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Scale and proportion

The scale of a garden tree refers to its natural shape, 
height, and width. It is important to consider scale 
when considering plant selection. A large tree planted 
next to a single-story home will eventually dwarf        
both the structure and the yard. Conversely, a small  
tree leaves the available space exposed. A shorter tree 
may look better with a single-story home (Fig. 4). A 
medium height (40-foot mature height) or a taller tree 
(75-foot mature height) can compliment a two-story 
home. The tall columnar shape of weeping Alaska cedar 
(Chamaecyparis nootkatensis ‘Pendula’) could be used 
between taller homes (Fig. 5). However, individual 
tastes should play a dominant role in one’s tree selec-
tion criteria. If space is available, there are a great 
number  of trees that could be selected, including  
much larger ones than described in this publication.

Figure 4. The smaller height of this Japanese maple (Acer 
palmatum, cv. ‘Bloodgood’) frames a single-story home 
well.

Even with small trees, avoid the temptation to plant  
the tree too close to the house, as a crowded tree will 
simply not be able to develop its true shape. Tree 
branches that infringe upon the house also make paint-
ing or cleaning the siding considerably more difficult. 
In extreme cases, a home’s foundation can be cracked 
by tree roots.

Deciduous trees

The majority of trees planted in the urban environment 
have traditionally been deciduous (lose their leaves  
during the winter). Deciduous trees are especially           
attractive during the darker days of winter when light 
levels are naturally lower. Their branch structure, serv-
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ing as the bones of the garden, can still be beautiful 
(Fig. 6).

Coniferous trees 

A small urban or suburban lot offers an ideal opportu-
nity to enjoy the world of small conifers (cone-bearing 
trees) which come in a multitude of shapes, sizes, 
colors, and textures. Newcomers to the Pacific North-
west quickly come to recognize the wide swatches of 
coniferous forest, primarily on the western slopes of the 
Cascade Mountain range. Large stands of Douglas fir 

Figure 5. The greater height of this weeping Alaska cedar 
(Chamaecyparis nootkatensis ‘Pendula’) complements the 
two-story home behind it.


