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ABSTRACT

This inventory of the significant natural areas, ecological communities, and rare species of Polk
County was funded by the Pacolet Area Conservancy (now Conserving Carolina) and the Polk
County Community Foundation. Dr. James F. Matthews also graciously provided initial funding
(along with much critical advice and mentorship) for botanical inventory work prior to the
inception of this formal study. This report identifies Significant Natural Heritage Areas (SNHAS)
in Polk County, North Carolina. Background information is provided on the county, including
descriptions of 32 Significant Natural Heritage Areas (SNHAs), comprising two of national
significance, fifteen that are state significant, and fifteen regionally significant sites. Individual site
reports include information relating to location, significance, community types, rare species,
management needs and in some cases, comments. Field work for this inventory was initiated in
2011, with major portions taking place during 2015-2017. Voucher specimens collected during
this study have been deposited at the Mecklenburg County Herbarium (UNCC) and the Herbarium
of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (NCU). This report is intended in part, to provide
guidance for land use decisions undertaken by private landowners, conservation and land
management agencies as well as officials in county government.
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INTRODUCTION

OBJECTIVES

The primary objective of the present study was to locate and identify those sites within Polk County
that contain the most significant natural heritage attributes. Significant sites are those that are
considered to have outstanding representations of rare species and/or natural community types, as
well as aesthetic, biodiversity, cultural, ecological, recreational, and overall scientific values. The
continued preservation of these sites is critical in maintaining the viability of populations of at-risk
species, the conservation of regional biodiversity, and the maintenance of water quality through
groundwater recharge and pollution abatement.

This introduction provides a general synopsis of the methods employed during this inventory, as
well as a description of Polk County’s topographic, geological, and climatic features. Listings are
also provided of the natural community types, rare plant, and animal species. The introductory
section is followed by detailed site descriptions of all 32 Significant Natural Heritage Areas
(SNHAs) that include maps, information relating to location, significance, community types, rare
species, management needs, comments, and references.

METHODS

The methods used in this inventory are those established by the North Carolina Natural Heritage
Program (NC NHP), part of the Office of Conservation and Community Affairs (OCCA), within
the North Carolina Department of Environment and Natural Resources (NC DENR). The NC NHP
maintains the state’s primary database and geographic information for rare species (both plant and
animal), as well as exemplary natural community types and significant SNHAs. This survey’s
focus was to identify Significant Natural Heritage Areas (SNHAs) wherever they might occur
within Polk County.

The goals of this inventory were to identify and rank high quality natural areas qualifying as
SNHAs. Natural areas, which are often somewhat disturbed, retain a substantial amount of their
original composition and character. This inventory used data maintained by the NC NHP about 2
previously identified SNHAs and rare species occurrences, as well as previous reports on natural
areas, topographic, soil, and geologic maps, and aerial photographs. Criteria used to determine
significance of the various sites visited include quality and importance as well as the overall
integrity of the site and areas surrounding it. For each site, natural communities and rare species
were described using report formats developed by the NC NHP. SNHAs are rated as nationally,
state, regional, or county significant using the criteria established by the NC NHP and The Nature
Conservancy (TNC) which accesses statewide and global rarity for species and communities.

For a number of reasons, this inventory is not a complete record of all the natural areas in Polk
County. Although thousands of acres were identified, surveyed, and found to be significant, this
only represents a fraction of the land area within the county. Some potential areas were not
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surveyed due to lack of landowner permission. Smaller, fragmented tracts in less pristine condition
precluded survey in other areas. It is almost certain that additional natural areas will be found in
due time as areas once inaccessible become available for biological survey.

Lampropeltis elapsoides; public domain



DESCRIPTION OF THE STUDY AREA

STUDY AREA

Founded in 1855 and named after Colonel William Polk of the American Revolutionary War, Polk
County is located in southwestern North Carolina. Polk County shares its northern and eastern
borders with Rutherford County, its western border with Henderson County, and its southern
border with Greenville and Spartanburg Counties, South Carolina. According to US Census
Bureau data, the population as of 2015 was 20,366. The county seat is Columbus, with the largest
municipal area being Tryon. Polk County is popular with equestrians and has increasingly become
a destination for retirees. The county has a total land area of 239 square miles, making it one of
North Carolina’s smallest counties. Figure 1 shows the major roads and municipalities of Polk
County.

