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A Salute to Sweet Gum 
and White Spruce
Michele Robeson-Howard, Owner, Robeson Farms

It was seven, maybe eight years ago, and they called it the 100-year flood. A sea of water, 2 
feet deep, sat in my fields for two weeks. I feared the worst. Hundreds of trees would die. 
No tree could survive two weeks of standing water. Or could they?

After that awful year, I divided trees into two categories: trees that can swim, and trees 
that can’t swim. Of course the Red Maples were fine. They can swim. They didn’t even no-
tice that their roots were under two feet of water. All of my Oaks looked every bit as happy 
as they did before the flood. But the most impressive showing came from the Sweet Gum. 
They maintained that dark green, glossy color on their leaves and kept that same vigorous 
growth habit.

Then, several years later, Indiana blasted us with the complete opposite. We had day 
after day of 90+ degree weather with no rain for weeks. The Red Maples were decidedly 
unhappy, but not the Sweet Gum. Again, the Sweet Gum had a dark green, glossy color to 
the leaf as if to say: “Drought? What drought? You can’t hurt me with no stinkin’ drought!”

But the ability of the Sweet Gum to survive flooding and brutal droughts is just part of 
the reason I have so much respect for these trees. They have a thick, corky bark; dark green, 
glossy leaves; a lovely canopy; and well-structured scaffold. They develop a strong central 

leader and need very little attention with the pruners. They require very little 
staking, which I’m sure you agree, is a reason to dance with glee. Even better, I 
rarely see any bugs on them so we never have to spray. I always say, I like a tree 
that knows what to do without any help from me. Leave a Sweet Gum alone 
and it just sits there and looks gorgeous.

So, why is the Sweet Gum so often overlooked in landscape planning? 
It’s the gum balls, those prickly seed pods. People hate them, but personally, I 
think they’re charming. The way I look at it, they never mess up the tires on the 
machinery, and let’s face it, every tree sheds something. Whether it’s needles, 
leaves, bark, or seed pods, trees shed something at some point in their life cycle. 
I guess you wouldn’t want a toddler running barefoot through a yard full of the 
gum balls, but the Sweet Gum is a perfect tree for many applications. Oh, you 
can get the seedless Sweet Gum trees, but trust me, they aren’t as durable or as 
impressive. 

Right now, I’m growing ‘Grazam’ (GrandmasterTM) and ‘Moraine’. 
Both have done really well under high-stress growing conditions, but the 
GrandmasterTM seems to grow more vigorously. They both have a nice scaffold 

structure and terrific fall color.

White Spruce
Another tree that is often overlooked is the White Spruce. Unfortunately, this isn’t one 

of the trees that can swim. Like most spruce trees, it doesn’t like wet feet. But as a grower, I 
can tell you why this tree is a terrific option for a lot of applications.

Color is the first thing to consider. The White Spruce tends to be blue. They’re not sky 
blue like a Hoopsii, but more toward an aquamarine blue, like a lake on a clear day. The 
cool thing is that the color persists all season into winter. So if you’re looking for a tree with 
some muted blue tones, think about the White Spruce.

Density is another consideration. Since White Spruce grow more slowly than Norway 
Spruce, they tend to have a denser, less open habit. They also tend to be a bit wider at the 
bottom than other spruce species. So if you’re looking for a living screen, keep this tree in 
mind.

(A Salute to Sweet Gum and White Spruce continues on page 24.)

Sweet Gum in the field 
and at rigiht, a close-up of 
their beautiful, dark green, 
glossy leaves.
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Perhaps the most impor-
tant asset of the White Spruce 
is its ability to tolerate abuse. 
I have a number of rows of 
White Spruce planted next 
to Norways. After the brutal 
spring winds and late summer 
droughts, the Norways tend to 
show more signs of stress and 
wind dessication, whereas the 
White Spruce have none. As a 
grower, the ability of a tree to 
resist wind damage and dessica-
tion cuts your losses.

Another nice thing about 
the White Spruce is that it is 
nearly indistinguishable from 
the Black Hills Spruce. While 
after years of experience I can 
tell them apart, there aren’t too 
many people who can. They’re 
that close in appearance. My 
liner grower says they are 
almost genetically identical. So 

if you have a job that calls 
for the elusive Black Hills, 
ask your customer if you 
can swap out with a White 
Spruce.

Now, having said all of 
that about their growth habit 
and color, keep in mind that 
my experience with them 
is as seedlings. I always tell 
people that seedlings are like 
little kids, they’re all a little 
different. But by and large, 
they will show the character-
istics I’ve talked about.

As a grower, I salute 
the Sweet Gum and White 

Spruce. I’ve found that these two species 
tend to grow very well with very little 
attention and under the harshest of cir-
cumstances.
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Three-year-old Green Rocket
planting as a screen from

16”-24” transplants

ROOTMAKER® container grown 
Skyrise Hybrid Salix, Pear, Birch, Crab, Maple,
Elm, London Plane and others available – liner
sizes up to 2 inch/25 gallon

Rosemary Salix
(salix  elaeagnos ‘rosmarinifolia’)

• Provides excellent screening spring 
through late fall.

• Thrives in moist
wet sites but 
is moderately
drought 
tolerant.

• Great year round
windbreak under
power lines due to
its mature height of 15 ft. tall.

Green Rocket
Hybrid Cedar®

(thuja Plicata x Standishii)

• Evergreen – grows 3 ft. or more per year –
15 ft. in 5 years.

• Use for year-round screens and windbreaks.
• Transplants well in spring, summer and fall

(early fall in protected areas only).
• Tolerates drought and moist soil conditions

except poorly drained, waterlogged soils.
• Available in five sizes from 16 inches to 6 ft.
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About the Author
Michele Robeson-Howard is the owner of Robeson Farms in Flora, Indiana. For 15 
years, Robeson Farms has been growing and selling quality landscape and ornamental 
trees in central and northern Indiana. This is a wholesale only business, dedicated to 
serving landscapers and garden center retail businesses and selling only balled and 
burlapped trees. For more information please visit their website,  
www.robesonfarms.com or email Michele at robeson123@gmail.com.

White Spruce in the field and at 
right, a close-up of their dense 
growth and muted blue tones.


