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Floodplain Ecosystems of the Southeast: 
Linkages between Forests and People

Dr. Graeme Lockaby, 

Auburn University

Objectives of Presentation

¸ Describe some of the primary linkages between 

people and riverine wetlands from the time of 

European arrivals through 2020.

¸ Focus on terrestrial and aquatic drivers of 

impacts as opposed to climate change.

¸ Discuss scales at which anthropogenic influences 

should be assessed.

Outline

¸ Floodplains prior to European influences

¸ Early perspectives on wetland forests

¸ Eradication; clearing and draining

¸ Logging and conversions

¸ Dams, dikes and roads

¸ Catchment level impacts

¸ Current and future trends

¸ Human linkages: direct vs indirect

Floodplains prior to European Influences

Status at time of uninvited 
European arrival

¸ Floral and Faunal Diversity ï
high

¸ ñChata Uche River 
floodplain ïsycamore, tulip 
poplar, swamp cottonwood, 
multiple species of laurel, 
multiple species of elm, 
willow, magnolia, pond 
apple, ash, multiple species 
of oaks, black walnut, 
buckeye, beech, sweetleaf.ò 

Bartram (1791)

Fauna
Floodplains of Apalachuchla River in FL

¸ ñthe waters every where, 

even in the holes in the 

earth, abound with varieties 

of excellent fish; and the 

forests and native meadows 

with wild game, as bear, 

deer, turkeys, quail, and in 

the winter season geese, 

ducks, and other fowlô   

Bartram (1791)

Opossum, Gosse 1859
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Floodplains were diverse spatially

Old growth forests, 

many sizes of 

trees, abandoned 

fields, cultivated 

fields, cane 

brakes

De Bry Engraving (1590)

Cultivated fields (Hudson, 1976)

¸ Native American 
agriculture ïheavily 
linked to riverine 
locations

¸ Fields converted from 
cane brake sites

¸ Multi-cropped: corn with 
beans, squash in -
between

John White watercolor (1585)

Cane brakes

¸ ñexpansive plains of cane 

meadows (Bartram). 

¸ ñimpenetrable breastwork of 

dense greenò U.S. 

Dragoons, early 18th

century.

¸ ñmight extend for a hundred 

miles, crowding out other 

plant lifeò Bakeless (1961)

Canebrake in Alabama 

(Harper 1913 as shown in Bakeless, 1961)

Early perspectives on wetland forests

Most Europeans were not enamored 
with floodplains and swamps-

¸ ñWe skirted the edge of a cypress swamp, a tract 
invested with a gloom for more savage and sombre
than any through which we had passed. Nothing 
could be more dismal than the interior of one of 
these swamps, even by day, half tepid ïstagnant
water covering the ground, the density of timber and 
black opacity of the foliage almost shutting out the 
light, while the gaunt horizontal branches are hung 
with far-pendent ragged masses of that Spanish 
moss that I have alluded to, the very type of 
dreariness and desolation.ò  Gosse (1859)
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Rooseveltôs Observations

¸ ógreat forest ïgiant cypress loom aloft ïin towering 
majesty ïunsurpassed by any treesô ïóBirds were 
plentifulô including ivory-billed woodpecker. Noticed 
many animal species.

¸ óforest growth of little value because of difficulty 
removing the treesô

¸ óflooding is a terrible deterrent to settlementô

¸ ósoon-the chances of disaster from flood will be overô

Recreational Uses

Group of ónature loversô going alligator hunting

Okefenokee, 1910

Deer-shooting by night (Gosse 1859)

Eradication: clearing and draining
Period of Eradication

¸Drainage of wetlands for farming ïmost 

prevalent in South

¸Mid-late 1700s ïhand dug ditches

George Washingtonôs ditch

¸ Dismal Swamp Land 

Company 1763

¸1754 ïSC authorized drainage of 

Cacaw Swamp for agriculture 

¸Stream powered dredge ïearly 19th

century accelerated losses

¸1850 ïSwamp Lands Act

¸1912 ïFirst National Drainage 

Conference

http://dlg.galileo.usg.edu/cgi-bin/vanga.cgi?userid=public&dbs=vanga&ini=vanga.ini&action=retrieve&recno=15&rset=004&numrecs=15
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North Carolina (1930s)

Dams, Dikes, and Roads

Dams

Wheeler Dam on TN River, 1937 Areas cleared for Santee-Cooper (SC, 1930s)

Old Agricultural Dike on Flint River, Georgia

Roads
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Logging and Conversion

Utilization of remaining Floodplain 
Forests and Swamps

¸ Logging well drained 
floodplains

Cottonwood logs in LA, 1928

Logging swamps

Tram line thru cypress swamp, LA Offloading logs to a barge cypress swamp, LA

Residual effects

Old drum line rail car with cable

ïBull Island, SC

Old logging engine ïBull Island, SC

Old cone for skidding logs

Courtesy of Will Conner


