
 
POND PINE WOODLAND (TYPIC SUBTYPE)   
 
Concept: Pond Pine Woodland encompasses pocosin communities of shallow peats or mucky 
mineral soils, with a well developed, though usually open, canopy of Pinus serotina, with or 
without Gordonia lasianthus. The Typic Subtype covers all examples with broadleaf shrub 
layers, except those at the northern end of the range, where Cyrilla racemiflora is absent. This 
subtype includes the previously recognized subtypes codominated by Gordonia lasianthus and 
those otherwise similar examples that lack it in the canopy.   
 
Distinguishing Features: The Pond Pine Woodland type is distinguished from High Pocosin by 
the presence of a significant tree canopy (greater than 25 percent cover except shortly after fires). 
It is distinguished from Streamhead Pocosin by occurring on organic deposts in domed peatlands 
or in shallow basins.  Streamhead Pocosin occurs in seepage-fed drainages in sandhill terrain and 
typically contain Liriodendron tulipifera, Toxicodendron vernix, Oxydendrum arboreum, and 
other species that are absent in Pond Pine Woodland. Pond Pine Woodland is most readily 
distinguished from Small Depression Pocosin by occurring in contiguous patches larger than 5 
acres; it also lacks appreciable amounts of species more typical of basins, such as Vaccinium spp. 
Pond Pine Woodland is distinguished from the Pond Pine Subtype of Estuarine Fringe Pine 
Forest by having a shrub layer dominated by typical pocosin shrubs rather than Morella cerifera.  
Transitional communities showing a mix of species of these two communities are common and 
can be expected to developed into typical Estuarine Fringe Pine Forests in just a few years.   
 
Where fire has long been excluded, shrubs and trees from Pond Pine Woodlands can spread into 
adjacent longleaf pine communities. There they can eventually become as tall and dense as in a 
typical Pond Pine Woodland.  These lost savannas or flatwoods may be difficult to distinguish, 
but they should not have a well-developed organic layer in the soil. Even traces of species typical 
of mineral soils, such as Ctenium aromaticum, Aristida stricta, or Pinus palustris are an 
indication of this situation.  Shrub species more characteristic of longleaf pine communities and 
ecotones may also indicate this, if present in the interior in large numbers.  Such species include 
Gaylussacia frondosa, Clethra alnifolia, Morella cerifera, Kalmia carolina, or Rhododendron 
atlanticum.    
 
The Typic Subtype is distinguished from the Canebrake Subtype/Phase by having broadleaf 
shrubs substantially exceeding Arundinaria tecta in cover. It is distinguished from the Northern 
Subtype by more southern location and generally by having Cyrilla racemiflora as a significant 
component.  Depauperate examples farther south are not believed to be ecologically equivalent 
to the Northern Subtype.   
 
Synonyms: Pinus serotina - Gordonia lasianthus / Lyonia lucida Woodland (CEGL003671).  
Pinus serotina / Cyrilla racemiflora - Lyonia lucida - Ilex glabra Woodland (CEGL003670) is 
the association lacking Gordonia. 
Ecological Systems: Atlantic Coastal Plain Peatland Pocosin and Canebrake (CES203.267). 
 
Sites: Pond Pine Woodlands occur near the edges of domed peatlands, in peat-filled Carolina 
bays, and in swales in aeolian sand areas or irregular sandy surfaces such as high stream terraces.  



They may occur on shallow organic deposits or deeper peats with some input of mineral 
sediment. 
 
Soils:  Shallow Histosols or oligotrophic mineral soils with organic surface layers.  The most 
common series are Murville (Umbric Endoaquod) and Lynn Haven (Typic Alaquod).  Other 
series include Croatan (Terric Haplosaprist), Torhunta (Typic Humaquept), Ponzer (Terric 
Haplosaprist), Roper (Histic Humaquept), and Pungo (Typic Haplosaprist). 
 
Hydrology:  Palustrine, semipermanently saturated, possibly temporarily flooded. 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:  Pond Pine Woodlands exhibit an open to nearly closed canopy of Pinus serotina, 
sometimes codominant with Gordonia lasianthus, and with lesser amounts of Magnolia virgi-
niana and Persea palustris.   In more altered examples, Acer rubrum var. trilobum or Pinus 
taeda may be present. The understory is of the same hardwood species, generally at low density.  
The shrub layer is tall and very dense, often greater than 4-5 meters tall in examples that are not 
recently burned. Dominant shrubs are usually Lyonia lucida, Ilex coriacea, Ilex glabra, and 
Cyrilla racemiflora. Other shrubs that may occur in smaller numbers include Aronia arbutifolia, 
Lyonia ligustrina, Vaccinium fuscatum, Vaccinium formosum, Morella carolinensis, Eubotrys 
racemosa, and Arundinaria tecta.  Smilax laurifolia is usually abundant, but few other vines are 
present.  Herbs are generally sparse.  Anchistea virginica is the only very constant or abundant 
species, and Sphagnum spp. may occur in small amounts.   
 
Where Pond Pine Woodland borders Wet Pine Flatwoods or upland communities, a distinct 
ecotonal zone often occurs, where the more frequent fire of the uplands interacts with the wetter, 
organic-surfaced soil of the Pond Pine Woodland.  This ecotone, while too small to be classified 
as a separate community, often contains herbs of Pine Savanna communities, including 
potentially a number of rare species, such as Dionaea muscipula and Lysimachia asperulifolia.  
Where fire is infrequent, the ecotones become shrubby and the distinctive herbs are lost. 
 
