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Red Cedar Forest
Number of plant species

T

his habitat is dominated by Eastern Red Cedar,
and the stands are often low in other plant species. In Columbia County, most such forests arise
on post-agricultural land, especially on limey soils. They
tend to get over-topped and disappear as forest succession progresses. Their thick foliage make these forests a
favored habitat for nesting birds and other wildlife seeking shelter.

How to Recognize
Seen from afar, patches of Red Cedar Forest stand out in
all seasons with their dark bluish-green color and low,
densely packed, pointed tree tops. Where a Red Cedar
stand borders a field, one can often observe a clear browse
line below which the branches seem to be meticulously
clipped, indicating the maximum height that browsing
deer can reach.
Inside the forest, darkness is a primary descriptor
and, taken together with the sometimes daunting tangle of pokey branches and sharp foliage, can make Red
Cedar Forests seemingly inhospitable places. The understory vegetation tends to be sparse for lack of light. The
litter of needles and twigs may be spongy and occasionally marked by moss, but it’s a bit too prickly to be
called ‘soft’.
Many animals, however, cherish the shelter from
the elements and from predators provided by Red Cedar
Forests. If you find a deer trail or get down on your
hands and knees and plough in, you can encounter a
closeted world of its own. Look for the signs of animal
life — the rabbit droppings, the owl pellets, the remains
of raccoon-retrieved corn cobs, the birds’ nests, and the
wildlife causeways.
As the forest matures, the lower branches self-prune
and eventually, the mature Red Cedar Forests have the
dark but open and more inviting understory typical of
other mature evergreen forests. The cedar trunks are
often fluted, and are covered by a reddish-brown bark
that peels off in narrow fibrous strips, which are prized
nesting material for several bird species.
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Location
Eastern Red Cedar can be among the first woody plants
to become established in abandoned pastures and hayfields, and whole forests of Red Cedars tend to develop
in post-agricultural areas of neutral to alkaline soils in
this region. Red Cedar Forests tend to be most common
in areas of clayey soils in the Hudson River Corridor,
the Southwestern Swales, and the Central Flatland of
Columbia County, but can also be found on the limy soils
of the Harlem Valley.

Distribution of Red Cedar Forest
and Places to Visit
1. Ken Hummell Park
2. Greenport PCA
3. Olana State
Historic Site
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4. Livingston SF
5. Keep Conservation
Preserve
6. Clermont State
Historic Site
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Visiting
There are several Red Cedar Forests on lands
open to the public in the western part of the
County. The largest examples can be experienced
in the eastern portion of the Clermont State
Historic Site, at the Keep Conservation Preserve,
and at the Greenport PCA. All these sites can be
visited year-round, but might be most appreciated
for their cool shade in the heat of the summer and
for their protection from cold winds in the winter.
Red Cedar trees colonizing a field.
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What to Look For
Plants: The forest canopy is mostly of Eastern Red
Cedar, but is sometimes shared with other trees such
as Red Maple, Red Oak, White Ash, Shagbark Hickory, Hop-hornbeam, Common Buckthorn, and White
Pine. The forest floor often has few plants due to the
deep shade, and perhaps also due to the “allelopathy” of
the Red Cedar, which releases toxic substances that can
interfere with the reproduction, growth, or survival of
other plants.
Shrubs may include the native Gray Dogwood, as well
as several invasive species such as Common Buckthorn,
Japanese Barberry, and Multiflora Rose. The understory
may also include young trees of the canopy species other
than Red Cedar, which is intolerant of shade. Even the
Red Cedar trees that compose the canopy in these forests
ultimately die when they are overtopped and shaded out by
deciduous trees.
We know of few plant species of conservation concern
in this habitat.
Birds & Mammals: Many bird species, including several species of conservation concern, use Red Cedar
Forests for nesting, roosting, or foraging. These forests
provide nesting habitat for Cooper’s Hawk, and roosting
habitat for owls—especially Eastern Screech-owl, Shorteared Owl, and Northern Saw-whet Owl. Many songbirds
also use Red Cedar Forests for nesting and roosting,
including Field Sparrow, Eastern Towhee, and Brown
Thrasher. Insectivorous birds such as Black-capped

Chickadee and Golden-crowned Kinglet forage in Red
Cedar, and the fruits—berry-like cones, blue with a whitish bloom—are eaten by many bird species, including
Cedar Waxwing (named for this tree), Eastern Bluebird,
Ruffed Grouse, Ring-necked Pheasant, and Wild Turkey.
The germination of cedar seeds can in fact be hastened by
passing through a bird’s digestive system, which weakens
or breaks the hard seed coat.
Some mammals seek the dense Red Cedar stands
for shelter, especially during the colder months; tracks of
Eastern Cottontail, Raccoon, and White-tailed Deer are
common in these forests. The fruits of Red Cedar are eaten
by mammals such as mice and voles, Eastern Cottontail,
Red and Gray Foxes, Raccoon, Striped Skunk, Opossum,
and Eastern Coyote. White-tailed Deer browse on the foliage when better forage is unavailable.

