
Native Plant of the Month—Tamarack (Larix 
laricina) 
 

By Sue Gwise, Consumer Horticulture Educator & Master Gardener 
Coordinator 

The tamarack, or larch, is one of our more interesting native trees. 
During the summer it looks like a typical evergreen - pyramidal in 
shape and covered in tufts of green needles. Tamaracks are unique 
in that they are a deciduous conifer. This means they bear cones, 
but unlike typical conifers (pine, spruce, fir, hemlock), they shed 
their needles in the fall.  

Most often found in swamps and wet areas, the tamarack can grow 
to 80 feet tall. It has a straight central trunk that tapers to a point, 
and horizontal branches. Extremely hardy, tamaracks grow up to 
the timberline of the far north.  

The best attributes of the tamarack are the needles. In the spring 
they emerge in clusters from spur twigs. They almost look like 
fireworks bursting from the branches. The needles are soft and light green in color, unlike other evergreens 
which tend to be darker green. These characteristics make the tamarack easy to pick out from a distance.  

In autumn the needles turn a brilliant yellow. Since larch are often 
found in pure stands, they make a statement before the needles 
drop off. Again, they are easy to recognize in the fall also. In winter, 
if you see what looks like a dead evergreen, it is probably a larch.  

Since it is a conifer, it does produce very small (1/2”) upright cones 
that start off with a rose color and mature to light brown. The bark 
is reddish-brown and scaly.  

Tamaracks will tolerate a wide range of soil pH levels, from 5.0 to 
7.4. Tolerant of salt spray, it makes a good roadside tree. It prefers 
full sun but is intolerant of heat and consistently dry soil. Insects 
and disease issues are rare.  

Tamaracks can live for 200 years. Trees have been found near Lake 
Superior that are over 350 years old. The largest known specimen in New York State grows in Essex County 
and is 130 feet tall.  

Tamarack wood is decay resistant and is used for fence posts, utility poles, and railroad ties. The roots of 
tamarack can form strong ‘knees’ which are naturally bent at sharp angles. They were used as braces in boat 
hulls. Thin tamarack roots were used by indigenous people to sew together the strips used in birchbark 
canoes. 
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Contact us for more information at 315-788-8450  
or jefferson@cornell.edu.  

Visit our website at www.ccejefferson.org. 
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