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History of Vilas County Forests 

After the Wisconsin glacier created the terrain and soil of this region 10,000 years ago, 
the area developed into a vast primeval forest with many kettle lakes. Red and white pine 

dominated the upland forests. The widespread glaciers of this era also reduced the sea level 

enough that people could trek across the Bering Sea from Asia and develop a primitive 

hunting/gathering tribal culture here. In modern times French explorers like Jean Nicolet were 

the first Europeans to arrive. They gave many of the names to our locations, like Lac de 

Flambeau (“lake of the torches”) and Presque Isle (“almost an island, peninsula”), but their main 

activity in the 17
th

 and early18
th

 century was trapping beavers for fur. However by the end of the 

18
th

 and early 19
th

 century Americans like John Jacob Astor had taken over the fur trade. More 
importantly, as developers and settlers expanded westward from the Atlantic coast to harvest 

lumber and develop agricultural land the demand for ownership increased. So in 1832 following 
the Black Hawk War the Federal government negotiated treaties with Indians for ownership of 

the land, and after surveying offered it for sale in 1871. Logging corporations purchased most of 

it.   

 Logging was prosperous and focused on large white pine trees to be used for lumber in 

the growing communities in the south and east. The trees were cut into 16 foot logs, hauled by 

oxen to a river, and then floated or rafted to sawmills. 

 

      FIGURE 1 

 
   Cutting a pine log in the 19

th
 century. 

From: Boulder Junction; the early years:1880’s to 1950’s. Friends of the Library, 

Boulder Junction Wisconsin. 
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When logging began in Vilas County in the last decade of the 19
th

 century logs made 
their way down the Manitowish River and the Flambeau flowage to a sawmill in Chippewa Falls.  

But by 1900 the pine trees near the waterways had been harvested, and new technology brought 

steam haulers and railroads to the area, arriving in Boulder Junction in 1903. In 1908 the 

Milwaukee Road extended the line 13.5 miles north to the Upper Peninsula of Michigan. 

 

 FIGURE 2 
 

  
 

     

A 1914 map of railroads in our area.  
From: Boulder Junction; the early years:1880’s to 1950’s.  

Friends of the Library, Boulder Junction Wisconsin. 

 

Note the line going north from Boulder Junction past Wildcat Lake and through what is now 

Natural Lakes to Blue Gill Lake in the Upper Peninsula. After the railroad was abandoned in 1926 

part of this track was developed into a private road, now our Bluebill Road. The name of the lake 

in Michigan is obscure on this copy of the old map. Apparently the name has been changed and is 

no longer on current maps to check whether it was Blue Gill or Blue Bill. Could the name of this 

lake been Bluebill? The account of the naming of our road in the history of Natural Lakes on our 

website does not suggest that Bluebill Road was named from the old railroad track going to what 

may have been called Blue Bill Lake. But the coincidence is interesting. 
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Access to railroads not only extended the area that could be logged for pine, but extended 
the harvest to the large red pine, hemlock, and maple trees. The areas were clear-cut, and the 

leavings burned. And forest fires were very frequent. This clear cutting was done with the idea of 

making the area suitable for farming. Although the soil in southern and central Wisconsin was 

fertile and did support farming, in northern Wisconsin it did not, so the land remained barren 

until the forest could recover.  

FIGURE 3 

 

What much of the land looked like 100 years ago. 
 From: Boulder Junction; the early years:1880’s to 1950’s.  

Friends of the Library, Boulder Junction Wisconsin.  

 

National and State governments bought much of this “worthless” land back from the logging 

companies and established National and State forests. Under the direction of Wisconsin Northern 

Highland State Forest, the Civilian Conservation Corps planted many acres of pine trees during 

1933-1942. The State also established timber reserve areas including the Dunn Lake Natural 

Area that we now call “Virgin Pines.” The rest of the area developed a second growth forest. 

Fast growing, short lived species (Aspen, Balsam fir and Jack pine) were the early trees to 

recover in the burned over areas and were followed by many others. The locations where 

particular stands of trees have grown back have depended on the local conditions of the soil, 
particularly its water level, and clay and mineral content. Only the balsams and the aspens have 

reached maturity. There has not been time for the pines and the hardwoods to achieve the size 

they were 100 years ago.  
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Forest management has changed greatly since the early 20
th

 century. It now focuses on 
meeting the environmental, economic, recreational and social needs of the area and preserving 

enduring productivity. The details of sustained management depend on the characteristics of the 

site, but in general involve promoting optimum growth by appropriate harvesting and selective 

removal of underbrush. Natural Lakes Owners’ Management Association follows these 

principles for managing our common lands. Of course individual owners primarily consider 

building a house and landscaping, but many also consider the long range forest productivity of 

their land. 

