
Shellbark hickory (Carya laciniosa) 
 

Pennsylvania Plant Species of Concern 
State Rank: S3 (vulnerable) Global Rank: G5 (secure) 

What it looks like: 
Shellbark hickory is a tall, long-lived hardwood.  Its bark, from which it 
gets its name, is light gray and peels away in long plates or strips, and 
its twigs are thick with large buds. 

Leaves are pinnately compound, with oblong, finely toothed leaf-
lets tapering to points. 
Flowers vary widely from male to female, though every tree bears 
flowers of both sexes.  Male flowers grow fuzzy-looking catkins up 
to 20 centimeters long, which are borne in clusters of three.  Female 
flowers grow in clusters of two to five at the branch tips. 
Fruit is in the form of oval nuts sheathed in a finely-haired husk.   

 
Where it is found: 
Shellbark hickory grows in wet, poorly-drained bottomland soils 
and flood plains; it is associated with old-growth forest stands.  Its 
natural range is from New York and southern Ontario south to 
Texas and Georgia; it is considered exotic in Maine and Virginia. 
Why it is rare: 
Shellbark hickory is slow-growing (a sapling will not produce fruit until it is 40 years old) and its heavy seeds are not 
easily dispersed far from the parent tree.  It’s hard, heavy, yet flexible wood is harvested for use in tool handles and 
furniture.  Because it grows slowly, it is rarely planted for shade. 
Conservation considerations: 
Shellbark hickory is of potentially great ecological importance.   Its nuts provide forage for a wide variety of species 
ranging from ducks and quail to deer, foxes, raccoons, and small rodents.  Shellbark hickory was also one of three tree 
species strongly preferred for foraging by insectivorous birds in a study of the birds’ habitat usage (Gabbe et al. 2002).  
Because this species has a potentially very slow natural dispersal rate, artificial plantings may be necessary to re-
establish it in its former habitat.  Seedling may be grown indoors, then transplanted to desired locations; or seeds may 
be planted directly if provided with shelter against browsing.  Grafting and budding are also effective. 
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