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! What do two Arborists see when they travel?  Come along with us for a 3 part 
series, Traveling South. Normal families have games to occupy their children when 
they travel, 
but in the 
Smith family 
we played: 
“Who can find 
the first 
Beech tree?”  
If you know 
what to look 
for as you 
leave the 
Chicago 
region, you’ll 
see that the 
forest tells us 
stories. !
! Very 
soon, upon 
leaving the 
city, we 
encounter our 
first tree 
detective 
clues that we 
are headed 
out of town. When you see the white trunks of the Paper Bark Birch you’re probably 
heading into the great northern woods. The grey elephant skin trunks of the American 
Beech peak out of the roadside woods telling you that you are entering the vast eastern 
Beech/Maple forests.  When you observe trails of tall, alligator bark, lightning struck 
Cottonwoods following the river courses you know you’re heading west into the great 
plaines where trees are not welcome.  But the stately, white trunks of the American 
Sycamore say we are headed south. There is no doubt why this picturesque tree is part 
of the Indiana state song, “Through the Sycamores the candle light is gleaming...” !
!   By mid-state Indiana the River Birch spring up naturally along the rivers.  
Groves of Sassafras with their root beer tasting twigs show up as well.  These three 
trees, the Sycamore, Sassafras and River Birch grow in N.E. Illinois when planted, but 
none of their thousands of seeds will germinate. However, when I install my pots of 
potting soil beneath these trees the seeds germinate so heavily they threaten to crowd 
out my flowers.  Why? Here is a hint, mid state is right where the glaciers in the last ice !
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age halted their 
southern advance.  
If you look at a 
topographic map 
you will see 
concentric 
circles south 
around Lake 
Michigan, of 
glacial 
moraines or 
ridges where 
the detritus 
carved out 
of the lake 
were 
dumped.  

The final ones, 
terminal 

moraines end at about Champaign/ 
Urbana and Indianapolis.  !

! Most of us who live in the midwest take our beautiful black 
soils for granted, thinking that the dirt is like this throughout the world.  Not so.  

Nowhere else in the world are the soils as rich and productive as those in Illinois, 
Indiana and Iowa. It’s also surprising that as we pass out of the world’s most fertile 
soils the trees grow a full 30% taller.  The short explanation is trees in general like 
acid, well drained, loose soils.  However, our soils, where the glaciers once walked, 
are alkaline, poorly drained heavy clay.  !
(For the longer explanation see the Arborsmith Wisdom, called “Ice, Water, Wind and Fire, the Story of 
Illinois Soils”).!
! Next month we’ll see how one family saved the south.!
  !!!!!!
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