Old Growth Forests 
Some of New York’s old forests have the tall, graceful, cathedral-like canopies and open understories that people usually associate with old-growth forests.  Others are messy, the hardened survivors of hundreds of years of hurricanes, ice storms, fires, and Nor’easters. Either way, old-growth forests make a lasting impression on visitors. 

Old-growth is a condition of a forest, not a type of forest.  The core concept in old-growth involves the dominance of long-lived species such as hemlock and sugar maple (which can live for more than 300 years), rather than short-lived species like jack pine and quaking aspen.  These short- lived types give way to long-lived species unless a disturbance such as fire maintains their habitat.  

And yet, old-growth is more than just old trees.  It is a stage in the life of certain forest types, and as such includes many other forest species and the ecological processes that support them. Paradoxically, healthy old-growth forests are full of dying, dead, and fallen trees.  While still standing, their hulks provide nesting cavities for birds like barred owls and for mammals like red squirrels.  Once fallen, they enrich the soil as rotting trunks and branches add nutrients essential to the next generation of trees. 

The fallen trees also make the floor of an old forest uneven, peppered with pits and mounds.  This is because as trees fall, their roots tear holes in the earth.  As the roots rot, the soil captured among them falls to the ground, creating mounds.  When a tree is completely gone, all that remains is a pit and a mound.  Fallen trees also create openings.  New trees grow in these openings, giving old forests a wide range of tree sizes and ages.

In contrast, forests that were cleared in the past typically have trees that are all about the same age, beginning at the date of the last human disturbance. 

The state park systems harbors old-growth forest stands in several places across New York.  Some areas are large, such as the 5,000-acre hemlock-northern hardwood forest in Allegheny State Park (shown above with NY Natural Heritage ecologist DJ Evans).  Most are much smaller, such as the 168-acre stand in Palmaghatt Kill Ravine in Minnewaska State Park and the 140-acre patch in Green Lakes State Park.
