
TREES OF DICKINSON COUNTY 

Tree crafts 

Find a variety of  

craft and activity ide-

as all about trees on 

our website’s Just for 

Kids page! 

-Tree cookie maze 

-Thumbprint tree 

-Giving tree 

 

 

Oaks 

Iowa’s state tree is the oak, although the State Legislature never designated a specific 

species of oak. 

The state has 12 species of native oak trees: Pin oak, red oak, shingle oak, northern pin 

oak, black oak, blackjack oak, white oak, bur oak, swamp white oak, chinkapin, post oak 

and dwarf chinkapin oak. 

Of those, two or three are native to northwest Iowa. The most common tree would be the 
bur oak, distributed statewide, and the red oak is also native to northwest counties. The 
northern pin oak is considered native to northern Iowa according to some sources and 
specifically to northeast Iowa according to other sources. 

We’ll discuss all three species that are most likely native to Dickinson County: 

Bur oak (Quercus macrocarpa) 

Bur oak trees are distributed throughout Iowa and are common in both oak 

savanna habitats as well as deciduous forests. They can live as long as 300 years.  

Size :Bur oaks 
are stately trees, 
growing slowly. 
They live 
hundreds of 
years but are an 
average of 50-
100 feet tall. 

Habitat: Oak 
savannas are a 
common home 
of the bur oak, 
where the 
canopy is made 
of large oaks and 
the savanna floor is a healthy mix of native prairie grasses and flowers. 

Bur oaks grow well in prairie settings with dry-mesic to wet-mesic soil, and they 
also grow well in denser forest settings, although in forests they tend to grow taller 
and straighter amidst competition. 

In overgrown forests, bur oaks can get choked out by other, more shade tolerant 
species, because bur oaks love full sun. 

Leaves: Bur oak leaves are quite easy to decipher, with their deep, curved lobes. 
Fine hairs make the underside look lighter in color. 

Seeds : Like other oaks, bur oaks produce acorns. They have a hairy cup that 
extends far around the seed. 

Wildlife love bur oak acorns and have been recorded to enjoy them more than red 

oaks because of lower tannins, making them more mild-tasting. 
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Red oak (Quercus borealis) 

The bur oak is a slow-growing species, but red oaks tend to grow faster with enough sun-
light. 

Size: Red oaks grow up to 80 feet tall but are quite stout, with a trunk of up to 3 feet. 

Habitat: These oaks are also distributed statewide and also love full sun, although they 
can tolerate part shade. 

Their native tendency was to grow on moist, loamy soils on north-facing slopes, although 
they are used in urban landscaping and 
can deal with dry and acidic soils. 

Leaves: Red oak leaves may be what you 
think of when you think of an oak leaf. It 
has 7-11 lobes that are much sharper 
than the lobes of the bur oak leaf, and 
the leaves have bristled tips. 

Seeds: Red oak trees also produce acorns 
that are eaten by a variety of wildlife. 

 

Northern pin oak (Quercus ellipsoidalis) 

Also called the Hill’s oak, this one has a discrepancy about where it’s actually natively lo-
cated in Iowa. It could or couldn’t be native to northwest Iowa specifically, or it could just 
be a northeastern Iowa species. 

Size: The northern pin oak is a little smaller tree, growing up to 75 feet with a diameter of 
2 feet. 

Habitat:: The northern pin oak isn’t all that popular for landscaping since its lowest 
branches tend to grow down, but it is a great species for oak savanna restorations as it 
withstands controlled burns very well. 

This species of oak also likes full sun but 
will tolerate partial shade. 

Leaves: Pin oak leaves are similar to red 
oak leaves with sharper tips on the lobes. 
However, the sinuses are deeper, reach-
ing almost three-quarters of the way to 
the midvein. 

Seeds: This oak also produces acorns in 
a finely hairy cup that covers only one-
third to one-half of the acorn. These 
seeds are eaten by a variety of wildlife. 
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Tree give oxygen 

To eat, trees go through 
a process called photo-
synthesis. To do this, 
their leaves pull in car-
bon dioxide and water 
through tiny pores, 
called stomata, and use 
energy absorbed from 
the sun to turn the CO2 
and H2O into sugars. 

During that process, the 

tree releases 02, which is 

oxygen, from the leaves’ 

stomata. 

What’s interesting is that 

it takes about equal parts 

carbon dioxide to make 

that same amount of 

oxygen. It takes six mol-

ecules of carbon dioxide 

to produce one molecule 

of glucose — the sugar 

that the tree needs for its 

metabolism. During 

photosynthesis, the tree 

then releases six mole-

cules of oxygen as a bi-

product.  

