European Silver Fir Abies alba
European Silver Fir Abies alba The Silver Fir is an evergreen tree growing on the
hills and mountains of central Europe, extending to the Pyrenees and the
mountains of northern Spain, southern Italy, Macedonia and eastern Poland. It was
introduced into England about the beginning of the 17th century. A large tree,
some specimens in the virgin forests of central Europe reach heights of up to 105
ft and are more than five hundred years old. It derives its name from the smooth
silver-grey bark which it retains to an advanced age. The leaves are flattened
needles, 3/4 to 1 1/4 in. long, bluntly notched at the tip, green above, with two
whitish bands of stomata below, arranged in two opposite ranks on the twigs. The
dull crimson male flowers are clustered in catkins on the underside of the previous
season's shoots. The female flowers, which form small greenish cones, are carried
on the upper branches of the crown. The mature cones are reddish-brown, large
and cylindrical (4 to 8 in. long and i to 2 in. wide), and stand erect on the branches;
they mature at the end of September and when they disintegrate, the winged
seeds fall to the ground. The European Silver Fir grows well in shade and is a
typical forest tree, being a social individual and rarely standing alone. It is
susceptible to severe frosts and requires moist soil and air. It is not well suited for
planting in city parks. The wood is soft and light and is used in building underwater
piles, ships, etc. The Silver Fir, with its non-resinous buds and in its shape, bears a
close resemblance to the Nordmann Fir A. nordmanniana, which, however, differs
from it in having darker green leaves not arranged in two opposite rows. This tree
occurs in the western Caucasus and northern Anatolia, at altitudes of 2600 to 6500
ft; it grows in similar situations to the European Silver Fir but is better suited for
planting in parks. More resistant to drought and heat is the Greek Fir A.
cephalonica, a native of the mountains of Greece, characterized by its sharply
pointed needles. The Asian firs most frequently cultivated in Europe are the Nikko
Fir A. homolepis, which has rough bark and furrowed twigs, and Veitch's Silver Fir
A. veitchii, which has soft leaves, dark green above, conspicuously white beneath,
and was introduced into Britain in 1879.
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