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Tree Height Finder
A simple way to fi nd the approximate height of a tree is to measure the length 
of its shadow and use a multiplier. To get the multiplier, scratch a mark on 
level ground and suspend a 36-inch yardstick vertically so that, with its bot-
tom barely reaching the ground, the tip of its shadow falls on your mark. 
Then rotate the yardstick down onto the shadow and measure the shadow 
length. Say the shadow is 45 inches long; then the multiplier is 36/45 or 0.8, 
and the tree’s height H is 0.8 times the length L of the shadow. The shadow 
of a nail at a height H projecting from a vertical fence post can be used, in 
which case the yardstick measurement of the distance L of the shadow of the 
nail from the post takes less time and the multiplier is H/L. You can use the 
shadow of your fi nger held against a building or measure your own shadow 
to get a quick estimate, or, to get a quick approximation, pace out your own 
shadow and make use of your own known height (roughly 2 paces).

To measure a tree’s shadow the simplest thing is to count paces from 
the middle of the trunk. Prepare for this at home by setting out a 100-foot 
baseline and counting your personal number of paces per hundred feet – a 
number between 30 and 40. Surveyors are trained to walk consistently at a 
brisk pace, swinging their arms, and taking a reproducible stride longer than 
for normal walking. Practice your surveyor’s stride until you get consistent 
results on your 100-foot baseline. Knowing the multiplier and the length L 
of the tree’s shadow, then the tree height H=L × multiplier. If you do this 
often, use a surveyor’s steel tape.

Personal determination of the multiplier can be avoided using the chart 
presented here for the spring months (page 295), with the known date and 
Pacifi c Daylight Time.

A precision of about 5 percent is about as good as can be expected. One 
error arises because the tip of the shadow may not be at the same level as the 
base of the tree. Another is due to the penumbra, which makes the shadow 
edge fuzzy, especially on broken ground. The penumbral problem is elimi-
nated by viewing the Sun through a heavily overexposed slide and pacing to 
a position where the crown of the tree is seen at the center of the Sun’s disk. 
Add in the height of your eye above the base of the tree.

Another error arises when the crown is not directly above the center 
of the base of the trunk. For a suffi  ciently important purpose requiring 

ACme = Acacia melanoxylon, BLACKWOOD ACACIA
ACpa = Acer palmatum, JAPANESE MAPLE
ACpl = Acer platanoides, NORWAY MAPLE
AIal = Ailanthus altissima, TREE OF HEAVEN
ALju = Albizzia julibrissin, SILK TREE
ARde = Arctostaphylos densifl ora, VINE HILL MANZANITA
ARun = Arbutus unedo, STRAWBERRY TREE
BUmi = Buxus microphylla, JAPANESE BOXWOOD
CAde = Calocedrus decurrens, INCENSE CEDAR
CEat = Cedrus libani atlantica ‘Glauca’, ATLAS CEDAR
CEde = Cedrus deodara, DEODAR CEDAR
CEsi = Ceratonia siliqua, CAROB
CHre = Chionanthus retusus, CHINESE FRINGE TREE
CIgl = Cinnamomum glanduliferum, NEPAL CAMPHOR TREE
COca = Cornus capitata, EVERGREEN DOGWOOD
COfl  = Cornus fl orida, FLOWERING DOGWOOD
COla = Cotoneaster lacteus, COTONEASTER
ELpu = Elaeagnus pungens, SILVERBERRY 
ERde = Eriobotrya defl exa, BRONZE LOQUAT
ERja = Eriobotrya japonica, LOQUAT
EUci = Eucalyptus citriodora, LEMON-SCENTED GUM
EUja = Euonymus japonicus, EVERGREEN EUONYMUS
FOma = Fortunella margarita, KUMQUAT
FRor = Fraxinus ornus, FLOWERING ASH
FRve = Fraxinus velutina ‘Modesto’, MODESTO ASH 
GAel = Garrya elliptica, COAST SILK TASSEL
GIbi = Ginkgo biloba, MAIDENHAIR TREE
JUchp = Juniperus chinensis ‘Pfi tzeriana’, PFITZER JUNIPER
JUcht = Juniperus chinensis ‘Tortulosa’, HOLLYWOOD 

JUNIPER
LItu = Liriodendron tulipifera, TULIP TREE
MAbo = Maytenus boaria, MAYTEN TREE
MAfl  = Malus fl oribunda, JAPANESE FLOWERING CRAB 

APPLE
MAgr = Magnolia grandifl ora, SOUTHERN MAGNOLIA
MAso = Magnolia x soulangiana, SAUCER MAGNOLIA
MIch = Michelia champaca, CHAMPACA
MOal = Morus alba, WHITE MULBERRY
MYco = Myrtus communis, COMMON MYRTLE
NEol = Nerium oleander, OLEANDER
NYsy = Nyssa sylvatica, SOUR GUM
OSfr = Osmanthus fragrans, SWEET OLIVE
OShe = Osmanthus heterophyllus, HOLLY-LEAF 

OSMANTHUS
PEam = Persea americana,  AVOCADO
PHca = Phoenix canariensis, CANARY ISLAND DATE PALM
PHpu = Philadelpus pubescens
PHte = Phormium tenax, NEW ZEALAND FLAX
PIca = Pinus canariensis, CANARY ISLAND PINE
PIch = Pistacia chinensis, CHINESE PISTACHE
PIeu = Pittosporum eugenioides, TARATA
PIpi = Pinus pinea, ITALIAN STONE PINE
PIth = Pinus thunbergii, JAPANESE BLACK PINE
PIto = Pittosporum tobira, TOBIRA
PItov = Pittosporum tobira ’Variegata’
PIun = Pittosporum undulatum, MOCK ORANGE
PRbl = Prunus × blireiana, FLOWERING PLUM

PRce = Prunus cerasifera ’Krauter Vesuvius’, CHERRY PLUM
PRla = Prunus laurocerasus, ENGLISH LAUREL
PRse = Prunus serrulata, FLOWERING CHERRY
PUgr = Punica granatum, POMEGRANATE
QUag = Quercus agrifolia, COAST LIVE OAK
QUlo = Quercus lobata, VALLEY OAK
QUpa = Quercus palustris, PIN OAK
QUru = Quercus rubra, RED OAK
QUsa = Quillaja saponaria, SOAPBARK TREE
QUsu = Quercus suber, CORK OAK
RHin = Rhaphiolepis indica, INDIAN HAWTHORN
SAse = Sapium sebiferum, CHINESE TALLOW TREE
SEse = Sequoia sempervirens, COAST REDWOOD
SYpa = Syzygium paniculatum, BRUSH CHERRY
ULpa = Ulmus parvifolia, CHINESE ELM
ULpu = Ulmus pumila, SIBERIAN ELM
UMca = Umbellularia californica, CALIFORNIA BAY
WAro = Washingtonia robusta, MEXICAN FAN PALM
XYco = Xylosma congestum, XYLOSMA
    Lamppost    Lamppost




