                             EASTERN BLACK OAK
     The forests of eastern America have many Northern Red Oaks (Quercus rubra L.). However, closer inspection of these Northern Red Oaks may show that some of them they are really Eastern Black Oaks (Quercus velutina Lamarck).

    Eastern Black Oaks are members of the Order Fagales, the Family Fagaceae, and the Section or Subgenus Lobatae or Erythrobalanus.

    The generic name, Quercus, is Latin for “oak” or “oak tree”. The specific epithet, velutina, is Latin for “velvety” or “like velvet”, because of the fine hairs under the young leaves, upon the petioles, or upon the buds.

    A previous scientific name for this tree was Quercus tinctoria Bartram. Other common names for this tree are Black Oak, Black-barked Oak, Dyer’s Oak, Dyer’s Quercus, Quercitron, Quercitron Oak, Smooth-bark Oak, Tanbark Oak, Yellow Bark, Yellow Oak, and Yellow-barked Oak.

    Eastern Black Oak is a moderately growing and a long lived tree.

              DESCRIPTION OF THE EASTERN BLACK OAK

Height: Its height is 50-150 feet.

Diameter: Its trunk diameter is 1-5 feet.
Crown: Its mature crown is open, irregular, and round or oblong. Its branches are large, spreading, and are horizontal or ascending. Its younger crown is cone-shaped.
Trunk: Its trunk is short or tall and is crooked or straight.

Twigs: Its twigs are dark red-brown or dark brown, smooth or slightly hairy, angled, stiff, and slender or stout. Its pith is star-shaped in cross-section.
    These twigs are bitter tasting. They can make saliva turn yellow.

    Its leaf scars are alternate or are clustered near the tip. Each scar is half rounded and is slightly elevated. It has 3 or more bundle scars.
Buds: Its terminal buds are dark red-brown, about ¼-½ inches long, ovoid, sharply 4-angled, sharp-pointed, and have densely white, tan, or gray woolly scales. They also have an accompanying small cluster of 2-3 lateral buds. 

Leaves: Its leaves are deciduous, simple, and alternate. Each leaf is about 4-10 inches long, about 3-8 inches wide, elliptical, ovate, obovate, oblong, and asymmetrical. It is widest in the middle. The leaf tip is pointed and the base is unevenly squared. These leaves droop upon the tree.
    It has about 5-9 forked lobes with 1-3 coarse, bristle-tipped teeth. These lobes are perpendicular to the main leaf axis. The sinuses are U-shaped. The lower shaded leaves have shallow sinuses and the upper non-shaded leaves have deep sinuses. These leaves have the most variation of shapes of all Red Oak species. 

    These leaves are glossy dark green on the top and are yellow-green on the bottom with minute orange-brown stellate hairs upon the leave veins. The leaves are thick and tough with a leathery texture. These leaves turn dull red to yellow-brown in the fall.

    Its petioles are about 1-5 inches long, stout, smooth or finely hairy, and are red or yellow.
Flowers: Its flowers are monoecious. The male (staminate) flowers are arranged in slender, drooping, 4-6 inch long, hairy, catkin clusters and are located in last year’s leaf axils. The female (pistillate) flowers are about ¼ inch long, have bright red stigmas, are arranged singly or in groups of 2-4, and are located at the base of this year’s leaf axils. These flowers have no petals. These flowers are wind-pollinated. This species can hybridize with other Red Oak species. Flowering season is April to May.
Fruit: Its fruit is an acorn. They are borne singly or in pairs. Each acorn is about ½-1¼ inch long and is ovoid or ellipsoid. It matures in 2 years. Fruiting season is September to October.
    Its bowl-shaped cup is thick, top-shaped, and narrow at the base. It has a fringed or ragged rim of loose, light rusty brown scales. Its inside is hairy. It covers about 1/3-1/2 of the nut.

