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What is a Tree?
ÅSize: at least 15 feet high 

ÅStem: one single woody stem.

ÅDiameter : a minimum 3-inch DBH
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ÅCrown
ÅBranches
ÅTwigs
ÅBuds

ÅBole
ÅTrunk

ÅRoot
ÅLateral root
ÅRadicle, Tap root

What are the parts of a Tree?



Deciduous Trees
Å?ĲĦŔĬƨŸƨƚШůĲċŰƚШљŉċũũŔŰŊШŸŉŉШċƣШůċƣƨƖŔƣǃњШŸƖШљƣĲŰĬŔŰŊШƣŸШŉċũũШŸŉŉњЯШ

these trees lose their leaves at the end of every season. 

ÅDeciduous trees drop their foliage as a way to avoid having to use 
water and nutrients to nourish their leaves in harsh conditions. 
ÅWhen deciduous trees drop their leaves, their foliage rots and nourishes 

the soil to provide food for other plants and animal life.

3

ṉ



Characteristics
What characteristics are available for identification?

ïHabitat
ïTree Form (size and shape)
ïBark (color and texture)
ïTwigs (branching structure) and Buds (texture, color, 

shape)
ïPersistent, Conspicuous, Fallen Fruit

ïLeaves (shape, size, texture, color, arrangement, 
margins, lobes/sinuses)

ïFruit
ïFlowers

Summer/

Fall

Winter
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Characteristics - Again

Below are parts of the tree that should be looked at when identifying 
a tree are:
Å5% - Leaves (shape, size, texture, color, arrangement, margins, 

lobes/sinuses)
Å15 % - Branches, stems, and buds
Å60% - Trunk
Å20% - Roots 
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Winter ID clues:

ÅTree form
ÅMarcescent leaves
ÅPersistent fruit
ÅProjections
ÅBud/Twig Colour
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Excurrent  trees have 
one strong central 
leader.
Decurrent  trees have a 
multiple leaders.

Tree Forms

https:// www.facebook.com/plantnebraska/posts/todays-wednesdayword-is-actually-two-words-
excurrent-and-decurrent-both-terms-re/831789555650440/ 7



Deciduous Trees

Excurrent т single leader
ÅPin Oak (Quercus palustris)
ÅWillow Oak (Quercus phellos)
ÅSweet Gum (Liquidambar 

styraciflua)
ÅTulip Poplar (Liriodendron tulipifera)
ÅSouthern Magnolia (Magnolia 

grandiflora)

Decurrent т multiple leaders
ÅAmerican Elm (Ulmus americana)
ÅSilver Maple (Acer saccharinum)
ÅWhite Ash (Fraxinus americana)
ÅHackberry (Celtis occidentalis)
ÅCucumbertree (Magnolia 

acuminata)
Åother open grown Oaks (Quercus)
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The overall growth 
pattern of a tree.

Tree Forms
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Marcescent - Leaves
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Marcescence 

Botanical term when 
certain trees (and 
shrubs) retain their 
dead plant parts 
throughout winter 
instead of shedding 
them.

From the Latin: 
marcescere meaning 
љƣŸШƽŔƣőĲƖШĤƨƣШŰŸƣШŉċũũШ
Ÿŉŉњ
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ÅRetains pale straw-
coloured leaves through 
winter (esp. young trees), 
marcescence.
ÅTwigs slender and zigzag; 

strikingly slender, spear-like 
pointed buds (alternate)
ÅHas spiny-husked nuts (one 

or two triangular nuts inside 
each husk) that are a 
favorite of birds and 
mammals. 
ÅLight grey to bluish gray, 

smooth bark, develops 
horizontal lines as matures

American beech (Fagus grandiflora)
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Pin Oak (Quercus palustris)

ÅSeveral oak species hold some of their 
leaves through winter.
ÅDistinctive shape most easily seen in 

winter. Upper branches ascending, middle 
branches lateral, and lower branches 
descending or down-swept.
ÅBranches have short, pin-like side twigs 

growing almost at right angles, which in 
turn have right-angled square twigs.
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Persistent Fruit
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Why do trees hold on to their fruit?

ÅProtect developing seeds
ÅPhysical
ÅChemical

ÅTime-controlled dispersal
ÅEnvironmental cues
ÅDelayed germination

ÅEnsure vehicle for seed dispersal
ÅAnimal transport
ÅDelayed dropping

ÅNutritional support and growth
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Tuliptree (Liriodendrum tulipifera)

ÅBrown, erect, cone-like aggregate of 
winged samaras on the tree through winter 

Å§ŉƣĲŰШĬŔƚƓũċǃШћĲũĤŸƽќШĤƖċŰĦőĲƚ
ÅLargest and most common tree in our 

forests. 16



Catalpa (Catalpa spp.)

