








It is easy to see why this once majestic silver maple (Acer saccharinum) is 
showing the signs of its imminent demise: sparse canopy, dead and broken 
branches, and small yellow leaves. Completely hemmed-in on all sides by a 

paved driveway, concrete sidewalk and asphalt street, no one has contemplated the needs 
of this tree. A healthy tree can have a root system that is 2 to 3 times the diameter of 
its leaf canopy. If the soil surrounding the tree gets compacted by hard surfaces and 
heavy vehicle traffic, the roots are unable to grow or take up oxygen and water which 
a tree cannot survive without. These impermeable surfaces stop rainwater from filtering 
slowly through the soil to nourish roots and replenish groundwater and instead, cause it to 
quickly run downhill carrying pollutants from cars and asphalt into sewers or directly into 
the lake.

Planted as a street tree long ago, this declining silver maple is the last of many that once 
lined King Street.

Back in Black
At the end of the alley between 1304 and 1306 King Street West

Those who wander off the beaten path are often rewarded with the unexpected. 
Unseen by regular urban pedestrians, this black walnut (Juglans nigra) is completely 
surrounded by concrete and yet has managed to thrive. It is a testament to the tenacity 
required of urban trees. Its large compound leaves and open crown make it a welcome 
sight in this alley hideaway.

With an extensive taproot, the Black Walnut is able to withstand drier soils, although 
they will grow more slowly under these conditions. Although uncommon in the rest of 
Canada, the Black Walnut is native to southern Ontario with its natural range extending 
just east of Toronto. They are well-known for their production of juglone, a chemical that 
leaches from fallen leaves and is exuded by the roots to inhibit the growth of other 
plants, even walnut seedlings. This reduces competition from other trees for resources 
such as light, water and space.

Black walnut is one of the most prized and most expensive woods in North America, 
and bands of “walnut rustlers” have been known to cut down and steal mature walnut 
trees from forested public land. Better keep this one a secret!

The rounded outline of the canopy helps to identify this tree as an Ohio buckeye 
(Aesculus glabra). Although common to the midwestern United States, this member 
of the horsechestnut family has a limited range in Ontario. The only native population 
known is in a natural forest on Walpole Island in the north end of Lake St. Clair in 
southwestern Ontario.

The Native people of Ohio called the fruit “hetuck” meaning “eye of a buck” which 
the husked seed resembles. They made a powder out of the nut and added it to small 
naturally-occuring pools in rivers. A compound in the nut would stun the fish, causing 
them to rise to the surface where they could be caught more easily. Although it is 
believed that the nuts are poisonous, squirrels still eat them.

The Ohio Buckeye is a rare tree for the city but still seems to do well here. However, 
because it grows naturally on river bottoms, it is not particularly drought tolerant and it 
tends to lose its leaves early in the season.

Know Your Roots
In front of 1365 King Street West

Don’t eat the Buckeye
In front yard of 130 Dunn Avenue
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In the past, many schoolyards were paved 
over in order to reduce maintenance costs. 

This extensive use of asphalt has helped turn our schools into urban heat 
islands, localized areas that are unnaturally hot. The shade from a single tree 
can reduce the temperature of a paved playground in summer from 49 C 
to a more tolerable 34 C. The school roof can be a steamy 88 C. All of this 
heat can radiate up to 150 meters above the ground, not only “cooking” our 
children but heating the surrounding neighbourhood. The Norway maples 
(Acer platanoides) planted along the road provide some shade for the children 
playing beneath. In order to help the trees grow to full maturity, the city 
needs to remove the asphalt below them and replace it with cool, protective, 
nutrient-providing mulch.

Some newer trees have also been planted in the schoolyard in an attempt to create more shade. Playgrounds provide 
harsh growing conditions for trees. Under these circumstances, they should be planted in a larger volume of soil to allow 
their roots enough space to grow and collect water during drier periods. Without adequate soil volumes, these trees will 
not reach their full size and are more likely to die prematurely. If we can green our schoolyards, then we can provide a 
healthier and cooler environment for our children and a place for the whole community to connect with nature.

Most of the trees planted along city streets are 
under extreme stress from drought, limited growing 
space, road salt and compacted soil. The average 

lifespan of a tree growing under these conditions is about seven years. The silver 
maple (Acer saccharinum) and little leaf linden (Tilia cordata) trees in front of Parkdale 
Library are no exception. In the spring of 2007, the Toronto Tree Tours and the Guerilla 
Gardeners (http://www.publicspace.ca/gardeners.htm) of the Toronto Public Space 
Committee, held a Tree Triage event to provide some much needed attention to these 
trees. The soil below the trees was planted with perennial and annual flowers being 
careful not to disturb the tree roots. We also covered each pit with a 10 cm layer of 
shredded wood mulch to retain moisture and mimic the natural break down of fallen 
leaves and twigs on a forest floor.

We planted the flowers to brighten up the bleak expanse of concrete, but a second, 
less obvious reason, was to help the trees get water. Most people can recognize 
when a wilted flower needs water but because trees do not show immediate signs of 
drought, even seasoned gardeners forget to water them. Flowers planted around street 
trees are likely to be watered by local citizens providing much needed water to the 

trees as well. In exchange for our beautification efforts, the librarians agreed to water their new flower gardens (and trees) 
regularly throughout the summer.

Street trees suffer many more environmental stresses than trees growing in a forest. This 
honey locust (Gleditsia triacanthos) is planted in a bed of concrete, an unnatural condition 
for any tree. The soil that its roots are growing in is compacted by the weight of the 
sidewalk and continuous pedestrian traffic. In response, this tree has produced a “root 
sucker” that has found its way underneath the sidewalk and emerged in a more hospitable 
location in the fenced garden bed.

This enlarged bed provides more soil space for plants to grow in and is a good example 
of how we should be planting along pedestrian pathways. To reduce the stress that this 
tree is under, the city should remove the surrounding concrete blocks and add composted 
wood mulch to help retain moisture and return much needed organic matter and nutrients 
to the soil.

Cooking classes
Holy Family Catholic School on Close Road just north of King Street

Escape from the Concrete Confines
In front of 1313 Art Gallery (south side of Queen St. between Dunn and Cowan Avenues)

Tree Pit Makeover
Front entrance of Parkdale Public Library on Queen Street
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