Forests in Natural Lakes 
We have several different types of forests with different trees growing in them. Table 1 

lists the 26 different trees native to our area. In the 1940’s the owner of what is now Natural 
Lakes, Henry Fromm, planted several stands of pines. The rest of our forest lands have recovered 

naturally. Because of the glacial terrain, most of the soil is sandy and slightly acid.  Water level 

and runoff are the primary conditions that determine the growth of particular trees. 

• Aspen mixed forest. Aspens (often called “popples”) are rapid growing, short lived 
trees which develop in well drained sandy soil in upland areas. Paper birch and 

balsam are now the most abundant trees in these areas. But where there is adequate 

sunlight many other varieties of trees have sprung up.  

• Red and white pine forest. Most of the areas where pine trees predominate were 
planted, but pines are recovering in the aspen mixed forest. Red and black oak thrive 

in sunny spots of pine forests. 

• Northern Hardwood forest. On higher ground maples predominate, along with 
black ash. Their dense shade limits the growth of other trees. 

• Forested wetlands. Tamarac and, black spruce predominate with arborvitae and 

hemlock also present. Yellow birch is found in the higher level of these forests. 
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Table 1 

TREES OF NATURAL LAKES 

Evergreens, Conifers 

Pines 

White pine,   Pinus strobes. *** 

Red pine,   Pinus resinosa. *** 

Jack pine,   Pinus banksiana. **    

Balsam fir,   Abies balsamea.**** 

Spruces 
White spruce,   Picea glauca. ** 

Black spruce,   Picea mariana, ** 

Tamarack, larch,   Larix laricina. *** 

Hemlock,   Tsuga canadiensis. ** 

Cedar, Arbovitae,   Thuja occidentalis, ** 

 

Deciduous, Hardwoods 

Maples 

Red maple,   Acer rubrum. **** 

Sugar maple,   Acer saccharum, **** 
Mountain maple,   Acer spicatum. * 

Birches 

Paper birch, white birch,   Betula papyrifera. ****  

Yellow birch,   Betula alleghaniensis. ** 

Speckled alder,    Alnus incana. **** 

Ironwood,   Ostrya virginiana. ** 

Oaks 

Black oak,   Quercus velutina. ***  
Northern pin oak,  Red oak. Quercus ellipsoidalis. *** 

Aspens 
Bigtooth aspen,   Populus grandidentata. ** 

Quaking aspen,   Populus tremuloides. ** 

Black ash,   Fraxinus nigra. ** 

Pin cherry,   Prunus pensylvanica. **  

Basswood,   Tilia americana. ** 

Mountain-ash,   Sorbus americana. * 

Small flowering trees or shrubs 

Viburnum,   Viburnum lentago   

Alternate leafed Dogwood.   Cornus alternifolia 

Chokecherry   Prunus virginiana,  

 
The asterisks are a rough indication of the frequency of each species. There has never 

been a formal count.  
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Description of the Trees 
 

Conifers 

White pine, Pinus strobus   

     

            

Identification 
Tall tree with dark grey bark. The needles are 2-4 inches long and in clumps of 

five. The cones are slender 3-5 inches long.  

Habitat 
Grows best on fairly fertile well drained sandy soils. Moderately shade tolerant. It 

is a common component of climax forests.  
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Growth 
Areas of white pine were planted in the 1940’s and 50’s. Now it is frequently 

springing up in appropriate locations. The seeds germinate two or three years after the 

cones drop. It is a fast growing tree and its shade prevents the growth of most hardwoods, 

though oaks grow synergistically with pines 

Uses 

 Greatly valued for lumber because it is strong, easily worked and long lasting. It 

is also a popular Christmas tree. Squirrels and birds eat the seeds, and deer browse on the 

twigs. 

 

Red pine, Norway pine, Pinus resinosa                                                  

        

Identification 

As indicated by the name the bark is reddish, especially when wet. The needles 
are the longest of the pines ( 4-5 inches) and clumped in twos. The cones are ovoid.  