PHYSIOGRAPHY AND TOPOGRAPHY

Polk County includes sections of the Piedmont Physiographic Province (central and eastern
portions of the county), as well as parts of the Blue Ridge Physiographic Province (western and
northern portions of the county). Steep slopes and ridges with numerous streams are common in
the mountainous areas of the county that are approximately above 1,200 feet. Those areas below
1,200 feet typically feature the rolling hills and broader rivers seen throughout the Piedmont.
Elevations are greatest in the western sections of the County, with Tryon Peak at 3,280 feet, being
the highest. The lowest elevations are found in the southeastern portions of the county, at about
700 feet, along the Green River.

Polk County lies within the Green and Pacolet River drainages. Drainage patterns typically
conform to a northwest to northeast direction; however, some western portions of the county do
drain from southwest to northeast. Figure 2 shows the geomorphic regions of Polk County.

CLIMATE

Polk County is located in the Isothermal Belt of North Carolina and, as a result, experiences a
milder climate than some areas of the surrounding region. Precipitation is ample, with a yearly
average of approximately 58 inches. The average winter daytime temperature is 48.2 degrees
Fahrenheit while the average summer daytime temperature is 84.5 degrees Fahrenheit.

GEOLOGY

Figure 3 shows the geologic map of Polk County illustrating the six major rock types that have
been mapped in Polk County: Migmatitic Granitic Gneiss, Biotite Gneiss and Shist, Mica Shist,
Garnet - Mica Shist, Porphyroblastic Gneiss, and Inequigranular Biotite Gneiss. Small inclusions
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of amphibolite, a type of metamorphic mafic rock, have been documented in Polk County. Mafic
rocks weather to form rich soils that are higher in pH than is typical for the region and, as a result,
often support rare plant species and unusual natural community types.

Broadly speaking, areas in the eastern section of Polk County contain more felsic rocks which give
rise to soils that are acidic in nature (although even here, there are sites such as Pea Ridge and
White Oak Creek that have some soils that are very base-rich inclusions within the overall
landscape). In contrast, western sections of the county appear to harbor more mafic rocks that
produce soils with the higher pH values.

LAND USE

The majority of Polk County is in private ownership and consists of forested tracts, farms, fields,
and some municipal areas. Large sections of public land are administered as Game Lands by the
NC Wildlife Resources Commission and provide access to hunting, hiking, fishing, and other
recreational pursuits. Logging does not appear to be a major concern at this time, although
increasing residential development presents numerous conservation challenges, particularly in
ecologically sensitive sites such as wetlands and certain ridgetop plant communities. Several areas
are owned by or are under conservation easement with Conserving Carolina, Upstate Forever, and
Saluda Community Land Trust, local land trust and conservation organizations. Figure 4 shows
public and private conservation lands of Polk County.



Figure 1. Municipalities and Roads of Polk County, North Carolina.
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Figure 2. Aerial Image and Physiographical Map of Polk County, North Carolina.
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Figure 3. Geologic Map of Polk County, North Carolina.
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THE BIODIVERSITY OF POLK COUNTY

For the purposes of the present study, the definition of a natural community is that which is
employed in Schafale’s Guide to the Natural Communities of North Carolina (Fourth
Approximation), which states that a natural community is: “...a distinct and reoccurring
assemblage of populations of plants, animals, bacteria, and fungi naturally associated with each
other and their physical environment.” Thus, we may see that the definition of the community is
not solely dependent upon vegetation alone but includes an array of characteristics that in turn are
influenced by hydrology, aspect, soils, pH, disturbance history, and other factors.

Thirty-four distinct natural community types were identified as a result of field investigations
undertaken during this survey, descriptions of which are outlined, below.
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Table 1. Ecological grouping of natural community types occurring in Polk County, North

Carolina with state and global ranks.

