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Oaks as Native American Trail Marker Trees

William McClain
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The eastern half of the United States was once laced with a vast network of trails 

wugf"d{"pwogtqwu"Pcvkxg"Cogtkecp"Vtkdgu"fwtkpi"vjgkt"vtcxgnu0""Vjgug"vtcknu"ygtg"
pcttqy"cpf"vtcxgngtu"oqxgf"cnqpi"vjgo"kp"ukping"Þng"vqyctf"vjgkt"fguvkpcvkqpu0""Vjgug"
vtcknu"dgecog"fkhÞewnv"vq"hqnnqy"kp"egtvckp"vgttckp."uq"vtckn"octmgtu"ygtg"fgxgnqrgf"
vq"ocmg"vjg"tqwvgu"gcukgt"vq"hqnnqy0""Vjgug"vtckn"octmgtu"ygtg"uvtcvgikecnn{"nqecvgf"
vtggu"vjcv"ygtg"oquvn{"qcm"urgekgu0"

Vjgtg"ctg"ocp{"tgcuqpu"yj{"qcmu"ygtg"ugngevgf"hqt"wug"cu"vtckn"octmgtu0""Vjg{"
ctg"coqpi"vjg"oquv"eqooqp"vtggu"kp"vjg"gcuvgtp"jcnh"qh"vjg"Wpkvgf"Uvcvgu0""Jqy-

gxgt."cdwpfcpeg"cnqpg"ku"pqv"c"rtkoct{"tgcuqp"hqt"vjgkt"ugngevkqp0""Oquv"qcm"urgekgu"
dgpf"gcukn{"ykvjqwv"dtgcmkpi"yjgp"vjg{"ctg"ucrnkpiu0""Vjku"ku"c"xgt{"korqtvcpv"vtckv"
because any tree being manipulated for use as a trail marker will require a consider-

cdng"coqwpv"qh"dgpfkpi0""
Oak species, particularly those within the white oak group which includes white, 

dwt."cpf"rquv"qcmu."ctg"xgt{"tgukuvcpv"vq"jgctv"tqv0""Qcmu"kp"igpgtcn"cnuq"jcxg"vjg"
ecrcekv{"vq"jgcn"tgcfkn{"cpf"eqorctvogpvcnk¦g"yqwpfu0""Vjku"ku"cpqvjgt"xcnwcdng"
vtckv"dgecwug"yknfncpf"Þtgu"ygtg"eqooqp"fwtkpi"qeewrcpe{"d{"Pcvkxg"Cogtkecpu0""
Vjgkt"vjkem"dctm"cnuq"ocmgu"vjgo"jkijn{"tgukuvcpv"vq"yqwpfkpi"fwg"vq"Þtgu0""

Yjkvg."dwt."qt"rquv"qcm"vtckn"octmgt"vtggu"ecp"rgtukuv"hqt"522"qt"oqtg"{gctu0""Nkxg"
qcmu"kp"uqwvjgtp"uvcvgu"oc{"nkxg"hqt"cu"owej"cu":22"qt"oqtg"{gctu0""Htgswgpv"wug"ycu"
made of white and bur oaks in the upper Midwest in states such as Illinois, Michigan, 

Qjkq."cpf"Ykueqpukp0""Rquv"qcmu"*Q. stellata) were used on the dry, rocky ridges in 

southwestern Missouri and Texas, and live oaks (Q. virginiana) and southern red 

oaks (Q. falcata+"ygtg"vjg"vtggu"qh"ejqkeg"kp"uqwvjgtp"uvcvgu"uwej"cu"Igqtikc0""
Several methods of forming marker trees evolved among Native American tribes 

ykvj"vjg"rcuucig"qh"vkog0""Uqog"vtkdgu"cnuq"jcf"vjgkt"qyp"fkuvkpev"yc{"qh"ocmkpi"
octmgt"vtggu0""Kp"igpgtcn."qcm"ucrnkpiu"ygtg"dgpv"cpf"vkgf"vq"uvcmgu"wukpi"c"tqrg"qt"
uvtkpiu"qh"cpkocn"umkp"qt"tcyjkfg0""Vjg"hqto"qh"vjg"vtgg"yqwnf"dg"Þton{"ugv"d{"vjg"
vkog"vjg"tcyjkfg"fgvgtkqtcvgf0""Vjg"fktgevkqp"qh"vjg"dgpf"kpfkecvgf"vjg"eqttgev"eqwtug"
hqt"vjg"vtcxgngt0""Uqogvkogu"tqemu"ygtg"rncegf"qp"vjg"itqwpf"vq"rtqxkfg"cffkvkqpcn"
gorjcuku"qp"vjg"tkijv"fktgevkqp"vq"hqnnqy0