Habitat 
 Red pine is widespread throughout north-eastern US and south-eastern Canada. It 

grows well on sandy acidic soils in level ground or slightly rolling hills adjacent to lakes 

and swamps. Here in Natural Lakes it is mainly in upland forests. 

Growth 

 It is a large, sturdy, long-lived tree. Although our red pines are relatively young, 

in other locations specimens over 400 years old and 150 feet tall have been identified. 

Uses 
 Its wood is used for structural lumber, poles, pulp, and railroad ties. It provides 

cover and resting sites for many animals, and squirrels and birds feed on the seeds. 
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Jack Pine Pinus banksiana    

 

Identification 
 The needles are the shortest of the three pines, and are in clusters of two or three. 

Habitat 
 Jack pine is common in Canada and northern Michigan, Wisconsin, and 

Minnesota. It tolerates less fertile and drier soils than the other pines, and is one of the 

first trees to recover after fire or clearing. In Natural Lakes it is one of the early trees in 

the aspen cover type forest.  

Growth 

 It is the fastest growing pine, but generally lives for only about 60 years. Mature 

trees are about 60 feet tall, and 8-10 inches in diameter. It is the most shade tolerant of 

the pines. The seeds can live in the cones for several years, even after the cones have 

fallen to the ground, and are shed during warm dry weather. Jack pine is susceptible to 

many insect and fungus diseases. 

Uses 
 The moderately heavy hard wood is valuable for pulpwood, lumber, and 

telephone poles. 
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Balsam fir, Abies balsamea 

 

                    

    

Identification 

 The needles of balsam fir are distinguished from spruces by being present only at 

the sides of the twigs rather than circled around them. Balsam needles are darker green 

than spruce. The needles of hemlocks are also dark green, but are shorter. Another unique 
feature of balsam fir is the shape of the top of the tree. It is a steep narrow spire.  

Habitat  
Balsam fir is widely distributed in Northern North America. In newly disturbed 

land balsam fir may dominate the site for 10 to 25 years. It grows in a wide variety of 

soils, and is associated with all the forest groupings in Natural Lakes. Our area is 

especially suitable for them.  
Growth 
 Seed fall begins in September and continues through November. The seeds are 

spread by wind, often blowing long distances over frozen snow.  They germinate 

abundantly, and because deer do not browse on seedlings, balsam fir may well be our 
commonest and widely distributed tree. The saplings are shade tolerant and grow more 

rapidly than the other conifers in our region. Mature trees reach a height of 40-90 feet 
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with a diameter of 12-18 inches, but balsams  are commonly relatively short lived and are 
especially vulnerable to wind damage. 

Uses 
Because of its fragrance and shape balsam is a favorite Christmas tree, and 

branches are often used for wreaths. The wood is used primarily for pulp, but lumber 

from large trees has a market, being light weight. Many small animals including ruffed 

grouse feed on the seeds and balsam stands provide cover and winter yarding areas for 

deer. 

 
White spruce  Canadian spruce, Picea glauca 

  

Identification 
 The needles are on all sides of the twigs distinguishing it from balsam fir; and are 

longer, 4.5 inches, than black spruce. It gets its name because its bark is lighter than black 

spruce. 

Habitat 
 White spruce is a component of the aspen cover forest. This is the southern limit 

of its range. 

Growth 

 It is long lived, but grows relatively slowly, capable of reaching a height of 100 
feet and trunk diameter of 2 feet. It is intermediately shade tolerant, less tolerant than 

maple and balsam fir, but more tolerant than aspen and paper birch. 

Uses 

It is a valuable lumber tree that is also used for specialty items such as sounding boards, 

paddles and oars, cabinets, boxes, and food containers. Birds, notably grouse, feed on the 

seeds. 
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Black spruce,  Picea mariana 

     

Black spruce and tamarack in wetland forest, In October the tamarack leaves turn yellow and 

drop their needles.  

  

Identification 
 Spruce needles are shorter than balsam fir and are attached all around the twig, 

not just the side. Also the top of the tree is not quite so spire-like .Black spruce needles 

are shorter and somewhat darker than white spruce, and the bark is darker. 

Habitat 
Black spruce is an important part of our wetland forest along with tamarack. It 

grows best in wet organic soil and is moderately tolerant of shade. On higher ground it is 

associated with white spruce, balsam fir, jack pine and quaking aspen.  
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Growth 
 Black spruce grows more slowly than other trees in the stand. Mature trees can 

reach 65 feet tall with a diameter of the trunk of 9-10 inches. The cones can shed seeds 

for several years. 

