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Key to trees on the Black Hills State campus September 13, 2017    September 7, 2017    Tara & Justin Ramsey 
 
Coniferous trees 
 
1 Leaves scale-like (some needle-like leaves may be present). 

 
2 Stems spreading and prostrate; blue-green foliage; berry-like (blue) cone...............................................................................  Juniperus horizontalis (Creeping Juniper)  
 
2’ Plant upright, shrub to small tree; green foliage; cones variable. 

 
3  Berry-like (blue) cone; needle-like leaves may be present, especially on young or fast-growing stems............................  Juniperus virginiana (Eastern Red Cedar) 
 
3’ Leathery reddish-brown cone with 6-8 overlapping scales; scale-like leaves only—foliage appears very flat............... Thuja occidentalis (Northern White-Cedar) 

 
1’ Leaves needle-like. 

 
4 Needles in fascicles/bundles. 

 
5  Needles in bundles of 5. ............................................................................................................................. Pinus spp. (“White Pine Group,” probably Korean Pine) 
 
5’ Needles in bundles of 2-3. 
 

6 Dwarf tree with short, twisted needles; in fascicles of 2; cones small (2.5-5 cm long) and woody....................................................... Pinus mugo (Mugo Pine) 
 
6’ Large tree. 

 
7 Needles 13-25 cm; often in fascicles of 3, but fascicles of 2 also possible; buds reddish and often sticky; cones 7.5-15 cm long with sharp prickles on 
scales; bark becoming thick, scaly, and reddish....................................................................................................................  Pinus ponderosa (Ponderosa Pine) 
 
7’ Needles 10-15 cm; fascicles of 2; buds white; cones 6-7.5 cm long with small prickles on scales; bark dark and furrowed....  Pinus nigra (Austrian Pine) 

 
4’ Needles solitary. 

 
8 Needles sharp to the touch (ouch!). 

 
9 Needles flat, super sharp, with white upper surface; no leaf pegs; berry-like cones; shrub to small tree....................... Juniperus communis (Common Juniper) 
 
9’ Needles four-sided in cross section and arranged spirally on the twig; leaf pegs present when needles fall; tree growth form; woody (but flexible) cones.  
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10 Cones 3-7 cm long; cone scales rounded with entire margins; needles green (-blue) and moderately sharp............................ Picea glauca (White Spruce) 
 
10’ Cones usually at least 7 cm long; cone scales do not have entire margins; needles usually sharper than above. 
 

11 Needles green (-blue) and quite sharp; cones 10-15 cm; cone scales stiff and toothed; branches often droop.................  Picea abies (Norway Spruce) 
 
11’ Needles bluish and extremely sharp; cones 5-10 cm long; cone scales flexible with ruffly edges...................................  Picea pungens (Blue Spruce) 

 
8’ Needles not sharp to the touch; are, or appear to be, 2-ranked. 

 
12 Shrub to small tree, often found as hedge; needles appear two-ranked; needle tips mucronate (abrupt taper) and bases decurrent (extends down stem); two-
yellow green bands on needle bottom; cone berry-like (yellow-orange)................................................................................................................  Taxus spp. (Yew) 
 
12’ Tree; needles flat with white bottoms; leaf pegs not present; bark often has sap-filled blisters; cones disintegrate at maturity.......................... Abies spp. (Fir) 

 
 
 
 
Deciduous trees 
 
1 Leaves compound (locate bud). 
 

2 Leaves opposite (and compound). 
 

3 Leaves palmately compound, with 5-7 leaflets; fruit round with sharp, spiky projections................................................................  Aesculus glabra (Ohio Buckeye) 
 
3’ Leaves trifoliate to pinnately compound.  

 
4 3 (sometimes 5), coarsely serrate to lobed leaflets; fruits are 2-winged samaras; small to medium tree................................................  Acer negundo (Boxelder) 
 
4’ 5-7 lanceolate to elliptic leaflets with serrate-entire margins; fruits are 1-winged samaras; large tree................................  Fraxinus pennsylvanica (Green Ash) 

 
2’ Leaves alternate (and compound). 

