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The Witch Tree, precariously perched on a granite rock at the edge of Lake Superior near 
Grand Portage, is deeply rooted in Minnesota’s history. The centuries-old white-cedar 
holds a special place in American Indian spirituality. People of all backgrounds and tradi-
tions respect it as a symbol of strength and endurance.
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INTRODUCTION
Trees contribute much to the quality of life enjoyed in Minnesota, so we naturally are

interested in knowing more about them. This book introduces you to more than 100 trees found in
Minnesota forests and backyards.

The book is divided into four sections: (1) background information, (2) descriptions of
coniferous trees and their identifying characteristics, (3) descriptions of deciduous trees and their
identifying characteristics, and (4) projects to help you enjoy learning about trees.

With this book in hand, you’ll make many new friends—the trees growing in Minnesota. With
pride, you’ll be able to say, “That’s a sugar maple, and the tree to the left is a basswood.”

What Is a Tree?
For our purposes, a tree is defined as a woody plant usually having a single, upright stem

growing to a height of at least 15 feet with a defined crown developing at least two or more feet
above the ground. Shrubs, in contrast, usually have several upright or spreading stems branching
from the base and grow less than 15 feet tall. Plants that commonly develop into trees are included
in this book.

Identifying Trees
When we try to identify things, whether rocks, animals, or trees, we begin by connecting them

with groups of things with similar characteristics. Trees can be classified into two broad groups:
coniferous and deciduous. Coniferous trees bear their seeds in cones and have very narrow or
overlapping leaves. All of our coniferous trees except the larches are evergreens, meaning that
they maintain their leaves throughout the year. Deciduous trees, in contrast, do not bear their
seeds in cones and have broad leaves that drop in autumn. Figure 1 shows the basic differences
between coniferous trees and deciduous trees.

If you know whether a tree is coniferous or deciduous, you are ready to begin. If the tree is
coniferous, turn to Section Two. If it is deciduous (or without leaves), turn to Section Three.

The introductions to both sections describe features commonly used to identify trees in each
group. They also contain keys for identifying trees by genus (e.g., maple, pine). If you are unsure
about how to use an identification key, read “How to Use a Key” on page 2.

Figure 1. Trees can be divided into two groups: deciduous and coniferous.Figure 1. Trees can be divided into two groups: deciduous and coniferous.Figure 1. Trees can be divided into two groups: deciduous and coniferous.Figure 1. Trees can be divided into two groups: deciduous and coniferous.Figure 1. Trees can be divided into two groups: deciduous and coniferous.
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Section One:
BACKGROUND
Common and Scientific Names

Each species has a common and a scientific name. Common names usually are based on
characteristics or uses of the tree (e.g., swamp white oak, bitternut hickory, paper birch, Kentucky
coffeetree). Despite efforts to standardize them, common names tend to vary from location to
location. Scientific names, on the other hand, are the same worldwide and describe one and only
one species. For example, our state tree often is called Norway pine in Minnesota and red pine in
other parts of the country. However, the scientific name of this tree is Pinus resinosa throughout
the world.

Scientific names are written in Latin and composed of two words. The first word is the name of
the genus, and the second is the species expression (or epithet). For red pine, the complete
scientific name is Pinus resinosa; the genus is Pinus, and the species expression is resinosa. Note
that scientific names are written in italics (or underlined) and the first letter of the genus name is
capitalized. Although it is important to recognize scientific names, you will want to remember the
common names.

Size and Shape
A tree’s size and shape can help you identify it and select appropriate species to plant in

different locations. Small trees grow to a mature height of 25 feet or less. Medium-sized trees reach
a mature height of 26 to 50 feet, while large trees commonly exceed 50 feet at maturity.
As a general rule, you should only plant small trees near power lines.

Height estimates given in the tree descriptions that follow are for mature trees under average
conditions in the Upper Midwest. Heights in parentheses are for older trees or for trees growing
under very favorable conditions in Minnesota.

Some species show distinctive branching patterns and trunk forms. An open-grown American
elm, for example, easily can be identified at a distance by its vase-shaped crown composed of
several upright stems forking off the main trunk and drooping at their ends. Kentucky coffeetree
tends to develop a narrow, pyramid-shaped or rounded crown of crooked branches, while
basswood tends to have a broad, rounded crown of spreading branches. With a little practice, you
can become quite proficient at identifying open-grown trees from a distance.

A tree’s trunk also can offer some identification clues. Some trees, such as the black willow,
often develop a twisted or leaning trunk. Others, such as eastern white pine, tend to develop a
tall, straight trunk that is flared (buttressed) at the base. Basic trunk descriptions are given along
with the typical mature trunk diameter. Trunk diameter is expressed as the diameter 41/2 feet above
the ground, known as the diameter at breast height (dbh).

Section One–Background
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Figure 3. Original vegetation of Minnesota prior to European settlement.
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Natural Vegetation
Minnesota is uniquely situated at the edge of three major ecological communities—eastern

deciduous forest, western tall grass prairie, and northern coniferous forest. Thus, many species
have only a small portion of their geographic range within the boundary of the state.

The occurrence of these ecological communities largely has been determined by climate, soils,
and landscape patterns. Within each community, different vegetative types can occur because of
natural disturbances (e.g., fire, drought, windstorm, ice damage, and insect and disease out-
breaks), soil types, topography, and microclimates. Figure 3 shows the vegetative types present in
Minnesota prior to European settlement.
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of drupes                       Mulberries, p. 54
Leaf and twig sap clear; fruit not a joined multiple.
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