Cutting the leader or central branch of the tree about three feet above one to three 

ncvgtcn"dtcpejgu"cnvgtgf"vjku"igpgtcn"ogvjqf"qh"hqto"vtckn"octmgt"vtggu0""Vjg"ucrnkpi"
ycu"vjgp"dgpv"qxgt"cpf"vkgf"fqyp0""Oquu"qt"qvjgt"ocvgtkcn"yqwnf"uqogvkogu"dg"
rcemgf"ctqwpf"vjg"ewv"ngcfgt."jqrkpi"vq"hqto"c"ÑpqugÒ"vjcv"yqwnf"ugtxg"cu"c"rqkpvgt"
vqyctf"vjg"eqttgev"fktgevkqp0""Ykvj"vjg"rcuucig"qh"vkog."vjg"ncvgtcn"dtcpejgu"vjcv"ygtg"
pqy"xgtvkecn"dgecwug"qh"vjg"dgpf"yqwnf"itqy"wrtkijv."dgeqokpi"vjg"Ñugeqpfct{"
vtwpmu"qh"vjg"vtgg0"""Htqo"egtvckp"cpingu."vjgug"v{rgu"qh"vtggu"uqogvkogu"tgugodng"c"
ngvvgt"qt"pwodgt0""Vjgtg"ycu"c"yjkvg"qcm"pgct"Nqcok"kp"Ucpicoqp"Eqwpv{."Knnkpqku"
kp"vjg"3;72u"mpqyp"vq"nqecn"kpjcdkvcpvu"cu"vjg"ÑQnf"6"VtggÒ"dgecwug"qh"kvu"wpwuwcn"
dtcpejkpi"vjcv"tgugodngf"vjg"pwodgt"Ñ6Ò0""
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Kp"cpqvjgt"ogvjqf"qh"hqtokpi"vtckn"octmgt"vtggu."vjg"ngcfgt"ycu"pqv"ewv0""Vjg"
gpvktg"ucrnkpi"ycu"dgpv"vq"vjg"itqwpf"cpf"vkgf"vq"uvcmgu0""Ykvj"vjg"rcuucig"qh"vkog."
vjg"ngcfgt"yqwnf"vwtp"dcem"wr"vqyctf"vjg"uwp"cpf"eqpvkpwg"itqykpi0""Vjg"dgpf"kp"
these trees tended to be rather dramatic and lengthy, causing these trees to be called 

Ñvtgcuwtg"vtggu0Ò""Vjku"vgto"hquvgtgf"ngigpfu"qh"dwtkgf"vtgcuwtgu"cv"vjg"rqkpv"yjgtg"
vjg"ngcfgt"ycu"vkgf"vq"vjg"itqwpf0

Vjgtg"ygtg"cnuq"vtggu"ujcrgf"d{"Pcvkxg"Cogtkecpu"vjcv"ygtg"pqv"vtckn"octmgtu0""
Kpuvgcf."vjgug"vtggu"octmgf"vtkdcn"dqwpfctkgu0""Kp"eqpvtcuv"vq"vtckn"octmgt"vtggu."vjgkt"
vtwpmu"ygtg"wrtkijv."pqv"jqtk¦qpvcn0""Vjgug"vtggu"ygtg"ocpkrwncvgf"uq"vyq"qt"vjtgg"
main branches developed from the same location on the trunk, much like a cande-

ncdtc"qt"c"hqqvdcnn"iqcn"rquv0""
Despite their former abundance and widespread use, considerable controversy 

gzkuvu"tgictfkpi"vtckn"octmgt"vtggu0""Uqog"rgqrng"dgnkgxg"vjcv"vjgkt"hqtou"ctg"fwg"
to reasons other than manipulation by Native Americans, such as ice from a winter 

uvqto"qt"cpqvjgt"vtgg"vjcv"rkppgf"vjgo"fqyp"yjgp"vjg{"ygtg"ucrnkpiu0""Vjgtg"ku"
relatively little information on trail marker trees, and much of this controversy and 

