Bottomland Hardwoods of the Bayou Bartholomew Watershed

Trees can be divided into groups based upon a number of characteristics.  Obviously in your earlier science/biology classes you have learned about hierarchical order of taxonomic classification.  Most people, those other than scientists, often use other types of categorization.  The term hardwood is used extensively by many individuals, and even scientists.  Yet, the term is a little misleading.

Perhaps for our use, we will use the term bottomland hardwoods to describe the naturally occurring climax vegetation that once nearly covered the Bayou Bartholomew Watershed in its lower areas.  The most upper part of the watershed and its western side belongs in a geographical province known as the Gulf Coastal Plain.  This area was and is a mixed forest.  It contains trees which include pines and deciduous trees.  Deciduous trees loose their leaves in the fall and winter.  Coniferous trees like pines do not.  Some other trees do not loose all of their leaves either.  The bald cypress which often grows in the water itself, retains most of its leaves throughout the winter.  

Not all deciduous trees are hardwoods.  Trees such as poplar, cottonwoods, sycamore, and green ash are not really hardwoods.  They are however important parts of the bottomland hardwood forest ecosystem.  The area along the Bayou Bartholomew and to the east was bottomland hardwood forests.  Today remnants of this forest system are only found along the stream, its tributaries, and brakes.  

Logging and silviculture along with agriculture have had dramatic impacts on our forest resources.  That is not to say such practices as these are bad.  We all eat

And need agriculture to produce food.  We all use paper products made from trees.                   However, our past activities have felled vast forests to clear land, for agriculture.  The lower, flatter portions of the watershed were long ago cleared to make way for farmland.  Swamps were drained.  Today we see hardwoods still being cut, often to be replaced with pine plantations.  While pines grow fast and can be harvested fairly soon, they often do not do well where hardwoods previously grew, especially in lowland wet areas.

Diversity is another issue.  Replacing hardwoods with monoculture pine plantations removes the wide variety of tree species and other plants originally found in a hardwood forest.  The diversity offered in a more natural forest creates many different habitat types and food types that support a great variety of wildlife species.  A monoculture of any type affords homes to only a few select species of wildlife.      

If you could travel backward in time, about 1,000 years, most people in eastern North American were living along the Gulf Coastal Plan extending from Florida to Louisiana and inland to the latitude of southern Arkansas.  Extending northward and eastward from this point were the vast hardwood forests which scientists say developed over a period of about 8,000 years.  Lying at the edge of this area is the Bayou Bartholomew Watershed.  Undoubtedly, it was primarily covered by a bottomland hardwood forest which probably flooded nearly every winter and spring affording ample food supplies for millions of migrating waterfowl.  In the span of 100 to 150 years, man would nearly destroy the virgin hardwood forests.  As late as the early 1800’s, 32 million of the states 33 to 34 million acres were still covered with forests.  It was estimated that by 1942, only 6% of Arkansas’ forests contained old growth timber.  Today even less exists.  The riparian areas along the Bayou Bartholomew and its associated oxbows, brakes, and tributaries still contain some large, old trees.  Similar size cypress trees in other places are estimated to be 800 – 1200 years old.  Large willow oaks, water oaks, and other species still exist.  The number is dwindling rapidly as large hardwoods become less available for commercial uses.  Many hardwoods planted today will not produce mast (acorns, nuts) until they are 15-20 years old.  If we cut all the large trees it will be generations before we could see such giants again.  Preservation of remaining stands along the bayou is necessary to maintain at least some remnant of the past and preserve the diversity of organisms that live in this ecosystem.  Fish, perhaps over 100 species, inhabit and use flooded timber for spawning, repopulating areas, and as travel corridors into and out of oxbow lakes.  Countless other wildlife species use hardwood forests, though some have already become extinct such as the passenger pigeon, Carolina paraquet, and the Ivory-billed woodpecker.  It should be our duty to preserve at least what we have left and use it in a sustainable fashion.  Deer and duck hunting are dependent upon such systems.  Bird watching and wildlife viewing are important to our quality of life.  As Thoreau once said, “We all need wild places.”
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Review Questions

What portion of Arkansas was originally forested?

What is an old growth forest?

What ecological purposes do forests provide?

Why is a hardwood forest more productive from a biodiversity perspective than a pine plantation?

Are all bottomland hardwood forested areas the same?  Explain.

Definitions



Bottomland Hardwood Forest

Deciduous forest



Climax vegetation



Biodiversity



Gulf Coastal Plain



Monoculture



Oxbow Lake




Agriculture



Silviculture

Things To Do


Go on a field trip.  Ask a forester, ecologist, or wildlife biologist to go with you.  Examine different tree species in different areas found in the text diagram.


Ask a timber company to present to your class what management activities they employ to ensure the future of hardwood forests and riparian corridors.


Make a leaf collection of trees, shrubs, and wood vegetation depicting species found along the Bayou Bartholomew in your area.  Find out how to properly collect, dry, mount, and label your collection.


Using collected leaf specimens, study leaf structure and types.


Find out how and why leaves turn color in the fall.


Find out how to collect acorns, plant, and raise tree seedlings.  Plant the seedlings you raise in are area conducive to the species raised or donate seedlings to someone conducting stream or forest restoration efforts.  (2 year project.)


Using the internet and other sources, make posters describing the value of hardwood forests.

Conservationists view a logged stream bank along the Bayou Bartholomew.





New agricultural practices can help prevent further erosion and degregation of water quality.





Visitors in Byrd Park enjoy walking through a bottomland hardwood forest.





A typical section through a hardwood forest contains varying tree species combinations along a stream course.  From the diagram, learn the various physical features that occur and the tree species found in each.








