THE  ENCHANTED  HOLLOW  FOREST


Last week in route to an estate sale, my partner and I stumbled onto a special forest community.  Though visible from the highway where it crosses the South Fork of the Forked Deer River, this bottomland forest can only be appreciated by exploring it on foot.   What caught our attention was a strange looking tree with an enormous butt swell.  As you can see in the photograph, the diameter at the base is close to 16 feet.  This Bald Cypress (Taxodium distichum) is ancient, but just how old it is impossible to say because the original tree is gone.  It probably fell due to wind, old age, disease or combination of those long ago but its stump remained viable and sprouted the small trees above it in the picture.  Since trees are aged using growth rings that occur from the heartwood out to the bark, the age of this hollow specimen is not measurable.  

Bald Cypress is unique to North America and one of the few trees able to survive permanent inundation.  The most probable reason for the so-called “knees” (the vertical outgrowths from lateral roots) is for oxygen access when under water.  This theory is supported by the fact that when cypress is planted on higher, well-drained sites it does not grow knees.  Also, unlike most conifers, bald cypress are deciduous and shed they’re needle-like leaves each winter.  Even though they can withstand year round submersion, they do require dry ground for part of the year for reproductive purposes.  Their seeds will not germinate unless dry ground is available.  For this reason, all the bald cypress one finds out in deep water (e.g. Reelfoot Lake and Open Lake, Tn. Big Lake, Ark.) are trees that were alive during the 1811-12 earthquakes.  Just there tops are visible now, almost 200 years later!


The reason for the swollen bases in this picture is probably due to the constant flooding of this low swampy habitat and the trees wide bases providing more support in soggy soils.  But why so many hollow trees?  I don’t have an answer.  The other species in the picture is Water Tupelo (Nyssa aquatica), also known as sour-gum, tupelo-gum or bay poplar.  This tree also had the hollow buttressed bases.  It also provides a wonderful wildlife food this time of year due to its sour but nutritive fruits, a dark purple drupe. 


If you look closely at the picture showing the circle of hollow trees, you can see a faint line of stained moss and lichens about 4 and a half feet above the ground.  This is more than likely the normal water level for this section of woods.  Due to this and last summers drought, however, these woods are now fully exposed, and the beauty of their many weird, twisted, hollow centers are visible for the first time in many years.  Both of these species, Bald Cypress and Water Tupelo, are the only two trees in the State of Tennessee capable of surviving in a permanently flooded environment.  They are slow growing under these conditions, but live to be very old.  Until its demise by lightning and fire back in the 1970’s, the largest and oldest Bald Cypress in the world was found here, in Tennessee.  The stump can still be seen in Weakley County on the Middle Fork of the Obion River in the Big Cypress Tree State Natural Area.  It was 122.5 feet tall, 39.8 feet around, and 1,300 years old at the time of its death.