 
5 Leaves bipinnately (twice) compound. 

 
6 Leaflets large (up to 7 cm long), ovate with entire margins; leaves large (up to 1 m long); fruit reddish flat pod.... Gymnocladus dioicus (Kentucky Coffeetree)    
  
6’ Leaflets small (1.5-2.5 cm long), ovate-elliptical with entire margins; leaves 12-20 cm, some leaves may be pinnately compound; fruit yellow to reddish 
twisted pod.................................................................................................................................................................................   Gleditsia triacanthos (Honey locust)  
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5’ Leaves not bipinnately compound. 
 

7 Leaves palmately compound; a vine with tendrils; fruits juicy and purple; foliage turns red in autumn................................. Parthenocissus vitacea (Woodbine) 
 
7’ Leaves ternately or pinnately compound. 
 

8 Leaves ternately (= 3 leaflets) compound; leaflet margins with coarse, rounded teeth; foliage strongly scented when crushed; inflorescence a terminal 
cluster of small, yellow flowers; fruits red and fuzzy; low shrub that is wider than tall................................................... Rhus aromatica (Skunkbush Sumac) 
 
8’ Leaflets pinnately compound.  

 
9 Low mounded shrub;  3-7 tiny leaflets (generally 5)—may appear palmately compound; monoecious, showy flowers with 5 yellow petals; fruits 
brown and dry, often persist through winter; bark red and shredding.................................................................. Potentilla fruticosa (Shrubby Cinquefoil)  
 
9’ Tree with many leaflets < 2 cm long. 

 
10 Leaflets small, < 5 cm long; fruits are legumes (pods).  

 
11 Leaflets oval with entire margins (2.5 cm long)—shape reminiscent of a bunch of grapes; fruit flattened brown pod (5-10 cm long); 
inflorescence a cluster of fragrant, showy white (sometimes pink) flowers..................................................   Robinia pseudoacacia (Black locust) 
 
11’ Leaflets not as large or rounded as above—ovate-elliptical with entire margins (1.5-2.5 cm long); some leaves may be bipinnately 
compound; fruit yellow to reddish twisted pod (>15 cm long); inflorescence a cluster of fragrant, small yellow flowers  
.......................................................................................................................................................................... Gleditsia triacanthos (Honey locust)  

  
10’ Leaflets large, 5-10 cm long; fruits are not legumes.  

 
12 Large tree; leaflets (10-24) ovate-lanceolate with finely serrate margins, up to 9 cm long, terminal leaflet often missing; monoecious, 
flowers inconspicuous; fruits green and golf-ball sized; leaves and fruit aromatic..................................................  Juglans nigra (Black Walnut) 
 
12’ Shrub or small tree. 

 
13 Leaflets (9-13) lanceolate with serrate margins—may be most serrate near tips, 3-7 cm long; inflorescence a terminal cluster of many 
small, stinky, white 5-petaled flowers; fruits orange-red and look a bit like crabapples; small tree or shrub (note, Oak Leaf Mountain Ash 
is often deeply lobed rather than compound).................................................................................... Sorbus spp. (Mountain Ash AKA Rowan) 
 
13’ Leaflets (9-23) lanceolate with serrate margins, 5-10 cm long, turn bright red in fall; dense clusters of red, pubescent, tart fruits; 
shrub, often with multiple gnarled stems............................................................................................................  Rhus glabra (Smooth Sumac) 
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1’ Leaves simple 
 

14 Leaves opposite (and simple). 
 

15 Leaves lobed with palmate venation; fruit a double samara. 
 
16 Terminal lobe much longer than side lobes; leaf blade 4-10 cm long, 3-7 cm wide; margins serrated; does not resemble leaf on Canadian flag; fall color 
often deep red; small tree.................................................................................................................................................. Acer ginnala (Amur aka Tatarian Maple)   
 
16’ Terminal lobe similar in size to side lobes. 