eqphwukqp"ku"nkmgn{"fwg"vq"vjku"ncem"qh"kphqtocvkqp"cpf"mpqyngfig0
Our forests do contain trees that are growing at odd angles, including some that 

jcxg"dggp"kpeqttgevn{"ncdgngf"cu"vtckn"octmgt"vtggu0""Hqtvwpcvgn{."vjgtg"ctg"iwkfgnkpgu"
vjcv"kpfkxkfwcnu"ecp"wug"vq"fgvgtokpg"vjg"cwvjgpvkekv{"qh"cp{"vtckn"octmgt"vtgg0""Cp{"
trail marker tree in the eastern United States has to be between 200 to 800 years old, 

Oak Society member Dirk Benoit of Belgium in the crown of the Trail Marker 

White Oak (Quercus alba+"pgct"Cvjgpu"Knnkpqku0"Vjku"vtgg"ycu"eqtg"fcvgf"vq"3952"
cpf"ycu"dgpv"kp"c"jkij"ctej"chvgt"jqtugu"ygtg"kpvtqfwegf"vq"vjg"ctgc0"Hqnnqykpi"kv"
htqo"vkr"vq"dcug"ngcfu"vq"c"pcvwtcn"itcxgn"hqtf"cv"vjg"eqpàwgpeg"qh"Tqem"Etggm"ykvj"
vjg"Ucpicoqp"Tkxgt0""""""""""""""""""""" *Rjqvq"eqwtvgu{"qh"Rjknkrrg"fg"Urqgndgtej+
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considering that the practice of shaping these trees was likely discontinued when 

oquv"Pcvkxg"Cogtkecpu"ygtg"hqtegf"htqo"vjg"ctgc"kp"vjg"3:52u0""Mpqyp"vtckn"octmgt"
vtgg"cigu"xgtkh{"vjku"cig"tcpig0""C"yjkvg"qcm"kp"egpvtcn"Knnkpqku"ycu"fgvgtokpgf"vq"dg"
pgctn{"522"{gctu"qnf."cpf"c"nkxg"qcm"kp"Igqtikc"ku"mpqyp"vq"dg":22"{gctu"qnf0""

Vjg"vtggÔu"nqecvkqp"ecp"cnuq"dg"jgnrhwn"kp"fgvgtokpkpi"cwvjgpvkekv{0""Vtckn"octmgt"
vtggu"ygtg"qp"jkij"itqwpf"qt"kp"qrgp"eqwpvt{"yjgtg"vjg{"eqwnf"dg"gcukn{"uggp0""Vtcxgn"
was also easier here and the vantage points offered by the high ground enabled 

vtcxgngtu"vq"ugg"icog"qt"gpgokgu"cv"itgcv"fkuvcpegu0""Uvtqpi"ykpfu"cnuq"mgrv"vjg"jkij"
itqwpfu"htgg"qh"ngcxgu"fwtkpi"cwvwop"cpf"upqy"fwtkpi"ykpvgt0""

Vjg"nqecvkqp"qh"vjg"dgpf"ecp"cnuq"dg"wugf"vq"kfgpvkh{"vtckn"octmgt"vtggu0""Kp"cp{"
cwvjgpvke"octmgt"vtgg"vjg"dgpf"ku"cnyc{u"kp"vjg"vtwpm."pqv"qpg"qh"vjg"dtcpejgu0""Fwt-
ing the early years before horses trees were bent so they were only a few feet from 

vjg"itqwpf0""Ykvj"vjg"ykfgurtgcf"wug"qh"jqtug"vjg"vtggu"ygtg"dgpv"uq"vjg"ockp"vtwpm"
ycu"gkijv"hggv"qt"oqtg"cdqxg"vjg"itqwpf0

Oquv"vtckn"octmgt"vtggu"rtgugpv"vqfc{"ctg"cnuq"nkmgn{"vq"dg"qcmu0""Vjgug"ygtg"vjg"
most common trees in the eastern United States, but their longevity was a primary 

hcevqt"kp"vjgkt"ugngevkqp"hqt"wug"cu"c"vtckn"octmgt0""Oquv"vtckn"octmgt"vtggu"vjcv"rgtukuv"
vq"vjku"fc{"ctg"qcmu0

