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What do you think when 

you hear the word ‘Tree’?
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• Woody plant
• Single stem or trunk (typically)
• Tall
• Branches – lots of
• Lives for a long time – old
• Fruit?



branches top foliage (leaves)

branch

twig

crown

bole

radicle

root hair 
zone

taproot

branch

trunk

lateral 
roots

Percentage Parts of the tree
5% Leaves

15% Branches, stems, & buds

60% Trunk

20% Roots
U.S. Forest Service; Jun 03, 2019

Parts of a Tree
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General Rule of Thumb



• To communicate to each other 
about trees

• To learn more information about 
each tree

• To make informed decisions about 
the future of a tree or forest
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Why do we want to 

identify trees?



Characteristics

What characteristics are available for identification?

5

Characteristic Description Available
Habitat location, water, soil, sun

When can we use these 
characteristics?

Tree Form size and shape

Bark colour and texture

Twigs branching structure

Buds/leaf scars texture, colour, shape

Leaves shape, size, texture, colour, 
arrangement, margins, 
lobes/sinuses

Flowers perfect, complete

Fruit/seeds Simple, dry, fleshy, compound



Today’s Focus
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Fruit
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Selecting a tree to ID

• Size: at least 15 feet high 
• Stem: one single woody stem.
• Diameter: a minimum 3-inch diameter at 

breast height (DBH)
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Tools Needed for Plant ID

• Observations with:
• Hand lens (10x)
• Binoculars
• Ruler
• Pruners

• Use all your senses
• Sight
• Touch
• Smell
• Taste
• Sound

• Recognition of patterns
• Repetition and Memory
• Favorite field guide
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https://www.dof.virginia.gov/edu/index.htm#AdultEducationOutreach

https://www.dof.virginia.gov/edu/index.htm


Dropped - Fruit
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Osage orange 
(Maclura pomifera)
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• Member of the Moraceae family only surviving 
member of this Genus.

• Sticky milky sap that turns black can cause a rash
• Considered a relic species consumed by sloths and 

mastodons (lack of evidence)
• Originally, wood used for handmade bows 

(flexible); used as living, armed fences - “horse 
high, bull-strong, and hog-tight”

• Naturalized species



Black walnut (Juglans nigra)
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Butternut (Juglans cinerea)
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Distribution

Plant species are found in natural 
communities shaped by the following 
factors:

• Geological
• Climatic
• Biological

VA Physiographic provinces defined by 
elevation, relief, geomorphology, and 
lithology

Fleming, G.P., K.D. Patterson, and K. Taverna. 2021. The Natural Communities of Virginia: a Classification of Ecological Community Groups and 
Community Types. Third approximation. Version 3.3. Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation, Division of Natural Heritage, Richmond, VA.
www.dcr.virginia.gov/natural-heritage/natural-communities/ 15

https://www.dcr.virginia.gov/natural-heritage/natural-communities/


Where is this Tree growing? - Habitat
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Places where plants are found 
depend on the sum of 
environmental conditions in that 
place.  

Factors include:
• Availability of water
• Types of soil (geology)
• Temperature range
• Amount of sunlight



Habitat
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• Round multiple of tightly 
packed winged seeds 
surrounded by fine hairs; wind-
dispersed in winter.

• The bark is a signature feature 
of the sycamore. Distinctive 
“camouflage” mottling of 
brown, green, tan and white. 
Peels readily.  Older stems gray-
brown to white and scaly.

• Stipules present.

Sycamore (Platanus occidentalis)
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• A hybrid of Platanus 
occidentalis and Platanus 
orientalis.
• It is widely used in urban 

areas as a street tree and will 
do well in large yards or 
parks as a shade tree.
• The fruits are paired and not 

solitary.
• The light brown outer bark 

exfoliates to reveal a creamy 
olive inner bark.

London plane (Platanus x acerifolia)
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Sweetgum (Liquidambar styraciflua)

• Spiny ‘gumballs’ on 
long stalks.
• Corky outgrowth on 

twig bark, primarily on 
the second-year grey 
twigs and branches.
• Large, conical, shiny 

buds (sticky in spring).
• A Coastal Plain tree.