ECOLOGICAL GROUPING

Mountain Cove Forests
Rich Cove Forest (Montane Intermediate Subtype)
Rich Cove Forest (Montane Rich Subtype)
Rich Cove Forest (Foothills Intermediate Subtype)
Rich Cove Forest (Foothills Rich Subtype)
Acidic Cove Forest (Typic Subtype)
Canada Hemlock Forest (Typic Subtype)

Piedmont and Coastal Plain Mesic Forests
Mesic Mixed Hardwood Forest (Piedmont Subtype)
Basic Mesic Forest (Piedmont Subtype)
Piedmont/Coastal Plain Heath Bluff

Mountain Dry Coniferous Woodlands
Pine-Oak/Heath (Typic Subtype)
Low Mountain Pine Forest (Shortleaf Pine Subtype)
Low Mountain Pine Forest (Montane Pine Subtype)

Mountain Oak Forests
Chestnut Oak Forest (Dry Heath Subtype)
Chestnut Oak Forest (Herb Subtype)
Montane Oak-Hickory Forest (Acidic Subtype)
Montane Oak—Hickory Forest (Basic Subtype)
Low Montane Red Oak Forest

Piedmont and Coastal Plain Oak Forests
Dry-Mesic Oak-Hickory Forest (Piedmont Subtype)

Low Elevation Cliffs and Rock Outcrops
Low Elevation Rocky Summit (Acidic Subtype)
Low Elevation Rocky Summit (Basic Subtype)
Montane Cliff (Acidic Herb Subtype)
Montane Cliff (Mafic Subtype)

Piedmont and Mountain Glades and Barrens
Low Elevation Basic Glade (Montane Subtype)

Piedmont and Mountain Floodplains
Montane Alluvial Forest (Large River Subtype)

11

STATE

S4
S3
S3
S2
S4
S1S2

S4
S3S4
S3

S3
S2
S2?

S5
S4
S4S5
S3
S47?

S4

S2
S1
S3
S3

S2

S1

RANK
GLOBAL

G4
G3G4
G4?
G2G3
G5
G3G4

G3G4
G3G4
G3

G3
G2G3
G3G4

G5
G4GS5
G4GS5

G3

G4?

G4GS5

G3?
Gl
G3G4
G3

G2

G2



Piedmont Alluvial Forest S4 G4

Piedmont Headwater Stream Forest (Typic Subtype) S354 G3G4
Piedmont Levee Forest (Typic Subtype) S354 G3G4
Floodplain Pool S2 G3
Rocky Bar and Shore (Alder-Yellowroot Subtype) S3 G3G4
Piedmont/Mountain Semi-permanent Impoundment S4 G4?
(Piedmont Marsh Subtype)
Piedmont/Mountain Semi-permanent Impoundment S4 G4
(Shrub Subtype)

Upland Seepages and Spray Cliffs
Spray CIliff S2 G2
Low Elevation Seep (Typic Subtype) S3 G3?
Low Elevation Seep (Piedmont/Mountain Springhead Subtype) S1 G2

*See page 41 for full description of rank codes for natural communities.
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NATURAL COMMUNITY DESCRIPTIONS

Rich Cove Forest (Montane Intermediate Subtype)

Typically found on north-facing slopes at mid to upper elevations (in Polk County) with a canopy
consisting of White Oak (Quercus alba), Northern Red Oak (Quercus rubra), Tulip Poplar
(Liriodendron tulipifera), White Basswood (7ilia americana var. heterophylla), Red Elm (Ulmus
rubra), Mockernut Hickory (Carya tomentosa), Bitternut Hickory (Carya cordiformis), Sweet
Birch (Betula lenta), Cucumber Magnolia (Magnolia acuminata), and White Ash (Fraxinus
americana). The shrub layer may be moderate, with Spicebush (Lindera benzoin), Sweetshrub
(Calycanthus floridus), Snowy Hydrangea (Hydrangea radiata), Alternate-leaf Dogwood (Cornus
alternifolia), Carolina Silverbell (Halesia tetraptera), and Hairy Mock-orange (Philadelphus
hirsutus). Herbaceous diversity is quite high (although lacking the most calciphilic species of
richer sites). Typical of this community are Pennywort (Obolaria virginica), Green Violet
(Hybanthus concolor), Yellow Mandarin (Prosartes lanuginosa), Lowland Bladder Fern
(Cystopteris protrusa), Spring Beauty (Claytonia virginica), Appalachian False Goatsbeard
(Astilbe biternata), Showy Orchis (Galearis spectabilis), Northern Maidenhair Fern (Adiantum
pedatum), and Common Jack-in-the-pulpit (Arisaema triphyllum ssp. triphyllum).

