Plant Identification Guide
Bald cypress Taxodium distichum

Also Known As: Swamp cypress, pond cypress, red cypress,
Gulf cypress, white cypress
Plant Family: Cypress (Cupressaceae)
Did you know? They are called ‘bald’ because of their deciduous nature, which
is unusual in conifers. Because it is resistant to wood-rotting fungi, bald cypress
is valued as softwood lumber for shingles, trim, and especially for greenhouse
benches and racks. Cypress swamps provide important habitat for endangered
species like limpkins and wood storks. Cypress swamps store flood waters, serve
as recharge areas for ground water, and filter pollutants from surface water. It is
often planted as an ornamental tree. Trees can live over 1,200 years.

Identification Hints
The flat deciduous needles
distinguish bald cypress from most
other conifers. The ornamental
dawn cedar (Metasequoia
glyptostroboides) is similar in
appearance to small bald cypresses
but has branchlets and needles
arranged opposite (rather than
alternate as found in bald cypress).

Plant Description
Bald cypress is a deciduous
conifer native to humid climates in
bottomland habitats. It is a large
tree, usually reaching over 100 ft (30
m) in height with a wide, buttressed
trunk that is 6.5 to 10 ft (2 to 3 m) in
diameter. Bald cypress has a broad
irregular crown and its roots often
form ‘knees’ which can extend up
to 10 ft above the soil surface. Two
varieties are recognized: the broadly
distributed bald cypress and the
pond cypress, which only occurs from
the east coast to Louisiana, in ponds
and swamps but less so in rivers. It
is less common for pond cypress to
have ‘knees.

Leaves: The needle-like leaves are
borne alternately on new shoots. The
short light-green, linear needles are
twisted at the base making them appear
as flattened feather-like branchlets.
The leaves are borne on deciduous
branchlets that are spirally arranged on
the stem but twisted at the base to lie in
2 horizontal ranks.
Flowers: The flowers are tassel-like
structures at the end of branchlets. Male
catkins are at least 2 in (5 cm) long and
very conspicuous during the winter
months arranged in narrow, drooping
clusters about 4 in (10 cm) in length.
Flower buds appear in December or
January and disperse pollen in March
and April.
Fruit: The spherical cones are about
1 in (2.5 cm) in diameter and have
between 10 and 25 scales. Each scale
has 1 to 2 seeds. Initially, the cones
are green and turn brown at maturity.
The cones disintegrate when mature
to release the large seeds and are
dispersed by water. The seeds are 0.2
to 0.4 in (5 to 10 mm) long and are
produced every year. Heavy crops
happen every 3 to 5 years.

Timing is everything!

Bark: The bark can be light brown, gray
brown, or red brown. It is furrowed to
smooth with a stringy texture. The trunk
base is deeply ridged (rounded ridges in
pond cypress).
Habitat: Bald cypress is found in wet,
swampy areas often with submerged soils
such as floodplains, lakes, stream margins,
and swamps. Bald cypress typically grows
in areas of moving water and fluctuating
water levels. It is found from Delaware to
south Florida, into Texas and Oklahoma,
and north up the Mississippi floodplains to
Illinois and Indiana.
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