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The oak family (Quercus) is made up of approximately 600 species worldwide.  There are at least 55 oaks native 
to the United States.  Sixteen species are native to New York.  Since oaks readily hybridize with other oaks, 
classifying them can be difficult.  Before the United States was colonized, forests covered almost 1 billion acres.  
The oak-hickory forest ecosystem ranged from New York to Georgia and from the Atlantic coast to Iowa and 
northeastern Texas.  Oak trees can live over 200 years and provide many benefits including lumber and food for 
wildlife.  More than 100 species of birds and mammals eat acorns. 

 

Oaks are valuable in the landscape as shade trees, specimens and street trees.  Many even have great fall color.  
A large, mature oak is simply majestic in the landscape.  Since most oaks need a lot of room they are not a good 
choice for small yards.  When planting an oak leave enough space for it to mature.  For most oak trees that 
means a space 80 feet tall by 80 feet wide.  It can be difficult to grow grass or other plants underneath an oak 
due to the shade.  Construction work around oak trees can lead to oak decline as the root growth and 
development are affected. 

 

Oaks tend to be slow growing.  Generally oaks grow best in deep, loamy soil but they are often found growing in 
a wide variety of soils.  Many oaks will not tolerate poor soil drainage but grow best in a moderately moist soil.  
Match the species requirements with your specific site. 

 

Oaks are divided into two groups – white and red.  Most “white oaks” have 
leaves with rounded lobes that are not tipped with bristles.  The most 
important members of this group in New York are white oak, swamp white 
oak, bur oak, post oak and chestnut oak.  The “red oak” group is 
characterized by leaves having pointed, bristle-tipped lobes.  The most 
important members of this group in New York are black oak, red oak, scarlet 
oak and pin oak. 

 

Oak trees have male flowers on one part of the branch and female flowers 
on another part of the same branch.  From those flowers an acorn is born.  
A single oak tree can produce thousands of acorns in one season.  Oaks do 
not have a high reproductive success rate, mainly because of all the critters 

that eat their acorns.  White oaks bear acorns every year while red oaks bear alternate years as their acorns 
take 2 years to mature.  The immature acorns are very helpful in recognizing the members of the red oak group, 
especially during the winter months when the trees are without leaves.  Red oak acorns have more tannin in 
them than the white.  This makes them more astringent and less preferable to eat.  Animals eat white oak 
acorns in the fall which helps them build energy reserves before winter.  They rely on red oak acorns for their 
winter stash as the acorns stay dormant until spring, whereas white acorns germinate shortly after dropping to 
the ground. 

 

White oaks (Quercus alba) grow 50 to 100 feet tall, with an equal or greater spread.  Slow growers (only 10 to 
15 feet in 12 years) they can live several hundred years.  White oak prefers moist, acidic and well-drained soils, 
although it is adaptable and can tolerate occasionally wet soils and moderate drought.  They grow best in sun or 
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part shade.  White oak is difficult to transplant so move them when they are small.  Plant in the spring for best 
results.  Any pruning should be done in winter or early spring.  It will do well as a lawn specimen provided it has 
plenty of room.  White oaks can become massive as they age, with trunks six feet in diameter.  In the fall the 
bright green leaves turn dark wine-red to purplish.  White oak is highly sensitive to its roots being disturbed.  If 
you are trying to save an oak on a construction site, leave the area within the drip line totally undisturbed. 

 

Northern red oak (Quercus rubra) is a medium sized tree with a rounded to broad-spreading, 
often irregular crown.  In the landscape they grow moderately fast to a height of 75 feet.  
This oak prefers fertile, sandy, finely-textured acidic soils with good drainage in full sun.  
They can withstand moderately alkaline soil pH and they tolerate dry sites once they are 
established.  They are fairly easy to transplant and can tolerate salt and pollution along city 
streets.  Dark green leaves turn russet-red to bright red in autumn.  Northern red oak is 
susceptible to oak wilt which is a systemic fungal disease that has no cure. 

 

Pin oak (Quercus palustris) is a popular tree used for street plantings, lawn specimens and 
shade trees.  They are easy to transplant and grow.  “Pin” refers to the short, pin-like side 
twigs or spurs.  Palustris means “swampy” since native pin oak is found primarily on wet 
sites.  Pin oak grows 60 to 70 feet tall and 25 to 40 feet wide.  They will grow about 18 
inches per year.  The pin oak has a straight trunk and small, well attached branches.  The 
lower branches droop, the middle branches grow horizontally and the upper branches are 
upright.  If you have this tree in your yard, prune drooping branches in winter or early 
spring.  They grow in sun or part shade and require moist, rich, acid, well-drained soils.  
They do not tolerate high pH soils.  On alkaline soil (pH greater than 7.0) leaves will develop 
iron chlorosis, turning yellow.  The glossy, dark green leaves change to bronze or red in the 
fall. 

 

Oaks are subject to many pests, depending on the species.  Problems include galls, scale insects, borers, weevils, 
leaf spots, bacterial leaf scorch and oak wilt. 

 

Resources for this article include:  USDA Forest Service, National Wildlife Federation, Ohio State University, 
Clemson University, Cornell University and Missouri Botanic Garden. 
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