LIFE ZONES (FOREST COMMUNITIES) OF
WESTERN AND CENTRAL WASHINGTON

Life Zone Location and Elevation*

Coastal Forest West slopes
Sea level to 2,500 ft

Silver Fir West slopes
2,000 to 4,500 ft
Subalpine West and East

4,200 to timberline

Alpine Above timberline
Interior Fir East slopes
2,000 to 4,500 ft
Ponderosa Pine East slopes
1,000 to 2,500 ft

Representative Trees

Western Hemlock
Douglas-fir
Western Red Cedar

Silver Fir
Western Hemlock

Subalpine Fir
Mountain Hemlock

Grand Fir
Douglas-fir
Lodgepole Pine
Western Larch

Ponderosa Pine
Douglas-fir

e The listed elevations are not absolutes. There will be a transition between life zones
and the elevations depend on aspect, latitude, soil fertility, annual rainfall and snow

pack, and other factors.
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Conifers of Washington (by Mickey Eisenberg)
Conifers: Only 18
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18 Cascade conifers

Douglas Fir Pseudofsuga menziesii

Westem Hemlock Tsuga heterophyiia

Mountain Hemiock Tsuga mertensiana

Silver Fir Abies amabilis

Grand Fir Ables grandis

Noble Fir Abies procera

Subalpine Fir Abies lasiocarpa

Ponderosa Pine Pinus ponderosa

Lodgepole Pine Pinus contorta

Western White Pine Pinus monticola

| White Bark Pine Pinus albicaulis

Sitka Spruce Picea sifchensis

Engelmann Spruce Picea engelmannii

Western Red Cedar Thuja plicata

Seattle Naturalists
Quick Guide to

18 Cascade

Conifers

I Mountaineers

Alaska Cedar Chamaecyparis
nootkatensis Mountaineers.org
Alpine Larch Larix lyallii May, 2013
Western Larch Latrix occidentalis
Pacific Yew Taxus brevifolia
18 Cascade Description Elevation Cones Needles Stomata Other
Conifers
Douglas Fir Bottle brush Upto 4500 | 3-4in, 3pt | 1in, flat, 2 bottom Not true fir
bracts pointy tip
Western Hemlock Droopy top Upto 4500 | 5-75in Unequal 2 bottom State tree
Mountain Hemlock Less droopy QOver 4000 1-3in More equal | Top & btm
Silver Fir Pale bim 2000-5000 | 3.56in Sides & top | 2 bottom Silver bark
need
Grand Fir 2 rows of 2000-5000 | 2-45in, Equal, side | 2 bottom
needles grm-brn by side
Noble Fir Blue green 3000-5000 | 4-7 in, 4 sides, top | 2top Rainier and
bracts groove south
Subalpine Fir Bottle brush Over4500 | 254in Equal 2 top, faint Steeple
Ponderosa Pine Distinctive Upto 4500 | 3-6in 3, 510in East only
Lodgepole Pine 1-2in 2, 1-3in L=2
Western White Pine Up to 5000 | 6-11in §, splayed W=5
Whitebark Pine 5000+ 2-3in 5, stouter, wW=5
bundied
Sitka Spruce Coastalmost | Upto 2000 | 2.5-4in ++Prickly 2 top
Engelmann Spruce | Mountains 3000-6000 | 1.5-25in | 4 sides, Top & Can roll
prickly, blue | bottom needles,
green East most
Western Red Cedar | Reddish bark | Upto 4000 | 5in, Smooth West
rosebud scales mostly
Alaska (Yellow) Droopy 3000-6500 | .5in, Prickly West only,
Cedar branches roundish scales krurnmholz
Alpine Larch Deciduous Qver 5000 | Bracts Clusters 4-sided need | East only
Western Larch Deciduous 3000-5000 | Bracts Clusters 3-sided need | East only
Pacific Yew Bush in Upto 8000 | Redbeny | Like Grand | No stomata | West only
shade




A Simple Key to Conifers (cone-bearing plants) of the Washington Cascades

Leaves scale-like (Cypress Family)
Western Red Cedar
Cones have scales, up to 3,500 ft
Alaska Yellow Cedar
Cones are round, 3,000-6,000 ft
Common Juniper
Low-growing with sharp needle-like scales, 2,500-7,500 ft

Leaves needle-like {Pine Family)

Lodgepole Pine

2 needles per bunch, mostly east
Ponderosa Pine

3 needles per bunch, mostly east
Western White Pine

5 needles per bunch, 2,000-5,000 ft
Whitebark Pine

5 needles per bunch, 5,000+ ft

Needles single
Needles flat and round at base, buds round, cones point up (Firs)

Silver Fir
_ Needles on top half of branch, 1 in, 2,000-5,000 ft
Grand Fir o ’
Needles two-ranked on branch, 1 in or more alternating longer and shorter,