Sweetgum (multiple of  capsules)
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What do you think when you see this?
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24

Bark
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Hickory (Carya sp.) Bark



Hickory nuts in the Piedmont (lower elevations)
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Mockernut Hickory (Carya alba formerly C. tomentosa)
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Hickory nuts at ~2,000 ft
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Hint: bark description
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Shagbark Hickory (Carya ovata)
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Pignut Hickory (Carya glabra)
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mockernut 
Carya tomentosa

pignut
Carya glabra

bitternut
Carya cordiformis

shagbark  
Carya ovata

Hickories (Carya sp.)
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Acorns
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= 
Oaks
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White oak (Quercus alba)
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• Acorns light brown, oblong, up to 1” long on 
peduncle up to 1 ¼” long.

• Cup enclosed 1/3 – ¼ of the nut, light grey, 
pubescent, bowl-shaped with thickened 
warty scales.

• Bark flaky, scaly plates generally lighter ash-
grey to whitish.

• Most common white oak in our area – dry 
upland slopes to well-drained loam 
bottomlands. A generalist found in a broad 
range of habitats (grows best on deep, well-
drained loamy soils)
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Chestnut oak (Quercus prinus)
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• Acorns are 1 to 1 ½” long, dark brown, 
lustrous, ovoid in shape and separate from 
the cap when mature.

• Cap is thin, warty and shaped like a teacup.
• Very distinct dark grey to nearly black bark 

deep, coarse furrows (less in young trees).
• Found in dry forests, mountain ridge-tops to 

sandy dry areas on Coastal plain; well 
drained areas. Doesn’t compete on wet sites.
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Northern red oak (Quercus rubra)
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• Huge acorns with generally broad, shallow, 
saucer-shaped acorn cup separates this from 
other common oaks.

• Bark has shallow fissures running up and down 
tree between long, wide, slightly concave, silver-
streaked plates – “ski tracks.”

• Common and widespread; mainly on mesic 
uplands, occasionally in drier or wetter areas.
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Scarlet oak (Quercus coccinea)
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• Acorns similar to black oak (nearly hidden by 
cap), but often with concentric rings at apex.

• Bark brownish with fine fissures and scaly ridges; 
Some ‘ski tracking,” (silver stripes), but not as 
uniform/consistent as Northern red oak; more at 
top of the tree.

• Common in poor dry soils, dry slopes, and 
upland ridges.

• Silky scales at end of bud hairs make them look 
like they’ve been dipped in convection sugar.
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Black Oak (Quercus velutina)
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• Thick, nearly black, deeply furrowed bark with 
many horizontal breaks.
• Buds – big, robust, velvety, 5-angles, silvery-grey, 

larger than any other oak.
• Fringed, pubescent acorn cups extending almost 

all the way down the acorn.



white oak
Quercus alba

northern red oak
Quercus rubra

black oak
Quercus velutina

Oaks (Quercus sp.)
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Nuts
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• Retains pale straw-coloured 
leaves through winter (esp. 
young trees), marcescence.

• Twigs slender and zigzag; 
strikingly slender, spear-like 
pointed buds (alternate)

• Light grey to bluish gray, 
smooth bark, develops 
horizontal lines as matures

• Has spiny-husked nuts (one 
or two triangular nuts inside 
each husk) that are a favorite 
of birds and mammals.

American beech (Fagus grandiflora)
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Catalpa (Catalpa spp.)



Catalpa (Catalpa spp.)

• Two species are found in our 
area – told apart by seeds. 
Northern (speciosa) widely 
planted in our area and 
naturalised; Southern 
(bignonioides) also here.

• Opposite (whorled) branching.
• Long, slender, cylindrical, 

brown seed capsules persist 
through winter.
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Catalpa bignonioides vs. Catapla speciosa
Seed pods contain 
many flat-winged seeds 
(samaras) with fringes 
of soft white hairs at 
either end.
• C. speciosa (northern) 

broad, apically 
squarish wings
• C. bignonioides

(southern) has more 
apically pointed seeds 
than 
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Honey Locust (Gleditsia tricanthos)

• Big, long, blackish pods 
with gummy substance 
inside.
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Honey Locust (Gleditsia tricanthos)

• Bark splits to one side as it 
ages.

