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Ontario’s Eleven: One Man’s View
Tom Atkinson

75 Ternhill Crescent
Toronto, ON M3C 2E4, Canada

asimina@sympatico.ca

ABSTRACT

Ontario boasts eleven species of oak, far more than any other province in Canada. The only 
indigenous oak in Canada that is not present there is Quercus garryana Douglas ex Hook. The 
recent past has been marked by great forest destruction so what may have been a plentiful 
species in 1800 is, in too many instances, either very rare or even extirpated today. The author 
reviews the distribution and ecological needs of Ontario’s eleven oaks in the context of his 
personal experience with each of them.
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Introduction

 I had posted a few notes as feedback on International Oaks, Issue No. 25, on the 
IOS website forum.1 Béatrice Chassé had wondered if I might wish to write an article 
for the IOS Journal. I demurred, but she was persistent. What follows is that article. The 
qualifier “one man’s view” is so that the reader will not mistake me for an expert. My 
curriculum vitae will reveal four years studying mechanical engineering (and subsequent, 
miraculous graduation) followed by forty years in software development with IBM. There 
would be nothing at all about botany via academia. 

 My learning started at an early age in Hamilton, Ontario (Canada), the former 
steel town at the western end of Lake Ontario. My maternal grandparents had a large, 
Tudor-style house about one-third of the way up the Niagara Escarpment. The most 
significant feature of this limestone cliff, if you will, is Niagara Falls. Water flowing from 
Lake Erie to Lake Ontario thunders over this part of the Escarpment in unimaginable 
torrents. I first saw “the Falls” as a child and to this day, many decades later, it never 
ceases to amaze me. There was a talus slope behind my grandparents’ house, and it was 
covered with trees. Many would have been oaks but my thinking at that age was simple: 
trees are neat!

An epiphany in the Carolinian 
Zone

Once Linda and I married, bought 
a house, and had a son, gardening re-
entered our lives. What we observed 
was that some trees purchased from 
a big nursery did well while others 
did not. I saw that the keys that 
almost literally rained down from 
our two silver maple trees (Acer 
saccharinum L.) sprouted and grew; 
and by golly, did they ever grow! 
That piqued my interest, and next 
was black walnut (Juglans nigra 
L.). Using chicken wire to cover 
where I had planted the nuts meant 
that the local squirrels could not 
abscond with every nut, and so these 
trees got started off. We kept three 
and they are now very large and 
38 years of age. In 1981, ten years 
after purchase of house and birth of 
son, I attended a tree tour hosted by 
a forestry association. They had an 
“Honor Role of Ontario Trees” and 

1. http://www.internationaloaksociety.org/content/feedback-international-oaks-no-25

1/ The author with a muti-stemmed Liriodendron tulipifera.
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the chap who did all the work to keep this list going was to be our leader. That day was 
an epiphany for me, and I knew that from now on trees were “my thing.” The tour was in 
what we refer to as the Carolinian Zone of Ontario. If you draw a line from Grand Bend 
on Lake Huron over to Toronto, and thence hug Lake Ontario to Kingston, south of that 
line is a region in which trees from further south and further west are found: tulip trees 
(Liriodendron tulipifera L.), cucumber magnolia (Magnolia acuminata (L.) L., Shumard 
oak, the Kentucky coffee tree (Gymnocladus dioica (L.) K. Koch) and Shellbark hickory 
(Carya illinoinensis (Wangenh.) K. Koch), for example.

With a big garden – it’s pie-shaped and the longest side is about 70 meters/230 feet – 
we had a large canvas on which to grow trees. And like a kid in a candy shop, once I saw a 
tree I liked, I wanted one. But how to find them? First, the big box nurseries did not carry 
many of these trees. But secondly, and far more important, I believe in “pride of place”: 
that is, if a red oak grows across all of the south of the province, I’d like to grow one from 
acorns found in the naturally forested area of a local wilderness park. Toronto is blessed 
with three major rivers, the Humber, the Don (with two forks) and the Rouge (from west 
to east). These river valleys, especially where steep, were never farmed and therefore 
the majority of trees found there are native and of local provenance. Today, these are all 
public parkland and so access to these trees is quite easy. The red oak acorns went in at 
the same time as the black walnuts and the offspring (I kept one) is a splendid, tall tree.

