
Marble Springs State Historic Site  
Historic Arboretum Guide 

Knoxville is located in the Ridge-and-Valley Appalachians, which 
are characterized by long, narrow ridges and wide valleys.  The 
valley we call home is the Tennessee Valley.   It is part of the much 
larger Great Appalachian Valley, and it sits between the Great 
Smoky Mountains to the east and the Cumberland Plateau to the 
west. 

The temperate deciduous forests of the Ridge-and-Valley Appalachians are home to one of the 
most diverse collections of plants and animals in the world. More than 158 tree species can be 
found within the region.  Prior to 1890 the forests in the lower elevations, where Marble Springs 
sits at approximately 240 m, supported large tulip poplars, chestnuts, red spruce, and oaks.  But 
by the early 1900s, disease had decimated the large chestnut population, leaving other 
hardwoods to proliferate. At Marble Springs mixed oak forests dominate. 

The numbered trees on our trails are identified first by their common names, such as boxelder 

or black cherry, followed by their scientific name in italics.  For example, boxelder’s scientific 

name is Acer negundo.  Acer is the genus name, and negundo is the species name. The 

geographical coordinates (latitude/longitude) of each specimen are listed on the next line of 

text.   

 

1. Honey locust  

Gleditsia triacanthos  

35.897901/-83.875546  

 

Scientific species names can be quite descriptive.  In this case, “triacanthos” means 3-

branched spines.  The twigs have spines which were sometimes used as pins in colonial 

times.  The wood is resistant to rot, so small trees may have been used as fence posts as 

well.  Animals and domestic livestock eat the seed pods, which look like beans.  Honey 

locust is in the bean family and “fixes” or puts nitrogen into the soil. 

 

2. Southern Red Oak  

Quercus falcata  

35.897936/-83.875573 

 

There are several red oak species in our arboretum.  Southern red oak is fairly common 

and is found on upland soils.   Its acorns serve as a common food for many animals, 

including birds.  The wood was not a preferred construction species in colonial times, but 

has more commonly been accepted since the mid-1800s. 

 

3. Yellow Poplar  

Liriodendron tulipfera  

35.898062/-83.875548  

 



Other common names for the yellow poplar are tulip tree or tulip poplar.  It is the state 

tree of Tennessee.  Yellow poplar is in the magnolia family and has  beautiful yellow 

flowers in the spring that resemble tulips, hence the alternative name tulip tree.  The 

wood has long been used for flooring, lumber, and even roofing.  Native Americans often 

used yellow poplar bark as roofing and siding for their lodges, and canoes were 

constructed from the hollowed-out trunks. 

 

4. Eastern White Pine  

Pinus strobus  

35.897850/-83.874782 

 

This tree and others nearby were planted during the autumn of 2017.  You can determine 

the age of young white pines by counting the branch whorls.  The tree puts out one whorl 

each year (remember that this tree was grown for one or two years in a pot before the 

wire cage was put around it to prevent grazing by  local deer) White pine was a valuable 

tree in colonial times, because its wood was used to make furniture and other home 

items.  In the northeast, large straight white pines were marked with a broad arrow 

blaze.  These trees were reserved by the British Crown for ship masts.   

 

5. Cherrybark Oak  

Quercus pagoda 

35.897830/-83.874935 

  

This is a very close relative of the southern red oak, but grows in wet areas like this site.  

The leaves are shaped like a pagoda, hence the scientific name.  Its uses are similar to 

those of the southern red oak. 

 

6. American Holly  

Ilex opaca 

35.897803/-83.875212  

 

American holly grows naturally in wet acid soil like that on this site.  Holly trees do not 

usually grow very large.  Because the leaves are evergreen, it is chiefly used for 

landscaping purposes.  Some trees are male and others are female.  Only female trees 

have the distinctive red berries in fall and winter.  Holly berries provide an excellent 

source of food for birds, deer, and wild turkeys. 

 

7. Eastern Red Cedar  

Juniperus Virginia  

35.897587/-83.875392 

 

Eastern red cedar is not a true cedar.  It is a juniper. The wood and needles have a 

distinctive smell.  For many years, the wood has been used to make cedar chests that 

repel cloth-destroying moths.  The wood is also quite resistant to rot, making it very 

useful for fence posts.  Here on the Marble Springs property, one of our fences has cedar 



posts thought to be over 60 years old.  This red cedar tree and others around the springs 

may date back to the time of Governor Sevier. 

