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BOREAL BOG, WEST VIRGINIA 

Hope and thefuturefor me are not in the lawns and cultivated.fielcis, 
not in towns and cities, but in the impervious and quaking swamps. 

HENRY DAVID THOREAU 

A s dawn stretches its long arms over a cloudless 

early-September sky, a fly makes the fatal deci

sion to stop on a boreal swamp's insectivorous sundew 

plant. Within seconds, the dew-like drops of sticky fluid 

exuded by the sundew's glandular leaf hairs entrap the 

unsuspecting insect. Nearby, a light wind bobs the 

fuzzy white heads of a cotton-grass field as if to laugh 

at the fly's misfortune. A closed huddle of showy purple 

bloom~ stands ignorant in the moist peat bog. 

The Nature Conservancy's Cranesville Swamp Pre

serve is a classic example of a northern boreal swamp 

community, and features boreal species more typical of 

central Canada than its location in West Virginia, 

miles below thc Mason-Dixon line. Here, nestled 

within the Allegheny Plateau of northeastern West 

Virginia and western Maryland, a unique cradle of 

northern plants flourishes in this relict community 

tllcked away since the last ice age. 
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Over fifteen thousand years ago, a great ice sheet 

advanced over the northern United States and Canada, 

pushing northern species south. Although the ice itself 

never reached West Virginia or Maryland, it created a 

colder climate, and the northern species thrived. 

Eventually, the earth's climate warmed and the ice 

and northern species retreated north again. However, 

in a few places, like Cranesville Swamp, a special 

combination of natural circumstances allowed north

ern species to remain and survive. 

At an elevation of 2,500 feet, the swamp is a 

microclimate, remaining cooler than the surrounding 

lowlands throughout the year. In the spring and fall, 

cold night air flows down the swamp's surrounding 

hills, displacing tlle warmer air on the swamp floor. 

This inversion creates frost pockets, often causing the 

swamp's trees to turn autumn colors well before those 

on higher ground. Thus, the cold climate and enduring 
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--; moisture offer the same environment as that of north yew, red maple, black cherry, and yellow birch can be 

ern United States and Canadian bogs. found. Tamarack, or American larch (Lario>: laricina), 

The swamp's nutrient-poor and acidic soils, called a deciduous member of the pine family, rcaches its 

peat, are dominated by mats of sphagnum and peat southern limit here, growing sparsely among the 

mosses. Lacking good drainage, the swamp collects sedges and cranberries. By late September, the tama

partially decomposed plant debris, which is compacted rack's needles turn bright yellow, making the trees 

into peat, making the swamp a peatland bog. Repre easily distinguishable from their hemlock and spruce 

senting various stages of bog and forest succession, relatives. Years ago, early settlers believed that ancient 

nineteen different pIant communities, ranging from Native Americans cleared this land hcfore the settlers 

shruhby wetlands to hardwood forests, occur here. arrived. Now scientists know that the lack of trees is a 

Specially adapted wildflowers, such as the creeping natural fact of an acidic bog. 

snowberry, goldthread, and marsh marigold, don't Protected since 1960, Cranesville Swamp was one of 

mind the swamp's difficult environment and year the first nationaillaturallandmarks to be designated by 

round wetness. Some species have adapted specific the National Park Service. Visitors can stroll the pre

traits to survive, such as the northern water shrew's serve's hoardwalk, stopping for a moment to listen for 

ability to run on water, a talent it uses to escape lurk the golden-crowned kinglet, alder flycatcher, and Nash

ing saw-whet owls. ville warbler, or just to watch the cotton grass bob in 

tvlost trees are unahle to survive in the swamp's the wind. Somewhere in this three-mile-Iong, quarter

harsh conditions. Skirting the perimeter and sprinkled mile-wide northern swamp showcase, another small fly 

throughout the swamp, hemlock, red spruce, Canada seals his fate and another sundew has breakfast.-L.A. 
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THE MURKY WETLAND STORY 
AN OVERVIEW OF WETLAND TYPES 

From Florida's mangrove forests to Alaska's coastal marshes, wetland habitats occur where. the 

water table is at or near the surface long enough to support water-loving soils and plants. Varying 

in shape, size, type, and function, wetlands provide flood and erosion control, water-quality 

maintenance, and support to a wide variety oHife. 

> Bogs: Partially decomposed remains of plants and animals make up a bog's characteristic 

organic soils, known as peat. Lacking good drainage, bogs are found in cooler regions, where 

temperatures and limited oxygen in the water discourage organic material breakdown. 

> Fens: A fen's highly productive habitat is largely influenced by groundwater, such as flowing 

streams, creating a steady nutrient supply. Fens are Wet year-round and hav;e good drainage. 

> Marshes: Usually well drained, these treeless areas remain wet year-round. Freshwater marshes, 

making up nearly 90 percent ofour nation's wetlands, are found along the shallow edges ofponds, 

lakes, rivers, and! streams; they have a high year-round water table. Coastal marsheo~ flo ily 

with ocean water at high tides. 

> Swamps: These forested wetlands are usually poorly drained areas on the edges of lakes and 

streams. 

> Vernal Pools: Small, isolated wetlands characterized by flooding in the winter and spring, and 

drying in the summer and fall, these pools are vital to amphibian breeding and survival. 
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