 
Ontario’s Eleven

Let’s talk just about oaks now. 
Ontario, as you will see from my 
short note in the forum, has 11 
species of oak. That is far more than 
any other province in Canada, so we 
are indeed fortunate in that regard. 
In fact, the only other indigenous 
oak in Canada that we do not have 
here is the Garry, or Oregon, oak (Q. 
garryana Douglas ex Hook) found 
in the very southwest of British 
Columbia. It would be too tender 
to try to grow here, alas. If you are 
interested in these oaks and their ranges, I recommend Trees in Canada by John Laird 
Farrar. Amazingly, tree ranges do not start nor end at the border between Canada and the 
USA, and Farrar follows suit. Another superb book is Guy Sternberg’s Native Trees for 
North American Landscapes; if you want poetry in prose, and details that will amaze and 
delight, this one’s for you.

Southern Ontario is, by and large, limestone-based. Most of the province is, however, 
part of the ancient Canadian Shield, and therefore soils tend more to the acidic. Oaks in 
the province can be found through the southern part and well into the Shield area as well. 
Some are generalists and will grow well almost anywhere. Others are demanding: fail 
their nutritional demands and these will bid you adieu.

We live in Toronto, and in our central location are found white oak (Q. alba L.), red oak 
(Q. rubra L.), and bur oak (Q. macrocarpa Michx.). In other parts of the city, where the 

2/ Canada 
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soils are lighter, even sandier, is found black oak (Q. velutina Lam.). Q. alba in our area 
is being adversely affected; some trees seem immune to whatever the assailant is, while 
others slowly wane and then perish. Recruitment of this species hereabouts is shockingly 
low, which bodes ill for the tree and for those of us who love it dearly. Q. rubra and Q. 
macrocarpa  are common, produce masses of acorns some years, and seem to be thriving. 
On my walks through the parks it is blindingly evident that recruitment of the former is 
abundant. 2010 was a Q. rubra year with huge numbers of acorns. The next spring I was 
showing a friend where two large leatherwood shrubs (Dirca palustris L.) were. There 

seemed to be what appeared to be 
grocer’s lettuce growing on this 
forested hillside. When I got close 
I whooped with glee: scores of Q. 
rubra seedlings! There was a fallen 
log, and when the fall and spring 
rains came, a rivulet washed many 
of the acorns down the hillside. The 
log arrested their descent, the acorns 
germinated, and bingo, new forest! 
Q. macrocarpa also produces many 
acorns some years but evidence of 
their sprouting and growth is far 
from easy to find. Where Q. rubra 

3/ Quercus alba

4/ Quercus velutina
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and Q. velutina are sympatric, hybrids do occur. It is never clear that there will be a hybrid 
until the acorn that was collected and planted grows, matures, and shows characteristics 
which are neither pure Q. rubra nor pure Q. velutina. The latter seems to be quite fussy 
as to provenance of acorn. In our garden the soil is slightly acidic, but a clay loam: great 
for market gardening. But Q. velutina find it as palatable as would a philosopher a tractor 
pull.

In far southwestern Ontario two other oak species are found: pin oak (Q. palustris 
Münchh.) and Shumard oak (Q. shumardii Buckley). The latter has been identified as an 
Ontario native only within the past 20 years, and is a sparse, rare find. I arranged with the 
naturalist group in that area to purchase acorns of both species and now have small trees 
growing in our garden. Q. shumardii – if true – does not disappoint in the autumn when 
the leaves show fall color. But for most (even my diehard tree-loving friends) Shumard 
oak is perceived as “just” a red oak. The Q. palustris acorns that I received along with 
the Q. shumardii acorns were left in a cardboard container at our door one day when I 
was at work. When I arrived home, quite oblivious to the delivery, I saw a few acorns 
scattered outside the front door. If you know our Eastern grey squirrels (most here are of 
the melanistic type), you will know who chewed the package open. They left me maybe 
20% of the original set of acorns. My reaction, as I did have some acorns left to grow, was 
one of amusement and, frankly, admiration for these little devils. Q. palustris is rarely 
planted in Toronto these days as the trees need moist to wet soils with some acidity to 
them; many become yellowish-green in leaf color due to chlorosis. Will ours follow suit 
in time? We shall see. This species is also found in a narrow band along the Niagara River 
and it is splendid in that location. Some of the galls on these trees are so large they must 
be seen to be believed. 

