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Overview of Presentation: 
Oaks are the most iconic and characteristic trees of California. Oak woodlands occur throughout much 
of the state, and for millennia their acorns provided the primary food source for indigenous Californians, 
as well as a rich environment for a diversity of wildlife. There are between four and five hundred species 
of oaks worldwide and twenty-one species native to California. Ten of these grow into stately trees, 
whereas the remaining eleven mature as multistemmed shrubs often found in chaparral and other 
scrublands. California’s oaks range in size from small shrubs, barely knee high, to the largest oaks in the 
world, the canyon live oaks (Quercus chrysolepis) and valley oaks (Quercus lobata). All of the species 
except the Oregon oak (Quercus garryana) occur almost exclusively in western California, southwest 
Oregon, and northern Baja California (an area called the California Floristic Province). My presentation 
will cover the natural history, ecology, and biology of California’s oaks, including how to identify them. 
 
Presenter Bio: 
Dr. Ritter is a professor in the Biology Department at California Polytechnic State University in San Luis 
Obispo, California. He has authored numerous scientific papers and a natural history guide to San Luis 
Obispo’s native plants. He is also the author of A Californian’s Guide to the Trees Among Us, the state’s 
most popular natural history guide to the urban forest. He is the California Coordinator of the American 
Forests Big Tree Registry. He has won the Cal Poly Excellence in Teaching Award and the Western 
Chapter International Society of Arboriculture R. W. Harris Award for Excellence in Education. 
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