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A Tale of Two Twigs
How to Tell One Tree from Another
T H E  A G E  O F  W I S D O M

Dr. Blake A. Grisham, wildlife biologist · Grisham Field & Feather

I Know how botanists name a tree S TART  H E R E

Botanists give each species one scientific name, the same in every language, under rules that settle which name holds;1,2 common
names vary among places and people.3 Botanical terms are precise for the same reason: each has one meaning, so two people who
describe the same twig use the same words.
O N E  N A M E ,  T W O  PA RT S

Quercus velutina Lam.

genus
capitalized

specific epithet
lowercase

author
Lamarck

black oak, one name in every language; both parts in italics

T H E  O L D E S T  N A M E  H O L D S
with few exceptions, the earliest correctly published name

1 May 1753 1927 1985

Species Plantarum
Linnaeus: species

names begin

Q. nuttallii
Nuttall oak

named

Q. texana
an older name
found to apply

C O M M O N  N A M E S  WA N D E R

“pin oak” in the Delta: nearly
every red oak with pointed lobes;
only one species is pin oak

one tree, three names: swamp
chestnut oak, basket oak, and
cow oak

II Learn the terms used in keys

The node is the point on a twig where a leaf is, or was, attached; leaf arrangement is determined there. A bud forms where the
leafstalk (i.e. petiole) meets the twig but never at the base of a leaflet; therefore, a bud marks where a whole leaf begins.4 Of the fruits
named in this guide, an acorn is a nut in a scaly cup, a samara is a dry fruit with a wing, and a drupe is a fleshy fruit around a stone.5

A  T W I G

internode

terminal bud

node

leaf scar
bundle scars

lenticel

bud above
the scar

bud in the axil

petiole

blade

S I M P L E  O R C O M P O U N D

bud: a whole
leaf starts here

no bud at
a leaflet

rachis

leaflet
pinnately
compound:
leaflets along
a central stalk

palmately compound:
leaflets from one point

T H E  E D G E

entire: smooth

toothed

sinus

lobed
bristle tip

lobed, with
bristle tips

The terms used most often in keys, shown on a twig, on compound leaves, and on four leaf edges.4,5

Opposite
two leaves at each node

MAD CAP HORSE: five groups
section III

Alternate
one leaf at each node

most trees: sort by leaf, fruit, and bark
section V

Whorled
three or more at each node

a few, such as catalpa and buttonbush
section III

The first question: how are the leaves arranged on the twig?

opposite alternate

Grisham Field & Feather · Lubbock, Texas · grishamfieldandfeather@gmail.com A guide for land and wildlife · page 1 of 4



G R I SH A M  F I EL D  &  F EAT H ER A  G UI D E F O R  L A N D  A N D  W I L D L I F E

III Determine leaf arrangement first

Leaves are arranged in one of three ways: opposite, two per
node, on opposite sides of the twig; alternate, one per node; or
whorled, three or more per node. Most trees have alternate
leaves.4 Before calling a tree opposite, make four checks:

Truly opposite leaves most likely place a tree in one of five
groups that students of dendrology (i.e. the study of trees) learn

as MAD CAP HORSE: maples, ashes, dogwoods,
Caprifoliaceae, and horse chestnut and its native relatives, the
buckeyes.4 Since I learned this technique, DNA studies have
moved the viburnums and elderberries out of Caprifoliaceae
into the viburnum family8,9 and merged the maple and buckeye
families into the soapberry family.10 The technique still works.
Taxonomy is always being revised, as professionals know, and
this guide uses the system I learned and used.

A few opposite-leaved trees are exceptions: catalpa, often in
whorls of three; fringetree and swamp privet, olive-family
relatives of the ashes; buttonbush; and princesstree, an escaped
ornamental. Conversely, alternate-leaf dogwood is a dogwood
without opposite leaves.4

IV Separate the opposite-leaved groups

A dichotomous key is a series of paired choices; at each step, read every choice, select the one that fits, and continue. The key below
ends at the group level. For species, I recommend a pocket guide (e.g., Petrides’s or Sibley’s)11,12 and, for twigs you take home to your
own “laboratory,” a regional key (e.g., the University of Arkansas Herbarium’s; elsewhere, your state’s, online).13–16