Q. shumardii has been reported 
as growing in the hinterlands west 
of the Niagara River but there is 
no agreement on that score. My 
friend George Meyers brought me 
acorns from these trees 25 years 
ago, and they grew into tall, robust 
specimens. But the fall color is 
far from the Shumard red, and the 
leaves vary considerably (but then, 
is that not true of almost every oak?) 
from “true” Q. rubra leaf-form to 
“true” Q. shumardii leaf-form. So 
the jury is out on this lot.

Our next oak: northern pin, or 
Hill, oak (Q. ellipsoidalis E.J. Hill) 
is an oak of the Midwest and upper 
Midwest in the USA. In Ontario, 
it creeps across the border west of 
Lake Superior. For many years it was 
there and there alone that I believed 
it was found in Canada. Some years 
later I read a report that stated with 5/ Quercus shumardii
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certainty that Q. ellipsoidalis was found in the glacial moraines and kames which ran 
south from Paris (that would be the Ontario version) and Brantford down toward Lake 
Erie. When one is exposed to such a claim, the reaction is somewhere between “Holy 
cow!” to “I don’t believe it!” But the claim is quite true. There are magnificent, mature 
specimens which I have seen in this area, and from which I have collected acorns. Now 
if any oak in Ontario captures my soul it is this one. But like the prom queen, she don’t 
do my bidding. Every single Q. ellipsoidalis I have ever tried growing in our garden has 
been slow to grow, and within a year the leaves are chlorotic and shriveled. Would it were 
not so, but reality bites.

There is another oak that is 
found in only a few locations in the 
province, all within the Carolinian 
Zone. That is what our tree crew refer 
to as “Dco’s”, or dwarf chinquapin 
oaks (Q. prinoides Willd.).  They 
prefer very dry conditions, or can do 
well in xeric soils where other trees 
would not. Though it is reputed 
that they require acidic soil, in our 
garden the leaves are a lustrous dark 
green and the trees thrive. The first 
ones I planted, grown from acorns, 
flowered, in their seventh year of 
life. They are a precocious tree and 
one I recommend for the oak lover 
with a smaller garden. Here, only 
native plant nurseries carry these 
gems. One anomaly I observed 
when we visited the Brantford stand 
in autumn is that the leaf color can 
be burgundy, very similar to what 
is seen in Q. ellipsoidalis. At other 
sites, and certainly here in our 
garden, leaves have red veins and 
petiole in fall, but the color of the 
leaf itself is at best a caramel shade, 
attractive yet not showy.

Closely related to dwarf 
chinquapin oak is the chinquapin 
oak (Q. muehlenbergii Engelm.). It 
is a calciphile, so is very happy in 
the southern part of the province. 
Unlike its dwarf cousin, this tree can 
attain a substantial size. Hamilton is 
found in the Dundas Valley which 
in turn is formed as the Niagara 
Escarpment does a slow, 180 

6/ Quercus prinoides

7/ Quercus muehlenbergii
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degree turn; where it commences at the Niagara River below the Falls, it runs due west. 
Then, after its lazy turn, it runs almost due east for a short spell, and then north to 
northwest, through the Bruce Peninsula (home to myriad native orchids) and eventually 
into Wisconsin. East of the Niagara River the Escarpment runs just south of the south 
shore of Lake Ontario into New York State. So the Dundas Valley, with all the calcium 
locked up in the limestone of the Escarpment, makes for ideal growing conditions for 
Q. muehlenbergii. One time the tree crew was hiking through the talus slopes along the 
north side of the Dundas Valley and we came across what we thought was a very large 
Q. alba. But looking up, we saw those almost chestnut-like leaves, a rich brown as it was 
autumn, and remarked that this must be the largest Q. muehlenbergii in the whole valley. 
Acorns of these oaks, as well as those of the dwarf version and of Q. palustris are of a 
size to make blue jays (the avian kind, not those who play baseball) drool.

