Swamp Wood

Cypress stands up to water
BY BRAD LEMLEY

LEFT: Majestic,
buttress-trunked

. bald cypress trees,
survivors of the

' early 20th century’s
intensive logging,
thrive in the black-
water swamps of
Louisiana’s
Barataria Preserve.
In a few centuries,
the slow-growing
trees will pack so
much wood around
their trunks the
buttresses will
disappear.

BELOw: Bruce Killen
marvels at the
stamina of a cypress
fence on Nantucket’s
North Star Lane.
“We got a photo of
the house dated
1897. The fence is
there, and it looks
just like it does
now,” he says.

ising from bayou muck, the old ones towered 150 feet, stretched 15 feet in

diameter and lived more than a thousand years. From Delaware to East Texas,

they were inspiration for artists, dappled shade for swamp rats, graceful, gray-
green canopies under which entire ecosystems thrived. '
Though the first-growth giants were long ago cut down, sliced, dried, planed and nailed, the wood
is still a wonder: a rare admixture of durability, workability and subtle beauty, venerated by carpen-
ters for centuries. According to some versions of the Book of Genesis, when God called out specifica-
tions for Noah’s ark, he demanded that the hull be crafted of cypress. Noah would have used a true
cypress (Cupressus sempervirens), which still lives in southern Europe. American lumberyards mostly
stock bald cypress (Taxodium distichum), actually a relative of the redwood that shares the formida-
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