Uses 
 Black spruce is a high quality pulp wood, but is occasionally used for lumber. It is 

a fairly popular Christmas tree. Birds feed on the seeds. 

 

Tamarak,  Larix laricina 

 

       

Identification 
 The needles resemble spruce, but are shorter and finer. The main point for 

identification is their location in wetlands, and yellow needles in the autumn that are shed 
leaving the tree bare in the winter.  

Habitat 
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 It is tolerant of cold winters and short summers. Here tamaracks are the 
predominant tree of the wet lands, along the shore of ponds and swamps. It can grow in 

other moist soils, however. Northern Wisconsin is the southern range. 

 

Growth 
 It is slow growing long lived, up to 150 years 

Uses 
 The wood is used chiefly for pulp, and is especially useful for semi-transparent 

paper. Because it is rot resistant it is also used for posts. Porcupines feed on the bark, and 
squirrels eat the seeds. 

 
Hemlock. Eastern hemlock. Tsuga canadiensis. 

  

 

Identification 
 It is a dark green conifer with short needles located on the sides of the twigs. It is 

distinguished from balsam by being a little darker green and having shorter needles. It 

lacks the spire top of balsam and is shaped like spruces. Trunks are dark brown. 

Habitat  
Hemlock grows on moist rocky ridges, ravines, and hillsides with sandy loam, along side 

of balsam fir, paper birch, maple, white pine, and the other trees of our area.  

Growth 
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 These trees grow slowly. A 40 year old tree is typically only 6 inches in diameter 
and 40 feet tall. But they are long lived, often 200-300 years The small cones which are 

less than an inch long shed seed from October thorough out the winter. Hemlock 

seedlings are extremely shade tolerant, but susceptible to drying. Hemlock is relatively 

uncommon in Natural Lakes, partly because of disease caused by the insect, Adelges 

tsugae. 

Uses 
The wood is used extensively as construction lumber, and tannins produced by the 

bark were at one time used for tanning leather. It was for the bark that hemlock was 
harvested in the early 20

th
 century. Hemlock stands provide cover for deer, but deer do 

feed on the saplings. Hemlock ranks seventh in deer preference.  
 

Arborvitae, Eastern white cedar, Tsuga occidentalis 

     

Identification 
 This is the only cedar that grows here. It is easily identifiable by its soft scale-like 

leaves. 

Habitat 
 It is found in cold climates of Eastern Canada and northern US, and requires 

moist alkaline soil, so it is located along lake shores or river banks. Balsam fir, tamarack, 

black spruce, and yellow birch are commonly associated. Arborvitae grows best in full 
sunshine, but will grow in the partial shade of other trees.  

Growth  
Seeds are dispersed from cones in late September through October, and spread by wind.  

They germinate early the next summer, and develop into seedling trees only when the 

temperature is warm and the soil moist. Vegetative reproduction can occur in swamps. 

Deer find it a favorite winter food, so regeneration has been poor and we have relatively 

few specimens. Arborvitae grows very slowly but is long lived, the oldest known 

specimen being over 1000 years old. Typical trees reach 40-50 feet with a diameter of 9-
12 inches. 

Uses 

Deleted:  
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 It is a popular landscape tree often used for tall hedges. The wood is primarily 
used for fencing and shingles, and the pioneers used it for ribs and planking of canoes. 

Stands of arborvitae provide year round cover for birds and animals. 

 

 

Hardwoods 

 
Red Maple, Soft maple, Acer rubrum  

  
Identification  
  The typical five lobed maple leaves differ from sugar maple in being sharply 

toothed with red stems. They are 3-5 inches in both directions. In the fall the leaves 
typically turn red but some trees are bright yellow or orange. 

Habitat 
 Red maple is widespread in eastern North America. Here it grows predominantly 

in our well drained upland hardwood forest areas, along with sugar maple and black ash.  

Growth 

 It flowers in March or early April with bright red blossoms. The winged seeds are 

spread by wind in June. The seedlings are modestly shade tolerant, and thrive after fires 

or clear cutting.. When fully matured red maples can be 12 -20 inches I diameter and 70 

feet tall  

Uses 
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 The lumber is mainly used for flooring. It is softer than sugar maple and not as 
good for furniture, and though the sap can be harvested for sugar it is not as good as 

sugar maple. Deer browse on the seedling. 

 

 

 

 

 
Sugar maple, Hard maple, Acer saccarum. 

