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natural distribution of western larch and subalpine larch
By Gerhard M. Knudsen, Stephen F. Arno,

George M. Blake, and James R. Habeck

INTRODUCTION

The maps on the following three pages show the natural distribution 

of western larch (Larix occidentalis) and subalpine larch (Larix lyalliijv 

Counties and prominent rivers and cities are included on the base map in 

order to show maximum detail.—

The distribution of the species was determined largely from personal 

communication with district personnel of the United States Forest Service 

throughout Montana, Idaho, Washington, and Oregon, the Canadian Forest Ser­

vice, and several naturalists and park rangers in the United States and 

Canada. The authors determined a large portion of the range of subalpine 

larch through aerial and ground reconnaissance.

ZONES OF OCCURRENCE

Subalpine larch is generally restricted to high mountains, very near 

the alpine timberline. The species is most abundant on cool, moist sites. 

Western larch usually occurs on mesic sites in the low and mid-elevation 

forest zones.

Typically the two species are separated by 500 to 1000 feet elevation. 

However, Carlson and Blake^- reported a range overlap on a recurring snowslide

Preparation of the maps was made possible with financial assistance given 
“ by the McIntire-Stennis Fund and National Science Foundation Grant GB 5252. 

2/ Small, isolated stands are shown by triangles.

3/ Carlson C.E., and G.M. Blake. 1965. Hybridization of Larix occidentalis 
“ and Larix lyallii. Thirteenth Northeast Forestry Tree Improvement Con­

ference: 9-5-49.



-2- 

in the north Bitterroot Mountains of western Montana. The authors also

have observed range overlap areas on snowslides and old burns in the

Bitterroot Mountains and the Cabinet Mountains of northwestern Montana.

The possibility of interspecific hybridization on these sites is currently 

under study at the School of Forestry in Missoula, Montana.

Typical zones of occurrence for the species in portions of their range 

are:

WESTERN AND SUBALPINE LARCH DIFFERENTIATION

Perhaps the most consistent morphological difference between the two 

species is the character of the current year’s twigs. Twigs of subalpine 

larch are densely pilose, while those of western larch are nearly glaborous.

The two species can be differentiated on the basis of the bark texture 

within four feet of the tree top. The bark of western larch is smooth and 

possesses longitudinal fissures. Subalpine larch bark has a scaly appear­

ance and possesses both longitudinal and horizontal fissures.

Location Western Larch Subalpine Larch

Eastern Oregon 3500 to 7200 feet
Bitterroot Range, 3500 to 6500 feet 7200 to 9500 feet

Montana
Cabinet Mountains 2000 to 5500 feet 6000 to 8000 feet
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