Range and Abundance:  Ranked G3.  Widespread in the outer Coastal Plain and in the Bladen 
Lakes region, rare to occasional elsewhere in the Coastal Plain.  It occurs in South Carolina, but 
does not reach Virginia.  North Carolina has a large majority.   
.   
Associations and Patterns:  Pond Pine Woodlands can occur as large patches, covering 
hundreds or even thousands of acres, where they may be associated with pocosin communities 
on deeper peats.  Typically they will grade to High Pocosin toward the interior of the domed 
peatland or Carolina bay and may be seen as an outer ring zone.  However, in other places, such 
as the Alligator River area, they may be bordered by Nonriverine Swamp Forests through a 
mosaic of both communities that may reflect fire history.  Bay Forests may also occur with them, 
sometimes centered on incipient drainage systems on the edges of peatlands, but sometimes in 
mosaics.  Pond Pine Woodlands may also occur as large patches without other pocosin 
communities, or as stringers or irregular patches of a few acres, in mosaics with Wet Pine 



Flatwoods or other longleaf pine communities, in relict dune fields or other irregular flat 
landscapes.   
 
Variation: Loblolly Bay Variant – Gordonia lasianthus codominant in the canopy.  
Shrub Variant – Canopy dominated solely by Pinus serotina, though Gordonia may be present in 
the understory.   
 
These variants are recognized as distinct associations in the NVC and were recognized as 
subtypes in early drafts of the 4th approximation.  However, they appear not to be distinctive 
enough to recognize as subtypes.  The presence or complete absence of Gordonia does not 
appear to correlate with any other aspect of the communities. 
 
Otte (1981) divided this range of communities into Pond Pine Woodland and Pond Pine Forest, 
varying in structure and correlated organic matter depth.  It was decided that this distinction was 
not helpful; differences in soil are small, and vegetation stature varies much more in response to 
disturbance history.   
 
Dynamics: These communities are saturated without appreciable surface flooding, and are 
nutrient poor, though less so than Low Pocosin or High Pocosin. Otte (1981) emphasized the 
importance of the water table dropping below the bottom of the organic layer, allowing roots to 
reach the greater supply of nutrients below.   
 
As with other peatland communities, Pond Pine Woodlands are susceptible to fires during dry 
periods.  Many examples border longleaf pine communities or marshes; they would naturally 
have been exposed to fire every few years, but may not have been flammable enough to burn at 
all of those times.  The natural fire frequency is not well known.  The large amount of fuel makes 
fires intense in Pond Pine Woodlands, and complete top-kill of all shrubs is common.   
 
The dominant species sprout readily after fire, and only a few years are apparently required for 
the dense shrub layer to reach its former height.  Pinus serotina usually recovers quickly by 
epicormic and basal sprouts as well as reproduction by seed from serotinous cones.  If the pine 
canopy is killed, recovery of the canopy may take much longer than for the shrub layer.  Rare 
fires may consume soil organic matter and kill the roots of shrubs, leading to a stage of weedy 
herbaceous cover that may persist some years before the characteristic species reestablish.  This 
has been observed in recent wild fires, especially near artificial drainage, but it is unclear if it 
would typically occur in more natural conditions.  Otte (1981) suggested that fires that reduced 
the thickness of peat enough to allow more ready access of roots to underlying mineral soil might 
result in faster growth and taller stature in a recovered community, but I have not observed this.   
 
Frequent fire, probably more often than every 10 years, is more favorable to Arundinaria tecta 
than to broadleaf shrubs and may lead to the development of the Canebrake Subtype, or even to 
an open Peatland Canebrake community.  Conversely, some examples of the Typic Subtype may 
have developed from the Canebrake Subtype by exclusion of fire.  Frost (1989) suggests that in 
southeastern Virginia, Pond Pine Woodland-type sites with fire 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 would 



dominate.  Which fire regimes prevailed under natural conditions in these sites in North Carolina 
is uncertain.  Because Arundinaria is more flammable than the broadleaf shrubs, canebrakes, 
once established, might maintain themselves by promoting more frequent burning.  This could 
only occur, however, if sources of frequent ignition existed adjacent to the community. If 
burning were possible at a greater frequency, in patches adjacent to longleaf pine communities, 
an open pond pine savanna with ground cover of sedges and ferns might occur, but it is unlikely 
that pond pine would be able to reproduce at this fire frequency.    
 
It has been suggested that, in the absence of fire, Pond Pine Woodlands would succeed to bay 
forest (Buell and Cain 1943, Monk 1968) (though their bay forest may or may not be the same as 
the Bay Forest in this document).  Abundant canopy Gordonia is often interpreted as being a 
result of long fire suppression. However, large Gordonia are quite resilient to fire, and it is 
unclear how much of them it is appropriate to have in the canopy.  Atlantic White Cedar Forests 
too might be established by the occurrence of the right intensity of fire.  It may thus be possible 
that Pond Pine Woodlands can occur in a shifting mosaic with these other communities and also 
perhaps with Nonriverine Swamp Forest.  However, observing a number of wildfires of varying 
intensity over the last several decades, as well as a number of examples where no fire has 
occurred in many decades, such a process has not been documented.  In the absence of fire, most 
examples appear to stagnate or to be invaded by Acer rubrum.   
 
See discussion under Vegetation above, about the spread of Pond Pine Woodland-like vegetation 
into adjacent savannas.   
 
Comments:   
 
Rare species: Picoides borealis. 
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