  

 

 

Identification 

 The 3-5 inch five lobed leaves have smooth edges, and turn yellow or orange in 
the fall. A few trees turn red. The grey bark of small trees is smooth but becomes rough 

and ridged with growth. 

Habitat 

 It is widespread in eastern North America, and in Natural lakes is a component of 

our upland hardwood forests. 

Growth 
 Sugar maple is slow growing, long lived tree that reaches diameter of 12-20 

inches and a height of 120 feet. It is shade tolerant and relatively fire resistant. It flowers 
in early spring. The seeds drop in the fall before the leaves turn color. 

Uses 
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 The sap is used for syrup, of course. The wood is the hardest of the maples and is 
valuable for furniture. Deer browse the seedlings. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Mountain maple, Moose maple, Acer spicatim, 

   
Identification 
 The leaves differ from the other maples: 3lobes, not 5, and the surface is rough 

and hairy, not slick 

Habitat 

 Being shade loving it grows in the understory of the hardwood forest. 

Growth 
 It is a small tree or a large bush. Seeds are shed in late summer. 

Uses 

None. 
 

 

 

Paper birch,  Betula papyrifera   
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Identification 

 Paper birch is evident from the white peeling bark. 

Habitat 

 Paper birch grows in cold climates; Wisconsin is its southern limit. It recovers 
early after fires or logging and is common along with balsam fir in the aspen cover forest 

areas of Natural Lakes, especially on north facing slopes. 

Growth 

 It grows rapidly, but is a relatively short lived tree largely because it is susceptible 

to a fungus which is apparent as mushrooms on the trunk.. Mature trees reach a height of 

130 feet and a trunk diameter of 18 inches. It flowers in April-May with typical hanging 

catkins. Seeds ripen in late August. 

Uses 
 Because of the high oil content of the bark Native Americans used it for their 

canoes. It makes good firewood, but soot from the bark clogs chimneys. 
 

 

Yellow Birch,  Betula alleghaniensis 
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Identification 
 These trees are best identified by their yellow-brown shaggy peeling bark. 

Habitat 

 It is relatively sparse and opportunistic, growing in moist but well drained soils, 
typically in the border between wetland and aspen cover forests. It is moderately shade 

resistant. Seedlings require disturbed soil and sunlight to develop. 

Growth 

 Yellow birch is a large slow growing tree, reaching a height of 75 feet, and living 

150-300 years. It is more resistant to fungal diseases than paper birch, but often does lose 

branches from disease. Flowering catkins appear in April, and seeds fall in October. 

Uses 

 The dense light-colored wood is valuable for furniture. Twigs can be used for tea. 
 

 
Speckled alder, Alnus incana( subsp. rugosa) 

  

Identification 

 It is very common species of the birch family. It is easily distinguished from the 
other birches by its small size and dark smooth, non-peeling bark. 

Habitat  
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 It requires full sunshine and can tolerate wet soil, so it grows along the shores of 
streams, swamps and roadsides. 

Growth 
 Although it can reach a height of 30 feet, speckled alder is more of a bush than a 

tree. It is fast growing and short lived. 

Uses 

 None. A reason for including it as a tree is that it is a major source of birch pollen, 

the main allergenic tree pollen of our are 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ironwood, Hop hornbeam,  Ostrya virginiana 
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Identification 
 The leaves are similar to paper birch, but more elongated. Brown leaves often 

persist into early winter. The bark, which is dark brown and does not peel, distinguishes it 
from the other trees in the birch family.  

Habitat 
 It is a minor understory tree in the aspen mixed forest areas and in the northern 

hardwood forests. 

Growth 
 Ironwood is a relatively small tree, 50-60 feet, and relatively short lived. Seeds 

which are tiny nuts are shed in fall and early winter and dispersed by wind or birds.  

Uses 
 Unlike many other hardwoods deer do not brows on the saplings. The trunks are 

too small for lumber, but make excellent posts. Native Americans used extracts for pain 

relief. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Black oak,  Quercus velutina 
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Identification 

 Black oak is distinguished from northern pin oak by the shape of its leaves which 
are not as deeply notched as northern pin oak. They are brown in the fall and stay on the 

tree most of the winter. 

Habitat 

 Black oaks grow in well drained sandy soils often associated with pine and maple 

trees. 

Growth 
 Oaks flower in early May at the time the leaves appear. Acorns ripen in Late 

August/September and are dispersed by squirrels or blue jays. Seedlings require sun for 
development. The trees grow slowly for up to 150 years. Mature trees have a diameter 

of18-24 inches and height of 150 feet.  

