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Most of our deciduous trees and shrubs lose their leaves in fall, one of their most 
important features for identification. However, these seemingly barren winter 
skeletons still posses distinctive features and clues for those who know what to 
look for, and can readily be recognized. In one way, this can become a fun activity 
for all ages to enjoy in the depths of winter, but there are also practical applications 
for identifying woody winter plants in forestry, in wildlife management, and in 
horticulture. Woody plants provide food and shelter for wildlife during this most 
challenging season. But also many of our trees and shrubs make fine yard plantings 
when not in crowded forest habitats. They are also more hardy than some 
introduced species and are free for the digging. The best times to dig and 
transplant local species are the dormant fall leafless season and the dormant early 
spring season before bud break.  This is when one needs to rely on winter twig and 
bark features. Winter twigs are the latest season’s growth at the ends of branches 
and the arrangement, colour, shape and size of the buds are especially important 
clues.
This winter, take some time to check out the leafless woody plants along our trails.



Many of the deciduous trees and shrubs along the PSNP trails are more than a meter tall. 
These taller ones are the those most likely to be seen in the depths of winter with our 
normal snowfall buildup. Shorter shrubs less than a meter high will often be snow 
covered during much of the skiing and snowshoeing season. However, these can be noted 
in late fall, early winter and late spring before bud break. Four of our low shrubs have 
sharp thorns, spines, bristles, or prickles and these are grouped together for ease of 
identification (pages 22 to 25).

A magnifying glass (hand lens/loupe) may be useful for examining fine details of buds, 
but most features can readily be seen with the naked eye. This program may be accessed 
on a smartphone or tablet in the field for identification purposes or sample twigs brought 
indoors for examination.



two opposite 
buds at each 
location

end bud

leaf scar where former 
leaf was attached

Some plants have 
noticeable pale 
markings on their 
bark (lenticels)

Smooth, hairless 
reddish-brown bark 
in this example

Other bud is on 
opposite side of twig

First we will look at 
trees and shrubs 
with two buds 
opposite each other 
at every location.

Example:

Winter twigs of the 
deciduous woody plants  
along our PSNP trails will be 
organized into two groups 
in this presentation:

- Those that have two 
opposite buds at each 
location along the sides 
of the twig. See example 
at right and the 
following pages, 5 – 12.

- Those that have only 
one bud at each location 
along the sides of the 
twig:
Go to page 13.



Red Elderberry is easily recognizable by its large plump buds that are over a centimeter 
long and by the big scar where the leaf was attached below each bud. Winter twigs end in 
a bud-less stub or two buds. It is a tall bushy shrub, often two to four meters high. 

Twigs and stems have prominent rusty-coloured
lenticels.

leaf 
scar



Black Ash is a small tree usually less than 5 meters tall along 
our trails. It is coarsely branched with stout grey twigs having 
blackish buds. Leaf scars are horseshoe shaped. 

A very young tree

Older bark may develop 
soft scaly corky ridges.

Black Ash is fairly uncommon 
in Newfoundland occurring 
mostly in the warmer valleys 
of the west.



Mountain Maple is a small 
shrubby tree with pale brownish 
bark and red winter twigs that 
are finely white hairy.

Conical side 
buds are also 
finely white 
hairy with short 
stalks. Buds only 
have two visible 
bud scales. Leaf 
scars are very 
narrow.
It is quite 
common along 
our trails.



Red Maple can become a tall tree up 
to ten meters growing singly or often 
in clusters. Bark is grey and relatively 
smooth. Winter twigs are reddish, 
smooth without hairs and with 
conspicuous white lenticels. Buds are 
plump, red, and smooth. Some twigs 
may have plumper flower bud 
clusters at each location in addition 
to the usual two. Young twigs are 
relished by moose in winter.



Red-osier Dogwood is a shrub up to two meters tall with smooth red bark 
throughout. Winter twigs are especially red with conspicuous white lenticels and 
stalked side buds. End buds are distinctive. A favorite browse for moose in winter.



