
POND PINE WOODLAND (CANEBRAKE SUBTYPE) 
 
Concept:  Pond Pine Woodland (Canebrake Subtype) communities are Pinus serotina-
dominated woodlands or savannas with a shrub layer naturally dominated by Arundinaria tecta, 
resulting from more frequent fire than that occurring in other Pond Pine Woodlands. 
 
Distinguishing Features: The Canebrake Subtype is distinguished from other Pond Pine 
Woodlands by having a shrub layer dominated by Arundinaria tecta rather than by broadleaf 
shrubs.  Given the pervasive alteration of fire regimes, recognition of subtypes can often be only 
tentative.  Some examples that once were the Canebrake Subtype may have had the cane 
completely eliminated in the absence of fire.  Others may exist with a small amount of cane 
mixed with shrubs.  In practice, this subtype should be recognized if Arundinaria is abundant 
and it seems likely that it would dominate with a more natural fire regime. In the absence of 
abundant Arundinaria, this subtype should be recognized only if there is historical information 
indicating its past dominance at the site.   
 
Synonyms: Pinus serotina / Arundinaria gigantea ssp. tecta Woodland (CEGL004433).  
Ecological Systems: Atlantic Coastal Plain Peatland Pocosin and Canebrake (CES203.267). 
 
Sites: This subtype occurs in sites similar to other Pond Pine Woodlands, on shallow organic 
deposits or deeper peats with some input of mineral sediment, on the edges of domed peatlands, 
abd potentially in peat-filled Carolina bays, swales in aeolian sand areas, or other irregular 
surfaces in the outer Coastal Plain.  
 
Soils:  Soils are shallow Histosols or oligotrophic mineral soils with organic surface layers, 
potentially any of the series listed for the Typic Subtype.  It has been suggested in some earlier 
site descriptions that canebrakes may be more likely to occur on soils with higher mineral 
content than typical Pond Pine Woodland, but it is unclear if this is true.   
 
Hydrology:  Sites are seasonally saturated.  The water table is believed to regularly drop to 
underlying mineral sediment during the dry season, allowing plants to root there (Otte 1981).    
Water comes from rainwater and sheet flow.  Most sheet flow is from pocosins, but there may be 
limited influx of less oligotrophic water from adjacent areas. 
 
Vegetation:  This community has an open woodland or savanna canopy of Pinus serotina, 
potentially codominant with Gordonia lasianthus, and with lesser amounts of Magnolia 
virginiana and Persea palustris. There generally is little or no understory. Below is a dense 
shrub layer with Arundinaria tecta dominant or abundant.  Frequently burned examples may 
have little else in the shrub or herb layer. In the present, infrequently burned examples, broadleaf 
shrubs are present in moderate to large amounts, with Lyonia lucida, Ilex coriacea, Ilex glabra, 
and Cyrilla racemiflora most common. Smilax laurifolia, Anchistea virginica, and Sphagnum 
spp. may be present.  Other species of the Typic Subtype may be expected to occur. In the one 
CVS plot taken in this subtype, Clethra alnifolia was abundant, and Morella cerifera, Morella 
caroliniensis, and Lorinseria areolata were also present.  Clethra alnifolia was abundant in 
another well-documented example. Given the apparent heavy alteration to all or most remaining 
examples, the details of natural vegetation are not well known.   



 
Range and Abundance:  Ranked G1.  Historical references suggest this subtype once was 
common, when fire was more common in peatlands.   All remnant examples known are in outer 
Coastal Plain peatlands, most on the Pamlimarle Peninsula.  It is unclear if examples occurred in 
other regions of the state.  The Canebrake Subtype likely once ranged into Virginia.   
 
Associations and Patterns:  Natural patterns and associations are poorly known.  This subtype 
probably occurred as a large patch community, similar to most pocosins. Remnant examples are 
associated with Pond Pine Woodland (Typic Subtype) and with pocosin communities.  In more 
natural landscapes, this subtype may have occurred on edges where peatlands bordered 
flammable vegetation.  
 
Variation: Too little is known about natural patterns to distinguish variants.  The few examples 
vary in the amounts and species of broadleaf shrubs, but it is unclear if this represents natural 
variation.  
 
Dynamics:  These communities are wet and nutrient poor, though less so than Low Pocosin or 
High Pocosin. There are suggestions that the Canebrake Subtype may be less nutrient-poor than 
the Typic Subtype.   
 
The natural dynamics of this subtype are not well known, but it is clear that its occurrence 
depends on fire and that it needs to burn more often than the Typic Subtype. Arundinaria 
replaces its biomass much more rapidly than typical shrubs after burning, giving it a competitive 
advantage over them for a few years after fire. Broadleaf shrubs will grow to predominate and 
suppress cane after several years, if they are present. Frost (1989) suggests that in southeastern 
Virginia, Pond Pine Woodland-type sites burned every 3-5 years would support dense, pure 
canebrake vegetation.  With fire every 6-12 years they would alternate between canebrake and 
shrubby pocosin vegetation, while with less frequent fire Pinus serotina with dense shrubs would 
dominate.   
 
However, feedback and persistent states can be expected to be important.  Persistent frequent fire 
would eventually eliminate broadleaf shrubs, while persistent infrequent fire would lead to 
elimination of cane from sites. Neither shrubs nor cane would establish easily in sites dominated 
by the other, leading to stable states for each subtype over a broader range of fire regimes.  Cane, 
in particular, fruits rarely and primarily reproduces vegetatively.  Establishment of new 
populations where cane is absent must be very rare.  Cane is more flammable than shrubs and 
will burn under a wider range of conditions.  Cane, once established, would promote the more 
frequent fire that it needs, if sources of ignition are present.  In practice, the remnant examples of 
the Canebrake Subtype occur where there has been some recent fire, but far less frequently than 
suggested by Frost (1989).  Most have abundant broadleaf shrubs, but some have shrubs atypical 
of the Typic Subtype; it is not clear if this is a natural situation or an artifact of fire exclusion.   
 
Given these uncertainties, it is possible that the Canebrake Subtype existed in a shifting mosaic 
that where it alternated with the Typic or Northern Subtype, and with Peatland Canebrake.  It is 
perhaps more likely that the subtypes occupied different parts of a more stable landscape, 
responding to differences in prevailing fire frequency created by fire compartment size and by 



the configuration of more flammable vegetation.  It is even possible that this subtype is not 
natural but represents a transitional state not found with more natural fire patterns.     
 
The relationship with treeless Peatland Canebrake communities is unclear.  Treeless canebrakes 
could be created from this subtype by frequent and intense enough fire to prevent pond pine 
regeneration.  However, some historical canebrakes appear to have been on different soils that 
have not developed Pond Pine Woodlands with exclusion of fire.   
 
Comments:   Canebrakes in general apparently were abundant and extensive in early settlement 
times, but it is unclear how extensive Pond Pine Woodland canebrakes were.  
 
Pinus serotina / Arundinaria gigantea ssp. tecta Wooded Shrubland (CEGL003851) is another 
similar NVC association, but this distinction between woodland and wooded shrubland does not 
appear useful, given the rapid changes in structure that can accompany fires or succession 
following fire. 
 
Rare Species:  Amblyscirtes reversa, Amblyscirtes carolina.  
Bachman’s warber (Vermivora bachmanii) has been believed to be associated with cane stands.  
It is primarily associated with inland cane in bottomland hardwood, and it is unclear if it would 
have used these communities.   
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