Uses 

 The hard wood is valuable for furniture and paneling. Here it is often harvested 

for firewood. Squirrels eat the acorns 
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Northern pin oak,  Red oak, Quercus ellipsoidalis,  
 

      

 

     

Identification 
The leaves are distinctive. They are 3-7 inches long and have three deeply cut lobes with 

sharply pointed tips. They turn red in the fall, and stay on the tree during the winter. 

Although it is bright red in the fall, it is not properly called “red oak.” 

Habitat 
Northern pin oak is native to Ontario, Minnesota, Wisconsin, and Michigan, and south to 

Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, and Iowa. It tolerates rather dry sandy soil, but is intolerant of 

shade. It is often located in pine forests. 
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Growth 
Northern pin oak is a slow growing long lived tree, reaching a height of 70 feet. Acorns 

require two years to mature are produced every other year. They are spread by squirrels 

and blue jays from late August to October. 

Uses 
   Like all oaks, the wood is valuable for furniture, doors, cabinets and floors. 

 

 
Big toothed aspen, Popple,  Populus grandidentata,. 

 

  

Identification 

 The bark of small trunks or limbs is smooth and light gray, almost as white as 
paper birch. Unlike the birch it does not peel. Some trees have a yellowish tint. As the 

tree grows the bark becomes dark grey and rough. Big toothed aspen is distinguished 

from quaking aspen by the shape of its leaves which have deeply seriated edges. 

Habitat 
 Aspens are distributed throughout northeastern North America. Big toothed and 

quaking aspens grow together in moist upland sandy soils where the water table is 2-5 

inches below the surface. Quaking aspens are more abundant here, but big toothed aspens 

are more prominent at higher levels. Both are very intolerant of shade.  

Growth 

 Aspens are among the first trees to recover in cleared land. Typically many 
sprouts come up in clusters from the roots of a fallen tree. These young trees are called 

clones because they all have the same genetic structure. Interestingly, this was the 

original application of the word “clone.”Of course, aspens also sprout from seeds, but the 

clones grow faster. Seed are shed in late April and distributed by wind. Aspen sprouts are 

fast growing, and overshadow maple and oak. Aspens are also short lived, 50-70 years, so 

that most of them that began the forest renewal here have died, although occasional 

young aspens are scattered where there is adequate sunshine. Mature aspens are 70-80 

feet tall with a diameter of the trunk of 10-14 inches. 
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Uses 
 The light wood is used for pulp and particle board. Minor uses include pallets, 

boxes, match splints, chopsticks, ice cream sticks, and ladders Because of their rapid 

growth in cleared areas, there is some interest in using the pulp for ethanol production. 

Deer browse on them and ruffed grouse eat leaves and flower buds. 

 

 

 
Quaking aspen, Populus tremuloides 

          

 

Identification 
 The bark of small trunks or limbs is smooth and light gray, almost as white as 

paper birch. Unlike the birch it does not peel. Some trees have a yellowish tint. As the 

tree grows the bark becomes dark grey and rough. Quaking is distinguished from big 

toothed aspen by the shape of its leaves which have finely seriated edges. From a distance 
the trees are identifiable by the quaking of their leaves in the lightest breeze. 

Habitat, growth, and uses are the same as big toothed aspen. 
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Black Ash., Fraxinus nigra 

    

 

Identification 

 Black ash, a tall deciduous tree, is best identified by its leaves which are unique 

among the hardwoods of our area. They are compound with 7-13 oppositely located 

leaflets which are finely toothed. 

Habitat 

 Black ash typically grows in wet slightly acid organic soils along with tamarack 

and black spruce. However, in Natural Lakes our few trees are mostly located in the 

hardwood forests at poorly drained depressions where the soil has more clay and is 

wetter. It is not tolerant of shade. 

Growth 
 Black ash can sprout from stumps, but germinate mostly from seeds which are 

shed in late summer. However seed production is erratic; many years there is little if any 

production.  The seeds can lie dormant for several years. It is a relatively fast growing 

long lived tree, reaching a height of 30-50 feet and a diameter of 10-12 inches. New 

growth is mainly from seeds, but sprouts can develop from stumps. 

Uses 
 The wood is lighter than other ash trees. It is used for furniture and cabinets. Logs 

have been used to build log houses. Dear brows on the twigs and leaves and bird eat the 
seeds. 

