.  Today, many horticultural experts and 

arborists announce the lack of necessity for pollarding or 

any pruning beyond selectively removing suckers and 

problematic growth that may encourage disease, etc.  In 

fact, there is no reason for the emerging practice of 

pencil-pruning; where one cuts off the tips of almost all 

the tree branches at a diameter of a pencil.  Everyone has 

an opinion about what they think is attractive. But, as a 

both a southerner who grew up with Crape Myrtles and a 

registered landscape architect engaged in designing sites 

and selecting the “right plant” for the “right place”, I 

would encourage individuals, businesses, and government 

agencies to redirect their maintenance dollar to 

occasional, selective structural and health-related 

pruning; in contrast to frivolous across-the-board, annual 

pruning that does not benefit the plant. Whether dealing 

with a Crape Myrtle or an oak, one might consider getting 

multiple opinions from various landscape architects and 

certified arborists about what their tree needs; before 

lining the pockets of someone happy to cut on one’s tree. 

 

I understand that how we design and maintain our 

environment is largely a matter of personal taste.  I 

respect that another individual may thoughtfully disagree 

with my aesthetic preferences.  But, I think it is critical 

that we choose to put our trust in those with education, 

accreditation, and / or extensive experience and real-

world knowledge; in contrast to accepting advice on 

aesthetics or plant health from anyone that hangs out a 

shingle and calls themselves an expert.  Extensive Crape 

Myrtle pruning is an unnecessary cultural phenomenon of 

recent decades and may spill over to other species.  

Ignorance about the ecological functions and 

requirements, as well as the natural structure of these 

large and picturesque landscape elements, need not 

continue if we determine to choose informed 

professionals for consultation and execution. 


