
Native Plant of the Month—Black Cherry 
 

By Sue Gwise, Consumer Horticulture Educator & Master Gardener 
Coordinator 

If you think the only interesting thing about cherry trees is that George 
Washington chopped one down, think again. Common in native 
forests from Florida to Maine, this beautiful tree has many uses, 
ranging from cough syrup, to veneer, to caskets.  

The most distinctive identifying feature of the black cherry is the bark.  
Young bark is reddish-brown and satin smooth with many prominent 
white, horizontal lenticels. Older bark is a dark reddish brown to black 
in color. It breaks into small, brittle scales. In a forest setting, Black 
Cherry trees can be identified from a distance due to this distinct bark 
pattern and color. Incidentally, cherry cough syrup is derived from the 
inner bark. 

The leaves of the black cherry are a shiny dark green in color and have 
a distinct almond or cherry odor when crushed in addition to a bitter taste. They are finely toothed and 
arranged alternately on the twigs. The elongated clusters of small, white flowers appear in May in Northern 

New York. The edible, but bitter cherries ripen during August and 
September. They are a favorite of birds who distribute the seed over a 
wide area. The fruit can be used for making jelly and wine. 

Black Cherry is an excellent wildlife species. In addition to native birds, 
it is attractive to beneficial insects. The scaly bark is a good site for 
overwintering, egg laying, and shelter. The leaves are a food plant for 
the larvae of over 400 species of butterflies and moths, including the 
Eastern Tiger Swallowtail. Pollinators in search of nectar can find it in 
the flowers AND the leaves! The leaf stems (petioles) have distinctive 
glands that lure ants who protect the tree from herbivore pests. 

Black Cherry grows best in open areas with full sun, but it will tolerate 
some shade. It prefers rich, deep, and moist soils, but it is somewhat 

site adaptable. It will grow on soils with acidic to neutral pH levels. It is best located in more natural settings 
because the wood tends to be brittle, and the trees are subject to breakage. It is best not to plant Black 
Cherry adjacent to your home or over a driveway for this reason. 

While heights of 50 to 60-feet are most common, the most highly 
prized Black Cherry trees are those growing in dense stands, causing 
them to shoot up to 120-feet in height. These tall trees are free from 
branching for one-half or more of their height, resulting in an 
excellent quality wood free of knots and defects. Their wood is 
particularly valued for furniture and veneers. They are valued so 
greatly that tree thieves have been known to cut them and carry them 
away by helicopter! Despite their potential throughout the rest of the 
country, the largest Black Cherry identified in New York State, located 
in Monroe County, is only 72-feet tall. Comparatively, a prized Black 
Cherry tree in Minnesota towers at 120-feet. 

The prominent lenticels of a cherry twig. 

The distinctive scaly bark. 

Extrafloral nectaries at the base of a cherry leaf. 
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Initially, cherry wood is pink in color and it darkens with age. The wood is hard and lightweight. Air dried 
cherry weighs only 36 pounds per cubic foot, as compared to shagbark hickory which has a dry weight of 51 
pounds per cubic foot. The finished wood is smooth grained, with almost no shrinking or warping, making it 
ideal for furniture. Folklore says that Daniel Boone made cherry caskets and he would occasionally sleep in 
them. He gave all but one (his own) away to the needy. 
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