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If you ever drank root beer or 
sassafras soda, you are familiar 
with the distinctive aroma produced 
by the root of the sassafras tree. 
The sassafras tree, Sassafras 
albidum, is a member of the Laurel 
family and is native to North 
America. It can be found in open 
fields, hedgerows, and forest edges 
from southern Maine and southern 
Ontario, Canada, west to Iowa, and 
south to central Florida and eastern 
Texas. S. albidum is one of three 
existing species of sassafras in the 
world, with the other two being 
found in eastern Asia. There are 
four extinct species whose fossils are included in broader studies for understanding the 
origins and evolution of angiosperms.  

The tree is dioecious, meaning that separate trees produce either all male or all female 
flowers. In the spring, yellow blooms fill the tree, followed by the female trees 
producing small dark berries. Its leaves have both distinctive mitten and fork-shaped 
patterns. Scents of citrus come from crushing its leaves, and the familiar aroma of root 
beer comes from the tree's roots. As a result, wildlife from butterflies to birds, rabbits, 
and deer are attracted to this tree. In the autumn, its distinctive foliage turns to shades 
of yellow, orange, and red. All of these qualities can make sassafras a nice addition to 
any "naturalized" landscape.  

Sassafras has adapted to a variety of soil types but it grows best in open 
woods on moist, well-drained, sandy loam soils with low ph.  If you choose 
to grow a specimen sassafras tree in your yard, understand that it can 
reach 30-60 feet high and 20-40 feet wide. In this case, it's best to keep 



up with pruning and trim out any suckers that would have a 
tendency to create a small grove of sassafras in your yard!  
Otherwise, Sassafras requires little care.

Sassafras, as with all trees, is susceptible to insect-transmitted diseases that can 
impact their health. Many of these diseases can be treated with selective pruning and 
fungicides; however, 'sassafras' or 'laurel' wilt cannot be treated. Discovered in 2002, 
this disease was carried by the Ambrosia Beetle entering the country along the 
southern ports on ships from Asia.  The disease is now spreading as far north as 
Kentucky.  Unfortunately, once infected, it's best to destroy the tree to prevent disease 
spread. Ultimately, prevention is the best course of action in stopping diseases. This 
includes removing lumber (especially known imported wood material from Asia, i.e., 
wood pallets) and other outdoor plant litter that may carry insect larvae or attract pests.


Resources


Ecology; Article: The Allelopathic Influences of Sassafras albidum in Old-field Succession in Tennessee; 
Robert E. Gant, Edward E. C. Clebsch; first published: 01 May 1975


Plants 2023: Article: Phylogeny and Systematics of Sassafras (Lauraceae), an Interesting Genus with 
Disjunct Distributions in Eastern North America and East Asia; Yunyan Zhang, Jingbo Zhou, David Y. P. 
Tng, Shuang Wang, Ying Wang, Ye Peng, Hong Liu, Zhongsheng Wang: First published: March 2023


Botanical GazetteVolume 86, Number 2: Article: Morphology of Sassafras in Relation to Phylogeny of 
Angiosperms; Georgia V. Coy; first published: October 1928

The Journal of the Society for the History of Discoveries, Volume 29, 1997 - Issue 1: Article: Sassafras and its 
Role in Early America, 1562–1662; Russell M. Magnaghi; Published online: 19 Jul 2013


Journal of the Arnold Arboretum, Vol. 1, No. 4 (APRIL, 1920), pp. 242-245 (4 pages) Article: THE AMERICAN 
AND ASIATIC SPECIES OF SASSAFRAS; Alfred Rehder; Published: April 1920.


US Department of Agriculture, NRCS Plant Guide; SASSAFRAS Sassafras albidum (Nutt.) Nees plant symbol 
= SAAL5 Contributed By: USDA, NRCS, National Plant Data Center Prepared By Diana L. Immel USDA, 
NRCS, National Plant Data Center, c/o Environmental Horticulture Department, University of California, 
Davis, California; Published 27 Sep 2001


US Department of Agriculture, Southeastern Naturalist, 16(1):37-58 Status of Sassafras albidum in the 
Presence of Laurel Wilt Disease and Throughout the Eastern United States; KaDonna C. Randolph; 
Published: 1 March 2017


US Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, Laurel wilt: Current and potential impacts and possibilities 
for prevention and management; Rabiu O. Olatinwo, Stephen W. Fraedrich, Albert E. 
Mayfield III; Published 2021


page  of 2 2

https://esajournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/authored-by/Gant/Robert+E.
https://esajournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/authored-by/Clebsch/Edward+E.+C.
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/journal/botanicalgazette
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/toc/botanicalgazette/1928/86/2
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/abs/10.1086/333887
https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/ytin20/29/1
https://www.tandfonline.com/author/Magnaghi,+Russell+M
https://www.jstor.org/journal/jarnoarbo
https://www.jstor.org/action/doBasicSearch?Query=au:%2522Alfred%2520Rehder%2522
https://bioone.org/journals/southeastern-naturalist/volume-16/issue-1

	US Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, Laurel wilt: Current and potential impacts and possibilities for prevention and management; Rabiu O. Olatinwo, Stephen W. Fraedrich, Albert E. Mayfield III; Published 2021

