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what’s that tree?
(from page 9)

If a tree has a pyramidal shape like a Christmas
tree, it could be a blue spruce or conifer, he said.
Williamson said that tree shapes can also differ
when they’re grown on open ground versus growing
in a forest. If trees are forest-grown, they can’t
spread out the same way as they can in a field.
Another common way to tell a type of tree is
whether it holds onto its dead limbs. Scarlet oaks
can be differentiated from red oaks by the larger
number of dead branches they hold, Williamson
said.
Some trees have a rounded crown and look like a
lollipop, like Bradford pears that you see in street
plantings.
Tree height is another identification factor. Some
trees only grow to certain maximum heights,
Williamson said. A dogwood never grows into a really big tree -- it stays in the forest understory above
the shrubs and beneath the tree canopy.
“Oaks, poplars and sycamores tend to be some of
the tallest trees we have,” Williamson said.
Leaf shapes
Conifers are cone-bearing plants. Most are trees
and include firs, spruce, pine, juniper and hemlock
and have needles or scales (cedar). They stay green
and don’t drop their needles, Williamson said.
A conifer’s needles grow out of a bundle and may
be located at the top of the tree. If they grow at a
lower level, you can count the needles in the bundle
and tell what type of pine it is by how many needles
it has, he said.
A deciduous tree has either simple or compound
leaves, Williamson said.

This buckeye leaf is a palmately compound leaf.
It has five finely-toothed leaflets and a long stem
petiole. Palmately means palm-shaped.
photo by Tyler Williamson

Oaks and maples have one leaf attaching to
the petiole which is the plant stalk that holds the leaf
to the stem. Walnuts and locusts are compound
leaves and have a main petiole with leaflets coming
off it.
The main drawback of relying on leaves to
identify trees is that leaves aren’t around in winter.
If there are many of the same type of leaves
underneath a tree in the fall, you could assume that
they fell from the tree and didn’t blow there and try
to identify the tree by the fallen leaves.
Another way to identify trees is by their cones,
fruits, nuts and acorns, which includes hickory nuts
and chestnuts, Williamson said.
“Anything that comes off the tree can be used to
identify it,” he noted. That could be fruits like
apples and pears, various nuts, cones and even flowers.
Trees with magnolia-looking flowers could be
dogwoods or poplars. Maples have fruits -- helicopter seeds attached to wings -- that grow on the trees
in late spring and early summer. They are blown off
by the wind and dispersed in mid-summer.
“You need a book or an app to match them all up
-- there’s so many fruits and cones,” Williamson
said.
Location
The last way that Williamson can identify a tree
is the location where it grows. He said that trees
have a range -- a northern and a southern extent and
a western extent where they are found. With global
warming, tree range may be drifting to the north, but
in general ranges don’t change much and are a good
indicator.
In general, west-facing trees have drier and poorer
sites and north-facing trees are more moisture-loving. The site quality has a lot to do with the types of
trees that grow there.
If you find a tree on a hillside that typically only
grows in riverbeds, you’ve probably made the wrong
tree identification, he said.
Sometimes you’ll find trees in unexpected sites
like where there once was a home. If you see trees
all in a row, it may have been a plantation.
Invasive trees may be growing on a disturbed site
or on one that hasn’t been built on. Trees that aren’t
native may have seeded in, Williamson said.
Williamson also noted that every tree has associated trees with which it grows. If you see a hickory
and can’t tell what the other nearby trees are, it could
be a hickory-oak forest.
Some animals and birds also make their habitat in
certain types of woods. Williamson said that birders
can tell him what kinds of trees are in a certain location or forest by the birds that live there. Williamson
said he doesn’t have that expertise but he believes
they can tell.
Apps and books
There are popular phone apps that people can
use to identify trees. If they’re having trouble
identifying trees with the app, he recommended
going the old-fashioned route and using a tree
identification book like the Audubon Society
Field Guide to North American Trees; Eastern
Region.

This yellow poplar leaf is an example of a simple
leaf. It has a unique, somewhat square shape with
lobes and a long stem petiole.
photo by Tyler Williamson

A spectacular pink dogwood shines with the
wonder of spring.
photo by Kate Shunney

