
American Sycamore (Platanus occidentalis L.) 

Leaf: Leaves are alternate, 10-35 cm long, palmate-veined and roughly star-shaped with 3-5 sharp 
lobes, the blades often as broad or broader than they are long. 

Bark: Bark of upper trunk exfoliates in patches leaving areas of inner bark exposed, a patchwork of 
browns, yellows, and greens against a background of white, the darker bark with age falling away in 
thin brittle sheets, exposing younger and lighter-colored bark. 

Bud: Twigs zigzag with only lateral buds, these completely covered by a single scale within the petiole 
base and not visible until after the petiole detachment. 

Mature Shape: Massive trunk and open crown of large, crooked branches. Can grow 75-100+ feet tall. 

 

Distribution: Widespread in the eastern United States, from Texas to Nebraska, Iowa, and Wisconsin and into southern 
Ontario, Canada; apparently extirpated in Maine. It also occurs in the mountains of northeastern Mexico. 

Soil conditions: Primarily a species of bottomland and alluvial soils, also occurring on creek banks, mesic coves and lower 
slopes, on a wide range of soil types. A pioneer species in the floodplains of large rivers and occurs on a variety of wet sites, 
including shallow swamps, sloughs, and wet river bottoms where soil is saturated 2-4 months during the growing season. 

Natural Communities: American sycamore is most commonly found in mixture with sweetgum, boxelder, silver and red 
maple, cottonwood, and willows. 

Wildlife benefits: Old sycamores often have hollow trunks, which provide shelter to flocks of chimney swifts and even 
denning sites for black bear. 

Planting: American sycamore is a good planting where a large, fast-growing tree is desired. Negative features are the 
relatively weak limbs (susceptible to wind and ice 
damage) and the large leaves that decay slowly after 
falling. The huge size quickly attained by these trees 
is often underestimated. 

 

Fun facts: Sycamore seedlings require direct sunlight for good growth and establishment, 
except perhaps on clay soil. One-year-old seedlings may reach 10 feet, and sprouts may 
reach 25 feet. 

Learn more: here, here, and here! 

https://gobotany.nativeplanttrust.org/species/platanus/occidentalis/
https://www.wildflower.org/plants/result.php?id_plant=PLOC
https://plants.usda.gov/DocumentLibrary/plantguide/pdf/pg_ploc.pdf