Vtckn"octmgt"vtggu"jcxg"dggp"mpqyp"d{"c"xctkgv{"qh"pcogu"vjtqwijqwv"vjg"{gctu0""
Uqog"ygtg"ecnngf"Ñoguucig"vtgguÒ"dgecwug"vjgkt"jqnnqy"ÑpquguÒ"ygtg"wugf"d{"Etggm"
Kpfkcpu"cu"rncegu"vq"ngcxg"oguucig"uvkemu"hqt"vtcxgngtu0""Vjg"vgto"Ñvjqpi"vtgguÒ"jcu"
also been used due to the use of a rawhide rope or thong to hold the tree to stakes 

fwtkpi"vjg"kpkvkcn"{gctu"qh"hqtocvkqp0""Yjgp"jqtugu"dgecog"ykfgn{"wugf"kp"vjg"gcuvgtp"
Wpkvgf"Uvcvgu."vjg"vgto"Ñjqtug"cpf"tkfgtÒ"vtggu"ycu"crrnkgf"vq"vjqug"hqtogf"fwtkpi"
vjku"vkog0""Vjg"dgpf"kp"vjgug"vtggu"vgpfu"vq"dg"jkij."crrtqzkocvgn{"gkijv"hggv"htqo"
vjg"itqwpf."gpcdnkpi"tkfgtu"vq"ugg"vjgo"htqo"c"fkuvcpeg0

Rkqpggtu"ecnngf"vjgo"Ñycvgt"vtgguÒ"dgecwug"ocp{"fktgevgf"vtcxgngtu"vq"urtkpiu0"""
A white oak trail marker tree still directs visitors to a spring in a Wisconsin state 

rctm0" "Vjqwij" nguu" eqooqpn{" wugf." rkqpggtu" cnuq" ecnngf" vjgo" Ñdwhhcnq" vtgguÒ"
because Native Americans apparently aired out buffalo robes by hanging them on 

vjgkt"nqy/n{kpi"vtwpmu0""
Fgurkvg"vjgkt"hqtogt"cdwpfcpeg."hgy"qh"vjgug"vtggu"ygtg"gxgt"ikxgp"pcogu0""Qpg"

exception is a tree that probably was a trail marker was along a Sauk trail in Rock 

Kuncpf"Eqwpv{0""Kv"dgecog"mpqyp"cu"vjg"ÑNkpeqnp"VtggÒ"dgecwug"Cdtcjco"Nkpeqnp"
rcuugf"d{"kv"ykvj"vjg"oknkvkc"kp"3:54"qp"jku"yc{"vq"vjg"Dncem"Jcym"Yct0"Vjku"vtgg"
was located on a point along a bluff and was described as old, ill formed, and scarred 

d{"pwogtqwu"yciqpu"vjcv"jcf"rcuugf"qxgt"kv0""Kv"tgockpgf"c"hgy"{gctu"chvgt"vjg"yct."
dwv"ycu"gxgpvwcnn{"itwddgf"qwv"uq"rqvcvqgu"eqwnf"dg"rncpvgf0""Kvu"nqy"vtwpm"uwiiguvu"
vjcv"vjku"vtgg"ycu"hqtogf"rtkqt"vq"vjg"ykfgurtgcf"wug"qh"jqtugu0

A bur oak marker tree stood along the Ottawa trail in Ford County for many 

{gctu"wpvkn"kv"fkgf"kp"vjg"3;72u0"""Vyq"qvjgt"dwt"qcm"octmgt"vtggu"ygtg"rtgugpv"kp"
a pasture along this same trail a few miles to the north, but they were lost one day 

yjgp"vjg"pgy"ncpfqypgt"fgekfgf"vq"engct"vjg"ncpf0""C"dwt"qcm"octmgt"vtgg"qpeg"
uvqqf"qp"Gnmjctv"Jknn"kp"Nqicp"Eqwpv{"pgct"vjg"GfyctfÔu"Vtceg0""Vjku"vtckn."pcogf"
after Governor Ninian Edwards, lead from Cahokia to Peoria, the sites of a major 