 
17 Leaf blades 8-16 cm long, 6-12 cm wide, sinuses very deep, margins serrate, leaves often chlorotic (yellowing) in the region; large tree (note, Red 
Maple and Freeman’s Maple have similar appearance, but sinuses less deep.).......................................................................  Acer saccharinum (Silver Maple) 
 
17’ Leaf blades 7-14 cm long, 8-20 cm wide, sinuses shallower than above, margins entire—resembles leaf on Canadian flag; some cultivars have 
maroon leaves in the summer; broken petioles exude white sap; large tree............................................................................  Acer platanoides (Norway Maple) 

 
15’ Leaves not lobed and lacking palmate venation  

 
18 Arcuate venation—veins originate at midrib and curve toward leaf tip; leaf margins entire; when leaf is broken springy, white strings evident at vein 
locations; twigs reddish; inflorescence a flat-topped cluster of small white flowers; fruit small and white; shrubs...............  Cornus sericea (Red-Osier Dogwood) 
 
18’ Pinnate venation—veins originate at midrib and end at leaf margin. 

 
19 Leaves elliptical, ovate or heart shaped; fruit a legume (pod) or dry capsule. 
 

20 Leaves very large (13-30 cm) and heart shaped, margins entire; fruit a pod that resembles a large green bean; inflorescence a cluster of showy 
white irregular flowers; large tree (but on campus all recent plantings).....................................................................   Catalpa speciosa (Northern Catalpa) 
 
20’ Leaves 5-7 cm long; margins entire but may appear toothed/notched due to insect herbivory; inflorescence a long cluster of small white, pink, or 
purple flowers; fruits small brown capsules. 

 
21 Multi-stemmed shrub that grows up to 4.5 m; leaves ovate to heart shaped, 5-7 cm long; inflorescence a terminal cluster of extremely fragrant 
purple (sometimes white or pink) flowers that is longer than wide; mature bark grey and shreddy........................................  Syringa vulgaris (Lilac) 
 
21’ Upright tree that grows up to 9 m; leaves elliptical to ovate, 5-7 cm long,; inflorescence a terminal cluster of tiny white flowers that is nearly 
as wide as long; bark reddish brown with prominent lenticels.........................................................................  Syringa reticulata (Japanese Tree Lilac) 
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19’ Not as above; fruits at least somewhat fleshy (never dry capsules) 
 

22 Leaves oval to ovate with entire margins; 3.5-5 cm long; bark often peels in narrow strips; irregular pink flowers that occur in pairs; fruit red to 
orange and generally paired; rounded shrub up to 3.5 m tall...............................................................................  Lonicera tatarica (Tatarian Honeysuckle) 
 
22’ Leaves ovate to elliptical with a accuminate (long pointed) tip and finely serrated margins, 6.5-10 cm long; leaves dark above and paler with 
black dots below; petiole winged; leaf undersides have black dots; inflorescence a round cluster of small white flowers; fruit dark blue drupes; large 
shrub or small tree..............................................................................................................................................................  Viburnum lentago (Nannyberry) 

 
14’ Leaves alternate (and simple). 

 
23  Leaves densely white-wooly beneath; may have two types of leaves—some lobed and maple shaped, others non-lobed and coarsely toothed; bark on young 
trees white, on old trees a mix of furrowed white and grey........................................................................................................................   Populus alba (White Poplar) 
 
23’ Leaves not white-wooly beneath     

 
24 Leaves fan shaped—veins originate at base and extend to margin; may be 2-3 lobed, or margin may be merely wavy; small tree...... Ginkgo bioloba (Ginkgo) 
 
24’ Leaves not fan shaped; venation pinnate. 
 

