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April 25, 2015 
 
Dear Friends of Horizons, 
 
It is with a blend of great excitement and trepidation that I write to share but a few 
highlights from the ecosystem delineation survey we conducted on April 13, 2015. The day 
gifted us beautiful weather, and we were able to successfully map the forested wetland 
occurring on Lot 10. As the day unfolded the nuances of the site unveiled themselves. By the 
day’s end we sat, exhausted, and in a state of wonder. We found rare species, and colonies of 
species that are indicators for ecosystem health and rare/endangered species occurrences. 
While we have one more day of survey to conduct as part of our project (in the old growth 
hardwood forest and xeric mixed pine ecosystem) we wanted to provide a brief preliminary 
description of findings in the wetland. For the sake of brevity, I will focus on the most 
important aspects. 
 
Of the 75-80 species we noted, the group of plants that indicate you have something 
exceptional are:  
 

Quercus bicolor ( swamp white oak): There are between 12-15 individual 
specimens within the survey area, making this the largest colony of swamp white 
oak in the region, and only the second colony documented in Nelson County.  

 
Caltha palustris (marsh marigold): while not a rare species, a colony of this size is 
very uncommon. The area observed was in full bloom, blanketing 1,200 square feet 
of wetland with a contiguous carpet of gold. 

 
Wetland fern diversity - including Dryopteris cristata (crested wood fern), 
Osmunda regalis (royal fern), Osmundastrum cinnamomeum (cinnamon fern) and 
Onoclea sensibilis (sensitive fern). With these important forested wetland indicators 
under our belt, there still remains a minimum of 5 unidentified fern species at the 
site. 
 
A 4,400 square foot sphagnum moss colony was documented. Sphagnum 
fens/wetlands of this type and size are uncommon, and here again we have an 
indication that site conditions are both healthy and stable. 
 
Wetland herbaceous plants and woody shrubs that are common, when occurring 
all together in one place, are an indication of uncommon ecosystem integrity. In 
addition to those mentioned above, the plant community includes strong stands of 



Cicuta maculata (water-hemlock), Lobelia sp. (likely Cardinal flower), Chelone glabra 
(white turtlehead), Viola cucullata (marsh blue violet), Mimulus sp. (monkey flower), 
Packera aurea (golden ragwort), Ilex verticillata (winterberry), Sambucus 
Canadensis (black elderberry), and Alnus serrulata (smooth alder).  
 
Orchids were common, but underdeveloped due to the time of year. Given the 
colonies of marsh marigold, water-hemlock, swamp white oak, sphagnum moss and 
a diversity of other wetland herbaceous species and shrubs, it is probable that the 
hundreds of orchids observed include rare/uncommon species of Platanthera 
orchids. Only a follow up visit (Late June – Early July) will fully quantify this 
potential. 
 
Vernal Pools are typically seen associated with alluvial floodplains or swales near 
larger bodies of water. In the wetland surveyed we identified two vernal pools. 
Vernal pool indicator species observed were Lithobates sylvaticus (wood frog) and 
Ambystoma maculatum (spotted salamander). 

 
We have not fully analyzed the data from survey, but with a quick glance it is clear that 
there may not be many sites like this in the state. Three micro-habitats (dubbed by CUH as 
Ecozones 1, 2 and 3) within the system had unique characteristics. Ecozone 1 had a Swamp 
White Oak –Red Maple – Pin Oak canopy with black gum, winterberry, and elderberry 
dominating the understory. Ecozone 2 had a tulip tree – red maple canopy and black birch, 
red maple, spicebush and witch hazel dominated the understory woody flora. Ecozone 3 
had a tulip tree - red maple canopy and black birch, mountain laurel, winterberry, and 
spicebush dominated the understory. Ecozone 3 was the Sphagnum wetland, and the woody 
flora were reduced in density by nearly half when compared to the other Ecozones. 
 
Portions of this forested wetland may officially classify as an ecosystem known as a 
Piedmont Upland Depression Swamp (Pin Oak - Swamp White Oak Type). The Department 
of Conservation and Recreation ranks this habitat type as S1 (Critically Imperiled in 
Virginia) due to extreme rarity and vulnerability. NatureServe ranks this habitat type as G1 
(Critically Imperiled Globally) because it is at “high risk of elimination due to extreme rarity, 
very steep declines, or other factors.” 
 
With a G1/S1 status, this complex wetland containing vernal pools and a swamp white oak 
colony, should be permanently protected.  We look forward to reporting the details of our 
findings from this survey at a later date. We expect to schedule our second survey date 
within the next couple of weeks. 
 
Regards, 

 
Devin Floyd 
Director, Center for Urban Habitats 


