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by Kate Evans 
See an interesting-looking tree on 

your hikes or in your yard or woods 
but don’t know what type of tree it is?  

Leaves, bark, fruit and blooms can 
sometimes give clues to narrow down 
the variety of hardwood and pine trees 
that are plentiful in our area. 

West Virginia Division of Forestry 
Region 2 Forester Tyler Williamson 
says there are five main ways he iden-
tifies trees, no matter the season. 
Williamson is the state forester for 
Morgan, Berkeley and Jefferson 
Counties. 

Bark 
The top way that Williamson iden-

tifies trees is by looking at the bark.  
Bark is an easy feature to see year 
round, and is fairly unique for each 
species, Williamson said.  Bark’s 
most definitive feature is primarily its 
texture. Some tree barks are really 
smooth, others are flaky while some 
flakes won’t flake off.  Other identi-
fying bark features include color, deep 
ridges, furrows and scales. 

It may take a while to get familiar 
with different barks in this area -- you 
have to spend a little time outside 
looking for them, he said.  After you 
do, it gets easier to tell them apart.   

Bark can even vary within each 
species.  The bark of two red maples 
could vary depending on genetics or 
where the trees are growing.  Identi-
fying trees by bark is not always 
100% foolproof, Williamson said. 

Sycamores give away their identity 
because of the white look to their 
bark.  The sycamore bark can also 
flake off in big chunks. 

If you know a tree by its leaves, 
you’ll want to learn its bark, he said.  

Williamson noted that he can usually 
identify the type of trees being hauled 
on a logging truck by their bark. 

Overall appearance 
The second way that Williamson 

identifies trees is the general look of 
the tree -- its overall appearance and 
shape, height, branching patterns and 
whether it has opposite branches.   

If a tree has twigs and branches on 
opposite sides, it’s down to a maple, 
ash or dogwood, Williamson said. 
Most dogwoods have opposite leaves.  

 Ash trees have branches that grow 
opposite from each other and have 
pinnately compound leaves growing 
on opposite twigs. Pinnately com-

pound means that the leaflets are 
arranged in rows on opposite sides of 
the central stem of the leaf.   

Williamson said that there are a lot 
of young ash trees coming up in the 
groves where older ash trees were 
killed by the emerald ash borer.  A 
few large ash trees also survived. 

“There’s hope,” he said. 
Branching angles are another telling 

feature.  If the angle comes off the 
main stem at a 90 degree or right 
angle, it could be a black gum tree, 
Williamson said. 

Tree shapes 
Tree shapes are another way to tell 

trees apart.  A tree with a big spread-
ing crown may be a white oak, 
Williamson said.  Some trees are more 
vase-shaped. Those start off narrow 
and then spread.  Yellow poplars are 
tall and straight without a lot of 
branching.  

see WHAT’S THAT TREE page 24 

what’s that tree? 
Learn to identify trees year-round with these tips

A Regenerative 
Permaculture Farm 

and Nursery 
in Berkeley Springs 

Offering Edible and 
Useful Plants Suited 

To Our Local Environment 
Along With 

Permaculture Design 
Services and Landscaping

Sycamore trees are easily recog-
nized by their whitish-colored bark 
that peels off to reveal brown, green 
or tan-colored bark beneath.  

  photos by Tyler Williamson 
Shape is another feature that can help identify trees.  This pin oak tree has a 

distinctive wide-spreading crown.