 

 



28 

 

 

Pin cherry, Prunus pensylvanica 

  

   

Identification 
 Pin cherry is best identified by its unique bark which is smooth, dark brown with 

linear bumpy horizontal ridges. The 2-3 inch pointed leaves are simple and elongated. It 

has beautiful white blossoms in the spring; and in the fall the small, bitter fruit is bright 

red.  

Habitat 

 It is an early growing but minor component of the aspen mixed forest, being one 
of the first to recover after fire or cutting. It is very shade intolerant. 

Growth 
 Height is 30-40 feet, diameter of the trunk up to 8-10 inches. It grows fairly 

rapidly, but is short lived, 30-40 years. 
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Uses 
 There are no commercial uses, but birds, especially ruffed grouse, eat the buds 

and seeds.  

 

 

Basswood, Tilia americana    
 

   

Identification 

Basswood is a tall tree best recognized by the large size of its leaves which are 4-5 inches 

across. It has small white flowers. 

Habitat 
 Basswood grows on moist well drained soils with other hardwoods. It is shade 

tolerant.  Its range is from southeastern Canada to east-central US. Here it is an 
occasional tree in both the aspen mixed forest and northern hardwood forests. 

Growth 
 Seeds are spread by wind in late September, but most young trees come from 

sprouts of stumps. It is a medium sized tree, that can reach a height of 70-90 feet and a 

diameter of 12-24 inches. It grows faster than maple and ash, but slower than birch and 

aspen. 

Uses 
 The relatively soft wood works exceptionally well and is valued for hand carving. 

Indians used the inner bark, or bast, as a source of fiber to make rope, baskets and mats. 

Basswood flowers produce an abundance of nectar from which choice honey is made. In 
fact, in some parts of its range basswood is known as the bee-tree.  
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Mountain ash, Sorbus Americana,   

 

     

Identification 
 This small tree is readily identified by its bright red berries and its unique leaf 

pattern. They  differ from black ash by being very serrated. 

Habitat 

 Mountain ash is widely distributed in northeastern North America. In Natural 
Lakes it is a rare tree in upland areas. 

  

Uses 

 The berries are edible but sour unless made into jam. (Or even homemade wine.) 
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Small Flowering Trees or Shrubs 
 

Viburnum, Nannyberry Viburnum lentago  

 

 

Identification 

 A bush or small tree, best identified by its blossoms and fruit. 

Habitat 

 Viburnum is widely distributed in areas of neutral moist soil of northern US and 
Canada. Here it is a rare flowering plant in the understory of open woods. 

Growth 
 It is only moderately shade tolerant. It blooms in May, and is 16-25 feet tall. 

Uses 
 Birds and squirrels eat the fruit. Native Americans used the leaves as a diuretic 

and emetic 
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Alternate leafed Dogwood.  Cornus alternifolia 

 

   

Identification 
 This small tree is best identified by its blossoms. It flowers in June-July. 

Habitat 
 It is uncommon here, chiefly growing at the edge of mature forests, particularly 

hardwood forests, where the soil is moist but well drained. 

Growth 
 Alternate leafed dogwood is a large bush or small 30 foot tree.  

Uses 

 Deer browse on the leaves. Bear enjoy the fruit. 

 

Chokecherry, Prunus virginiana 
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Identification 
 Chokecherry is a small tree or shrub, best identified by its flowers in the spring 

and small cherry-like fruit in late summer. The bark is smooth and brown. It is 

distinguished from pin cherry by its leaves which are broader and egg shaped. 

Habitat 
 It is an understory tree in the aspen mixed forest. 

Growth 
 It sprouts from seeds or after a fire from the roots. The short lived trees can reach 

a height of 30 feet. 

Uses 

 The cherries are edible and make good jelly or jam.  Deer browse on the leaves, 

and chipmunks and bears eat the fruit. 

 

Additional Information 
More details can be obtained from web sites. 

1. Discover Life:   http://www.discoverlife.org/mp/20q?guide=Trees 

2. Robert W. Freckmann Herbarium, University of Wisconsin - Stevens Point 
http://wisplants.uwsp.edu/scripts/Searchcategory.asp?category=Tree&LIM=0&sortop

=Taxa 

3. Trees of the Northwoods: 
http://www.rook.org/earl/bwca/nature/trees/index.html 

 

  Many of the photographs have been copied from the internet. I took others.  

 


