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River Birch by Lyn Chimera

   

People love the beauty of Paper Birch trees (Betula papyrifera) but have realized they are short lived and susceptible to 
the birch borer. Luckily there are a number of wonderful other native alternatives which I think are much more interesting.

River Birch (Betual nigra) is a favorite and does very well in our area. Due to its name you might think it would need to 
grow near water, but it will grow in a wide variety of conditions. It does prefer moist to wet soil but will tolerate drought 
once established.  This is a large multi stem tree growing 40 – 70 feet high. The exfoliating bark is spectacular. As the top 
layer of tan/cinnamon colored bark peels back it exposes underlying shades of pink, brown, gray and occasionally white. 
Some of the best features of this tree are its exceptional insect and disease resistance, ability to hold up well in the wind 
and can tolerate high summer temperatures. On top of all this is has a lovely light yellow fall color. Truly an all-season 
interest specimen.

If you prefer the white bark, try Paper or Canoe Birch (Betula papyrifera).  The bark is white with a hint of salmon underneath 
and black marks referred to as eyebrows where branches attached.  This is also a large tree growing 60-80 feet high and 
20-23 feet wide. It prefers full sun and moist, acidic, sandy or silty loam soil but will tolerate a wide range of soil conditions. 
In nature it grows as a single specimen but is often sold in clumps. The leaves turn buttery yellow in fall. This birch is often 
referred to as The Queen of the Forest because of its beauty.

Yellow birch (Betula alleghaniensis) is a large tree with a wide crown growing 60-70 feet high. The bark of this birch is quite 
different being satiny bronze to golden in color with horizontal cream markings. It peels off in small curls giving the tree 
a shaggy appearance from a distance. It prefers wet to moderately moist soil and can tolerate some shade but does not 
tolerate drought. This variety of native birch is more resistant to leaf minor. The yellow birch is the primary birch for timber 
valued for furniture and veneer wood.

Remember, if you want to plant a tree always check for an appropriate native first. 
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