HORSE Buckeyes
red buckeye, not in the low bottoms

M Boxelder
a maple with compound leaves

A Ashes
green; pumpkin in swamps; white on ridges

CAP Elderberry
often a shrub; ditches, old fields

M Maples
red, silver; Drummond’s in deep swamps

D Dogwoods
roughleaf, stiff; flowering on drier ground

CAP Viburnums
possumhaw viburnum, wet woods; rusty blackhaw

3 to 5 coarse-toothed leaflets; paired
winged fruits

usually 5 to 9 leaflets; single-winged
fruits in hanging clusters

wide white pith; purple-black fruit in
flat-topped clusters

veins curve toward the tip; a torn leaf
hangs on threads

no threads when torn; blue-black
fruit in clusters

leaflets from one
point, like fingers

leaflets along a
central stalk

lobed, with main
veins from the base;
paired winged fruits

not lobed

compound:
leaflets on
one stalk

simple:
one blade

truly
opposite
leaves

A key to the opposite-leaved groups, with members in and around the Delta.3,4,17–20 Leaves vary; confirm with fruit when possible.

V Sort alternate-leaved trees into major groups

Most trees have alternate leaves, far too many to key on one page, or on four; regional guides serve that purpose.13–15 However, the
major groups a beginner learns first are each recognized by a few features, listed below.2–4,21 If the list is new to you, start with this
guide’s twin, The Season of Light, which shows several of these groups in pictures.

Oaks. Acorns; buds clustered at the twig tip. Section VI.
Hickories and pecan. Pinnately compound; husk splits into four parts;

solid pith. Pecan on fronts, water hickory on clay flats.
Walnuts. Pinnately compound; chambered pith; husk does not split. Black

walnut.
Elms. Leaves doubly toothed, lopsided at the base; flat, papery, winged

fruit. American elm.
Hackberries. Lopsided leaf base with three main veins; warty bark.

Sugarberry, abundant in the Delta.

Sweetgum. Star-shaped leaves, alternate (unlike a maple’s); spiny, ball-
shaped fruit. Fronts and ridges.

Sycamore. Maple-like leaves; bud hidden in the base of the leafstalk; bark
flakes to white. Fronts.

Willows and cottonwood. Willows: narrow leaves, each bud under one
caplike scale; cottonwood: flattened leafstalk. Black willow in sloughs,
cottonwood on fronts.

Baldcypress. A conifer that drops its needles; knees. Swamps, with water
tupelo.

Several nodes on several twigs. An opposite-leaved tree
that has lost leaves or limbs may appear alternate.6

Nodes below the tip. Alternate-leaved trees often crowd
buds or leaves at the twig tip (e.g., oaks and blackgum).4,7

Leaves, not leaflets. Paired leaflets lack a bud at their base.
Buds and leaf scars in winter, which keep the arrangement
after the leaves fall.4
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VI Work through one example: the Delta oaks O N E  F U L L  E X AM P L E

This example comes from the bottomlands around Black Oak, Arkansas, my hometown. Oaks are identified by group, then species.

S T E P  1 RE D  O AK GRO U P W HI T E  O AK GRO U P

Leaf a bristle at the tip of each lobe, or of an unlobed leaf lobes and tip rounded; no bristles

Acorn maturation two growing seasons; a twig in summer may carry small first-year and nearly
mature second-year acorns

one growing season

Shell interior densely hairy (i.e. feltlike) smooth or thinly hairy

After dropping bitter; dormant in winter, germinating in spring sweeter; most germinate in fall, soon after dropping

Buds usually pointed usually rounded

Group characters.2,7,22 Overcup, a white oak, is one Delta exception; its acorns stay dormant under winter floodwater and germinate in spring.3

S T E P  2 L E AF ACO RN

RE D  O A KS 1 cm (0.39 in)

Willow oak
Quercus phellos

Unlobed and narrow, 5 to 13 cm (2 to 5 in) by up to 2.5 cm (1 in); smooth
edges and a bristle tip.

About 1.3 cm (½ in), round, striped; a thin
saucer cup covers a quarter.

Water oak
Q. nigra

Spoon-shaped, widest near the tip, 3 to 12 cm (1¼ to 4¾ in), often with
two or three shallow lobes there; shape varies, and some leaves can pass for
willow oak’s or other oaks’. Brown leaves persist into winter.

1 to 1.4 cm (about ½ in), nearly black; a flat
saucer cup covers a quarter or less.

Pin oak
Q. palustris

5 to 16 cm (2 to 6¼ in); five to seven lobes; sinuses two-thirds or more of
the way to the midrib. Lower limbs droop and hold many short dead twigs
(i.e. the pins).