One of the delights of the European settlers when they came to “Upper Canada” in 
the early 19th century, as Ontario was then known (Quebec being “Lower Canada”) was 
the rich farmland. The history from then until relatively modern times has been the 
annihilation of the forests to obtain more agricultural land. So, what may have been a 
plentiful species in 1800 is, in too many instances, either very rare or even extirpated 
today. This situation might account for there being no chestnut oak (Q. montana Willd.)  
or scarlet oak (Q. coccinea Münchh.) for Canadians to claim as native trees: pity. Q. 
coccinea was reported in the late 19th century as growing in the Niagara Peninsula.2 
But there is great skepticism – to put it mildly – as to the existence of these trees in the 
province.

Swamp white oak (Q. bicolor Willd.) is found in southern Ontario, about as far north 
as Toronto. I have found that despite the “swamp” in its name it can do well even with far 
less than soggy soils. The one in our garden tells me that it is quite pleased with what it 
finds here, and thanks very much for that. The long acorn pedicel is close to a necessary 
and sufficient condition for recognizing this oak if one is in Ontario. The indumentum 
on the underside of the leaf is also a sure sign in distinguishing it from that other long-
pediceled-oak Q. robur L. or English oak, not native of course, but unfortunately planted 
in some quantity, even by trained city foresters.

The final species in “Ontario’s Eleven” (hmm, could make a great movie with that 
title!) is bear oak (Q. ilicifolia Wangenh.). This is a scrubby oak and was identified as 
being native to the province within the past 20 years or so. It is found on the Canadian 
Shield just north of where the Shield runs south – through and under the St. Lawrence 
River – into New York State. A chap phoned me once and was after Q. coccinea acorns. 
These trees are planted (far too infrequently) here and I knew where one was so agreed to 
send him a few acorns. He asked me if I wanted anything in return. I said that I thought 
not and then he said what about Q. ilicifolia acorns? Not listed in any field guide as 
occurring here I thought, “What oak is that?” As soon as he said what it was, and that 
it was growing where he lived, I changed my mind instantly. He sent me acorns and I 
wish I could tell you that the rest is history. One and only one has done well here and it 
is planted in our regular garden soil, versus the acidic soil that would be found on the 
Shield. The shrub grows slowly, and I have learned that chicken wire is necessary as a 
fencing to reduce rabbit predation over winter. Rabbits never used to be a problem here 

2. The Niagara Peninsula is that portion of southern Ontario that lies between the south shore of Lake Ontario and the 
north shore of Lake Erie. The presence of Q. coccinea is reported in the Catalogue of the Niagara Flora published in 
1888 By David. D. Day.
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but they are now everywhere. These days, on bicycle rides along the paved trails in the 
river valleys one must be attentive for rabbits and, of late, deer. So may this specimen of 
Q. ilicifolia live long and prosper.

In closing, I would tell you that oaks have always appealed to me, as a child and as an 
adult. During the years when I did woodworking/cabinetry as a hobby, oak was one of 
the mainstays of that craft: tough, easy to work (unlike bird’s-eye maple!),3 and lovely 
when finished. And of course oenophiles treasure oak, used traditionally and still today, 
to make the barrels for aging wine.

Photographers. Title page: Guy Sternberg (Quercus bicolor). Photo 1: Tom Atkinson. Photos 3-7: Guy 
Sternberg. Photo 8: Béatrice Chassé.
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3. Bird’s-eye maple is not a distinct species of maple, but rather a figure occasionally found in Acer saccharum Marshall 
resembling small bird’s eyes and caused by lack of light. The maple attempts to start numerous new buds to capture more 
sunlight, but the new shoots are aborted, leaving a number of tiny knots.

8/ Quercus ilicifolia




