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Frontispiece: The Pool, ca. 1915, Tom Thomson (1877–1917)
In autumn 1915, Tom Thomson painted many views of the northern deciduous
forest in Algonquin Park, Ontario, emphasizing the contrasting colors of white
birch and red and sugar maples. This lakeshore forest, perhaps at a canoe land-
ing, is remarkable in its structural beauty. The young forest of white birch, red
and sugar maples, and perhaps yellow birch and striped maple illustrates the vivid
colors of the northern deciduous forest. A wildfire along the lakeshore has re-
generated the white birches that dominate the upper canopy, while red and sugar
maples form the understory. The crooked stems have used a small opening to
gain a place in the overstory. The vertical layering of this well-lighted deciduous
community is clearly depicted, as is the horizontal color mosaic in the ground-
cover layer. The reflecting blue waters of the lake, seen through the dazzling lake-
side forest in crisp fall weather, yield a stunning view of uncommon beauty.
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�  Preface �

Those of us whose homes are in Michigan and the upper Great Lakes 
region are fortunate to share the rich diversity of landscapes that support
trees and other plants. Michigan forests enjoy the presettlement legacy of 
a continental macroclimate strongly affected by three Great Lakes and 
landforms created by the last retreating glacier. The legacy of human 
disturbances—settlement, agriculture, logging and postlogging fires, stream
control, fire exclusion, and deer herd explosion—have given us many pro-
foundly changed ecological systems, new habitats, communities, and hy-
brids. The inherent resilience of woody plant reproduction and revegetation
of our landscapes is as marvelous as it is mysterious and little understood.
Today we can hike in a broad array of cut-over lands that are forming new
communities or experiencing dynamic restoration to near-natural condi-
tions. And we can still explore forest wilderness, find old-growth remnants,
and discover rare trees. Our presettlement and human legacies provide his-
torical lessons and ecological insights for every citizen, young and old.

Michigan Trees deals with the identification and natural history of trees,
native and introduced. Shrubs and vines will be considered in a companion
volume to follow. Tree identification is a matter of knowing what charac-
teristics to look for and where the tree is growing—its “home place” in the
landscape. The line drawings and key characters provided encourage reli-
able identification. Features of natural history are included in the introduc-
tory section on tree identification (e.g., habitat, fall color, hybridization)
and in the habitat and notes sections for each species. First and foremost,
you must know where you are in the landscape—where in Michigan and
the local site conditions. Are your feet wet (swamp) or dry (sandy plain)?
A new section, “Ecosystems and Communities of Michigan,” provides an
overview of the physical factors that in large part control plant occurrence
and the characteristics of the regional ecosystem where you live in Michigan. 

Identification is just the beginning of our love affair with trees. It leads
to an understanding of the natural history of trees, which includes interre-
lationships with physical site factors (light, landform, soil, water), tree re-
production and establishment, competitive and mutualistic relationships
with associated plants and animals, and natural and human disturbances.
Two new sections emphasize the natural history of trees. “Ecosystems and
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Communities of Michigan” will help the reader understand trees as integral
parts of geographic ecosystems and the forest communities in which they
occur. “Regeneration Strategies of Forest Trees” describes how plants re-
produce and get established in their home place and the critical site factors
that determine why they grow where they do. Both these new sections as-
sist us in understanding trees as part of the Earth home that we share. 

Michigan Trees, Revised and Updated is dedicated to Herb Wagner, my
teacher, mentor, and colleague. As professor of biology at Michigan and
member of the National Academy of Sciences, Herb was a world authority
on the evolution and systematics of ferns. He is considered a founder of
modern systematics because of his contributions to the understanding of
phylogenetic relationships.  He was especially interested in fern hybrids and
their significance in evolution. Not surprisingly, Herb wrote the section on
hybridization in the 1981 edition, and this revised edition continues to em-
phasize hybrids among trees. Herb’s energy was boundless and his enthu-
siasm famously contagious, which made him one of the most successful
teachers of undergraduates and graduate students at the university. In 1965,
we initiated and team-taught the Woody Plants course, emphasizing field
labs. Herb taught the course every year for thirty-five years, inspiring over
four thousand students. Besides ferns, Herb was intensely interested in
trees, especially rare trees. Inclusion of three rare species new to the 2003
edition is a tribute to his fieldwork and interest in these oak, ash, and cot-
tonwood species. Overall, he touched and inspired the careers and lives of
thousands of people through his teaching, research, public service, and con-
servation of species and ecosystems. He was one of those rare individuals—
a real naturalist. He showed us how to be successful field botanists and ecol-
ogists, and he demonstrated the value of investigations in natural habitats
for the understanding of the Earth. Herb always seemed to have his prior-
ities in order and reminded his students to keep theirs in line: get into the
field, explore, learn, share knowledge, and find wonder in the living Earth.
These are “marching orders” for readers of Michigan Trees!

As was the first edition, this book is designed for use by a wide audi-
ence—students in high schools and colleges, lifelong learners among sen-
ior citizens, land administrators, amateur and professional field botanists,
biologists, ecologists, foresters, and conservationists—and all who have 
curiosity about and a sense of wonder for the living Earth and the roles of
trees and woody plants.

We wish to acknowledge the following individuals for their important
contributions: Dennis Albert and Helen Enander of the Michigan National
Features Inventory, Lenora Barnes, Suzan Campbell, Howard Crum,
Charles Davis, Virginia Laetz, Mike Penskar, Anton Reznicek, Sylvia Taylor,

� vi �
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Alan Tepley, and Florence Wagner. We have especially appreciated the sub-
stantive and enthusiastic support of Melanie Gunn. A special thank you to
Ed Trager for the many new drawings that enhance this edition. Above all,
we acknowledge the inspiration of our many students over the past decades.
Without their interest and encouragement we doubt whether this book
would have come into being. 

Burton V. Barnes
Ann Arbor, Michigan
July 1, 2003

� vii �
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Michigan county map adapted from Wilbert B. Hinsdale, Archaeological Atlas of Michigan,
University of Michigan Press, 1931.
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