 

8. Red Maple  

Acer rubrum  

35.897688/-83.875126  

 

Red maple will grow in a wide variety of soil types. Red maple is one of the first trees to 

bloom in the spring.  In the fall, it has brilliant red foliage.  Its soft wood has a variety of 

uses, and its seeds are food for squirrels and birds.  The sap can be collected in late 

winter and “boiled down” to make maple sugar or maple syrup.  The sugar content of red 

maple sap, however, is not nearly as high as that of its close relative, sugar maple.   

 

9. Sassafras  

Sassafrasa lbidum 

35.897493/-83.874758 

 

Sassafras does not grow very large, but it is one of the most interesting trees in our 

arboretum.  It has three types of leaves: mitten-shaped, mitten with 2 thumbs, and 

leaves with no lobes.  Leaves, stems, and roots have a distinctive aromatic smell.  Native 

Americans and colonists regularly made a tea of the roots and used it as a spring “tonic”.  

Originally, sassafras flavor was used in making root beer.  In the 1960s, however, it was 

discovered that sassafras had cancer-causing chemicals in its extracts.  Since safe and 

unsafe levels could not be determined, sassafras extract was withdrawn from food and 

drink. 

 

10. Sugar Maple 

Acer saccharum Marsh 

35.897448/-83.874700   

 

Like all maples, sugar maple has a sweet sap, but its sugar content is higher than that of 

other maple species.  Sap is typically collected in late winter and early spring and boiled 

to produce maple syrup or sugar.  Sugar maple wood is very hard and strong.  Its 

beautiful grain patterns have made it quite valuable for furniture and flooring. 

 

11. Scarlet Oak  

Quercus coccinea 

35.896994/-83.874331  

   

Scarlet oak is a favorite landscaping tree because it keep its bright red leaves much 

longer in the fall than other tree species do.  Scarlet oak tends to retain its limbs for 

many years, causing knots in the wood that reduce its value.  This tree can also develop 

swollen or deformed limbs as a result of chestnut blight fungus. 

 

12. Flowering Dogwood  

Cornus florida  

35.896455/-83.874395 



The flowering dogwood is a beloved tree in Tennessee.  In the spring, its white flowers 

tell us that winter is over.  Later in the year, the fruit from those flowers become 

beautiful red berries that are food for wildlife. 

 

13. Winged Elm  

Ulmus alata  

35.896146/-83.874649 

 

The winged elm is a small tree that may reach a height of only 30 to 40 feet.  Its common 

name comes from the corky wings that often grow along its twigs.  Seeds may be eaten by 

a variety of wildlife species. 

 

14. Black Cherry  

Prunus serotina 

35.896095/-83.874787 

 

Black cherry has a beautiful reddish wood that has long been prized for furniture 

making.  Older trees may be easily identified by their bark which has the appearance of 

burnt corn flakes. Some Native American tribes and settlers used an extract from this 

bark to make medicines.  The fruit is an important source of food for several wildlife 

species.  Early settlers sometimes used the fruit to prepare wine or jelly.  

 

15. Sweetgum  

Liquidambar styraciflua 

35.896122/-83.875118 

 

In summer, you may notice the sweetgum’s distinctive star-shaped leaves.  Its fruits, 

commonly called gum balls, are spiny and about the size of a large marble.  Its wood 

grain is interwoven, making it very difficult to split.  In earlier times, this characteristic 

made it a good choice for basket weaving.  Its sweet sap was used in medicines and 

chewing gum. 

 

16. Black Oak  

Quercus velutina   

35.895988/-83.875534 

 

Numerous wildlife species use black oak acorns for food.  The orange inner bark has 

been used as a source for yellow dye.  In colonial times, bark extract was used in tanning 

leather. 

 

17. Shortleaf Pine 

Pinus echinata  

35.896028/-83.875847 

 

Shortleaf pine is also known as old-field pine because it so readily seeds into abandoned 

fields or burned-over areas.  This tree provided tar and pitch for boat building and is a 

valuable habitat for many animals.  

