                                      BUR OAK

    When the European settlers crossed the Appalachian Mountains, they began to encounter open grasslands instead of deep forests. Much of these grasslands would only have individual or small clusters of trees. Many of those trees would be Bur Oaks (Quercus macrocarpa Michaux).

    Bur Oaks are members of the Order Fagales, the Family Fagaceae, and the Section Quercus, Lepidobalanus, or Leucobalanus. Bur Oak is a White Oak.

    The generic name, Quercus, is Latin for “oak”. Quercus is also Celtic for “beautiful tree”. Quer is “beautiful” and cuez is “tree”. The specific epithet, macrocarpa, is Greek for “large fruit” or “large seed”. Makros is “large” and carpon or karpos is “fruit” or “seed”. Other scientific synonyms for this species are Quercus mandanensis Rydberg, Quercus obtusiloba Michaux, and Quercus olivaeformis F. Michaux.

    Other common names for this species are Blue Oak, Mossycup Oak, Mossycup White Oak, Mossy Overcup Oak, Overcup Oak, Prairie Oak, Savannah Oak, Scrub Oak, and Scrubby Oak. Bur Oak is sometimes spelled as Burr Oak. 

    Bur Oaks are slow to moderately fast growing and are a moderately long-lived tree. They can live up to 200-600 years.

                      DESCRIPTION OF THE BUR OAK

Height: Its height is 40-170 feet. This tree is shrubby near its eastern, northern, and western edges.

Diameter: Its trunk diameter is 2-7 feet. This is a very massive tree.

Trunk: Its trunk is tall, stout, and straight. It is slightly buttressed at the base.

Crown: Its young crown is oval and pyramidal. Its older crown is broad, rounded, open, and spreading. Its branches are stout. Its lower branches are drooping and may even touch the ground.

Twigs: Its twigs are thick, stout, gray or light yellow-brown, and are hairy to hairless. The new branchlets have corky winged ridges. Its leaf scars are half-rounded, slightly raised, and have 3 bundle scars. Its pith cross-section is star-shaped.

Buds: Its buds are yellow-gray to red- or yellow-brown and are broadly conical, ovoid, or rounded. Its bud scales are loose, hairy, imbricate, elongated, pointed, and curly. Its end buds are less than ¼ inches long, blunt, not angled, and are clustered together. Its smaller lateral buds are closely pressed against the twig.

Leaves: Its leaves are deciduous, simple, and alternate. Each leaf is about 2¾-15 inches long, about 2-6 inches wide, obovate, elliptical, oblong, thick, firm, leathery, and shiny dark green on the top and gray-green to whitish and downy on the bottom. They are the largest American Oak leaves. Its margins have 5-9 pairs of rounded, wavy, feathery lobes and have 1 center pair of deeply indented sinuses that divide the leaves into 2 or more parts. The lobes are more bluntly toothed near the tip. Its apex is rounded and its base is rounded and tapering. Its petioles are about ¼-2 inches long, stout, smooth or finely hairy, grooved on the top, and rounded on the bottom. These leaves have no bristled tips. Its stipules are slender. These leaves turn dull yellow or yellow-brown in the fall.

Flowers: Both sexes are found upon the same tree. These flowers are wind-pollinated. Depending upon the latitude, flowering season is March to June.

    The male flowers are 2-6 inch long clusters of slender, hairy, drooping, dangling, catkins. Each flower has a yellow-green, downy, 4-6 lobed, bell-shaped calyx with 4-5 stamens and yellow anthers. There is no corolla.

    The female flowers are about 1/8 inch wide, arranged solitarily or in small clusters of up to 5, sessile or short-stalked, red, hairy, and inconspicuous. They are located at the bases of the leaves near the twigs’ tips. Each flower has a cup of scales and a pistil with 3 stigmas and 3 short protruding styles.

Fruits: Its fruits are acorn nuts. They are arranged singly or in small clusters upon ¼-4 inch stalks or upon no stalks. These acorns are light to dark brown, broadly elliptical, about ½ -2½ inches long, and about ¾-1½ inches wide. The inside of the shell is hairless. Its tips are rounded with abrupt points. These are the largest acorns of any American Oak species.

    Its cups are deeply bowl-shaped with hairy, knobby, overlapping gray scales and are margined with gray, fringed, burred or mossy elongated scales. These cups cover about ½-¾ of the nut. These cups may provide the nut with some protection against prairie fires.