Rgqtkc"Kpfkcp"xknncig0"Xguvkigu"qh" vjku" vtckn"tgockp"qp"Gnmjctv"Jknn" vjcv"ycu"jkij"
ground in a region of low, wet prairies and sloughs before the days of drainage 

fkvejgu"cpf"vkng"nkpgu0
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Trail marker trees were once relatively common in Winnetka in Cook County 

cnqpi"vjg"ÑPqtvj"Ujqtg"VtcknuÒ0""Uqog"gxgp"ugtxgf"vq"iwkfg"rkqpggtu"hqt"ugxgtcn"
{gctu"hqnnqykpi"vjgkt"cttkxcn0" "Cu"ncvg"cu"3;97."octmgt"vtggu"ygtg"uvknn"rtgugpv"kp"
Mgpknyqtvj" kp"Ncmg"Eqwpv{0" "Uqog"dgnkgxg"vjcv" vjgug" vtggu"iwkfgf"Kpfkcpu"htqo"
Lake Michigan to villages and others believe they guided travelers to the portage 

ctqwpf"vjg"uqwvj"gpf"qh"Ncmg"Okejkicp0
Vtckn"octmgt"vtggu"ctg"pqy"tctg0""Ocp{"jcxg"ukorn{"itqyp"qnf"cpf"fkgf"ykvj"vjg"

rcuucig"qh"vkog0""Qvjgtu"rtqdcdn{"ygtg"ewv"yjgp"hqtguvu"ygtg"engctgf"hqt"citkewnvwtg"
d{"rkqpggtu0""Uqog"ygtg"rtqdcdn{"tgictfgf"cu"Ñyqnh"vtgguÒ"cpf"tgoqxgf"kp"vkodgt"
ocpcigogpv"rtcevkegu0""Jqygxgt."pqv"cnn"nqiigtu"ygtg"yknnkpi"vq"ewv"c"vtckn"octmgt"
vtgg"fqyp0""Fguvtq{kpi"vjgug"vtggu"ycu"vjqwijv"vq"ctqwug"vjg"urktkvu"qh"vjg"cpekgpvu."
tguwnvkpi"kp"uqog"xgt{"dcf"nwem0"""

Yjkng"ocp{"jcxg"rgtkujgf."c"hgy"nkxkpi"octmgt"vtggu"tgockp0""Qpg"uvknn"uvcpfu"qp"
a high bluff in Adams County, Illinois and another stands alone in a Menard County, 

Knnkpqku"rcuvwtg0""Qpg"ku"rtgugpv"kp"c"Ykueqpukp"uvcvg"rctm"cpf"qvjgtu"ctg"rtgugpv"kp"
Igqtikc"cpf"Okuuqwtk0""Eqpukfgt"{qwtugnh"xgt{"hqtvwpcvg"cpf"rtkxkngigf"kh"{qw"igv"
vq"ugg"qpg0""Vjg{"ctg"vjg"ncuv"nkxkpi"vjkpiu"vqwejgf"cpf"hqtogf"d{"Pcvkxg"Cogtkecpu"
kp"uqog"uvcvgu."ocmkpi"vjgo"ewnvwtcnn{"cpf"jkuvqtkecnn{"ukipkÞecpv0""

Vjgug"vtggu"yknn"pqv"ncuv"hqtgxgt."pqv"gxgp"vjg"nkxg"qcmu"qh"vjg"uqwvj0""Fgurkvg"
vjgkt"jkuvqtke"cpf"ewnvwtcn"ukipkÞecpeg."nkvvng"ghhqtv"jcu"dggp"ocfg"vq"ecvcnqi"vtckn"
octmgt"vtggu"ykvjkp"oquv"uvcvgu0""Uqog"rtgugtxcvkqp"ghhqtvu"jcxg"dggp"d{"kpfkxkfwcnu"
qt"ictfgp"enwdu0""Vjku"ncem"qh"kpvgtguv"cpf"kphqtocvkqp"ku"c"vtcigf{"pgctkpi"eqorng-

vkqp"cu"vjgug"vtggu"rgtkuj0""
They were important markers along major travel routes for centuries before 

hcfkpi"kpvq"vjg"qduewtkv{"qh"vjg"oqfgtp"yqtnf0""Dgukfgu"qnf"cig."fkugcug."cpf"uvqtou."
the few trees that remain face destruction through development and general habitat 

fguvtwevkqp0""C"ngice{"yknn"dg"nquv"yjgp"vjg{"ctg"iqpg0""