ÅTwo species are found in our 
area т told apart by seeds. 
Northern (speciosa) widely 
planted in our area and 
naturalised; Southern 
(bignonioides) also here.
ÅOpposite (whorled) 

branching.
ÅLong, slender, cylindrical, 

brown seed pods (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.

ÅC. speciosa (northern) 
broad, apically squarish 
wings

ÅC. bignonioides (southern) 
has more apically pointed 
seeds
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Hazel/Smooth Alder (Alnus serrulata)

ÅWoody cone-like structure is dark 
brown and contains winged seeds 
(samaras).
ÅCommon shrub along stream edges 

and wetlands.
ÅOver winter, can also see the male 

catkins or aments (about 1-1.5 inches 
long) hanging from the shrub
ÅTrunk (multi-stems) can be fluted or 

sinewy.
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* Non-native invasive 20

ÅNative to China
ÅIntroduced in the late 1700s as 

an ornamental tree
ÅAn oblong, twisted samara, 1-

1İò long with the seed in the 
center, hanging in long clusters 
on female trees, ripens in late 
summer and disperse 
throughout the winter.
ÅVegetative parts smell like rancid 

peanut-butter.
ÅTwigs look like arthritic fingers
ÅBark looks like cantaloupe rind

Tree of Heaven (Ailanthus altissima)*



Royal paulownia (Paulownia tomentosa)*
ÅNative to China
ÅIntroduced in the 1840s as an 

ornamental tree
ÅAlso known as Princess tree 

or Empire tree.
ÅTwo-valved brown capsules 

persist during winter packed 
with up to 2000 small winged 
seeds (samara) stacked 
inside.
ÅOpposite branching.
ÅLight brown, stout, curved 

twigs with many lenticels.

21* Non-native invasive



Spherical fruit hanging 
from long stalks.

Sycamore (Platanus occidentalis)
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ÅRound multiple of tightly 
packed winged seeds 
surrounded by fine hairs; 
wind-dispersed in winter.
ÅStipules present.
ÅZig-zag stout twigs. 
ÅThe bark is a signature feature 

of the sycamore. Distinctive 
љĦċůŸƨŉũċŊĲњШůŸƣƣũŔŰŊШŸŉШ
brown, green, tan and white. 
Peels readily.  Older stems 
gray-brown to white and scaly.

Sycamore (Platanus occidentalis)
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Kentucky Coffee (Gymnocladus dioicus) 
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ÅMedium sized tree with a 
spreading canopy.
ÅOften used as a street tree.
ÅSeed pods are 5т10" long and 

green in color, turning brown 
and persisting through the 
winter
ÅMain habitat is more 

Midwestern.



Eastern Redbud (Cercis canadensis)

Seed pods contain 
individual seeds that 
appear loose
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Witch-hazel (Hamamelis virginiana)
ÅWoody capsules т often take 

about a year to mature and 
may remain on the shrub for 
years т Seeds fly out 
ĲǂƓũŸƚŔƻĲũǃШŔŰШŉċũũбШƨƓШƣŸШΟΜќШ
away. 
https://www.youtube.com/wa
tch?v=dv0ltUBe_UE 
ÅTop part of plant often fans 

out like umbrella.
ÅFound in well-drained 

floodplains, steep slopes or 
stream banks; variety of 
habitats.
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dv0ltUBe_UE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dv0ltUBe_UE


ÅFruit persists into winter on 
female trees (early Jan.), 
sometimes on ground.
ÅMature bark dark and broken 

into small, rectangular 
blocks.

Persimmon (Diospyros virginiana)
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Black Cherry (Prunus serotina)

ÅBlack fungus impacts the 
twigs of this tree
ÅBroken twig smells like 

burnt almonds
ÅVisible lines on bark of 

tree allow for gas 
exchange (lenticel lines)
ÅAs the tree gets older the             

bark breaks into smaller          
pieces т burnt potato 
chips
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Sweetgum (Liquidambar styraciflua)
ÅSmall dark/black 

winged seeds (30-50 
samaras) are inside 
ƚƓŔŰǃШћŊƨůĤċũũƚќШŸŰШ
long stalks.
ÅCorky outgrowth on 

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

buds (sticky in spring).
ÅA Coastal Plain tree.

Sweetgum (multiple of  capsules)
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Dropped - Fruit
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