Rich Cove Forest (Montane Rich Subtype)

Botanically diverse and, in our area, confined to middle and higher elevational slopes on the richest
soils. Canopy dominants may include Northern Red Oak (Quercus rubra), White Oak (Quercus
alba), Tulip Poplar (Liriodendron tulipifera), Yellow Buckeye (4desculus flava), White Basswood
(Tilia americana var. heterophylla), White Ash (Fraxinus americana), Red Elm (Ulmus rubra),
Bitternut Hickory (Carya cordiformis), Northern Hackberry (Celtis occidentalis), Fraser Magnolia
(Magnolia fraseri), Cucumber Magnolia (Magnolia acuminata var. acuminata), Red Mulberry
(Morus rubra), Common Silverbell (Halesia tetraptera var. tetraptera), and Sweet Birch (Betula
lenta var. lenta). Shrub diversity is high, with Spicebush (Lindera benzoin), Pawpaw (4simina
triloba), Sweetshrub (Calycanthus floridus), Alternate-leaved Dogwood (Cornus alternifolia),
Fringetree (Chionanthus virginicus), Strawberry-bush (Euonymus americanus), Bigleaf Snowbell
(Styrax grandifolius), and Mapleleaf Viburnum (Viburnum acerifolium). Vines include
Dutchman’s Pipe (Isotrema macrophyllum), Virginia Creeper (Parthenocissus quinquefolia),
Moonseed (Menispermum canadense), and Grape (Vitis spp.). Herbaceous diversity is very high
with typical species being Blue Cohosh (Caulophyllum thalictroides), Sweet White Trillium
(Trillium simile), Seersucker Sedge (Carex plantaginea), American Ginseng (Panax
quinquefolius), Black Cohosh (Actaea racemosa), Bland Sweet Cicely (Osmorhiza claytonii),
Green Violet (Hybanthus concolor), Appalachian False Goatsbeard (A4stilbe biternata), Early
Meadow-rue (Thalictrum dioicum), Solomon’s Seal (Polygonatum biflorum), American Alumroot
(Heuchera americana), Zigzag Goldenrod (Solidago flexicaulis), Showy Orchis (Galearis
spectabilis), Mapleleat Waterleaf (Hydrophyllum canadense), Large-flowered Trillium (77illium
grandiflorum), Pennywort (Obolaria virginica), and Mountain Anemone (4dnemone lancifolia).
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Rich Cove Forest (Foothills Intermediate Subtype)