Highbush Cranberry is a shrub up to three meters tall with greyish-
brown bark. Winter twigs are yellowish-brown and buds are shiny red-
brown. Winter twigs terminate with a stub that lacks an end bud which 
readily distinguishes it from similar Squashberry. Red tart berries often 
remain into winter.



Squashberry is a 
medium to small 
shrub usually less 
than two meters tall. 
Shiny plump buds 
resemble those of its 
larger close relative 
Highbush Cranberry, 
but are often a 
darker red, and 
Squashberry has an 
end bud at the tip of 
its winter twig. It 
also is a lower more 
slender shrub than 
Highbush Cranberry.



Northern Wild 
Raisin is a two 
to thee meter 
shrub with 
purplish-
brown bark. 
The scurfy 
brown buds 
are very 
distinctive, 
especially the 
end bud of the 
winter twig.



Woody Plants With Buds 
Attached Singly

The following woody plants 
have buds attached singly 
along the winter twig as in 
these illustrations. 
Sometimes buds become 
more crowded towards the 
tip. 
The size, shape, and colour 
of buds become important 
identification features as 
well as features of the twig 
bark. Note the number and 
appearance of the 
overlapping bud scales. 
Also the general size of the 
entire tree/shrub and the 
bark features of older 
stems/trunks can be 
helpful. 

end bud

pale lenticel spot

grey-brown bark

bud attached 
singly

leaf scar

multi-coloured bud



Speckled Alder is a tall shrub up to 4 meters or so, 
sometimes almost a small tree. It is the most common 
alder along the trails. The bark has conspicuous 
lenticels (is speckled). Buds have a stalk and are round 
tipped. Next springs male and female catkins (flower 
clusters) droop from branch tips. Old, past seasons 
female seed catkins are often present.

male pollen 
catkins

old female 
seed catkins

female 
catkins



Mountain Alder is a tall shrub up to 3 meters. Stems are grey-green with scattered lenticels. 
Buds are sharp pointed and do not have obvious stalks. Catkins do not normally droop, but 
stand out straight from the tips of branches.

Not very common 
along our trails, 
but is by far the 
most hardy and 
common alder in 
the province.

male pollen 
catkins

old female 
seed catkins



Beaked Hazelnut is a shrub 2 to 3 
meters tall which often can be 
recognized in winter by the male flower 
catkins on some twigs. Buds are covered 
by 4 overlapping scales with hairy 
margins.

male 
flower 
catkins



Mountain Holly is a one to three meter tall 
slender-stemmed shrub with a greyish bark. 
Winter twigs are a deep purplish-brown. End 
buds are dark and pointed. Side buds are small, 
only one mm or so long. White lenticels are 
prominent on the twigs.



Several species of 
Serviceberries, locally known 
as Chuckleypears occur 
along the trails. They are 
shrubs 2 – 4 meters tall. 
Buds are narrowly elongate, 
usually less than a cm long, 
and often pressed against 
the twig. Four or more bud 
scales can be commonly 
noted. Bud tips often slightly 
curve toward the twig.



Alder-leaved Buckthorn is a 
small shrub, less than a meter 
tall. Winter twigs are 
recognizable by the dark buds 
on the pale greyish-brown twig 
bark. Leaf scars are broadly 
rounded, almost circular. Older 
bark becomes brown.



Lowbush Blueberry is a small thin-branched 
shrub less than half a meter tall. The plump 
end buds are only 2 mm long. Side buds are

tiny, about 1 mm 
with projecting 
sharp bud scale 
tips.
These winter 
twig photos are 
quite enlarged. 
Twigs are best 
viewed with a 
magnifying glass. 

mm



Alternate-leaved Dogwood is an uncommon tall shrub, up 
to  three or four meters tall. Older bark is greenish; 
younger bark may become a purplish-brown and winter 
twig bark is often a darker purplish-brown. The end bud is 
only about 5 mm long and side buds tiny, less than one 
mm. Side buds may be absent above some leaf scars. 
Branching is often one-sided. 



Bristly Black Currant is a 
low shrub often less 
than a meter tall with 
densely prickly spiny 
twigs. Twigs are 
yellowish brown. Buds 
are elongate with  five or 
more scales.
Older stems are darker 
brown with flaking bark 
and fewer spines. 



