
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cornell Cooperative Extension in Suffolk County provides equal program and employment opportunities. 

 

 

Extension Education Center 
 
423 Griffing Avenue, Suite 100 
Riverhead, New York 11901-3071 
t. 631.727.7850 
f. 631.727.7130  

How To Tell the Difference Between Different Evergreens 
 
 
How do I tell what a pine is? 
 
Pine needles come wrapped in a bundle by a papery, waxy sheath at the base of the bundle.  
Pines come with 5, 3, and 2 needles per sheath 
• Five needles: eastern white, swiss stone, limber and Japanese white 
• Two needles: Austrian, mugo (swiss mountain), Scots, Japanese black, Japanese red 
• Three needles: pitch pine 

 
How do I tell the difference between spruce and fir? 
 
True fir (Abies):  
 
Needles green to the wood 
Needles that have been shed leave a round scar 
Needles have a swollen base 
Needles are dark above and light beneath 
Needles are flat and blunt (EXCEPT Abies cepahlonica Meyer’s dwarf fir) 
End buds USUALLY resinous 
Cones upright and stiff 
Cones disintegrate 
MOST with branches that do not droop 
 
 
True spruce (Picea) 
Spruce has round needles, fir has flat needles 
Spruce needles when pulled off the branch leave a small “thingie” attached, fir do not  
Spruce branches are more radially arranged than fir 
Needles NOT green to the wood 
Needles have brown spur or bristle 
Needles do not have swollen base 
Needles are usually round as opposed to flat 
Needles usually sharply pointed 
Needles do not have white lines EXCEPT P. omorika 
End bud usually NOT resinous 
Cones pendulous and long 
Cones do not disintegrate 
Branches usually drooping, especially P. omorika 
 
 
 



How do I tell what a hemlock is compared to other similar evergreens with NEEDLES? 
 
Hemlock has two white lines down the back of the of the needle 
 
If I am looking at scale leaved evergreens, how do I tell the difference? 
 
False cypress (Chamecyparis) has white banded lines on the back of the scales, arborvitae do 
not. 
 
 


