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We all know that trees are a great investment for your yard, but which trees will give you the best 
return on investment?  This week I interviewed Jeff Iles, horticulturist with Iowa State University 
(ISU) Extension to get his favorite picks for Iowa yards.  Iles likes to consider trees in three major 
categories:  large shade trees, small flowering trees and conifers. 
 
According to Iles, the key things to look for with large shade trees are long lives and few insect 
and disease problems.  He suggests the popular Sugar Maple for fall color.  Oak trees are also 
great for the Midwest and he suggests Bur and Swamp White Oak among many.  Two other 
types of shade trees that Iles also thinks deserve your attention are Gingko and Kentucky 
Coffeetree which have interesting characteristics year-round. 
 
For the small flowering tree category, Iles suggests choosing trees that will stretch out the 
flowering season by providing color for several weeks.  Here is a chronological list of the 
bloomers throughout spring he recommends- Serviceberry with its white flowers, Redbuds with its 
purplish-pink flowers, Crabapples with a wide variety of flower and fruit colors, and the Japanese 
Tree Lilacs with big white flowers and heavy fragrance. 
 
IlesÕ third category is the conifer or evergreen.  His favorite is the White Fir with its soft needle 
and nice bluish color and relatively few disease problems.  White Pine is the only native pine for 
our area and is a fast-growing tree with thin, soft needles that can make a beautiful sound on 
windy days.    HeÕs also had his eye on this tree for a long time-- the Serbian Spruce with its 
graceful, dark-green needle.    Bald Cypress is native to the southeastern part of the U.S. but it 
does well in Iowa.  It is a really unusual tree with its feathery yellow-green foliage that turns bright 
orange-brown before shedding at the end of the growing season.   
      
Whichever tree you select, be sure to assess your location to make sure that the space is big 
enough to support the size of the tree, the area receives the right amount of sun, and the soil 
conditions are appropriate.  Then hopefully our list of favorite trees for Iowa yards will help you 
continue to see green for many years to come. 
 
To watch Gardening in the Zone or for more gardening information exclusively for our USDA 
Plant Hardiness Zones 4 and 5, please log on to www.iowagardeningmagazine.com or 
www.extension.iastate.edu.  Our tips are always something you can do in your own backyard. 
   

            