 



18. Virginia Pine  

Pinus virginiana 

35.895992/-83.875919 

 

Virginia pine is also known as scrub pine.  It rapidly seeds into and grows on disturbed 

areas such as abandoned fields, cutover sites, or burned areas.  This section of the 

Marble Springs property has a lot of Virginia and shortleaf pines, suggesting that this 

was a field or pasture sometime before about 1950.  Virginia pine is a very rough, limby 

tree.  Dead limbs are retained on the stem for many years after they die, making its 

commercial lumber value very limited. 

 

19. Eastern Hemlock  

Tsuga Canadensis  

35.896042/-83.876411  

 

Fifty feet down the hill from this spot is the only known naturally-seeded eastern 

hemlock tree growing on the property.  Eastern hemlocks usually grow in moist, shaded 

sites such as this.  The tannins found naturally in its bark made it useful as a medicine 

for both colonists and some  Native American tribes.  Colonists also used hemlock bark 

for tanning leather. 

 

20. American Basswood  

Tilia americana 

35.895639/-83.876558 

 

The flowers of American basswood are loved by honey bees, who produce a distinctive 

honey from the tree.  The inner bark has traditionally been used to produce baskets, 

ropes, and fishing nets.  Wood carvers have long used the light, hard wood to make toys 

and household items.   

 

21. White Ash  

Fraxinus Americana  

35.895270/-83.877038 

 

The wood of the white ash is very tough and bendable.  Historically, it has been valued 

for making handles and boat paddles.  White ash extracts are known to have been used 

in folk remedies, and its leaves have sometimes been used to treat the itching caused by 

insect bites.   

 

22. Sourwood  

Oxydendrum arboretum  

35.895386/-83.877605  

 

Sourwood is another great bee tree.  People have long valued the unique taste of 

sourwood honey that bees make from flowers blooming in midsummer.  The small size of 

the tree and its crooked form, however, limit other commercial uses.  The flowers and 

bright fall foliage make it a desirable landscape planting. 



 

23. Sugar Maple  

Acer saccharum 

35.895872/-83.878398 

 

See the description for tree 10. 

 

24. White Oak  

Quercus alba  

35.895976/-83.878398  

 

White oak is resistant to rot.  This decaying tree blew down in 2016.  Return to our 

arboretum from year to year and check the progress of this tree’s decay in a natural 

environment. 

 

25. White Oak  

Quercus alba 

35.896083/-83.878410 

 

White oak was an important commercial tree for early settlers.  The wood splits well and 

was used by both Native Americans and settlers to make baskets.  White oak could also 

be used to make shingles and shakes.  In colonial times and even to this day, white oak is 

used to make wooden barrels because a substance in its cells makes the wood 

waterproof.  Wildlife such as deer, turkey, and squirrels love to eat the acorns.   

 

26. Northern Red Oak  

Quercus rubra  

35.896083/-83.878410 

 

Northern red oak can grow into a large and majestic tree, often reaching heights of up to 

90 feet and diameters of 2 to 3 feet.   While northern red oak has always been a valuable 

source of construction lumber and firewood, it is probably more important today than it 

was in colonial times.  The bark has been used to supply tannic acid for leather tanning.    

 

27. Eastern Redbud  

Cercis Canadensis   

35.896404/-83.878505 

 

Eastern redbud is a harbinger of spring in eastern Tennessee.  The pink to purple flowers 

bloom before its leaves come out and later develop into a fruit that resembles a pea pod.  

Redbud is a small tree with a maximum height of 30 feet.  It’s maximum lifespan is 25 

years. 

 

 

 

 

 



28. Bitternut Hickory  

Carya cordiformis  

35.896840/-83.876405 

 

As the common name implies, nuts of this hickory tree are quite bitter.  Consequently, 

neither humans nor wildlife will eat the nuts unless there is no other food source.  Wood 

from this tree, as well as other hickory species, has traditionally been valued for firewood 

and for making striking handles.  Additionally, bitternut hickory gives smoked meat a 

unique flavor.  Some early settlers are said to have extracted an oil from the nuts which 

they burned in their lamps. 

