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Name That Tree
By Gil Medeiros

If you selected Red Maple (Acer rubrum), you are correct. Your prize this month is a bushel of Red Maple
leaves. Please redeem your prize on or about November 15 at practically any curbside in Fairfax County.
Bring your own basket.

Red Maple, also known as Swamp Maple, is one of the grand
landscape trees of Northern Virginia because it is handsome and
easy to grow. It grows to about 65 feet in height and 35 to 40 feet
wide. In the large 35- to 40-foot diameter space under the Red
Maple, this tree, with its deep shade and extensive system of
surface roots, will ultimately defeat your best efforts to plant
turfgrass. The tree will be happy and so will you when you finally
decide to cover most of that area with mulch.

It takes a good eye to distinguish Red Maple from other trees and
particularly other maples that grace the landscape. The task is made
more difficult by the fact that many specimens are hybrids, often
with the dreaded Silver Maples (Acer saccharinum), and have
characteristics of multiple maple species. The keys below are
generally reliable and easy to use.

    • Red Maples have toothed leaf margins. This is the botanists’ way of saying the leaves have jagged
edges. This feature limits your choices to either Red Maple or Silver Maple.

    • Red Maple leaves are relatively small. These leaves are 2 to 3 inches across usually while Silver Maple
leaves are generally 4 to 5 inches across.

    • Red Maple leaves often have only three lobes. Silver Maple leaves usually have five lobes with deep
sinuses between them. Sinus is botanist lingo for a gap between two parts of a simple leaf. There is
some variation from north to south in the number of lobes in a Red Maple leaf. To the south it is
generally three; to the north it is often five.

    • The mature size of a Red Maple is usually no more than 65 feet. Ash trees (if you still have one after
the onslaught of the Emerald Ash Borer), Silver Maples and Eastern White Pines often tower over the
Red Maples.

    • Red Maple winged seed are known as samaras. Often the angle between the two seeds in a pair is
narrower than shown in this photo.

As an aside, Silver Maples, also native to our area, are
considered by many to be a nuisance because of their
propensity to drop large logs onto the landscape and
neighboring buildings during windstorms. I had to
remove one several years ago for that reason.

You may be surprised to learn that Red Maples can be
tapped for sap like Sugar Maples. The sap is not of the
same quality and quantity as that of Sugar Maples, but
it is used commercially to make maple syrup and sugar.
It is difficult to successfully tap Red Maples in Northern
Virginia because the tapping season is short, and the tree
begins to grow in early spring here.

Red maple leaf

Red Maple winged samaras
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Red Maples are moderately fast growing trees so they have softer wood than other maples that are prized
for furniture making. Nevertheless, the wood of Red Maple is still useful for making furniture.

Red Maples experience the same disease and pest
problems as other maples. Verticillium wilt is probably the
most severe. This soil-based fungus moves through the
vascular system of the tree and produces toxins. The tree
produces gums to stem the flow of the fungal spores, but
the gums also cut off the flow of water and nutrients to
limbs causing them to die. The extent of spread of this
disease is a function of the species of verticillium and is
often fatal to the tree.

There are various leaf spots and galls that appear on Red
Maples. These are seldom of enough severity to affect the
general health of the tree.
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