ree species identification is important

for many reasons, but none more so

than whitetail preference. Deer al-

most always target white oak acorns

rather than red oak species. This is
entirely because of taste. Acorns have vary-
ing levels of tannin (tannic acid), within the
nut. White oaks tend to have much lower
levels than red oaks, which translates to a
sweeter taste in the former and a more bit-
ter offering in the latter. Because of that wide
range in tannin, whitetails clean up dropped
white oak acorns within days, whereas it can
be weeks or months before they consume all
red oak acorns.

Another reason to know your oaks is mast
production frequency. You need to time the
mast crop drop. White oak trees take one
year to mature and produce a ready-to-drop
acorn. Red oak trees require two years to do
so. Knowing where these trees are on your
hunting property and what year they’ll likely
drop acorns can help you make better hunt-
ing decisions. Keep a log of this to predict
future deer movements.

Finally, if you manage land, planting oak
trees is important. Acorns are low in protein
(about 6 to 8 percent) and aren’t what deer
need in spring and summer. However, they
are high in carbs (about 40 to 45 percent)
and fats (about 50 to 55 percent), which is
what deer need through fall and winter.
Understanding the nutritional value of
oaks, where various species thrive and
the timing of their mast crop drop are
important factors.

OAK TREE IDENTIFICATION

Oak tree species fall into one of two fam-
ilies, including red and white oaks. These
can be identified in four ways. Study the leaf,
bark, acorn and tree location to help deter-
mine the species.

Leaves: Generally, white oak species have
leaves with rounded lobes without spines
at the tips. In contrast, red oak species have
leaves with more pointed lobes with spines
near the tips. You’ll notice a stark difference
between these.

Bark: In most cases, white oaks have a
rough, light-colored bark. This tends to re-
main so from the base, up the trunk and out
the limbs. Red oaks might have rough bark at
the base, but it tends to get much smoother
as it moves up the trunk and out the limbs.
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Acorns: White oak trees have very
small acorns, which can be almost circu-
lar. Red oaks have larger acorns that are
more oblong.

Location: Although this is the worst
identification tool, each oak species
tends to grow and be more common
in certain locations, which depends on
conditions.

SPECIES TO KNOW

Being able to identify the difference
between red and white oak tree species
is great, but there are many subspecies
within these families hunters should
know about. Check out some of the most
common ones, with markers (R for red
oak, W for white oak) designating which
line of the family tree they belong to.

Black oak (R): This species is common
throughout parts of the Midwest, Mid-
South and Northeast. It’s similar to the
red oak and falls into the same family.
However, it has very dark bark, which
gives it its name. This is among the tallest
of the oak species.

Bur oak (W): Common throughout
the Midwest and parts of the East, this
tree is known for burly, gnarly bark and
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branches. However, it can be difficult to
transplant.

Cherry bark oak (R): This tree is
abundant in south central and southeast-
ern states. It does well in high-moisture
soils, making it common in low-lying ar-
eas. It can surpass 100 feet in height.

Chinquapin oak (W): This is a main-
stay in midwestern and southeastern
states. It grows in a diverse range of soils
and can frequently be found in dryer
areas or well-drained soils that receive
significant moisture. This tree generally
doesn’t surpass 70 feet.

Live oak (R): This tree is confined to
the South and doesn’t do well in colder
climates. However, where it thrives, it
tends to have a long lifespan. It's known
for its long, flowing limb structure.

Nuttall oak (R): These are common in
bottomland hardwoods. However, they
prefer areas that drain well, too. Nuttalls
are tolerant of diseases, insects, wet soil
and moderate drought and grow quickly.

Overcup oak (W): Native along the
Atlantic coast states, this is a swamp-
based tree. It grows at a moderate rate
and can reach 70 feet. Wildlife tends to
like its small, tasty acorns.

Pin oak (R): This is a very hardy, toler-
ant tree. Its acorn is moderate in tannic
acid, making it an average food source
choice for deer and other wildlife.

Post oak (W): This is a medium-sized
tree, commonly reaching 50 feet, and
is common in the South. It’s especially
common throughout eastern Texas. This
is a great source of food for whitetails.

Red oak (R): Commonly referred to as
the northern red oak, this is one of the
most common oak species in the country.
It does well in various environments and
is even drought tolerant. It’s also among
the fastest growing in the oak family.

Sawtooth oak (R): This is a non-na-
tive species from Asia. That said, it pro-
duces a lot of acorns, which can be good
for deer and other animals. It also drops
acorns early, which is great for archery
season openers. But when other oak spe-
cies begin dropping, such as white oaks,
sawtooth oak acorns might be ignored.

Scarlet oak (R): This tree is common
throughout the eastern United States
and does well in dryer soils. It can also
handle higher levels of soil toxicity and
prefers sunlight. This is a large tree and
can reach 100 feet.
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Shingle oak (R): This is a common
tree throughout the Midwest. It does OK
in dryer soils. However, it prefers moist
but well-drained soil conditions. This
tree can reach 70 feet.

Shumard oak (R): This species is less
common but exists in greater quantities
throughout the South. It's one of the
least predictable when attempting to
gauge the acorn drop timeline and often
drops very late. This can make it an ex-
cellent late-season hunting spot.

Swamp chestnut oak (W): This tree
primarily exists in wet to moderate soils
and is generally located in bottomlands.
It can also tolerate poor drainage. It pro-
duces very large acorns, which drop lat-
er than many other species.

Swamp white oak (W): This tree gets
its name from its geographical pref-
erence. It does well in areas of poorly
drained soil. This is the reason for its
prevalence in swampy areas. That said,
it still produces a small, tasty acorn like
other white oak species.

Water oak (R): This is a big tree, com-
monly found in lowlands, and can grow
to nearly 100 feet. You might also find
it near other waterways, such as ponds,
creeks and streams.

White oak (W): This is the favored
species of whitetails. Its acorns are
sweeter and offer great nutrients. This
tree does well on high ground and even
down in the bottoms, so long as the soil
is well-drained.

Willow oak (R): This tree tends to
grow well in wetter soils and can even
tolerate occasional, mild flooding. It’s
great to have, especially given the timing
of the acorn drop. It tends to fall after
sawtooth acorns but before the white
oak species.

HUNTING AROUND OAK TREES

All things considered, oak trees are
incredibly important to deer and deer
hunting. Recognizing them and un-
derstanding when they drop acorns is
pivotal in how deer use and maneuver
through the landscape. Being one step
ahead of whitetails as they shift to each
of these all-important food sources can
help you fill tags this season. All thanks
to knowing your oaks.