 

Cottonwood 

If you walk around the Iowa Great Lakes, you'll see plenty of towering cottonwood 
trees (Populus deltoides). 

They live to be 80-100 years old, although they have weak branches that struggle to 
withstand ice and rain. 

The heartwood of the trunk tends to rot inside a cottonwood, and sometimes when 

branches break off, that allows small mammals access to the hollow interior, which serves 

as a safe home. 

Size: Cottonwood trees can grow 75 to more than 100 feet tall, and they have very wide 
canopies. Trunks are also quite wide, up to 4 feet in diameter. 

Habitat: Cottonwoods are common in the Iowa Great Lakes area because they like wet 
mesic soil. You can find them in river floodplains or near wetlands. 

Leaves: Cottonwoods can easily be identified by their leaves. Leaves are shaped like a 
rounded triangle, are simple and are located alternately along the branch. Each leaf is 3-6 
inches, smooth and has a toothed edge. 

Seeds: These trees get their name from the seeds that they produce. They grow in a 
capsule with long lines of seeds that then float in the breeze on a cotton-like tuft. 

 

Basswood 

It seems like, when people list the trees of Iowa, that many don't think about, or possibly 
know about, basswood (Tilia americana). 

However, basswood is a common tree that occurs statewide and is often interspersed with 
maples and oaks. 

Size: Basswoods grow 75-100 feet or more, and they grow quickly. If planted at the same 
time as other hardwoods, basswoods will often outgrow the other trees and take over the 
canopy. 

Habitat: Basswoods like mesic soil and part shade. 

Leaves: The base of the leaf is heart-shaped and often unequal. The surface is smooth 
except for small tufts of hairs in the vein axils beneath. Leaves are simple, alternate and 
nearly round with toothed edges. 

Seeds: Basswood trees produce a nut-like seed, similar to a walnut, that is a food source 
for birds and small mammals. 
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Black walnut 

Black walnut trees (Juglans nigra) are probably best known for two things — their seed and 
their wood. 

Although not as commonly eaten as an English walnut, what you would find in a grocery 
store, black walnuts can also be eaten if harvested, processed and stored correctly. They 
have an especially strong nut flavor that some people love! 

The tree also is valued for its use for hardwood furniture and decor. 

Size: Black walnuts grow 75-150 feet tall when mature. 

Habitat: Black walnut trees grow well in mesic soil, in part shade to full sun. 

Walnuts tend to take over an area, because their roots contain juglone, a toxic substance 
that kills off susceptible plants. 

Leaves: Black walnut leaves are once-pinnately compound, alternate each other instead of 
opposite each other on stalks 1-2 feet long with 11-23 leaflets. They are ovate-lanceolate-
shaped, 2-4 inches long and finely toothed. The surface of each leaf is hairless but the bot-
tom is hairy. 

Leaves are a golden yellow in the fall. 

Seeds: Trees begin to bear 
fruit in 12-15 years. They 
are partially self-fertile, but 
having multiple trees in an 
area helps with pollination. 

The hard-to-crack shell 
encases the nut. Beware, 
crushed shells can stain 
fingers, clothing and even 
concrete. 

Fox squirrels especially 
love black walnuts, as do 
other wildlife. 

 

Silver maple 

In the east half of the state, sugar maples reign supreme. Who doesn’t like maple syrup? 

However, the silver maple (Acer saccharinum) is still a wonderful tree found in Dickinson 
County. They have actually been hybridized with red maples for a pretty, fast-growing tree 
(Acer freemanii). 

Size: Silver maples grow 75-100 feet tall. It is a fast-growing tree, growing up to 24 inches 
each year. 

Habitat: Maples like wet-mesic soil and part-shade to full sun. 
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Leaves: Silver maple leaves are simple, with each leaf growing on its own stalk opposite 
another. They have five deep lobes, and those lobes have toothed edges. The underside of 
each leaf is very pale or whitened. Maple is the lone standout in northwest Iowa with red 
leaves in the fall, adding some color variety to the landscape. 

Seeds: Maples are known for winged seeds called samaras that grow about 1.5-2.5 inches 
long. Squirrels, birds and other small animals enjoy eating the seeds that have different 
nicknames, including helicopters, whirligigs, polynoses and spinning jennies. 

