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The Superlative Quaking Aspen 

 

What is both the largest and the 

oldest living thing on Earth?  The 

majestic blue whale may be huge 

and the ancient and gnarly bristle 

cone pine may be ancient, but 

neither can hold a candle to the 

humble quaking aspen (Populus 

tremuloides) in the categories of 

size and age. 

Though the largest individual aspen 

tree might only reach a modest 100 

feet in height, each stem grows as 

part of a single genetically identical 

clone, an interconnected root mass 

with multiple stems.  This clone 

may be acres in size and thousands 

of years old.  In fact, the oldest and 

largest such clone, known as Pando, 

consists of approximately 47,000 

stems, has a mass of over 6000 

metric tons and is estimated to be 

some 80,000+ years old. Located on 

the Fish Lake National Forest in 

central Utah, it covers 107 acres.   

The quaking aspen is in the genus 

Populus, consisting of over 20 

species, including the familiar 

cottonwood and the introduced 

Lombardy poplar.  This native tree 

has a wider distribution than any 

other North American tree, its 

range stretching from the  

 Atlantic to the Pacific and 

extending from the Arctic south to 

northern Mexico. 

This grove of aspens consists of many stems but is most likely a 

single genetically identical clone, with an interconnected root mass. 



 

 

The quaking aspen is an iconic part of our Western landscape.  Most noticeable in the fall, when the 

leaves turn a golden color before dropping to the ground, the tree is usually seen in homogeneous 

patches of varying sizes (Each grove contains one or more clones.)  

The flat stem of the aspen leaf causes it to “quake” in the wind, this quaking producing the tree’s 

characteristic fluttering sound.  The flattened stem is actually an adaptation serving to reduce the drag 

on the stems and branches during a windstorm, making the trees better able to withstand potential 

damage from high wind. 

Compared to a conifer stand, a stand of aspen is disproportionately richer in nutrient resources.    The 

deciduous nature of the aspen allows more moisture to reach the ground in the winter.  Its summer 

foliage allows more summer sunlight to penetrate the canopy than through the surrounding conifers.   

Aspen leaves drop to the ground annually, adding nitrogen and carbon to the soil.  These factors 

combine to create richer forage.  A typical stand will produce 1500-3000 pounds per acre of high 

nutrient browse for wildlife.  This production is in stark contrast to only 200 pounds per acre produced 

in the understory of the average conifer stand. 

Winter browse is more available for deer and elk, 

as well as bears, rabbits and porcupine.  And, 

since aspen groves are often found on or near 

streams, beavers use them for food and dam-

building material.   

Aspen groves abound with bird life, as well.  Dead 
trees (snags) provide opportunities for many 
cavity nesters.  In our area, a colorful 
woodpecker, the red-naped sapsucker, nests 
predominately in aspen trees with decay-softened 
centers.  Grouse are particularly fond of aspen 
buds for food.  Flycatchers, mountain bluebirds, 
hermit thrushes, hummingbirds and several birds 
of prey are among the many other birds finding 
good habitat in aspen.   

Unfortunately, this rich resource is shrinking at an 

alarming rate.  In Western states, upwards of 40-

96% of quaking aspen have disappeared over the 

past few decades.   Resource managers point at 

several causal factors, most notably increased fire 

suppression and over-foraging by ungulates, both 

livestock and wildlife.  

Why are these factors important?  An 

understanding of the aspen’s ecology will help 

answer this question.  Young quaking aspen 

shoots need sun to thrive.   An aspen clone sends 

up new growth where there has been a 

Excluding livestock from this aspen stand allows 

the new stems to sprout without interference.  



 

 

disturbance within or at the edges of the grove, anywhere the shoots can find sun.   For example, when 

a forest is burned by low-intensity fire, the aspen root mass, largely undamaged by the fire, sends out 

new shoots (In contrast, high intensity, hot fires can damage the root mass and have a negative impact 

on the aspen).  These shoots thrive in the now sunny habitat, allowing replacement of the stand.  

Without disturbance, a maturing aspen grove provides good conditions for more shade-tolerant 

conifers.  These conifers will eventually shade out the sun-loving aspen causing the grove to shrink.    

Over-foraging will take its toll on aspen, too, as livestock and wildlife feast on the new tender aspen 

shoots within and on the edges of the stand. 

What can the landowner do to restore quaking aspen habitat?  By removing encroaching conifers and 

thinning decadent aspen, remaining aspen will be released from competition and, at the same time, 

growth of new suckers will be stimulated.  A hinge cut on a tree will allow suckers to sprout all along the 

tree stem.  Reduction of livestock and wildlife browsing, accomplished by fencing or modified grazing 

practices, will allow aspen shoots to proliferate. This may involve fencing browsers out of the grove and 

away from an open strip around the grove. Finally, restoring the native understory by removing noxious 

plants could be very beneficial in preventing overgrazing and restoring the native plant community.  

Landowners wishing to actively manage their aspen habitat may request technical assistance from the 

USDA Natural Resource Conservation Service (NRCS).  Landowners may also apply for cost-share funding 

assistance for conservation practices, including aspen management, through NRCS’s Environmental 

Quality Incentive Program (EQIP).  For technical assistance or information about EQIP, contact NRCS 

District Conservationist Patrice Beckwith  (509-775-3473, ext. 102.) Technical assistance is also available 

from Sandra Dotts, Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife biologist (509-684-2362, ext. 10),  the 

Ferry Conservation District (509-775-3473, ext. 100), the Washington Dept. of Natural Resources 

(www.dnr.wa.gov/programs-and-services/forest-practices/small-forest-landowners/forest-stewardship-

program) or the Washington State University Cooperative Extension Agency (http://forestry.wsu.edu/). 

Ferry Conservation District is a non-regulatory agency.  Our programs are available to all without 

discrimination. 
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