
Species You Should Know 
Tamarack, Larix laricina 
 

 
 
Also known as the hackmatack and Eastern larch, the fast-growing tamarack can be found 
throughout the United States and Canada from New England to Minnesota. They are extremely 
cold tolerant and can be found as far north as the Arctic Circle, although they will not grow to 
their maximum height. In the Chicago region, which is at the southernmost point in their range, 
tamaracks can grow to be 60 feet tall. 
 
Tamaracks grow best in wet to moist soil and can be found in swamps and other lowland areas. 
They are a common pioneer species after forest fires or in filled-lake bogs, and they are an 
important habitat structure for nesting birds including white-throated sparrow, song sparrow, 
veery, common yellow throat, and Nashville warbler. Due to their shade intolerance, tamaracks 
must make it to the overstory in order to survive, so they are not a frequent sight in the city. 
 
Though it usually grows amongst other conifers, the tamarack can be easily distinguished by its 
sparse, feathery branches and light color which often stands out against a forest of dense dark 
green. A deciduous conifer, the tamarack often stands out even more in winter with its bare 
branches marked by occasional small cones. Before they drop, the short shoots of 10 to 20 needles 
turn bright yellow in autumn. Because its needle structure and fast-growing trunk shows 
resemblance to a small pine tree, the tamarack is a popular choice for bonsai. 
 
Tamaracks are susceptible to a number of pests including the larch sawfly, although heat and 
drought are becoming an even bigger cause of concern for their well-being. Tamaracks are 
currently listed as a threatened plant in Illinois and only found in the northeast corner of the state. 
In our warming climate, they are likely to become even harder to find in our immediate area. 
 

For more information on this species, please contact trees@openlands.org.  
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