
TREE OF THE MONTH 
 Black Birch ● Betula lenta
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Tree of the Month is a collabora1on between BEAT, the City of Pi:sfield and Pi:sfield Tree Watch. The Berkshire 
Environmental Ac1on Team (BEAT) works to protect the environment for wildlife and in support of the natural 
systems that sustain us all. Find out more at thebeatnews.org.
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D I S T I N G U I S H I N G  C H A R A C T E R I S T I C S   Black birch has an alternate 
branching pattern. Young black birch is known for its smooth, shiny bark with 
characteristic horizontal lenticels (porous tissue that helps trees breath). As black birches 
age the bark becomes rougher and tends toward gray-brown. At about 40-50 years of age 
the bark begins to peel back in square, irregular sections. Black birch leaves are ovate with 
delicate teeth along the margins. In the autumn the leaves turn a brilliant yellow. The 
springtime Glowers grow in distinctive catkins (long, cylindrical clusters of Glowers). Male 
catkins droop down from the branches and female catkins stand upright, holding 
themselves aloft to be pollinated by the wind.  

Black birch is one of the 
Girst species to move into a 
recently logged area and 
can form dense thickets. 

TA S T Y  T R E E  The botanical name, Betula lenta, refers to 
this tree’s many medicinal and culinary uses. Black birch 
contains methyl salicylate, the chemical responsible for the 
wintergreen flavor. Black birch trees were used for centuries to 
commercially supply wintergreen oil for medicinal and culinary 
purposes. Na1ve American tribes have long used black birch to 
treat dysentery, colds, diarrhea, and as a spring tonic. European 
se:lers in North America used wintergreen oil for its medicinal, 
culinary, and preserva1ve purposes. Unlike yellow birch, Betula 
alleghaniensis, black birch isn’t threatened by deer browsing. 
This is possibly in part due to the strong wintergreen flavor in its 
twigs and bark.  WINGED FRUIT 

Along with maples and 
ashes, black birches have 
w i n g e d s e e d s c a l l e d 
samara. The delicate wings 
help the fertilized fruit, 
which matures in the 
a u t u m n , s p r e a d o u t 
beyond the mother tree.  P I O N E E R S  

                                Black birch wood is not often used for carpentry as it is 
hard and difGicult to work. When it is used, however, the color darkens to a 
beautiful shade reminiscent of mahogany. 

D A R K  W O O D



Spend your luch hour outside! Learn how to identify the trees growing all around us in 
downtown Pitts4ield, their natural history, and the importance of urban forestry. FREE & 
OPEN TO EVERYONE so grab a friend and come on down! Walks last approximately 40 
minutes with lots of time for questions. 

Monday, May 14th | Noon 
Meet outside Hot Harry’s on North St. 
 
Monday, May 21st | Noon 
Meet at the First St. entrance to The Common 
 
Wednesday, May 30th | Noon 
Meet outside Hot Harry’s on North St. 