25 Leaves lobed. 
 

26  Leaves coarsely toothed and sometimes lobed (shallow to deep); fruits apple shaped; may have large thorns; sprouts at base of tree may have 
different leaf morphology than leaves on tree; small tree..........................................................................................................  Crataegus spp. (Hawthorn) 
 
26’  Leaves deeply lobed; fruit an acorn with fringed involucres; bark furrowed even on smaller trees.  

 
27  Lobes rounded...........................................................................................   Quercus spp. (“White Oak Group,” probably Bur Oak, Q. macrocarpa) 
 
27’ Lobes come to sharp points.................................................................... Quercus spp. (“Red Oak Group,” probably Northern Red Oak, Q. rubra) 

 
25’ Leaves unlobed. 

 
28 Leaves linear-lanceolate (narrow), with entire or very finely serrate margins. 

 
29 Leaves silvery blue—green above, silvery below, 3-8 times longer than wide; twigs silvery; fleshy fruit (1 cm) silvery green; flowers small, 
yellow and fragrant; dark brown bark peeling in strips; thorns often present; small tree.................................   Elaeagnus angustifolia (Russian Olive) 
 
29’ Leaves green. 
 

30 Nectaries present on petiole..............................................................................................................................................  Prunus spp. (Cherry) 
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30’ Petiole lacks nectaries; sharp buds; dioecious; catkin inflorescence. 

 
31 Non-sticky buds with one scale. 

 
32 Large tree; twigs and buds often yellow; leaves yellowish green above, paler below..............  Salix amygdaloides (Peachleaf Willow) 

 
32’  Shrub; leaves variable (may be super skinny or relatively wide); naturally recruited; common near water........  Salix spp. (Willow)  

 
31’  Resinous (sticky and odiferous) buds with > 1 scale and; medium to large tree; leaves dark green above, light green below; very 
short petioles......................................................................................................................  Populus angustifolia (Narrow-leaved Cottonwood) 

 
28’ Leaves not linear-lanceolate. 

 
33 Leaves heart shaped with cordate base. 
 

34 Leaf margins entire, leaf bases equal; major veins originate at base and sweep toward margin; inflorescence a cluster of showy, purple, 
irregular flowers; fruit a flattened brown pod (5-10 cm long); shrub or small tree.  (Note, somewhat resembles small Catalpa).   
...................................................................................................................................................................................... Cercis canadensis (Redbud) 

 
34’ Leaf margins serrate to coarsely toothed, leaf bases unequal. 

 
35 Leaves ovate-cordate with three veins originating from base, often covered with rounded galls; leaf surface fuzzy but not sandpapery; 
bark warty; monoecious—flowers inconspicuous, fruit round purple drupe (7-9 mm); large tree.............................   Celtis spp. (Hackberry) 

 
35’ Leaves lacking rounded galls and more distinctly heart shaped than above; leaf bases cordate; leaf surface not fuzzy or sandpapery; 
inflorescence a cluster of fragrant yellow flowers—grows from strap-like bract; fruits yellow-green, hard, and pea shaped; large 
tree.......................................................................................................................................................................  Tilia spp. (Basswood, Linden) 

 
33’ Leaves not heart shaped 
 

36 Leaf margins with large teeth.  
 

37 Leaves more or less deltoid (triangular) with truncate (flat) bases and leaf margins with even, coarse teeth. 
 

38 Leaf blades deltoid (4-11 cm wide), nearly as wide as long; leaf margins with blunt teeth; leaf tips acuminate; bark gray and 
deeply furrowed; twigs with star-shaped pith; very large trees.................................................................  Populus deltoides (Cottonwood) 
 
38’ Leaves densely white-wooly beneath; may have two types of leaves—some lobed and maple shaped, others unlobed and 
coarsely toothed; bark on young trees white, on old trees a mix of white and grey furrowed......................   Populus alba (White Poplar) 
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37’ Leaves not deltoid with truncate (flat) bases; leaf margins with uneven teeth.   
 

