
 
DRY OAK–HICKORY FOREST (COASTAL PLAIN SUBTYPE) 
 
Concept: Type covers upland hardwood forests of acidic soils in the driest typical topographic 
positions, on south slopes and ridge tops; where Quercus alba,, Q. stellata, and Q. falcata 
predominate in the canopy. They are less xeric in composition than the Quercus stellata - Q. 
marilandica forests that occur in specialized edaphic conditions such clay hardpans, shallow 
rock, or very sandy soils. They contain acid-tolerant flora such as Oxydendrum arboreum, Nyssa 
sylvatica, Vaccinium stamineum, Vaccinium pallidum, and Vaccinium tenellum, and lack more 
base-loving plants. Subtype covers Coastal Plain examples, which have a distinct component of 
Coastal Plain flora.  
 
Sites: Upper slopes and other dry areas that are naturally sheltered from fire.  Usually on bluffs 
or dissected areas, but occasionally on high river terraces.  Soil texture and drainage as well as 
topography contributes to where this community occurs.   
 
Soils:  Soils apparently are extremely variable or perhaps poorly characterized.  In 21 
occurrences with soil mapping recorded, 19 series are represented, primarily Ultisols but 
including Entisols and Inceptisols.  Because most occurrences are in dissected topography, their 
soils may represent small inclusions in other map units.   
 
Hydrology:  Terrestrial, dry but not excessively drained.   
 
Vegetation:  Forests generally dominated by Quercus falcata and Quercus alba, often with 
abundant Pinus taeda, Quercus stellata, Carya tomentosa, and less frequently Pinus echinata, 
Pinus palustris, and Quercus velutina.  The understory typically includes Oxydendrum arboreum, 
Cornus florida, Acer rubrum, Liquidambar styraciflua, Nyssa sylvatica, and less often, Ilex opaca, 
Persea palustris, Prunus serotina, or Disopyros virginiana.  The shrub layer may be sparse to 
dense.  Vaccinium arboreum, Symplocos tinctoria, and Gaylussacia frondosa are frequent.  Other 
shrubs may include Asimina parviflora, Castanea pumila, Vaccinium stamineum, and Vacciniuim 
tenellum.  Sprawling vines often have substantial cover, especially Muscadinia rotundifolia, 
Smilax rotundifolia, Smilax bona-nox, and Gelsemium sempervirens.  Herbs tend to be sparse, 
though patches dominated by Chasmanthium laxum occur in some examples.  Few other herbs 
have been recorded in examples, none with high constancy.  CVS vegetation plots help 
characterize this community but don’t represent the range of composition recorded in other 
examples.   
 
Distinguishing Features:  Dry Oak–Hickory Forests are distinguished from Dry-Mesic Oak–
Hickory Forests by canopy composition, which has Quercus stellata, Q. falcata, and other trees 
more drought-tolerant than Quercus alba predominating over Quercus rubra and other trees less 
drought-tolerant than Quercus alba. Quercus alba tends to be dominant or most abundant in 
both, though some examples of the Coastal Plain Subtype are more strongly dominated by 
Quercus falcata.  Dry Oak—Hickory Forests are distinguished from various sandhill 
communities by having a closed canopy and lacking the scrub oak understory and characteristic 
herb layer of longleaf pine communities.   
 



It may be difficult to tell true primary Dry Oak—Hickory Forest from sandhill communities 
degraded by fire exclusion, since many characteristic hardwoods and shrubs will invade sandhills 
in the absence of fire.  It is unclear how readily Pinus palustris would cooccur in these hardwood 
forests, or if its presence indicates a past sandhill community. The presence of abundant scrub 
oaks (Quercus margarettiae, Quercus incana, Quercus marilandica) or of Aristida stricta 
indicates a former sandhill.  The location can also be indicative; fire was frequent on the uplands, 
and only some kind of natural mitigation of fire frequency or intensity is likely to have allowed 
the occurrence of oak-hickory forest.   
 
Dry Oak–Hickory Forests are distinguished from Basic Oak–Hickory Forests by having acid-
tolerant plants predominating and lacking more base-loving plants. This is most apparent in the 
lower strata, but the number of distinguishing species is less than in more mesic communities 
because of the limited number of species present. Oxydendrum arboreum, Vaccinium tenellum, 
and Chimaphila maculata are generally scarce or absent in Basic Oak–Hickory Forest. Cercis 
canadensis, Fraxinus americana, and Viburnum spp. are generally abundant in Basic Oak–
Hickory Forest and uncommon in Dry Oak–Hickory Forest.  
 
The Coastal Plain Subtype is distinguished from the Piedmont Subtype by geography and 
substrate, and also by the presence of characteristic Coastal Plain species. Quercus falcata and 
pines are more common, Quercus coccinea virtually absent.  In the lower strata, characteristic or 
predominantly Coastal Plain species such as Gaylussacia frondosa, Ilex glabra, Persea palustris, 
and various scrub oaks tend to be present in at last small numbers.   
 
Dynamics:  Dynamics of naturally occurring examples presumably are similar to those of the 
Piedmont Subtype. However, the proximity to the coast means more disturbance by hurricanes, 
with a corresponding greater frequency of gap formation, and this may contribute to the greater 
abundance of pines.  In addition, the greater natural fire frequency of the Coastal Plain probably 
means more frequent and intense burning, even in sites with topographic sheltering.  Thjis too 
may contribute to the greater occurrence of pines. Unlike in the Piedmont, more frequently 
burned communities typically occur nearby, and it is possible that climatic cycles that affect fire 
frequency would cause boundaries of communities to shift over time.  Certainly present fire 
suppression has allowed vegetation resembling Dry Oak—Hickory Forest to spread farther into 
flat uplands in some areas.  
 
Range and Abundance:  Ranked G4?.  Occurs throughout the Coastal Plain, from the Sandhills 
Region to bluffs along tidewater rivers and creeks, but is largely confined to small areas of 
dissected topography and did not dominate large parts of the landscape as the Piedmont Subtype 
did.  The corresponding NVC association ranges to Georgia, Louisiana, and Tennessee, but may 
be too broadly defined compared to other associations with more limited range.  This community 
can at least be expected to range through South Carolina into Georgia.  A different community 
which shares more Piedmont species occurs in Virginia.    
   
Associations and Patterns:  Usually grades downhill to Dry-Mesic Oak—Hickory Forest and 
Mesic Mixed Hardwood Forest on slopes and dissected areas, and may occasionally border 
floodplain communities more directly.  Few examples of intact uphill boundaries remain, but this 



community presumably bordered sandhill or Mesic Pine Savanna communities, though it is unsure 
if the natural boundary would be sharp or gradual.   
 
Variation: No variants are recognized.  Examples vary with latitude, with northern examples 
less sharply differentiated from the Piedmont Subtype.  Substantial variation in the amount of 
species more characteristic of longleaf pine communities may or may not be natural.    
 
Comments:  Quercus alba - Quercus falcata - (Carya pallida) / Gaylussacia frondosa Forest 
(CEGL006269) is a more northerly Coastal Plain dry oak-hickory forest association that ranges 
from NJ to VA. It has been questionably attributed to NC but no distinctive northern version of 
Dry Oak--Hickory Forest that would warrant recognition has been found. 
 
Synonyms:  Quercus falcata - Quercus stellata - Carya alba / Vaccinium spp. Coastal Plain 
Forest (CEGL007246).  
Ecological Systems: Atlantic Coastal Plain Dry and Dry-Mesic Oak Forest (CES203.241). 
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