Mid-elevation north-facing slopes in the western and northern portions of the county contain
several examples of this community type. The canopy is typically dominated by Tulip Poplar
(Liriodendron tulipifera), Yellow Buckeye (desculus flava), Northern Red Oak (Quercus rubra),
White Ash (Fraxinus americana), White Basswood (Tilia americana var. heterophylla), Common
Silverbell (Halesia tetraptera var. tetraptera), and Cucumber Magnolia (Magnolia acuminata).
Shrubs present often include Spicebush (Lindera benzoin), Mapleleaf Viburnum (Viburnum
acerifolium), Scentless Mock-orange (Philadelphus inodorus), Sweetshrub (Calycanthus
floridus), and American Witch-hazel (Hamamelis virginiana var. virginiana). Woody vines
consist of Grape (Vitis spp.), Common Greenbrier (Smilax rotundifolia), and Poison Ivy
(Toxicodenron radicans). The herbaceous layer is often very lush and diverse and includes
Rattlesnake Fern (Botrypus virginianus), Northern Maidenhair Fern (Adiantum pedatum),
Christmas Fern (Polystichum acrostichoides), Glade Fern (Homalosorus pycnocarpos), Silvery
Glade Fern (Deparia acrostichoides), Blue Cohosh (Caulophyllum thatlictroides), Jack-in the-
pulpit (Arisaema triphyllum), Black Cohosh (Actaea racemosa), American Ginseng (Panax
quinquefolius), Broad-leaf Coreopsis (Coreopsis latifolia), Virginia Snakeroot (Endodeca
serpentaria), Yellow Mandarin (Prosartes lanuginosa), Zigzag Spiderwort (Tradescantia
subaspera), Large Yellow Lady’s-Slipper (Cypripedium parviflorum var. pubescens), Common
White Snakeroot (Ageratina altissima var. altissima), Upland Boneset (Eupatorium sessilifolium
var. sessilifolium), Whorled Wild Yam (Dioscorea quaternata), Bosc’s Witchgrass
(Dichanthelium boscii), Bloodroot (Sanguinaria canadensis), Puttyroot (Aplectrum hyemale),
Eastern Longleaf Bluet (Houstonia longifolia var. compacta), and Wood Nettle (Laportea
canadensis).

Rich Cove Forest (Foothills Rich Subtype)

A community type that is found at lower elevations on sheltered or north-facing slopes with richer
soil series. Canopy dominants in these communities may include White Basswood (7ilia
americana var. heterophylla), Yellow Buckeye (Aesculus flava), Tulip Poplar (Liriodendron
tulipifera), White Ash (Fraxinus americana), Bitternut Hickory (Carya cordiformis), and Red Elm
(Ulmus rubra). Examples of shrubs present are Spicebush (Lindera benzoin) and Pawpaw
(Asimina triloba). Common woody vines are Grape (Vitis spp.) and Poison Ivy (Toxicodendron
radicans). The herbaceous layer may be quite diverse in some areas with Tall White Violet (Viola
canadensis var. canadensis), Blue Cohosh (Caulophyllum thalictroides), Northern Maidenhair
Fern (Adiantum pedatum), Jack-in-the-pulpit (Arisaema triphyllum), Common Wild Ginger
(Asarum canadense), Puttyroot (Aplectrum hyemale), Yellow Mandarin (Prosartes lanuginosa),
Wake-robin Trillium (77illium erectum), Large-flowered Trillium (7rillium grandiflorum),
Mapleleaf Waterleaf (Hydrophyllum canadense), Walking Fern (Aspenium rhizophyllum), and
Wild Columbine (Aquilegia canadensis).
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Acidic Cove Forest (Typic Subtype)

Frequently encountered on upper to mid-elevational sites with sheltered aspect. Typical canopy
dominants include Northern Red Oak (Quercus rubra), Black Oak (Quercus velutina), Tulip
Poplar (Liriodendron tulipifera), Sweet Birch (Betula lenta), Mockernut Hickory (Carya
tomentosa), Sourwood (Oxydendrum arboreum), Persimmon (Diospyros virginiana), Red Maple
(Acer rubrum var. rubrum), Flowering Dogwood (Cornus florida), and Cucumber Magnolia
(Magnolia acuminata var. acuminata). Eastern Hemlock (7Tsuga canadensis) is present in low
numbers, if at all. Commonly encountered shrubs include Rosebay Rhododendron (Rhododendron
maximum), Mountain Doghobble (Leucothoe fontanesiana), and Piedmont Rhododendron
(Rhododendron minus). Woody vine diversity is moderate with Grape (Vitis spp.), Poison Ivy
(Toxicodendron radicans), Common Greenbrier (Smilax rotundifolia), and Virginia Creeper
(Parthenocissus quinquefolia). Herbaceous density is variable, including Downy Rattlesnake
Plantain (Goodyera pubescens), Little Brown Jug (Hexastylis arifolia var. arifolia), Christmas
Fern (Polystichum acrostichoides), Cranefly Orchid (Tipularia discolor), Rattlesnake Weed
(Hieracium venosum), Dwart Crested Iris (Iris cristata), Catesby’s Trillium (77illium catesbaei),
and Bearcorn (Conopholis americana). The absence of species characteristic of more base-rich
soils is diagnostic.

