
By Sue Gwise, Horticulture Educator 

Now that winter is here, evergreen trees begin to make a statement.  Their green colors, especially when the 

branches are sprinkled with snow, really stand out in the landscape.  Fir, pine, spruce, hemlock, yew, juniper 

and arborvitae are common local conifers that give us some natural color through the winter. 

Evergreens, or conifers, are a more primitive type of plant in which the seeds are more exposed or ‘naked’ 

when compared to the more advanced flowering plants whose seeds are protected by a fruit. Think of the 

seeds in the center of an apple, they are protected by the apple 

flesh. 

For the vast majority, conifer seeds are borne in cones which 

are made up of scales that are attached to a central axis.  

Nestled between the scales are winged seeds.  When the cones 

open the seeds are dispersed by the wind and animals.  These 

seeds have much less protection than seeds surrounded by fruit. 

The cones that we are most familiar with are the female cones.  

Trees also produce male cones which contain pollen, but they 

are small.  Once their job is done they disintegrate quickly.  

Female cones persist on the tree and are initially green in color.  

As they ripen they turn brown, the scales separate and the 

seeds are released. 

We use the blanket term of ‘pine cone’ to refer to these 

reproductive structures, but they are only ‘pine’ cones if they 

come from a pine tree.  Cones from spruce trees are spruce 

cones, cones from fir trees are fir cones and so on. 

Cones can vary in size depending on the tree species.  As far as 

common NNY trees go, typical brown, woody-like cones range in 

size from the tiny 3/8 inch cone of the arborvitae to the 8 inch 

long white pine cone.  The longest cones are produced by sugar 

pine which is native to the mountains of the Pacific Coast- it 

bears cones that can be 20 inches long!  Coulter pines which are native to southern California grow the 

heaviest cones.  They can weigh up to 10 pounds and they have spines! 
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Cones are useful in tree identification.  If you get confused by using needles 

for ID, sometimes distinctive cones can help.  For example, most cones hang 

down.  Firs bear their 2-inch long cones in an upright position.  Once the cone 

ripens it breaks up quickly leaving behind a candle-like stalk coated with resin.  

If you see these characteristics the tree is a fir.  If it has upright cones that are 

purple before they ripen then it is a balsam fir. 

If you see smaller (3/4”) upright cones on a tree, you may be looking at a 

tamarack, especially if you are in a swampy area.  Tamaracks (or Larch) are 

interesting because they are deciduous evergreens.  In the fall the needles 

turn bright yellow and drop off. 

In NNY you may occasionally 

encounter the Douglas fir.  It is native 

to the western US and is sometimes 

planted locally as an ornamental.  It is 

not a true fir- the 4-inch cones hang 

down and have distinctive three-lobed appendages that project 

from underneath the scales. 

Other conifers do not have the characteristic brown cones.  They 

have other reproductive 

structures that are not 

typical.  For example, the juniper has dark blue cones that resemble a 

berry.  These hard, ¼-inch fruits are used to flavor gin.  Yews have 

small, fleshy cups that contain a seed.  These attractive red seed cups 

are poisonous. 

The seeds of conifers are an important source of food for wildlife, 

especially birds.  Juniper berries attract grouse, quail, turkey, 

pheasant, bobwhite, and cedar waxwing.  White pine seeds are 

preferred by the yellow-bellied sapsucker, black-capped chickadee, 

white-breasted nuthatch, pine warbler, pine grosbeak and red 

crossbill. 
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