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 The orange, yellow, and red leaves have been so beautiful this year that I 
decided to do a search on the trees that produce the most color.  The second tree 
on the Arbor Day list was one I don’t know:  Black Tupelo, also called sour gum.   
 According to Arbor Day Foundation, the fall foliage of black tupelo will have 
many shades of yellow, orange, bright red, purple or scarlet with the different 
colors on the same branch.    
 Black tupelo, Nyssa sylvatica, is a native tree found in the eastern United 
State zones 3-9.  It is a shade tree that grows 30-50 feet high with a spread of 20-
30 feet.  Young trees are pyramidal in shape; older trees are spreading. 
 Part of the name, “sylvatica’ indicates this is a tree that can grow in a 
forested area.  It does require at least four hours of direct sun a day but can grow 
in the shade.  It prefers moist acidic soils and can grow in standing water.  It can 
also tolerate some drought.    
 The leaves of black tupelo are alternate and simple, about 2 to 4 ¾ inches 
oval shape.  They are dark green in the summer.  In the fall they are beautiful. 
 The new twigs of the tree are reddish brown and become gray in the 
second season.  The bark is brown to dark gray.  OSU Extension Fact Sheet 
describes “prominent ridges broken into rectangular blocks with horizontal 
fissures, somewhat ornamental and eventually becoming platy with age.” Arbor 
Day says it “resembles alligator hide.”  
 In spring the tree has small greenish white flowers on long stalks.  The trees 
are primarily dioecious with both female and male trees needed to produce fruit.  
However there are some “perfect flowers” on each tree.  The flowers provide 
nectar to bees. 
 The fruit is ripens in September to October.  It is ½ inch long and sour 
(hence the name sourgum).  The mature fruit is dark blue.  They are edible and 
attractive to wildlife.  According to Wertheim National Wildlife Refuge in New 
York, this is one of the “first berries to ripen and provides an important food 
source to migrating birds and overwintering residents.” 
 The wood of the black tupelo tree is hard.  Wertheim lists tool handles, 
wheel hubs, paving blocks, and other specialty products made from the lumber. 
The tree has no significant disease or insect problems. 
 OSU Extension says this tree is “underused in landscapes.”  But there are 
some drawbacks to the tree.  The fruit and associated bird droppings can be a 



litter hazard.  It has a slow growth rate in urban settings.  It also has a deep tap 
root that makes transplanting difficult.  This is a tree where container grown 
saplings would be best. 
 To the best of my knowledge I have never seen a sourgum or Black tupelo 
tree.  McBride Arboretum did not have any listed in their catalogue of trees.  
Schoepfle Gardens did not have a list of trees.   
 I called my friends who live in Hancock County.  They did not know of any in 
their area.  This is a tree I would like to see. If you know where one is, please let 
me know.  
  
 
 
  
  