    These fruits mature in 1 season and germinate in the fall. Fruiting season is September to October.

    Bur Oaks bear fruits after 30-40 years. They have a large bumper crop season every 2-5 years. On a good year, 1 tree can produce up to 5000 acorns.

    Many Bird (Class Aves) and Mammals (Class Mammalia) species eat these acorns. Some of them include Wood Ducks (Aix sponsa L.), Woodpeckers (Family Picidae), Wild Turkeys (Meleagris gallopvao L.), Squirrels (Family Sciuridae), Raccoons (Procyon lotor L.), White-tailed Deer (Odocoileus virginianus Zimmermann), and American Black Bears (Ursus americanus Pallas).

Bark: Its young bark is light gray to gray-brown and is shallowly grooved. It may be broken into narrow, thin, vertical strips. Its mature bark is thick, red-brown to dark gray-brown, and deeply furrowed with vertical, scaly, rough, flattened ridges. Its ridges are later broken into thick, long, irregularly shaped and loosely intersecting blocks or plates. These blocks may be 4 inches wide. This thick bark is highly resistant to prairie and grass fires.

Wood: Its wood is hard, heavy, strong, durable, close-grained, straight-grained, and ring-porous. It is also decay-resistant and water impermeable. Its heartwood is light brown to dark brown and its sapwood is thin and nearly white.

Roots: Its roots consist of deep taproots and wide lateral rots. The lateral root spread is about 2 times the tree’s height. These roots can easily compete with the deep roots of prairie grasses. This tree is highly wind-resistant. The taproots are drought-resistant but the lateral roots are susceptible to soil compaction.

Habitat: Its habitats consist of rich woods, wet bottomlands to dry uplands, fields, grasslands, prairies, prairie borders, prairie oak savannas, and oak openings. They are intermediately shade-tolerant. They are highly tolerant of alkaline soils. They cannot tolerate prolonged flooding but can tolerate urban air pollution. They may be found in pure stands.

Range: Its range consists mainly of the Midwest, from the Appalachian Mountains to the middle of the Great Plains and from Texas to Canada. However, some have been found near the Atlantic Coast. Their range is farther north than any other native Oak species. They are a cold-hardy tree species.

Forest-Prairie Boundary:

    After the last Pleistocene Epoch Ice Age (Wisconsinan Glaciation) ended about 10,000 years ago, the Northern Hemisphere experienced a Xerothermic Interval that lasted about 3,000-4,000 years. During that time, the Earth became drier and warmer. Forests were replaced with grasslands.

    When the Earth finally became cooler and wetter, the forests returned. However, in some areas of the world, the grasslands still remained. The boundaries between the forests and the grasslands are not distinct. These boundaries are often gradual and can fluctuate greatly by climatic conditions or by man’s activities. 

    Bur Oaks are a pioneer tree species. They are often involved in the competition between the forests and the grasslands. Bur oaks were the shock troops sent by the invading forests to storm the prairie (“A Sand County Almanac” by Aldo Leopold).
Uses of the Bur Oak:

    Bur Oak wood is used for lumber, flooring, interior trim, veneer, furniture, cabinets, boats and ships, boxes, crates, pallets, barrels, casks, vats, fence posts, railroad crossties, pilings, pulpwood, and fuel. It is often marketed as a White Oak but is not as strong or as heavy.

    The acorns are sweet and edible. They are low in protein but are high in carbohydrates. They have less tannin than Red Oaks but should still be boiled in several changes of water to remove the tannin. These acorns can be ground into a flour substitute and used for baking bread or for thickening soup. The acorns can also be roasted, ground, and used as a coffee substitute.

    Bur Oaks have some medicinal uses. A decoction of the root or the inner bark was used for treating cramps and for respiratory ailments. The bark was used as an astringent, to expel pinworms, and as a bandage for broken bones. The inner bark was chewed for intestinal troubles. The bark chips should be steeped in 2 quarts of water.

    Bur Oaks had some historical significance in America’s prairies. Many Bur Oaks are located upon historical sites, such as peace councils, surveyors’ markers, Native American villages, European American towns, and other sites. Some of these historic Bur Oaks still exist in our mid-American cities. Many of those historic Bur Oaks had their own names.

    Illinois’ state tree is a “native oak”. That native oak species might be the Bur Oak.
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