 

29. Common Persimmon  

Diospyorus Virginia  

35.896841/-83.876283 

 

Persimmon was an important food source for many Native Americans and colonists.  In 

September and October, female trees bear edible, plum-sized fruit.  Its scientific name 

comes from the Greek word diosporus, meaning “food for the gods”. Wait until the fruit 

is dark orange and soft before you eat it, or you won’t think so. While unripe fruit can be 

very astringent, if you wait until it falls from the tree, you’re going to be competing with a 

variety of wild animals including opossums, skunks, and raccoons. 

 

30. American Elderberry  

Sambucus sp. 

35.896798/-83.876240 

 

Several elderberry shrubs were planted in this area in November 2017.  Elderberry is a 

shrub that was extremely valuable to the Native Americans and colonists.  The dark 

purple fruits were collected during the summer and were used to make jams, pies, wine, 

and medicine.  The berries also provided a natural dye.  Elderberry wood is quite hard 

and was once used for making combs, arrows, and whistles. 

 

31. Swamp Chestnut Oak  

Quercus michauxii 

35.896711/-83.876008 

 

This tree and the next (willow oak) were planted in 2007 as part of a streambank 

restoration project.  Swamp chestnut oak grows in wet areas such as this stream bottom. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



32. Willow Oak  

Quercus phellos  

35.896891/-83.875833 

 

Willow oak also commonly grows in wet bottoms such as this.  If you are visiting the 

arboretum during the summer, notice that the leaves do not have any lobes.  The leaves 

are shaped like willow leaves, giving it its common name. 

 

33. Boxelder  

Acer negundo 

35.896919/-83.875607 

 

Boxelder, a species of maple, is common in wet areas such as this stream bottom, but can 

tolerate a wide range of soils and sites.  Its chief value is in stabilizing soil and providing 

filtration for riparian areas adjacent to streams.  Its sap is sweet and has been 

occasionally used to make a form of maple syrup. 

 

34. River Birch  

Betula nigra 

35.896902/-83.875524  

 

River birch is common in wet areas.  It is very useful for stabilizing soil and providing 

water filtration in stream bottoms.  The wood is quite hard and close-grained.  In 

colonial times, the wood was occasionally used in making basket hoops or toys. 

 

35. Black Walnut  

Juglans nigra  

35.896771/-83.874665 

 

This was an extremely valuable tree for both Native Americans and colonists.  If you 

travel our trails in October or November, look for the large nuts under this tree, which 

have long been a food source for humans and animals.  An extract from the nut husks 

was used to produce brown dye for clothing.  The wood was an excellent source for gun 

stocks and furniture.  Extracts also were used for medicinal purposes. An interesting fact 

about black walnut is that its leaves, roots, and stems produce a chemical compound 

called juglone.  Juglone is highly toxic to many other plants which keeps them from 

growing under the walnut trees. 

 

36. Sycamore  

Platanus occidentalis  

35.896763/-83.874347 

 

Sycamore is a common inhabitant of wet soils along stream banks.  Notice the scaly, 

peeling, and mottled bark that is an identifying characteristic of the tree.  Sycamore has a 

close-grained wood that does not split easily.  Consequently, it was often used to make 

chopping and butcher blocks.    

 

  



37. Black Willow  

Salix nigra  

35.896542/-83.874341 

 

Black willow commonly grows along streams such as we have here.  A compound found 

in the inner bark, salicylic acid, is the active ingredient in aspirin.  The medicinal value of 

the inner bark has been known for many years, but it was not until the 1840s that the 

active ingredient was isolated.  Black willow is also a valuable plant for stabilizing 

eroding stream banks. 

 

38. Running cedar  

Lycopodium digitatum 

35.896014/-83.875903 

 

Running cedar is not a tree, shrub, or even a cedar.  It is in fact a clubmoss.  We include 

it here because of its beauty and oddity.  Colonial families in various parts of the United 

States may have used it as a decoration, particularly at Christmas time.  The foliage is 

connected by underground runners, making it useful in wreaths and garland. 