Swamp Gooseberry is a low 
shrub usually less than a meter 
tall. Winter twigs are pale brown 
or grey with a few scattered 
prickles and more stout spines 
near the base of buds. Buds 
have 4 or five scales , the larger 
end bud being about one cm 
long. Older stems are brown 
with flaking bark.



Shining Rose is a low shrub 
usually less than a meter.  Stems 
are densely bristly-prickly, 
reddish and with tiny red buds. 
Fruits (hips) often persist into 
winter. 



Wild Red Raspberry stems (canes) are a 
meter or so tall, unbranched, often with 
arching tops. Stems are more or less 
covered with prickles and bristles. Leaf 
stubs often persist at the base of the bud.



Rhodora is a low shrub often less than a meter tall. Twigs are 
yellow-brown with large pink-purple end buds and smaller side 
buds. Older stems are smooth grey-brown. Old seed capsules 
are often present. Photos center and right are highly enlarged.

5 mm



Skunk Currant is a low sprawling shrub about half a meter tall. 
Buds are reddish and the large narrow end bud may be almost 
a centimeter long. When the bark of the winter twig is scraped 
or bruised it emits a “skunky” odor. 



Pussy Willow and Bebb’s Willow are usually seen as shrubs 1 to 4 
meters, but can become small trees with grey ridged bark. Young bark 
is grey-green and smooth-ish. Leaf buds are yellow, reddish or brown 
with flat undersides pressed against the twig. Buds only have a single 
covering scale. Some twigs may have the plumper buds which will 
give rise to the flower catkins in spring (the “pussies”).

Very old 
bark

Young 
bark



Mountain Ash/Dogberry is often 
observed as a small shrubby tree. Winter 
twigs are brown and stout. Buds are 
purple-black and often sticky when 
squeezed. The end bud is especially large, 
often over one cm long. Leaf scars exhibit 
five dots (five bundle scars). Our two 
native species cannot be distinguished by 
winter twigs alone. Flowers, leaves and 
fruit are required.

Leaf scar 
with 5 
bundle scars



Chokecherry is a tall shrub or small tree with dark brown to 
blackish-grey bark and prominent lenticels. Branches are 
often infested with a black crusty fungus. Winter twigs are 
grey-brown with rusty lenticels. The pointed buds become 
crowded towards the tip and have multi-coloured bud scales.

5 mm



Pincherry is a small tree sometimes appearing 
shrubby when young. Twigs are smooth reddish 
brown sometimes with a peeling greyish “skin”. Buds 
are small, only 2 mm, usually clustered near the tip. 
Older bark is bronze-brown to grey with prominent 
rusty lenticels.



White Birch/Paper Birch can be identified by the pale bark that 
peels in sheets, but young bark and branches are a dark chestnut 
brown with conspicuous lenticels. Female catkins, when present, 
droop. Next year’s male pollen catkins may be present at the end

drooping female 
seed catkins

male 
catkins

of some twigs. 
Buds are multi-
coloured.

younger barks



Yellow Birch has yellowish-brown bark that peels 
in small curled strips. Young trunks and branches 
are dark brown. Bud scales are greenish at base 

with brown tips. Some 
twigs may have next 
years male catkins 
clustered at their ends. 
Old female catkins 
when present stand 
upright. Bruised twig 
bark has a distinct 
wintergreen taste and 
smell, which is absent 
in white birch.

female seed catkins

male 
catkins



Balsam Poplar has chestnut-brown shiny twigs and buds. End 
buds are large, one centimeter or more long, and often 
sticky/gummy when squeezed between fingers and have a 
resinous “medicinal” (balsam) odor. Young bark is greenish-grey 
while older bark may become furrowed.



Trembling Aspen has greenish-grey smooth bark. Winter twigs are brown and 
shiny. Leaf buds are narrow and sharply pointed. Buds are smaller than those 
of Balsam Poplar, usually less than 7 mm long. Plumper buds which contain 
next year’s flower catkins may be present on some branches