1 to 1.6 cm (⅜ to ⅝ in), round, striped; a thin
saucer cup covers a quarter.

Nuttall oak
Q. texana

7.5 to 20 cm (3 to 8 in); five to eleven lobes; sinuses deep, wide, and
rounded.

1.5 to 2.6 cm (⅝ to 1 in), oblong, striped; a third
to a half sits in a deep cup pinched at its base;
this acorn separates it from pin oak.

Shumard oak
Q. shumardii

10 to 20 cm (4 to 8 in); five to nine lobes; sinuses past halfway; many
bristles; hairless beneath except for tufts in the vein angles.

1.4 to 3 cm (½ to 1¼ in), oblong; a shallow,
thick saucer cup covers a quarter to a third.

Cherrybark oak
Q. pagoda

9 to 30 cm (3½ to 12 in); five to eleven shallow lobes at right angles to the
midrib; woolly beneath. Bark in scaly plates, like black cherry’s.

0.9 to 1.5 cm (⅜ to ⅝ in), round; the cup covers
a third to a half.

W HI T E  O A KS

Overcup oak
Q. lyrata

10 to 25 cm (4 to 10 in); lyre-shaped, with five to nine irregular lobes, some
cut nearly to the midrib; often white and hairy beneath.

1.2 to 2.5 cm (½ to 1 in), almost enclosed by a
warty cup; the spongy shell floats.

Swamp chestnut oak
Q. michauxii

10 to 28 cm (4 to 11 in); unlobed, widest near the tip, with large, rounded
teeth; feltlike beneath.

2.5 to 3.8 cm (1 to 1½ in); a bowl-shaped cup of
thick scales covers a third to a half.

Crowley’s Ridge red oaks include black oak (large, fuzzy, angled buds; yellow inner bark) and southern red oak (turkey-foot leaf, long end lobe).4,23

Characters that separate the bottomland oaks in this example.2–4,24 Acorns are drawn to one scale, with shapes simplified.

VII Use your location

Each Delta oak tends to occupy a particular floodplain position, as the figure shows.3,21,23 Take care in towns, around homesteads,
and in similar places, because what we planted does not always follow what the land says should be there.

front

water oak

slough, low flat

overcup oak, with
water hickory

high flat

Nuttall and willow
oaks; pin oak in the

north

ridge

willow, water,
cherrybark, and

swamp chestnut oaks

swamp

baldcypress, water
tupelo; no oaks

terrace

cherrybark, swamp
chestnut, Shumard;

upland oaks on the oldest

upland, e.g.,
Crowley’s Ridge

southern red, black,
and white oaks

channel, e.g.,
Cockleburr Slough

often only
0.6–0.9 m (2–3 ft)

about 75 m (250 ft)
above the flats

Where each oak grows across a Delta floodplain, from the wettest sites to the driest; cherrybark and swamp chestnut oaks may be absent from the Mississippi River’s own
floodplain.3,21,23,25 Do not read it left to right: natural drivers and people set the order, extent, and place of each site, but the pattern holds. Floodplain relief is
exaggerated, and the upland is much higher than drawn.
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Field card for an unidentified tree Use one card per tree, and collect a twig with several leaves rather than a single leaf.

Place Date Tree number

1 Arrangement opposite alternate whorled · nodes checked

2 Leaf simple pinnately compound palmately compound · leaflets

3 Edge entire toothed lobed · bristle tips yes no

4 Veins one midrib from the base curving toward the tip

5 Size and shape length cm · widest near the tip middle near the base · base even lopsided

6 Twig buds clustered at the tip single · pith solid chambered

7 Fruit acorn samara drupe or berry nut in a husk pod capsule none · cup covers

8 Bark smooth furrowed plated scaly warty flaking

9 Ground front flat slough ridge terrace upland · water in winter yes no

10 Photographs whole tree bark twig with leaves leaf, both sides fruit

Use the card with the key in the same order: twig first, then leaf, then fruit.
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Disclaimer. This guide is general information for
education. It is not legal, financial, tax, or professional
advice for a particular property or project, and reading
it does not create a client relationship. Laws,
regulations, and program rules change; confirm the
current rules with the agency or funder before you act.
Grisham Field & Feather LLC makes no warranty and
accepts no liability for actions taken on the basis of this
guide. Tree identification can involve legal
considerations: obtain permission before entering or

collecting on land that is not yours, and follow the
regulations of parks and refuges. Do not eat any fruit,
nut, or leaf identified with this guide.
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