Canada Hemlock Forest (Typic Subtype)

In our region, this community is found in deep gorges and on north-facing slopes above streams
and rivers with mesic soils and a canopy dominated by Eastern Hemlock (7suga canadensis).
Most sites now contain abundant dead snags of once mature trees due to the Hemlock Wooly
Adelgid (Adelges tsugae). Tulip Poplar (Liriodendron tulipifera), Sweet Birch (Betula lenta),
Northern Red Oak (Quercus rubra), and Fraser Magnolia (Magnolia fraseri) appear to be filling
in the canopy gaps created by the dying Hemlocks. The shrub layer is dominated by Rosebay
Rhododendron (Rhododendron maximum), Mountain Doghobble (Leucothoe fontanesiana), and
Mountain Sweet-pepperbush (Clethra acuminata). Grape (Vitis spp.) are often the only woody
vines present. The herb layer is sparse but will often include Little Brown Jug (Hexastylis arifolia
var. arifolia), Downy Rattlesnake Plantain (Goodyera pubescens), and Christmas Fern
(Polystichum acrostichoides).

Mesic Mixed Hardwood Forest (Piedmont Subtype)

One of the region’s more common community types, found on north-facing mid to lower slopes
with mesic acidic soils. Canopy dominants include American Beech (Fagus grandifolia), Tulip
Poplar (Liriodendron tulipifera), White Oak (Quercus alba), Northern Red Oak (Quercus rubra),
Black Oak (Quercus velutina), Sourwood (Oxydendrum arboreum), and Flowering Dogwood
(Cornus florida). Shrub diversity is moderate, with Sweetshrub (Calycanthus floridus var.
floridus), Alternate-leat Dogwood (Cornus alternifolia), American Strawberry Bush (Euonymus
americanus), Mountain Doghobble (Leucothoe fontanesiana). Eastern Poison Ivy (Toxicodendron
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radicans ssp. radicans) and Summer Grape (Vitis aestivalis var. aestivalis) are commonly
encountered vines. Typical species found in the herb layer are Dwarf Crested Iris (Iris cristata),
Common Golden Alexanders (Zizia aurea), Catesby’s Trilllum (7rillium catesbaei), Christmas
Fern (Polystichum acrostichoides), Carolina Woodrush (Luzula acuminata var. carolinae),
Bearcorn (Conopholis americana), Beechdrops (Epifagus virginiana), Little Brown Jug
(Hexastylis arifolia var. arifolia), Windflower (Thalictrum thalictroides), Cranefly Orchid
(Tipularia discolor), Ebony Spleenwort (Asplenium platyneuron), and Southern Lady Fern
(Athyrium asplenioides).

Basic Mesic Forest (Piedmont Subtype)

Found on north-facing or sheltered slopes with base-rich soils. Canopy dominants include
Northern Red Oak (Quercus rubra), White Oak (Quercus alba), Tulip Poplar (Liriodendron
tulipifera), American Beech (Fagus grandifolia), and White Basswood (7illia americana var.
heterophylla). Commonly encountered shrubs in this community are Spicebush (Lindera benzoin
var. benzoin), Pawpaw (Asimina triloba), Painted Buckeye (Aesculus sylvatica), and Maple-leaf
Viburnum (Viburnum acerifolium). The herb layer is often quite diverse with species such as Green
Violet (Hybanthus concolor), Eastern Columbine (Aquilegia canadensis), Little Sweet Betsy
Trillium (77illium cuneatum), Northern Maidenhair Fern (Adiantum pedatum), American Ginseng
(Panax quinquefolius), Bloodroot (Sanguinaria canadensis), Dutchman’s Britches (Dicentra
cucullaria), Wild Ginger (4dasarum canadense), Puttyroot (Aplecrum hyemale), and Jack-in-the-
pulpit (Arisaema triphyllum).

