
        By Sue Gwise, Horticulture Educator 

In our effort to find the largest and most impressive trees in the county, 
Master Gardeners and I have traveled to Wellesley Island, Round Island, 
Redwood, Sackets Harbor, Rodman, and places in between. We have 
seen many grand trees and we continue to look at new sites. If you know 
of a tree that is notable either in height, spread or trunk diameter contact 
me at CCE and we will arrange to evaluate the tree. 
 
Most of the large trees we have measured are oaks and sugar maples. 
Their trunk circumferences average 16 feet (5’ dbh). We have also 
measured similar-sized silver maples and cottonwood trees.  
Unfortunately these soft wooded species grow very fast and are much 
younger than their hardwood brethren of comparable size. For example, 
a cottonwood with a trunk diameter of 5 feet is likely to be less than 100 
years old, whereas an oak of the same size is probably approaching its 
bicentennial! 
 
In Rodman, Cathy Moore has what she calls ‘Grandmother’ tree. This sugar maple has a trunk circumference 
of 16 feet, 6 inches. On approach the tree looks gnarly, yet healthy, but as you walk around the far side of 
the trunk, a huge cavity that is filled with decay comes into view. It always amazes me on how trees continue 
to soldier on despite devastating damage. 

 
On Round Island we visited Richard Withington and two 
large white oak trees. One tree is marked with a plaque 
that reads ‘circa 1708.’ Apparently the sign was posted 
after a local resident counted the rings on a smaller, 
nearby fallen oak – he extrapolated the age of the living 
oak based on its trunk diameter.  This seems logical, but it 
probably does not give even a ballpark idea of age. This 13-
foot circumference tree has a spread of over 100 feet and 
is likely to be closer to 200 years old rather than 300 years! 

 
The largest tree we have encountered so far was found by 
accident. On a tip from Dave Zembiec we headed to the Sackets 
Harbor Cemetery to look at some very old northern white cedar 
trees. The trees line a path through the grounds. The largest one 
we measured had a trunk circumference of over 9 feet. This 
doesn’t sound that significant until you realize that white cedar 
trees grow very slowly – these trees are probably older than oaks 
and maples with larger trunk diameters. There are northern 
white cedars in Ontario that are over 1,600 years old! 
 

continued... 

Grandmother tree still lives despite a 
huge area of decay on the trunk.  

Notice the gnarly, buttressing root on 
the right—a sign of great age. 

 

Interesting bark pattern on northern white cedar  

 

White oak with a canopy spread of 100’  
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Contact us for more information at 315-788-8450  

or jefferson@cornell.edu. 
 

Visit our website at www.ccejefferson.org. 
 

Find us on Facebook at: 

Cornell Cooperative Extension of Jefferson County  

and Jefferson County, NY 4H  

As far as the largest tree goes, it was found in the middle 
of the Sackets Harbor Cemetery. This northern red oak 
has a trunk circumference of over 20 feet which 
translates to a diameter of 6.5 feet! Due to its spreading 
habit it was probably the first tree planted in the 
cemetery, or it was an existing tree that was present 
before the cemetery was created. Nearby graves date 
from the 1840’s. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Master Gardener Volunteer Dennis Crowley 
 with the red oak in Sackets Harbor  