 

39. American Hornbeam  

Carpinus caroliniana  

35.896315/-83.877647 

 

There are several common names for this small tree, including ironwood, blue beech, 

water beech, and musclewood.   Musclewood is perhaps the most descriptive because the 

rippled stem looks like a finely-toned arm muscle.  The wood is very hard (ironlike) and 

was used by settlers to make wedges, striking handles, and mallets (froes).  

 

40. American Beech  

Fagus grandifolia  

35.896395/-83.877550 

 

American beech is an easily-identified tree because of its thin, smooth, gray bark.  These 

characteristics, however, lead to a host of problems.  Fire can easily damage the tree 

trunk, leading many older trees to be hollow.  Fortunately, these hollows provide dens 

for many animals.  Beech seeds are food for a great variety of animals from mice to 

ruffed grouse to bears. 

 

41. Pignut Hickory  

Carya glabra  

35.896322/-83.877737 

 

Pignut hickory has similar uses to bitternut hickory, tree 28 on this list.  The nuts of 

pignut hickory, however, are quite sweet and valued by wildlife, such as squirrels, bears, 

and chipmunks. In earlier days, free range pigs fed off the nuts as well. 

 



42. Black locust  

Robinia pseudoacacia 

35.896418/-83.877383  

 

Notice the zig-zag twigs and paired thorns of this species.  Black locust is another tree in 

the bean family, so it also “fixes” or adds nitrogen to the soil.  In recent years, attacks by 

insects and diseases have limited the use of the tree.  Because the wood is hard, strong, 

and very resistant to rot, it was extensively used in colonial times for fence rails, poles, 

posts, and fuel.   

 

43. Common Pawpaw  

Asimina trilobal 

35.897232/-83.874964 

 

The earliest known documentation of pawpaws is found in the 1541 report of Spanish 

explorer Hernando de Soto who described the growing and harvesting of the fruit by 

Native Americans. European settlers used the fruit to make puddings and desserts. 

 

44. Shumard Oak  

Quercus shumardii 

35.897023/-83.874930 

 

Early pioneers used the acorns of the Shumard oak for food, and the wood for building 

materials.  

 

45. American Hackberry  

Celtis occidentalis 

35.897230/-83.874499 

 

Many Native American tribes used hackberry in medicines, foods, and ceremonies.  It 

rots easily and is most often used as firewood and in making inexpensive items. 

 

46. Butternut Hickory  

Juglans cinereal 

35.896422/-83.874005 

 

Butternut hickory is highly rot resistant and is a favorite of woodcarvers. An extract 

made from the inner bark of the tree has traditionally been used to help prevent diseases 

and for gastrointestinal ailments.   

 

47. Kentucky Coffeetree  

Gymnocladus dioicus 

35.897060/-83.878404 

 



Some Native American tribes used Kentucky Coffeetree to make a medicine for reducing 

fever and headache and to relieve constipation.  Pioneers valued the wood for cabinet 

making, and its seeds were sometimes used as a substitute for coffee.  

 

48. Silver Maple  

Acer saccharinum 

35.895848/-83.878815 

 

Many animals eat the buds and seeds of the silver maple, and some Native Americans 

used its sap to make sugar, medicine, and baskets. Silver maple is light weight and easily 

worked with hand tools.  Pioneers are known to have used it for furniture, cabinets, 

flooring, musical instruments, crates, and tool handles. 

 

49.Post Oak  

Quercus stellate 

35.898003/-83.875428 

The Post Oak is a resilient tree that grows easily in poor soil.  The pioneers used its wood 

for building homes and barns, as well as for fence posts. 

 

 

Additional Sources of Information 

 

University of Tennessee Arboretum  http://utarboretum.tennessee.edu/plantsw.htm#whiteoak 

Virginia Tech Tree Identification (Dr. Dendro) 

http://dendro.cnre.vt.edu/dendrology/factsheets.cfm 

United States Department of Agriculture Plant Guide  http://plants.usda.gov 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

Marble Springs is funded under an agreement with the Tennessee 

department of Environment and Conservation, Tennessee Historical 

Commission.  Supplemental funds are raised by the Governor John 

Sevier Memorial Association. 

 

http://utarboretum.tennessee.edu/plantsw.htm#whiteoak
http://dendro.cnre.vt.edu/dendrology/factsheets.cfm
http://plants.usda.gov/