Piedmont/Coastal Plain Heath Bluff

In our region, this community type occurs on cool north-facing bluffs with American Beech (Fagus
grandifolia) and a shrub layer consisting of dense thickets of Mountain Laurel (Kalmia latifolia)
with lesser numbers of Dryland Blueberry (Vaccinium pallidum), Horse Sugar (Symplocos
tinctoria), and Dwarf Pawpaw (A4simina parviflora). Herbaceous species diversity is fairly low,
but does include Galax (Galax urceolata), Inidan Pipes (Monotropa uniflora), Catesby’s Trillium
(Trillium catesbaei), Virginia Goat’s Rue (Tephrosia virginiana), Green Needlegrass
(Piptochaetium avenaceum), and Bracken (Pteridium latiusculum).

Pine-Oak/Heath (Typic Subtype)

In our area, typically found on mid-elevation dry ridgetops with southerly aspects that lack
extensive canopy cover and with a dense shrub layer mostly consisting of Ericads. Chestnut Oak
(Quercus montana) is usually present along with Table Mountain Pine (Pinus pungens), Virginia
Pine (Pinus virginiana), and Shortleaf Pine (Pinus echinata). Ericaceous shrubs are abundant, with
Mountain Laurel (Kal/mia latifolia) and Dryland Blueberry (Vaccinium pallidum) being common
associates. Galax (Galax urceolata), Broomsedge (Andropogon virginicus var. virginicus), and
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Virginia Goat’s Rue (Tephrosia virginiana) are frequently encountered members of the sparse
herbaceous community.

Low Mountain Pine Forest (Shortleaf Pine Subtype)

Found on moderate slopes and xeric ridgetops with acidic soils. The canopy is predominantly
Shortleaf Pine (Pinus echinata), with lesser numbers of Virginia Pine (Pinus virginiana), Chestnut
Oak (Quercus montana), Scarlet Oak (Quercus coccinea), Sweet Pignut Hickory (Carya ovalis),
Sand Hickory (Carya pallida), Mockernut Hickory (Carya tomentosa), Red Maple (Acer rubrum),
Sassafras (Sassafras albidum), and Persimmon (Diospyros virginiana). Shrubs present include
Mountain Laurel (Kalmia latifolia) and Dryland Blueberry (Vaccinium pallidum). Vines are not
numerous but one may encounter scattered individuals of Common Greenbrier (Smilax
rotundifolia) and Whiteleaf Greenbrier (Smilax glauca). Herbaceous diversity is sparse and may
include Spiked Hoarypea (Tephrosia spicata), Pink Lady’s Slipper (Cypripedium acaule),
Biltmore Carrionflower (Smilax biltmoreana), Small Heartleaf Ginger (Hexastylis minor),
Blackseed Needlegrass (Piptochaetium avenaceum), and Common Running-cedar (Diphasiastrum
digitatum).

Low Mountain Pine Forest (Montane Pine Subtype)

Lower to mid-slopes with dry soils, often with southern or south-west facing aspect. Pines present
are those more typical of higher elevations, including Virginia Pine (Pinus virginiana), Pitch Pine
(Pinus rigida), and Table Mountain Pine (Pinus pungens), and Oaks that are tolerant of fairly xeric
conditions. Dryland Blueberry (Vaccinium pallidum) and Black Huckleberry (Gaylussacia
baccata) are common shrubs present in the understory. Trailing Arbutus (Epigaea repens),
Partridgeberry (Mitchella repens), and Wintergreen (Gaultheria procumbens) are occasional
species in the relatively sparse herb layer.