Characteristic Plants
The following species are common in this habitat,
but not necessarily unique to it.
✱ Indicator species
Non-native species
● Invasive species
Canopy Trees
(Eastern) Red Cedar ✱
Hop-hornbeam
Red Maple
Shagbark Hickory
White Ash
Understory Shrubs
Common Buckthorn ●
Eurasian Honeysuckle ●
Flowering Dogwood ●
Japanese Barberry ●

Photo to come

Multiflora Rose ●
Wineberry ●
Ground Flora
Ebony Spleenwort
Fragrant bedstraw
Oriental Bittersweet ●
Pennsylvania Sedge
Poverty Oatgrass
Smooth Forked Nailwort
Virginia Creeper
White Snakeroot
White Wild-licorice

Photo to come

Cedar Waxwing
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Red Cedar Forest
Amphibians: We have found a surprising number of
frogs in this habitat, probably because several of the Red
Cedar sites we have surveyed were in proximity to wetter
areas. Wood Frogs were the most common, but we also
recorded Pickerel Frogs and Spring Peepers. As in many
other forests, Red-backed Salamanders can be found living under rocks and logs.
Insects & Other Invertebrates: Earthworms were relatively scarce in our surveys of Red Cedar Forests. Ground
Beetles were uncommon, and those species we did find
also occurred in many other habitats. The most common
species of ants were widespread ones generally associated
with moist forests and fields. The most unusual ant species that seemed to occur with some frequency was the
Little Hairless Ant (Brachymyrmex depilis), a soil-dweller
that tends root aphids for their sugary excretions, which
the ants consume.

Young red cedar forest.

Eastern Red Cedar is the larval host plant of the Juniper Hairstreak, a beautiful emerald-green butterfly that
we have found at several Red Cedar sites in the county.
Pine Elfin also reportedly feeds on Red Cedar, but we have
found it primarily in the vicinity of Eastern White Pine.
A few moth species are Red Cedar specialists, but the only
one we have seen in the region is the Juniper-twig Geometer, which we found at a nearby Connecticut site. This
moth is widespread, however, and likely also occurs in Red
Cedar Forests in Columbia County.

Some Species of Conservation Concern
Above: Junipertwig Geometer;
right: Little
Hairless Ant;
below: Juniper
Hairstreak

Plants
Rusty Woods HV
Butterflies
Juniper Hairstreak HV
Birds
Brown Thrasher US
Cooper’s Hawk US
Eastern Towhee US
Field Sparrow US
Golden-Crowned Kinglet HV
Northern Saw-whet Owl US
Ruffed Grouse US
Short-eared Owl NYS
Superscripts indicate geographic region
of conservation concern; see page 00 for
explanation.
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Similar Habitats

Stewardship

Red Cedar Forests resemble other conifer forests in their
evergreen canopy and shaded understory. However,
Red Cedar trees, even when fully grown, tend to stay
relatively small (maximum 30 feet tall) in our region,
while mature Hemlock or White Pine can grow to twice
that height or taller. “Red Cedar Woodland”—a different kind of habitat characterized by widely spaced Red
Cedars and small meadow-like areas between—is known
from Dutchess County and might also occur in Columbia County; it can harbor a number of rare plant species
in the grassy openings.

Although it may have occurred historically in other
situations, today Red Cedar Forest is an example of a
transitional habitat that establishes after disturbance.
These days, that disturbance is typically agricultural. If
Red Cedar Forests start to disappear from our landscapes
due to waning agricultural abandonment, landowners
may want to actively manage for Red Cedar stands
so that we do not lose their contributions to regional
biological diversity. This might involve selective
logging of other tree species that get established in Red
Cedar stands and threaten to shade out the cedars, or
the creation of small clearings in Red Cedar Forest to
provide light-filled space that allows Red Cedar trees to
regenerate. However the invasive shrubs and vines often
associated with Red Cedar Forest will also be encouraged
by these interventions, so care should be taken to thwart
their spread

