Atlantic White Cedar Swamp a
Little Known Local Treasure
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Atlantic White Cedar Swamps are a very unique
and delicate ecosystem that only occur on the
east coast.

by Emily Neal

It has been a long, cold winter, and I have been really
looking forward to getting back outside. As a dog owner, mom,
and nature enthusiast, I am always searching for new places in
the SouthCoast area to get out and go for a walk. Recently I
found one: the Acushnet Cedar Swamp in New Bedford.

The Acushnet Cedar Swamp State Reservation encompasses over
1800 acres of wetlands in New Bedford and North Dartmouth. It
contains an Atlantic White Cedar Swamp, a type of swamp
characterized by thick stands of Atlantic White Cedar trees
growing from moss-covered hummocks that rise from brownish
water. This Atlantic White Cedar swamp was designated as a
“National Natural Landmark” by the National Parks Service in
1972, and is only one of eleven Natural Landmarks in the
state. It is one of the largest cedar swamps in Massachusetts,
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and is rumored to be exceptionally wild and impenetrable.

The Atlantic White
Cedar has soft, flat
sprays of scaly leaves
and tiny Llight-blue
cones.

It is currently managed by the Massachusetts Department of
Environmental Protection and 1s protected by the
“Massachusetts Wetland Protection Act,” which regulates any
activity that may affect the health of the swamp, like land
clearing or filling. Atlantic White Cedar Swamps are a very
unique and delicate ecosystem that only occur on the east
coast; many are currently threatened by commercial and
residential development.

Atlantic White Cedar (scientific name: Chamaecyparis thyoides)
is an evergreen conifer tree that is in the Cypress family. It
has soft, flat sprays of scaly leaves and tiny light-blue
cones. The tree grows in a cone shape and can grow up to 80
feet tall. It is possible for these trees to live to 1,000
years but most live to around 200 years old. The wood of the
cedar tree 1is very fragrant and durable. For over three
hundred years it has been harvested in Massachusetts to be
used for shingles, posts, fencing, boats, and more. Harvesting
of wood these days is limited, however, due to the negative
impacts that it has on the health of the swamp.

For much of the year the trees are partially submerged in
standing water. They rely on regular water level fluctuations
throughout the year in order to survive, which makes them
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especially vulnerable to land clearing for residential and
commercial development which can change local water levels.

I have been excited to visit this site for some time. I have
been to other Atlantic White Cedar Swamps, both on Cape Cod.
There is a beautiful boardwalk trail through the cedar swamp
in Welfleet, near Marconi beach. The boardwalk winds over the
water between the trees, minimizing impact to the ecosystem
but still allowing hikers to get a close-up look at this
amazing ecosystem. Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to find any
such boardwalk trail through the cedars here in New Bedford.

I did find a lesser-known entrance on the west side of the
Reservation on High Hill Road in North Dartmouth. The entrance
1s marked by nothing more than a brown metal gate, and there
are one or two spaces for cars by the side of the road. The
trail leads into the woods and splits off toward private
properties on a few occasions. The trail was wide and seemed
relatively well maintained. Since three feet of winter snow
just recently melted, the trail was very wet and at times
nearly impassable. Other than the wetness, it was quite a
pleasant walk. The trail seemed to skirt the edge of the
Reservation and stayed upland from the swamp. We walked in
dry, mixed woods the entire time, and I never saw a single
cedar tree! I noticed mostly beech and pine trees, among other
species that characterize these drier, upland areas associated
with the Atlantic White Cedar Swamp.

Sphagnum moss,
commonly known as peat
moss, 1S an indicator
that Atlantic White
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Cedars are about.

I didn’t hike all of the way to the end of the trail. I am not
sure if this trail even leads into the cedar swamp, or if it
simply goes around it. I wouldn’t be surprised if the trail
did not enter the wetland area unless there is a boardwalk,
because the water would likely get very deep. I will go back
to this site and explore further, however. There were a few
side trails (watch out for those marked “Private Property”)
that I want to explore, that appeared to head down 1in
elevation a little bit (and possibly into the swamp itself). I
think at this point I will wait until the ground dries out
some more.

There is also access to the Acushnet Cedar Swamp at Turner
Pond in New Bedford, and maybe there I will have some luck.
Overall I had a very difficult time finding information about
the swamp, and subsequently a way into the swamp, and I admit
I still have some exploring to do. But I will continue my
search, as these magical watery forests are well worth the
effort.



