
 
 

The Hunt For Heritage Trees 2009 
 
TAKING TREE MEASUREMENTS 
 
Three measurements are used in nominating heritage trees: trunk 
circumference, tree height, and average crown spread.  

 
 
Circumference 
Measure the distance around the tree trunk with a string or  
tape measure at 4.5 feet above the ground.  
  
 
 
Height  
One quick way to estimate height is to hold a stick at its base vertically, making sure that the length of 
the stick above your hand equals the distance from your hand to your eye. Staying on ground level, 
move away from the tree while sighting the trunk base above your hand. Stop when the top of the 
stick is level with the top of the tree. You should be looking over your hand at the base of the tree 
and, moving only your eyes, looking over the top of your stick at the top of your tree. Measure how 
far you are from the tree and that measurement - in feet - is the tree's height.  

   
 
 

Another way is to just hold out the stick or pencil and move toward or away from the tree until the 
top of the pencil is lined up with the treeÕs highest point and the bottom of the pencil lines up with 
the spot below that highest point. Then turn your hand so that the pencil is Òlaid downÓ on the 
ground, keeping the bottom at the same point. Visually mark the location where the top of the 
pencil now is found on the ground out away from the tree (a friend can help do this). Tree height 
should be equivalent to the distance from the pencil bottom spot to the new pencil top spot, as long 
as that point is at a right angle to you.   

                 

 

 



 
 
The Hunt For Heritage Trees 2009 
 
TAKING TREE MEASUREMENTS CONTÕD 
 
A third way to estimate height is to tie a ribbon or cord 
around the tree trunk at 1.3 meters. With a meter stick, 
move away from the tree to a distance that allows you to 
see the entire tree. Count the number of centimeters the 
tree covers (from A to C on the drawing) and the number 
of centimeters from the ground to the ribbon  
(from A to B on the drawing). 
 
 
Tree Height (m) = (Cm representing tree) / (Cm representing 1.3 meter mark)  x 1.3 m 
 
Example: if the tree covers 80 centimeters on the meter stick, and the ribbon height covers  
8 centimeters, the estimated height of the tree is 13 meters. 
    
Crown or Canopy Width 
To find the width of the canopy or crown, measure the distance between any two points along the drip 
line of the tree. The drip line is the outline on the ground of the outermost leaves of the crown.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It is most accurate to take two measurements, one at the widest spread (C to D) and one at right angles to 
that (A to B). The crown width is the average of the two measurements. 
 
The distance (A to B) + (C to D) / 2 = average width. 
 
 
For more information see: 
American Forests Measuring Guide http://www.americanforests.org/resources/bigtrees/measure.php  
 
Virginia Big Tree Circumference Guide http://www.cnr.vt.edu/4h/BIGTREE/circum.htm  

Texas Tree Guide http://www.texastreetrails.org/ttt_measurement.html 

 
 

 