Chestnut Oak Forest (Dry Heath Subtype)

Found on dry ridgetops at moderate elevations. As the name suggests, the canopy is heavily
dominated by Chestnut Oak (Quercus montana) with lesser amounts of Scarlet Oak (Quercus
coccinea), Black Oak (Quercus velutina), Virginia Pine (Pinus virginiana), Shortleaf Pine (Pinus
echinata), Mockernut Hickory (Carya tomentosa), Sand Hickory (Carya pallida), Red Maple
(Acer rubrum var. rubrum), Black Gum (Nyssa sylvatica), Persimmon (Diospyros virginiana),
Sourwood (Oxydendrum arboreum), and Flowering Dogwood (Cornus florida). White Oak
(Quercus alba) is essentially absent. The shrub layer is dense, well developed, and dominated by
Ericads. Typical shrub species are Mountain Laurel (Kalmia latifolia), Sassafras (Sassafras
albidum), Dryland Blueberry (Vaccinium pallidum), Dwarf Pawpaw (Asimina parviflora),
Sweetleaf (Symplocos tinctoria), and Trailing Arbutus (Epigaea repens). Woody vines are mostly
Greenbriers (Smilax spp.). Herbaceous diversity is relatively low but may include Spotted
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Wintergreen (Chimaphila maculata), Partridgeberry (Mitchella repens), Biltmore Carrionflower
(Smilax biltmoreana), Black Snakeroot (Sanicula canadensis var. canadensis), Poverty Oatgrass
(Danthonia spicata), Broomsedge (Andropogon virginicus var. virginicus), Galax (Galax
urceolata), and Wintergreen (Gaultheria procumbens).

Chestnut Oak Forest (Herb Subtype)

Communities on dry ridges and slopes that are dominated by Chestnut Oak (Quercus montana)
but lack a dense shrub layer (although ericaceous shrubs will typically be present in some
numbers). Herbaceous species may include Bearded Shorthusk (Brachyelytrum erectum), Poverty
Oat Grass (Danthonia spicata), Downy Danthonia (Danthonia sericea), White Milkweed
(Asclepias variegata), Biltmore Carrion Flower (Smilax biltmoreana), Virginia Goat’s Rue
(Tephrosia virginiana), Birdsfoot Violet (Viola pedata var. pedata), and Curtiss’ Milkwort
(Polygala curtissii).

Montane Oak—Hickory Forest (Acidic Subtype)

Montane Oak-Hickory Forest (Acidic Subtype) is found on the summit and some sections of north-
facing slopes. The canopy is dominated by Chestnut Oak (Quercus montana), White Oak (Quercus
alba), Northern Red Oak (Quercus rubra), Black Oak (Quercus velutina), Red Maple (Acer
rubrum), Black Cherry (Prunus serotina), Black Locust (Robinia pseudoacacia), Mockernut
Hickory (Carya tomentosa), Black Gum (Nyssa sylvatica), Sassafras (Sassafras albidum), and
Tulip Poplar (Liriodendron tulipifera). The shrub layer is almost exclusively ericaceous, with
Mountain Laurel (Kalmia latifolia) and Dryland Blueberry (Vaccinium pallidum) being the most
abundant. The herbaceous layer is quite depauperate but does include Common White Snakeroot
(Ageratina altissima var. altissima), Virginia Goat’s Rue (Tephrosia virginiana), Bracken Fern
(Pteridium latiusculum), and Green Needlegrass (Piptochaetium avenaceum).

Montane Oak—Hickory Forest (Basic Subtype)

A frequently encountered community type in the central and western portions of Polk County.
Typical canopy dominants are White Oak (Quercus alba), Black Oak (Quecus velutina), Northern
Red Oak (Quercus rubra), Chestnut Oak (Quercus montana), Sand Hickory (Carya pallida),
Shagbark Hickory (Carya ovata), Mockernut Hickory (Carya tomentosa), Tulip Poplar
(Liriodendron tulipifera), White Ash (Fraxinus americana), and Red Elm (Ulmus rubra). The
shrub layer has moderate diversity and may include Mapleleaf Viburnum (Viburnum acerifolium),
American Witch-Hazel (Hamamelis virginiana var. virginiana), Mountain Indigo-bush (Amorpha
glabra), and Dryland Blueberry (Vaccinium pallidum). Several species of woody vines occur,
including Common Greenbrier (Smilax rotundifolia), Poison Ivy (Toxicodendron radicans),
Trumpet Creeper (Campsis radicans), and Virginia Creeper (Parthenocissus quinquefolia).
Commonly encountered herbs are Black 