• Growing naturally, Honey 
Locust is extremely thorny, with 
long, dagger-like thorns 
growing of their own (branched 
thorns).

• Found on open, abandoned 
fields. Likes sweet soils, alluvial 
soils.

• Main habitat is more 
Midwestern.
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Kentucky Coffee (Gymnocladus dioicus) 
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• Medium sized tree with a 
spreading canopy.

• Often used as a street tree.
• Seed pods are 5–10" long and 

green in color, turning brown 
and persisting through the 
winter

• Main habitat is more 
Midwestern.
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Seed pods contain 
individual seeds that 
appear loose



Eastern Redbud (Cercis canadensis)
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Cauliflorous – a tree that produces 
flowers from the stem or 
branches.
These later become locations 
where seed pods develop. Young 

Bark
Old Bark



Black Locust (Robinia pseudoacacia)

• Individual kidney-shaped 
seeds are connected to 
the pod.
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Black Locust (Robinia pseudoacacia)

• Thorns usually occur in 
pairs surrounding a leaf 
scar (often not visible in 
the canopy); occasionally 
grow directly on trunk.
• Mature bark extremely 

rugged, yellowish, with 
deep furrows and 
interlacing ridges (rope-
like).
• Clustered seed pods, or 

pieces of pods, often 
present in winter. 
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Tuliptree (Liriodendrum tulipifera)
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• Remains of cone-like aggregate of samaras in winter
• Perfect, straight trunk with few branches; older 

trees have elbows.
• Gray-green bark deeply furrowed and ridged when 

mature.
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Bark furrows are white or light coloured; the interlocking ridges 
look like arrow tips and fletchings.

Tuliptree (Liriodendrum tulipifera)



Basswood (Tilia americana)
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• Mature bark dark and broken 
into small, rectangular blocks 
(looks like charcoal briquettes 
stuck to the tree trunk).

• Fruit persists into winter on 
female trees (early Jan.), 
sometimes on ground.

Persimmon (Diospyros virginiana)
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Evergreen Trees
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• Branches appear in whorls from 
the trunk

• Cones cylindrical 4-8” long, soft, 
flexible, not spiky or prickly, can 
be slightly curved 

• Needles blue-green in bundles 
of 5 with white stripe on lower 
surface.

Eastern white pine (Pinus strobus)
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Loblolly pine 
(Pinus taeda)

• Very long (6-9”) yellow-green 
needles in bundles of 3.

• Dark brown, oblong to cylindrical 
cones, about 3-6” long, stout, 
sessile, and persistent on the 
trees for several seasons. 
Loblolly pin produces a large 
number of cones every year.
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Shortleaf pine (Pinus echinata )

• Relatively straight, slender, flexible, 
dark yellow-green needles, 3-5”; 2-3 
per fascicle.
• Has smallest cones (2”). Egg-shaped, 

somewhat persistent; red to brown; 
prickles short, flexible.
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• Needles in bundles of 2; needles twisted and 1.5-3” 
long; yellowish-green
• Cones egg shaped about 2” long, mature after two 

years; may remain on the tree even after branch dies

Virginia pine (Pinus virginiana)
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Pyramid shape, with a drooping leader.

Eastern hemlock (Tsuga canadensis)
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• Needles are 1/3” to 2/3” long, singly arranged, soft and 
blunt, with 2 white lines underneath.

• Small stems hold needles onto twigs, which is unique to 
the hemlock.

• Cones oval, small terminal; scales don’t have recurved tips                                    
spines. 

Unfortunately, the hemlock woolly adelgid  (introduced 
species) is heavily impacting the tree.

Eastern hemlock (Tsuga canadensis)
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Questions?

• If you have any questions, or 
wish to reproduce/distribute any 
contents of this presentation, 
please contact: 
emily.ferguson@gmail.com
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