Flowering Red Cedar branch of a male tree
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Red Cedar Forest
History
Red Cedar is one of the first trees to colonize certain fields, especially pastures on limy soils. The lower branches of browsed Red Cedar are bristly and
deter feeding by cattle. Thus, in pastures that are only grazed occasionally
and are eventually abandoned, Red Cedar tends to get a head start and, for
a while, can dominate the early stage of reforestation.
Farther north in New York and New England, the shrub Common
Juniper replaces Eastern Red Cedar as the old pasture invader. In our area,
extensive Red Cedar thickets may solely be a product of abandonment after
colonial and post-colonial agriculture. Prior to European settlement, Red
Cedar probably occurred here primarily as individual trees in early succession after fires, as longer-lived trees on ledges, and perhaps–surprisingly
enough–as a swamp tree.
It is not uncommon to find the skeletons of dead cedars in the
understory of more mature woods, hinting at a past Red Cedar stage of
reforestation. We do, however, occasionally find large, old Red Cedars; one
particularly large individual we found had evidently grown up along a fence
row. Still alive, it had apparently reached a sufficient height before having to face competitors for sunlight. This suggests that Red Cedars die out
quickly not because of an inherently short life span (in fact, they can reach
an age of 300 years) but rather because of a slow growth rate, low stature,
and shade intolerance means that they are often shaded out by taller, faster
growing trees.
The Eastern Red Cedar is reported to have been used widely by the
indigenous inhabitants of the Eastern United States; the bark for canoe and
mat-making, the deep-red heartwood as a source of dye, and many parts of
the tree as components of medicinal remedies for everything from treating cholera and dysentery (diseases introduced from Europe) to repelling
insects. Its medicinal properties were still valued in the19th century by
the Shakers of Mount Lebanon, who used the needles as a stimulant and
diuretic, including for kidney complaints.
While the Red Cedar’s habit of growing up in pastures was probably
a source of frustration for early settlers, there is no doubt that the tree was
also a useful and greatly sought after resource. As a rot-resistant native tree,
it was a top choice for fence posts, wooden pails, shingles, bridge planking, coffins, ship building, and other such uses that brought it into contact
with soil and water. It also has insect-repellent qualities that made it ideal

for cedar chests and closets to protect wool clothes from wool-eating
moths. County newspapers throughout the 19th and early 20th century
frequently advertised Red Cedar
chests and coffins, highlighted the
Red Cedar framing of ships, and
even encouraged its use as a Christmas tree.
In addition the wood was easy
to work, pleasing in fragrance and
color, and with a uniform, fine grain
suitable for finer woodworking, such
as for tables and cabinets. During
the 19th century, the heartwood of
Eastern Red Cedar became one of
the main sources of pencils, causing a demand that reportedly wiped
out many of the remaining large
southeastern Red Cedar groves and
caused a general scavenging of Red
Cedar, even from old barns and
fence posts, that may have affected
the local population as well.

Captions to come
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Perspectives
The image of a Red Cedar Forest that we invited people
to view and respond to did not overly impress. Several
people interpreted the landscape to be “dead” or “barren.”
Over a third of the people could not think of any species,
animal or plant, that they would associate with such a
place. And by comparison to the 19 other habitats we
asked people to view and respond to, the Red Cedar Forest came in next to last in likeability, and had similarly
low relative marks in all other categories, including perceived aesthetic, recreational and ecological value.
Despite this first impression in our habitat survey,
the Red Cedar is much valued by some people. Red
Cedar trees are commonly sought out for landscaping,
presumably for their aesthetic appeal as free-growing
trees, as well as to attract birds and other wildlife. And

because of their aforementioned value as bird habitat,
birders often seek out Red Cedar forests. One local birder
was rewarded with some interesting observations of Cedar
Waxwing behavior. As he explained, “The Cedar Waxwings will take the fruit and pass it along from one to the
other. They’re very communal and very good about being
nice to each other.”
Many farmers speak of the prized rot-resistant value
of cedar for fence posts and other outdoor uses. Indeed, a
local farm in Clermont that is selling red cedar posts in
efforts to reclaim a former pasture, writes that red cedar
posts can be used to build everything from raised flower
beds to benches, gazebos and even wedding chuppahs!
Red Cedar poles for growing hops are apparently also in
high demand.

Captions to come

“The Cedar Waxwings will take the fruit and pass it along from one to the
other. They’re very communal and very good about being nice to each other.”
Sidebar

Captions to come
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Red Cedar Forest

Interact with Red Cedar Forest
Look for the “Orange Octopus”
The “orange octopus” in the photo is actually the
result of a native fungus, Cedar-Apple Rust, which
requires Juniper and Apple (or one of its native
relatives, such as Hawthorn) to complete its life
cycle. In winter, look for the brown shrunken CedarApple Gall on the cedar branches.
In spring, watch as these galls enlarge and
send out many spiky “telial horns” in all directions.
Perhaps the most striking sight is after a period
of cool, rainy spring weather when these horns
develop into long, orange gelatinous spore-releasing
tentacles.
The spores are carried by the wind to nearby
apple or crabapple trees, where they settle on moist
leaves or fruit and develop orange pustules and
other structures of “cedar apple rust,” a bane of
orchardists. These pustules in turn release spores that
disperse to re-infect Red Cedars, and so the cycle
continues. Although the fungus does little damage to
the Eastern Red Cedar, the “rust” blemishes the skin
of apples and thus damages the commercial value of
apple crops. As a result, Red Cedars are sometimes
removed from around orchards.

Above left:
Orange Octopus;
far left: Red
Cedar tree
decorated with
galls; at left:
Cedar Apple Rust
gall.
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