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Beyond the mountains
Lies a 4forest without end
Time 45 Ats boundaries

WHAT IS IT?

To begin the discussions of the Central Hardwood Forest, we need to
define what it is and perhaps what it is not. One thing is certain: It
is not easy to define in specific terms, except that it is the forest
that occupies parts of central North America. Forest in this sense means
the vegetation dominated in the upper canopy by trees covering a specific
geographic area.

The Central Hardwood Forest is an aggregation of plant and animal
associations that varies widely within a broad and diverse area. How-
ever, the forest has boundaries both physical and climatological, and
the plant associations and their animal residents have some distinct
commonalities. They exist side by side, they overlap, they intergrade,
sometimes they are alike, and sometimes they are very different. And
why shouldn't these associations have many similarities? They developed
under the same general environmental pressures.

There are a number of classification schemes that serve to identify
the boundaries of the Central Forest. Keep in mind that plant associa-~
tion boundaries and the ranges of the individual species that make up
the association are not static, and are poorly defined because of envi-
ronmental gradients and a general tendency toward integrating with neigh-
boring associations. Even so, I find it useful to consider a grouping
of E. Lucy Braun's 1964 forest regions to describe the Central Hardwood
Forest. I include the following regions listed by Braun:

1. Mixed mesophytic
2. Western mesophytic
3. Oak-hickory

4, Beech-maple

These four major regions include 11 subregions. Braun includes the
Oak~-chestnut region in the central hardwoods, but I have not, primarily
because this region is somewhat remote from '"'Central'., For the same
reason, I do not include Oak-pine. However, I do recognize that there
are indeed close ecological affinities among the four regions I include
and the two I exclude.



The boundaries of the Central Hardwood Forest are primarily climatic
on the north, south, and west, and geologic on the east. Such a state-
ment of distribution of the Central Hardwood Forest may be a little too
simplistic. Geology, soils, even the age of land forms and the influence
of man are all factors that affect the distribution of the Central Hard-
wood Forest. Composition and stand structure have been greatly altered
by man's activities. Although climate is the most important causative
factor in distribution, it is interesting to consider that climatic
regimes only some 6,000 years ago encouraged different plant associations
in the area now occupied by the central hardwoods. Relics of past asso-
ciations that thrived under a colder climate are one of the fascinating
characteristics of today's forest.

HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

At the time of the first European settlement, the eastern part of
the Central Hardwood Forest was vast and essentially unbroken, except
for the streams, lakes, swamps, and relatively small openings created
by the original settlers, the Indians. The Indians lived for thousands
of years in and off of the forest, never attained large populations, and
had a relatively small effect on the forest. FEuropean settlers, too,
took shelter and food from the forest, but they also took the land.

Land that had the biggest trees was best for crops, and was cleared
first--first the bottomlands, then the glacial till plains with the deep
soils. Much of the cornbelt owes its existence to the hardwood forest.
Later settlers and expanding families cleared progressively poorer sites
to the point where land that was born poor geologically, and land that
was too steep to sustain cropping under the existing farming practices,
became so impoverished that it was abandoned. The abandoned land slowly

returns to forest through natural succession or by being planted with
conifers.

Today, the Central Hardwood Forest is a very diverse mixture of
cover conditions, from the scattered small woodlots on low wet areas
in the cornbelt to the essentially unbroken Oak-hickory forest stands
in parts of the Ozarks. In spite of man and his plows, fires, saws,
and livestock, a large part of the "original' forest area remains in
trees, but the species mixtures have been greatly altered.

As far as we know, today's forest includes essentially all tree
and shrub species found at the time of settlement.

In addition to clearing, there are other striking differences in
appearance between the original forests and what we have now. Although
the original forests were subject to influences such as tornadoes, wind
storms, insect outbreaks, and fires that created diversity in stand ages,
large trees were much more common. Species composition has changed.
Burning, grazing, and many commercial cuttings have increased the pro-
portion of the less tolerant tree species. More and more evidence is




accumulating to show that forest sites are capable of supporting a
greater diversity of species. Areas considered to be on the xeric side
are reproducing with mesophytic tree and shrub species. The area in
oaks may be declining. The implications for management in such trends
and the lessons learned from studies of natural areas suggest that we
look carefully at ecological relations and site potential when silvi-
cultural prescriptions are prepared.

Within the Central Forest, there 1s a great deal of diversity, in
both the overstory and understory. The Central Forest associations
exist because of the physiologic and genetic characteristics of the indi-
vidual species, thelr compatability or incompatability with other species,
and specific environmental factors. The major external factors are
related primarily to site quality. Soil depth, structure, moisture hold-
ing capacity, fertility, and internal drainage are some of the more
definitive factors that are respomsible for wide variations in species
occurrence within the Central Forest. Slope and aspect are also strongly
related to species occurrence and are, in turn, integrators of soil and
moisture characteristics of the site.

Site diversity and resultant plant diversity is distinctive in the
Central Hardwood Forest., Forest types may change sharply within rela-~
tively short distances., For example, in the hill country, going from a
small stream bottom to a vidge top no more than 500 to 800 feet distant,
you may often see 10 to 20 tree species in the overstory and a wealth of
understory plants. Species might range from silver maple (Acer
saccharinum L.) to chestnut cak (Quercus prinus L.). Sites would range
from moist to dry, and at least three or four recognizable forest types
would be encountered. Unless there were abrupt physical changes such as
imperfectly drained soil, bluffs, or benches, there would be no sharp
boundaries between the forest types.,

The most striking example of species diversity that I have personally
experienced is the Pine Hills area of southern Illinois, Within a half
mile, you can start in swamp and end up on a small prairie knoll on the
ridgetop overlooking the Mississippi River. Along the way, you may
encounter 40 commercial tree species.

Host plant species in the Central Hardwood Forest have a relatively
broad range of tolerance to limiting edaphic factors. Thus the conven~
ient ''types' freely integrate on natural meisture gradients such as
uniform slopes. I support the view that, with the exception of wet or
very dry sites, the frequency of occurrence for many central hardwoods
is fortuitous within a wide range of site quality; fortuitous from the
standpoint of seedbed conditlons, seed source, canopy openings, advance
understory development, and relative growth rates of competing plants.






