
 
SANDY PINE SAVANNA (RUSH FEATHERLING SUBTYPE)  
 
Concept: Sandy Pine Savanna (Rush Featherling Subtype) encompasses the rare communities of 
the southern outer Coastal Plain where Pleea tenuifolia is dominant or codominant in the herb 
layer. Examples are known only from Brunswick and Pender counties. The Pleea plants form tall 
hummocks which give the ground much more relief than in other savannas and exclude other 
plants from where they occur. The strong dominance of Pleea often leads to lower species 
richness in this subtype. 
 
Distinguishing Features: The Rush Featherling Subtype is distinguished from all other 
communities by the dominance of Pleea tenuifolia in the herb layer. This species may be present 
in other Pine Savanna communities but is not dominant or codominant,.   
 
Synonyms: Pine Savanna (Pleea Flat Variant); Pinus palustris - Pinus serotina / Pleea tenuifolia 
- Aristida stricta Woodland (CEGL003661).  
Ecological Systems: Central Atlantic Coastal Plain Wet Longleaf Pine Savanna and Flatwoods 
(CES203.265). 
 
Sites: Sandy Pine Savanna (Rush Featherling Subtype) occurs on upland flats or terraces, on low 
rises in relict beach ridge systems, and on lower parts of Carolina bay rims.  It occurs in areas 
with prolonged seasonal high water tables. 
 
Soils:  Soils are sandy Spodosols, mapped as Leon (Aeric Alaquod).   The coarse sandy soils are 
low in nutrient holding capacity.   
 
Hydrology:  Soils are saturated at or near the surface during wet seasons, though virtually never 
with surface flooding.  These sites are generally downhill and wetter than those of Wet Pine 
Flatwoods, and may be wetter than the Typic Subtype of Sandy Pine Savanna.  Hydrology is 
palustrine, but these sites may not be recognized as wetlands because the sandy soils do not show 
many of the redoximorphic features used to recognize hydric soils.   
 
Vegetation:  Vegetation structure is similar to most longleaf pine communities, with an open 
woodland to savanna canopy dominated by Pinus palustris, a dense grassy herb layer, and a shrub 
layer that varies with fire history.  Pinus serotina sometimes is abundant in the canopy, though it 
is not certain if this is natural or is an effect of past logging and altered fire regime.   
 
The dense herb layer is dominated by Pleea tenuifolia, or codominated by it with Aristida stricta 
or Sporobolus pinetorum.  Vaccinium crassifolium may be extensive.   Frequent herbs in CVS plot 
data (Palquist, et al. in prep.) include Xyris caroliniana, Xyris ambigua, Polygala lutea, Rhexia 
alifanus, Andropogon glaucopsis, Pityopsis graminifolia, Rhynchospora plumose, Dichanthelium  
webberianum, Dionaea muscipula, Iris verna, Trilisa paniculate, Eurybia paludosa, Stenanthium 
densum, Zigadenus glaberrimus, Lachnanthes caroliniana, Fimbristylis puberula, and 
Cleistesiopsis divariata/oricamporum.  Relatively frequent are Sarracenia flava, Drosera 
capillaris, Solidago pulchra, and Dichanthelium tenue.  Shrubs have low cover in examples with 
frequent fire, may be dense in less frequently burned examples.  The most abundant species are 



Ilex glabra and Gaylussacia dumosa.  Other frequent species include Vaccinium tenellum, 
Hypericum tenuifolium, Morella pumila, Morella caroliniana, Kalmia buxifolia, Ilex coriacea, 
Aronia arbutifolia, Lyonia mariana, Vaccinium formosum, and Lyonia lucida.   
 
Range and Abundance:  Ranked G1.  This community is found only in Brunswick and Pender 
counties, with most of its acreage within a few miles of the towns of Boiling Spring Lakes and 
Southport.  It is not known to occur outside of North Carolina.    
 
Associations and Patterns:  The Rush Featherling Subtype occurs as small to large patches, 
associated with the Typic Subtype, Wet Pine Flatwoods (Typic and Sand Myrtle Subtype), and 
Pond Pine Woodland.  Xeric Sandhill Scrub and Coastal Plain depression communities may be 
present nearby.   
 
Variation: Examples vary in the amount of Pleea tenuifolia.  No variants are recognized.   
 
Dynamics:  Dynamics are probably similar to most longleaf pine communities, but are not 
specifically known.  Pleea tenuifolia apparently burns readily enough, though it is not flammable 
as Aristida stricta. The dense hummocks created by Pleea may exclude other plants more 
effectively than Aristida, and these communities tend to be lower in species richness.  The cause 
of Pleea codominance in these sites is not clear.  The species is present in other savannas, both 
sandy and loamy, is places where this subtype does not occur.  Where it cooccurs with other 
savanna communities, this subtype appears to be wetter, but where it does not occur, other 
savanna communities grade directly into Pond Pine Woodland.   
 
As in the Typic Subtype, plants of Pond Pine Woodland appear to invade these communities in 
the long absence of fire, and a substantial acreage of degraded area may exist adjacent to existing 
patches.   
 
Comments:  The Rush Featherling Subtype appears very distinctive in the field, where the dense 
hummocks of Pleea make walking difficult.  However, it proved difficult to distinguish in 
analysis of CVS data, with other vegetation clustering with the few good examples despite an 
absence of the distinguishing species.  There were also a couple of CVS plots dominated by 
Pleea outside of known examples.  In addition, Pleea has been reporting dominating a mowed 
power line right-of-way not associated with a savanna and outside the known range of this 
subtype (Andrew Walker, personal communication 2017).  These areas need further 
investigation. They may represent a greater extent of the community than recognized.   
 
Rare species:  Dionaea muscipula, others?   
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