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The signature tree for fall color in the Northeast is the sugar 
maple, Acer saccharum.  It is known for its brilliant fall colors 
which can range from bright yellow, to shades of red and 
orange.  The best fall color seems to come from warm, sunny 
days and cool but not freezing nights.  Leaf color is determined 
by three pigments: chlorophyll which gives leaves their green 
color; carotenoids which produce yellow, orange and brown 
colors and anthocyanins which produce red and purple leaf 
colors. 
 
The sugar maple is the official state tree of New York, Vermont, 

West Virginia and Wisconsin.  It is also the national tree of Canada.  Native to North America, the sugar 
maple is widespread in the mixed hardwood forests of the eastern United States.  Its range extends from 
Nova Scotia and Quebec, west to Ontario, southeastern Manitoba, and western Minnesota, south to 
southern Missouri, and east to Tennessee and northern Georgia.  Sugar maple trees are most common in 
New England and the Great Lakes states as well as Ohio, Pennsylvania and New York. 
 
Sugar maple, sometimes called “hard maple,” is one of the most valuable hardwoods as it is heavy, strong 
and attractive.  The lumber provides a variety of patterned wood such as tiger maple, birdseye maple and 
curly maple.  Some common uses for the wood are cabinets, furniture, paneling, flooring, gunstocks, tool 
handles, bowling pins and alley lanes, pool cue shafts, butcher's blocks, musical instruments and paper 
(pulpwood). 
 
Sugar maples also provides us with tasty maple syrup.  The sap, collected in late winter to early spring, is 
usually concentrated by boiling.  A maple tree will produce 10 to 20 gallons of sap per tap.  It takes about 
40 gallons of sap to make one gallon of maple syrup.  A healthy maple tree should be able to produce sap 
for many years if properly tapped.  Real maple syrup is a multi-billion dollar industry in the United States 
and Canada. 
 
The sugar maple tree is also important to many types of wildlife.  White-tailed deer, moose and snowshoe 
hare commonly browse sugar maple.  Frequent browsing of seedlings by white-tailed deer can be a 
problem for forest regeneration.  Squirrels feed on the seeds, buds, twigs and leaves.  Old, hollow maple 
trees sometimes provide living quarters for squirrels, raccoons and cavity-nesting birds.  The trees are also 
a source of food to many insects which in turn provide food for many songbirds.  Bees collect pollen from 
the male flowers. 
 
Sugar maple trees can grow in a wide variety of soil types but they prefer soils that are deep, well-drained, 
moist, rich and slightly acidic.  They need full sun to part shade.  Sugar maples are not tolerant of 
prolonged heat, excessive drought, thin soils, flooding, or excessive root damage.  They are winter hardy in 
zones 3 to 8. 



 
Sugar maple trees are planted around homes because of the colorful fall foliage and for shade.  Do not 
plant this tree under utility lines or in small spaces as it will grow 60 to 100 feet tall and spread 40 to 50 
feet wide.  Sugar maples do not make the best street trees because they are intolerant of road salt, 
compacted soil, high heat and air pollution.  In heavy, poorly drained soils they are susceptible to stem and 
root injury and verticillum wilt may occur.  “Maple decline,” which is periodic die-back of relatively large 
trees, has been attributed to acid rain and other air pollutants, but its exact causes are not understood.  It 
seems to be triggered when healthy trees are stressed repeatedly.  Planted under the right conditions the 
slow-growing sugar maple can have a long lifespan of 300 to 400 years.  Urban trees generally have a lower 
lifespan. 
 
If you are shopping for a sugar maple for your landscape there are many cultivars.  ‘Green Mountain’ is 
noted for heat and drought tolerance.  It typically grows 40 to 70 feet tall and 45 feet wide with a broad 
pyramidal form.  According to the Missouri Botanical Garden, it is noted for its rapid growth rate, straight 
central trunk, thickened and strong crotches, thick deep green foliage and resistance to leaf hoppers and 
leaf scorch.  In the fall, the dark green leaves turn predominately yellow with elements of red and orange. 

 
‘Newton Sentry’ is the most common of the narrow, upright, columnar sugar maple 
cultivars.  It was introduced into the nursery trade around 1885 as ‘Columnare.’  
Relatively slow-growing it grows 40 to 50 feet tall with a spread of just 10 to 16 feet 
wide.  It grows one foot or less annually.  Trees lack a single central trunk above six 
feet from the ground.  Leathery dark green leaves with wavy margins develop good 
yellow, orange and red fall color.  In the landscape it can be used as a vertical accent 
or as a formal tree hedge or allee.  ‘Temple's Upright’ is a similar columnar variety 
that is often confused with ‘Newton Sentry.’ 
 
‘Bonfire’™ is a fast growing sugar maple cultivar.  The mature height of 50 to 70 feet 
with a 40 feet spread makes it a good selection for the home landscape.  It is 

adaptable to various soils, is fairly tolerant of heat, but dislikes air pollution and soil 
compaction.  It is well named as its colorful fall display is yellow, orange and red 
leaves. 

 
Not only are sugar maples an iconic image of fall but they are truly valuable trees whether they are in the 
forest or your backyard. 
 
Resources for this article include:  USDA Forest Service, Cornell University, USDA NRCS, Missouri Botanical 
Garden, Ohio State University, Illinois State Museum, Virginia Tech, Illinois Wildflowers, University of 
Kentucky and NYS Maple Producers Association. 
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