
Balsam Fir (Abies balsamea) 

Needles: Needles are 3/4 to 1 inch long, flat, and often strongly curved. Twigs with needles have a 

generally flattened appearance. 

Bark: The bark is smooth, thin, and grayish, distinguished by soft blisters containing a clear, 

odiferous resin known as Canadian balsam. 

Flowers and Cones: Both male and female flowers are found on the same branch. Cones are 2 to 4 

inches long, purplish in color, and stand erect on branches (as do those of all true firs).  

Mature Shape: Growth occurs in whorls of branches surrounding an upright leader or terminal, 

making a symmetrical tree with a broad base and narrow top. 

 

Distribution: Balsam fir is distributed throughout the 

Northeast and upper Midwest. 

Soil conditions: The soils on which balsam fir grows range from silt loams developed from lake deposits to stony 

loams derived from glacial till. Grows best on soils of pH ranging from 4.0 to 6.0. 

Natural Communities: In New England Balsam fir can be found in the high elevation montane fir forest and in 

northern New England in lowland boreal forests of northern Maine, New Hampshire and the Northeast Kingdom in 

Vermont. 

Wildlife benefits: Songbirds and squirrels eat seed and deer browse foliage. Deer and moose browse the foliage in 

winter. 

Planting: Fir is subject to windthrow, especially on 

shallow wet soils. Because of its thin bark, shallow root 

system, and flammable needles, balsam fir is easily 

killed by fire. Balsam fir is troubled by spruce budworm, 

woolly aphid and several canker diseases and is heavily 

browsed by deer. 

Fun facts: Balsam fir is used primarily by people for Christmas trees and pulpwood, although some 

lumber is produced from it in New England and the Lake States.  

Canadian balsam, an aromatic oleoresin obtained from swellings or resin blisters in the bark, is 

used for mounting microscopic specimens and for optical cement. 

Learn more: here, here, and here! 

https://www.wildflower.org/plants/result.php?id_plant=ABBA
https://plants.usda.gov/DocumentLibrary/factsheet/pdf/fs_abba.pdf
https://vtecostudies.org/wildlife/plants/balsam-fir/

