
 
NATURAL LAKE SHORELINE SWAMP (RICH SUBTYPE)  
 
[What to do with the two zones? CVS plots are in a cypress zone that may just be the 
Cypress subtype, but have a minority flora that is richer. For now, include in Rich 
Subtype] 
 
Concept: Type covers tree-dominated vegetated wetland vegetation on the shores of medium to 
large permanent natural lakes. It extends inland to where the effect of lake hydrology on 
vegetation is replaced by the hydrology of the surrounding area, either upland or wetland.   
Subtype covers the very rare examples with a hardwood canopy and a rich flora, generally 
containing abundant Liquidambar styraciflua but also a diversity of other species, including a 
number in all strata indicative of richer soils. 
 
Sites: Wetland zones along the shore of natural lakes, with soils saturated and with water tables 
tied to lake waters.  The Rich Subtype is associated with the north shore of lakes with mineral 
soils  
 
Soils:  Soils for this subtype are organic. They are mapped as Croatan, Dare, or Dorovan muck 
or other organic or muck series.   
 
Hydrology:  Permanently saturated and intermittently flooded by lake waters.  Water levels may 
vary over periods of a few years in response to weather cycles.  This subtype is generally not 
under water for extended periods in most years.   
 
Vegetation:  Dense canopy dominated by a mix of hardwoods, dominated by Liquidambar 
styraciflua and/or Liriodendron tulipifera, with Taxodium distichum dominant closer to the lake.  
A diversity of other hardwoods is present, including Ulmus rubra, Quercus laurifolia, Quercus 
michauxii, Platanus occidentalis, Carya cordiformis, and Celtis laevigata.  The understory is 
dominated by Asimina triloba.  Other species include Carpinus caroliniana, Morus rubra, 
Prunus serotina, Magnolia virginiana, and even Juglans nigra.  Shrubs are sparse except nearer 
the lake shore, where Cephalanthus occidentalis, Cornus stricta, Salix caroliniana, and Itea 
virginica may be present.  Vines, including Smilax rotundifolia, Smilax glauca, Toxicodendron 
radicans, Muscadinia rotundifolia, Vitis aestivalis, Parthenocissus quinquefolius, Decumaria 
barbara, Campsis radicans, and even more at present, the exotic Lonicera japonica are 
abundant.  Herbs are generally sparse to moderate, though the herb layer is now heavily 
dominated by the exotic species Microstegium vimineum and Stellaria media.  Herb species 
include  
 
Liquidambar styraciflua, often in combination with Persea palustris, Nyssa biflora, Taxodium 
distichum, Acer rubrum, or Pinus taeda. There may be a well-developed understory that is 
dominated by Persea palustris and may contain Ilex opaca, Gordonia lasianthus, Magnolia 
virginiana, or various canopy species.  There is often a dense shrub layer of Cyrilla racemiflora, 
Ebotrys racemosa, or other species of peatlands or open wetlands.  These may include Lyonia 
lucida, Vaccinium formosum, Clethra alnifolia, Arundinaria tecta, Viburnum nudum, Morella 
caroliniana, and Ilex coriacea.  Smilax laurifolia, other Smilax spp., Muscadinia rotundifolia, or 



other vines are often present.  In areas with dense canopy and shrub layer, they may be virtually 
absent, or consist of general peatland herbs such as Anchistea (Woodwardia) virginica or 
Lorinseria (Woodwardia) areolata.   
 
Dynamics:  Natural dynamics of lake shore communities are not well known.  They may 
occasionally be subject to moderate to severe disturbance by fire, wind, or storm waves, but they 
are generally stable.  The Sweetgum Subtype tends to occur contiguous to peatland communities 
and probably is more subject to fire than other subtypes.  Part of what probably is this subtype at 
Catfish Lake was burned intensely in a wildfire in the 1990s and its future composition is not yet 
clear.  
 
Range and Abundance:  Ranked G1.  Three or four examples are known.        
 
Associations and Patterns:  The Sweetgum Subtype occupies portions of lake shores, with 
Natural Lake Shoreline Marsh present on other parts of the shore.  It generally grades to Pond 
Pine Woodland or some other peatland community, but in at least one example it grades to 
Cypress—Gum Swamp along a swamp fed by lake drainage.   
Distinguishing Features: The Natural Lake Shoreline Swamp type is distinguished from other 
forested wetlands by occurrence along a large to medium permanent lake. It is distinguished 
from the Small Depression Pond type by the size and permanence of the lake and presence of 
wave action, as well as generally by distinctive vegetation. The size criterion of Cowardin (et al. 
1979), 8 hectares (20 acres) may be used as a size threshold for recognizing Natural Lake 
Shoreline communities.   
 
The Sweetgum Subtype is distinguished from other subtypes by the dominance or codominance 
of Liquidambar styraciflua, or its predominance over Taxodium and Nyssa. The abundant Persea 
palustris and other species characteristic of peatlands also distinguishes it from other subtypes.  
The combination of Liquidambar with these species of peatlands is distinctive, with only the 
Sweetgum Subtype of Nonriverine Swamp Forest potentially sharing such a general combination 
of flora.   
 
Variation:  Each example is somewhat different in composition.  
 
Comments:  Lakes that contain this community occur as round to oblong basins in peatlands, 
and this community occurs on organic soils that are contiguous with those of larger peatlands.   
There has been relatively little discussion of the origin of North Carolina’s peatland lakes.  It was 
suggested in a number of reports that they were created by deep peat burns in the past.  Given 
that peat fires in historic times, associated with severe droughts, created depressions only a few 
meters across and not as much as a meter deep, it is unclear how this could occur.  It is likely 
however, that once a sizeable permanent water body was created in a peatland, wave action 
would maintain it, and perhaps shape and expand it. The phenomenon of our peatland lakes may 
warrant further investigation.  The organic soils of these communities show evidence of input of 
new organic matter by water flow, but it is not clear if they are otherwise lake deposits or parts of 
the surrounding peat deposits that may pre-date the lake.   
 



Synonyms: Taxodium distichum - Liquidambar styraciflua - Platanus occidentalis / Asimina 
triloba Forest (CEGL004424). 
Ecological Systems: Southeastern Coastal Plain Natural Lakeshore (CES203.044). 
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