
        By Sue Gwise, Horticulture Educator 

On a recent trip to central Alaska, I was surprised to see several familiar trees.  It turns out that some of the 
trees that are native to northern New York are also native to Alaska. As far as trees go, the Fairbanks area is 
not as species-diverse as the North County, but we share 
many of the same species. Basically there are only six 
dominant trees in central Alaska: black spruce, white 
spruce, tamarack, paper birch, quaking aspen, and balsam 
poplar – all of which are native to our area. 
 
All of these species grow in boreal forests – some grow 
right up to the timberline at high latitudes and high 
elevations. They are also shallow rooted which allows them 
to grow on permafrost. That’s why the species diversity is 
so limited – not many trees can survive under those tough 
conditions. 

 
 
In Northern New York, black spruce (Picea mariana) is commonly 
found growing in peat bogs and swamps, reaching a height of 40 to 60 
feet. In central Alaska these trees grow at high elevations on 
permafrost where the annual thaw depth can be as little as 16 inches. 
As a result the trees are stunted, barely reaching 15 feet tall. But if you 
were to look at the ring growth of a permafrost black spruce it would 
be very tight and the rings would almost be impossible to count. Even 
though these trees are small they can be quite old! Black spruce 
benefit from wildfires. Burning creates a temporary increase in thaw 
depth and exposes the mineral soil which is best for seed 
regeneration. 
 
 
 
 

Lower elevations of the boreal forest are dominated by white 
spruce (Picea glauca) and paper birch (Betula papyrifera). The 
green spruce needles combined with the white peeling bark 
of the birch is quite striking. White spruce is also quite 
successful in growing on permafrost.  Although it is also 
shallow rooted, paper birch grows best on soils that are free 
of shallow permafrost. 
 
Tamarack (Larix laricina) is a deciduous conifer and this time 
of year it looks like a dead evergreen. In northern New York it 
grows in bogs and peatlands. It prefers the same 
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A white spruce boreal forest with Denali 
looming in the background 

 

Spruce-birch forest 

 

The flexible trunks of the paper birch  
make tunnels and arches 
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environment in Alaska except that it grows in bogs that are underlain with 
permafrost. In the boreal forest it is the fastest growing conifer. 
 
Balsam poplar (Populus balsamifera ) and quaking aspen (Populus 
tremuloides) round out the central Alaskan tree species. Both are pioneer 
species and they seed into disturbed areas. The balsam poplar is easily 
recognized by its large, resinous, and fragrant buds which can be used to 
make balms and salves. These short-lived trees are replaced by conifers in a 
natural setting. 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Large, sticky buds of the 
balsam poplar 

 