    The nut is red-brown and striped. Its inside is yellowish and bitter. Its shell is thin, leathery, and is hairy on the inside. Its tip is rounded with a small sharp point. Blue Jays (Cyanocitta cristata L.), Woodpeckers (Family Picidae), Wild Turkeys (Meleagris gallopavo L.), Ruffed Grouse (Bonasa umbellus L.), Northern Bobwhite Quails (Colinus virginianus L.), Mice (Genus Mus), Squirrels (Family Sciuridae), Raccoons (Procyon lotor L.), White-tailed Deer (Odocoileus virginianus Zimmermann), and livestock all eat these nuts.
    These trees often bear fruit after 20 years. Optimum fruit production is 40-75 years. They produce an abundant crop every 2-3 years.

Bark: Its young bark is smooth and gray. Its mature bark is dark gray-brown to black, thick, and rough. It becomes vertically and deeply furrowed with flat, broad, rectangular, blocky, and scaly ridges. These ridges may have horizontal checks. The inner bark is bright orange-red and is bitter.

Wood: Its wood is strong, heavy, hard, coarse-grained, and ring-porous. The wider heartwood is bright red-brown and the narrow sapwood is pale brown.
Roots: Its roots consist of a deep taproot and spreading, deeply-set lateral roots.

Habitat: Its habitat mainly consists of well-drained soils of dry, upland, sandy or rocky ridges and upper slopes. It is rare in bottomlands. It can be found in pure stands. It is not a highly competitive species. This tree is moderately shade tolerant.

Range: Its range covers most of the eastern U.S., as far west as the Great Plains, but excludes upper New England, the upper Great Lakes, the Gulf Coast, the lower Mississippi River valley, and Florida. They are a common tree species.
Uses of the Eastern Black Oak:

     The inner bark, which contains tannin or tannic acid, has medicinal properties and was used as a panacea. It was used as an antiseptic, an antibiotic, an antiviral, an antitumor, an astringent, an emetic, and a tonic. It was used for treating various intestinal ailments, asthma, bronchitis, tuberculosis, heart ailments, rheumatism, and nervous tension. It was chewed for treating mouth sores. It was used as a gargle for sore throats and hoarseness. It was used as a wash for burns, rashes, eczema, chapped skin, and for sore eyes.
     The inner bark also contains quercitron, a naturally occurring orange-yellow dye. Quercitron is Latin for “oak lemon”. (Citron is Latin for “lemon”.) To get to the dye, the bark was peeled, dried, and pounded into powder. The powder was run through a sieve and the finer orange-yellow particles were sifted. This dye was mixed with mordants and was used for dyeing fabrics. This was used extensively during colonial times.
    Quercitron was discovered by Dr. Edward Bancroft during the 18th Century. In 1785, he was granted a patent for his discovery. This was later exported to Europe. Dr. Bancroft found quercitron to be more effective a dye than other dyes from Europe or elsewhere. Quercitron was used extensively until the 1940’s, when it was replaced with synthetic aniline dyes.

    The wood was used for lumber but was not as good as other Oak trees. When drying, this wood often checks or cracks. It is used for rough construction, railroad ties, flooring, furniture, cabinetry, interior finishing, slack cooperage, fence posts, mine timbers, boxes, crates, pallets, pulpwood, and fuel.    
    The leaves can be good mulch, compost, and fertilizer for other trees. The leaves should be chopped up into small pieces.

    The acorns are edible if roasted and boiled before consuming them. This removes its 5-10% water soluble tannin content. Tannin is toxic and can interfere with digestive enzymes. The acorns should be boiled in a lye solution of wood ashes and water. The acorns can also be buried for several months or placed in running water for several days. They can even be boiled in several changes of plain water. Afterwards, they should be rinsed in cold water. The acorns can be ground into flour and used for making bread or for thickening soups and stews. The acorn shells can also be used as a coffee substitute. These acorns contain calcium, magnesium, phosphorous, potassium, sulfur, about 4% fat, about 4-8% protein, about 10% sugar, and about 30-37% starch.

Threats to the Eastern Black Oak:

    Although Eastern Black Oaks are relatively less susceptible to disease and insects, there are a few of them that are a threat. Black Oaks are susceptible to Oak Wilt (Ceratocystis fagacearum [T.W. Bretz] J. Hunt) and to Gypsy Moths (Lymantria dispar dispar L.).
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