Site Description for Vascular Plants of Luck Star Ranch
(By Patrick A. Raney)

Lucky Star Ranch lived up to the billing of containing globally significant natural communities.  The ranch was first botanically noted for the alvar grassland and shrub-land communities found on the property.  Alvars are unique plant communities found on very shallow calcareous soils. As a result of the uncommonly harsh substrate conditions present, unusual plant species have adapted to the nutrient limiting and drought prone thin to non-existent soils.  In addition to alvars, we observed a diversity of habitats from alvar grassland, vernal pools, black ash and Acer x freemanii swamps to wet beaver meadows.  Landscape heterogeneity within the property was a key contributor to the species diversity we witnessed.

Our search yielded an impressive collection of plants species in terms of diversity, rarity, and the abundance of the rare species encountered.  We identified 382 vascular plant species (including non-natives), with a more to be identified. Of the 382 species, an impressive, 14 were on the New York Natural Heritage tracking list for rarity (Table 1). Within the alvar grassland on a previous trip we were able to locate one Geum triflorum var. triflorum (prairie smoke), a species with fewer than 20 extant populations in New York State.  In addition, we located five native orchid species, all with state protection for exploitable vulnerability, including the rare Cypripedium arietinum (ram’s head orchid), which was a new record for the site. We also turned up a few surprises, including species (e.g., Liparis loeselii) indicative of calcareous wetlands (fens), and also some species typical of acidic sites (e.g., Sphagnum sp., Utricularia vulgaris).  

However, the most remarkable aspect of Lucky Star Ranch botanically was the large size of populations of several rare species.  We estimated the population size of Castilleja coccinea (Indian paintbrush), a species known from fewer than five sites in the state to contain upwards of 10,000 individuals.  This value is orders of magnitude larger than previous population size estimates. Zigadenus elegans ssp. glaucus (death camas) was also present in the thousands.
 


The alvars at Lucky Star Ranch will be the focus of continued botanical work associated with the ongoing research of graduate student, Frances More, who along with Dr. Donald J. Leopold will investigate the use of prescribed burning as a management tool.  During the course of this work, more species will undoubtedly be identified.
Table 1: Species with state protection for rarity.  
*Rarity designations conform to New York Natural Heritage rankings.

	Species
	Rarity Status*
	Location

	Carex backii
	S2
	Alvar grassland

	Carex crawei
	S2
	Somewhat common in alvar grassland 

	Carex jamesii
	S2
	

	Carex molesta
	S2S3
	

	Castilleja coccinea
	S1
	Common in alvar grasslands

	Cypripedium arietinum
	S2
	White spruce, northern white cedar woodland 

	Equisetum pretense
	S2
	

	Geum triflorum var. triflorum
	S2
	Found in alvar grassland

	Hedeoma hispida
	S2S3
	

	Scutellaria parvula var. parvula
	S3
	Alvar grassland

	Sporobolus heterolepis
	S2
	

	Stellaria longipes
	S2
	Margin of alvar grassland/shrubland

	Ulmus thomasii
	S2S3
	Common

	Zigadenus elegans ssp. glaucus
	S2
	Common in alvar grasslands


