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~ ECO LOGY ~

Quaking aspen is named
for its leaves on slender,
flattened petioles that

tremble in the slightest breeze.
Quaking aspen is a widely-grow-
ing tree in the entire continent of
North America. One of the out-
standing characteristics is the
golden-yellow of the leaves in
autumn.Wherever there are trees,
there are aspen, gold among the
green of conifer forests at timber-
line, at the bottom edge of the
evergreens and splotches here
and there throughout where a
piece of soil was bared by fire,
logging, by animals, or whatever.
As mentioned above, the other
most identifying characteristic is

the trembling of the leaves in an
aspen grove as a result of the thin
leaf petioles that permit the
leaves to move in the slightest
breeze. Trembling or quaking
aspen as a descriptive name for
this poplar appeals to naturalists
and poets, too. 

In the deciduous woods,
aspen is often the gold among
oranges, reds, and russets of oak,
maple, hickory, and competition
to cottonwood along banks of
rivers and streams. 

Aspen reproduces by seed
and also from its wide shallow
root system with suckers that
grow into more trees, so natural-
ly aspen are in groves. If one
should dig down in a clump of
aspen in the Rocky Mountain-
Great Plains region, one would

find a tangled mass of roots,
all extending from a central

root system
obviously
belonging to

an elder tree
member of the

group. In
fact, in

this region,
the tree pro-

rogates
more
from the

roots than
from seed;
however,

on areas bared by
fire and other distur-

bances, open to the sun, if the
tiny seeds on their cottony 
masses are blown in, new 
young seedlings will grow.

‘Tis a tree that quickly takes
advantage of any bare spot of soil
in the sun and ‘tis a tree that
basks in the sun, only being
replaced by more shade tolerant
trees coming in under the protec-
tion of the aspens in the natural
plant succession process. This
propagation from roots resulting
in aspen groves has led some
people who sell and/or use aspen
for landscaping to say aspen
“prefer to be in groups” or even
to judge that “aspen prefer to
grow in sets of three.” This
author believes if they dig down
in natural aspen groves, they, too,
will find that the roots belong in
a system of intertwined roots
emanating from one major root 
of an old monarch. 

Aspen grows on almost any
soil, but preferably sandy, gravel-
ly soils with plenty of moisture,
often in pure stands, at altitudes
from sea-level to 6,500–10,000
feet, at the top edge of the alpine
conifer forests, at the bottom
edge of spruce and fir, here and
there in pure stands amid the
conifers, and here and there
among the trees of the deciduous
forests. It is important to note
that aspen, as well as other light

~ Indian Names ~
Cree: “mi-to-sah-tik”
Crow: “balapuuxé”

A tree 
for every season...

Tender, new green leaves
heralding spring,

Turning glossy green 
and trembling 
in each summer breeze, 

Yellow blaze of autumn,
white-barked trunk 
brightening the winter wood...

Quaking aspen— 
tree for every season.
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It is known
that aspen has
properties similar
to willow, hence
was used in similar
ways. Indian 
people made a
tonic for cleansing
with aspen, drank
a tea from it by
extracting liquid from
spring and fall bark for
fevers, used it as a diuretic
to correct urinary infec-
tions, even gonorrhea, as
an agent to kill worms, 
and as a cure for chronic
diarrhea, for jaundice and
general debility. Other
tribes used the same tea 
for treatment of syphilis. 

~ OTHER USES ~

The wood of the quak-
ing aspen is used to

make boxes, furniture
parts, matches, excelsior,

particle board, and pulp-
wood for other things.

The wood is soft and

light and unless treated,
it decays rapidly.

Aspen is also used
as firewood. Its trunk is
often knotty and burns

longer, so pioneers
such as my own 
people, cut aspen
tree trunks into 15"
plugs of wood to
“bank the fires” in
their pot-bellied
heating stoves at
night in winter. I can
remember my father
rising in the middle
of a winter night to
add a plug of aspen
to the heater. Usually
this had to be done
only twice a night,

once at bedtime and once at
middle night, for the aspen plug
held heat, burned more slowly
than other cottonwoods, so

lasted a longer
time. The dried
wood was used
by Plains
Indian peoples
to heat the
rocks for a
sweat bath.

~  IN RELIGIOUS
CEREMONY ~

Crow, Northern Cheyenne,
and Cree Indians used the

aspen to build the Sun Dance
ceremonial lodge. A tall straight
aspen that branched at the top
was chosen for the center pole.
Smaller aspen poles were used to
construct the rest of the lodge
around the center pole.  
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O u r D e c i d u o u s Tre e s
1) Cottonwood (See 

Natural Life’s archives 
online, Sept.–Oct. 2008)

2) Quaking Aspen
3) Poplar (1–3 are willows)
4) Box Elder (a maple)

These are the deciduous trees that
thrive in the dry country known as
the Rainshadow of the Rockies—
the slopes, foothills and great plains
east of the Rocky Mountains. They
grow among pines, and along rivers
and creeks where the roots find
water. They give the west its golden-

yellow glow in autumn.
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