2,000-5,000 ft
Subalpine Fir
Needles whitish on top, purplish cones 2-4 in, 4,500+ ft
Noble Fir
Needles whitish on top, cones 4-8 in, more common in S. Cascades, 3,000-5,000

N flat thin at con
Douglas Fir (not a true fir, nor a hemlock)
Needles encircle branch, 1 in, buds pointed, bracted cones 2-4 in, up to 4,500 ft

Western Hemlock

Needles vary in length from %-3/4 in, top droops, cones less than 1 in, up to
4,500 ft
Mountain Hemlock

Needles ¥ in, same length, cones 1-2 inches, 4,000+ ft

e it-1i W,
Western Yew '
Shrub-like, 2,000-4,000 ft

Needles sharp and woody at base, cones hanging (Spruces)

Engelmann Spruce

Generally east, cones 2-4 in with papery scales, 3,000-6,000 ft
Sitka Spruce

In coastal forests, rare in Cascades, up to 2,000 ft
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Needles in clusters, deciduous (Larches)
Western Larch
Needles pale green in summer and yellow in fall, cones 1.5 in, east, 3,000-5,000 ft

Alpine Larch
Subalpine, needles green in summer and yellow in fall, cones 2-3 in, east, 5,000+ ft

Tips for using your field guide to identify shrubs and flowering plants

Shrubs, which have woody stems, are shown by family on pages 157-179. Note that some
shrubs, such as kinnickinnick, are low-growing. To identify a shrub, flip through the
pictures and seek a match. Details about the flowers, leaves, or other features are listed on
the opposite page to confirm the identity. Don’t be disappointed if you can’t identify a
shrub by the leaves alone; sometimes you need to see flowers, leaves, and fruit to make a
positive identification.

VWildflowers are arranged by color, then by family, on pages 87-155 (read the cautions
about using color to aid identification on pages 85-86). When you find a wildflower that
you don’t know, flip through the pictures of flowers that color and seek a match. Again,
confirming details are listed on the opposite page. Not all flowers are pictured, so if you
don’t see an exact match read the description to see if it mentions similar species or just
satisfy yourself that you are close.

For both shrubs and wildflowers there is a good illustrated glossary on pages 78-85 that will
help you with the botanical terms. With experience you will start to see how plant families
are related, and this will help your identification skills. For example:

¢ Plants in the Lily family have flower parts in 3s or 6s and the leaves have parallel
veins.

* Flowers in the Violet family look like small pansies. In the Northwest they may be
yellow, purple, or white.

Flowers in the Orchid family look like tiny orchid corsages.
Plants in the Mustard family have flowers with 4 petals in a cross (though other
families also have flowers with parts in 4s).

e Plants in the Aster or Sunflower family have composite flower heads, which means
that the “flowers™ are actually groups of many little flowers. Dandelions are an
example with all ray flowers and daisies are an example with both disc flowers and
ray flowers (take a close look at them with a magnifying glass).

* Plants in the Rose family have 5 petals, 5 sepals, and many stamens.
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Basic Birding — Tips

Resources:
The Nature Shop — Seattle Audubon — 8050 35™ Ave NE — www.seattleaudubon.org

Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology — www.allaboutbirds.org

(Macaulay Library of Natural Sounds) 7

Burke Museum — University of Washington — www.burkemuseum.org/ornithology

Mountaineers bookstore

Methodology:
Size & Shape :

Behavior
Habitat & Season

Sounds & Plumage

>



Notes: Ways to improve your birding skills
¢ Buy a bird field guide (The Audubon Nature Shop) — learn the silhouettes of bird families
e Buy a bird finding book
(See ‘Additional References’ section in back)
e Get a checklist for the area you are visiting
(Ask at visitors’ centers, search on the internet, for Sand Point (Magnuson Park) — The
Nature Shop)
¢ Go birding (especially with people more knowledgeable than you)
e Take a course/go on an field trip with your local Audubon chapter
e L earn to recognize bird songs and calls

7 X >




BASIC BIRDING HOMEWORK

Get or borrow some binoculars
Get or borrow a field guide or buy birding app (lots of good ones — The Nature Shop)
Get a check list for your area (at Visitors® Centers, The Nature Shop (Magnuson Park list)

Use the field guide (or go online) to identify the bird family silhouettes on the next page.

Go for a walk around your neighborhood/park/bird feeder, BUT leave the field guide at
home and take a notebook instead!

Detect a bird (sound, motion, silhouette ...)

How big? What shape? What’s it doing? Any sounds? Identify family if possible.
Move closer — Use binoculars — Plumage patterns, bill shape, wings, tail shape ...
Take notes before it flies away!! A photograph is an excellent idea.

Detect another bird — Repeat five times.

Return home and use your notes to identify species