39 Teeth may give margins ragged appearance, may be somewhat lobed; flowers showy, white and five petaled; fruits resemble 
crabapples; may have large thorns; sprouts at base of tree may have different leaf morphology than leaves on tree; small tree.  (Note, 
some horticultural varieties may have finely serrate leaf margins and no thorns—can be very difficult to distinguish from Apple).   
..........................................................................................................................................................................  Crataegus spp. (Hawthorn) 
 
39’ Leaves oval-ovate with doubly serrate margins; fruits large, fuzzy, with ruffly bracts—green when young, drying to brown; 
shrub that generally grows in clumps.........................................................................................................................  Corylus spp. (Hazel) 

 
36’ Leaf margins entire or with small teeth. 

 
40 Leaf bases unequal. 

 
41 Leaf bases cordate; three veins originate from base; leaves often covered with rounded galls, ovate-cordate with serrate margins; 
leaf surface fuzzy but not sandpapery; bark warty; fruit round purple drupe (7-9 mm); large tree......................   Celtis spp. (Hackberry) 
 
41’ Leaf bases not cordate; only midrib originates from base; leaf venation with clear herring-bone pattern; fruit cluster of papery, 
flat, round samaras. 
 

42 Leaves ovate with acuminate tips and relatively large (8-14 cm long); leaf surface sandpapery; margins doubly serrate; large 
tree.................................................................................................................................................   Ulmus americana (American Elm) 
 
42’ Leaves not as above. 

 
43  Leaves elliptical to ovate, shiny green and relatively small (< 7cm); buds small and round; leaf orientation 2-ranked and 
gives leaf-filled branch a flat appearance (at first it may seem to be a compound leaf); medium tree that often looks battered 
with dead and dying branches; weedy saplings commonly appear in un-mowed areas..................  Ulmus pumila (Siberian Elm) 
 
43’ Leaves with unequal leaf bases, herringbone venation, paper round samaras; however, above Ulmus descriptions do not 
fit........................................................................................................................................................................  Ulmus spp. (Elm) 

 
 

40’ Leaf bases equal 
 

44 Leaf blades round to triangular (2-6 cm wide); petioles flattened; leaf margins finely serrate; leaf tips sharply acuminate; bark 
very light grey..................................................................................................................................  Populus tremuloides (Quaking Aspen) 

 
44’ Not as above 
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45 Leaf margins sharply serrate; leaves elliptical to ovate, shiny green and relatively small (< 7cm); buds small and round; leaf 
orientation 2-ranked and gives leaf-filled branch a flat appearance (at first it may seem to be a compound leaf); medium tree that 
often looks battered with dead and dying branches; weedy saplings commonly appear in un-mowed areas.   
............................................................................................................................................................... Ulmus pumila (Siberian Elm)  
 
45’ Leaf margins entire to finely serrate; or does not meet description above. 

 
46 Nectaries present on petiole near leaf base; lenticels present on twigs; fruit fleshy with a “pit” (=drupe).    

 
47 Leaves ovate (5-9 cm long) and green; flowers produced singly or in pairs and having five white to pink petals; 
uncommon on campus—planted near football field....................................................................   Prunus fremontii (Apricot) 
 
47’ Leaves obovate to elliptical; leaves green or maroon; relatively common on campus.  

 
48 Fruits and flowers produced in racemes....................................................................................  Prunus spp. (Cherry) 
 
48’ Fruits and flowers not produced in racemes...............................................................  Prunus spp. (Plum or Cherry) 

 
46’ Petioles lacking nectaries. 

 
49 Fruit an apple!  Leaves elliptical to ovate, finely serrate; flowers white-pink and five petaled; mature bark scaly; often 
has large branches < 3 m from ground.  Extremely common on campus—and many cultivars have been planted.   
.................................................................................................................................................................    Malus spp. (Apple) 
 
49’Fruit a pear!  If fruit is absent, it can be very difficult to distinguish Pear from Apple.........................  Pyrus spp. (Pear) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