Elms 

Two kinds of elms can be found statewide in Iowa, the American Elm (Ulmus americana) 
and the red elm (Ulmus rubra) or the slippery elm.  

American elm 

American elms have battled disease, like many types of trees native to Iowa. Dutch 
elm disease was introduced from Europe in the 1930s and affects young American 
elms before they reach maturity. 

To combat its affect, Chinese elm trees were introduced to Iowa, but these have 
been found to be quite invasive in native areas. 

It can be told from red elm because of its red and white, striped bark. Red elms 
have solid red bark. 

Size: American elms grow 75-100 feet tall. 

Habitat: American elm tend to grow well in mesic soil with partial sun. 

Leaves: Leaves are simple, alternate, elliptic and have an uneven base. The edges 
are doubly-toothed, and veins run directly into the teeth. 

Seeds: Called samaras, these seeds are flat, elliptical-shaped and have a wing to 
help them distribute. 

Red (slippery) elm 

Red elms are not as susceptible to Dutch elm disease as American elm trees are. It 
is also known as slippery elm because its inner bark is moist and slippery to the 
touch. 

Size: Red elms grow 40-60 feet tall, although they can reach up to 80 feet. 

Habitat: Red elms like dry-mesic to wet-mesic soil and full sun. 

Leaves: Like the American elm, leaves are simple, alternate, elliptic and have 
slightly uneven bases. The lower surface is paler and hairy. Elms have yellow fall 
leaves. 

Seeds: The red elm’s samara is more round than the American elm’s seed. The 
wing section is smooth while the seed cavity is hairy. 
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Evergreens 

Iowa has two kinds of native evergreen trees, which stay green year-round due to their 
rolled-up, waxy leaves that are known as needles. These leaves are resistant to cold and 
stay moist, keep them green all year long.  

Eastern red cedar (Juniperus virginiana) 

Red cedars are native to Iowa, but they are 
often considered a pest and are challenging 
for conservation groups attempting to pre-
serve prairie and oak savannas. That is be-
cause these trees do not stay where planted. 
Instead, they spread and thrive because they 
can withstand grazing, drought and fire. 

Size: Although you often see small eastern 
red cedars that have spread and are just start-
ing to grow, if left alone they can reach 
heights of 50-75 feet. 

Habitat: Eastern red cedars can grow just 
about anywhere, but they really like dry, calcerous soil and full sun. 

Leaves: The evergreen needles grow in four rows, opposite of each other. The 
new foliage at the tips of branches is prickly. 

Seeds: Red cedars produce berries that are a food source for a variety of wildlife. 

Eastern white pine (Pinus strobus) 

Although eastern white pines are actually native to the northeast corner of the 
state, they are planted throughout the state and can be found in Dickinson County. 

Size: Eastern white pines grow 100-200 feet tall, and they can live up to 300 years 
in the right conditions. 

Habitat: White pines like part-shade to full 
sun and grow well in mesic or dry-mesic soil 
that is slightly acidic and well-drained. They 
like to be protected from hot, dry winds. 

Leaves: The white pine’s needles are blue-
green and more soft and flexible than the 
red cedar’s.  

Seeds: White pines produce, you guessed it, 
pinecones! 

Habitat: Maples like wet-mesic soil and 
part-shade to full sun. 



TREES OF DICKINSON COUNTY 

Green ash 

Iowa has several different species of ash trees: Black ash (Fraxinus nigra), green ash 
(Fraxinus pennsylvanica) and white ash (Fraxinus americana). 

However, only one kind is native to the northwest corner of the state --- green ash. Black 
ash is found in the eastern half of Iowa, and white ash is common in the southeastern 
three-quarters of the state. 

Green ash are a hardy tree, and they grow very fast. However, they are under threat from 
the invasive emerald ash borer, so they 
are not as readily available or desirable to 
plant. 

Size: Green ash trees are on the smaller 
side for many Iowa trees, growing 50-75 
feet tall. 

Habitat: Green ash have been planted in 
a wide variety of areas, because they are 
tolerant to a wide variety of habitats. They 
prefer mesic soil and part-shade to full 
sun, but they will tolerate many different 
soil textures and moisture levels. 

Leaves: Leaves are once-pinnately 
compound, opposite of each other. There 
are five to nine leaflets that are 2-6 inches 
long and usually oblong-lanceolate in 
shape. The leaf edges are toothed. The 
leaf surface is glossy and hairless. 

Seeds: Green ash produce a seed that 
looks like a feather. It is yellow and has a 
wing that extends about 2 cm in length. 
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