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Take a walk around White Lake State Park and what might you find? Treasure! Just not the type 
buried in the ground. For this treasure, you must look up, not down. 

 

Pitch pine forest canopy. Image Credit: Amanda Chisholm 

Within the United States, there are 606 National Natural Landmarks, places that are recognized 
for their outstanding biological and geological rarity. Eleven of these National Natural Landmarks 
are located in New Hampshire, and four of those are in Carroll County: Health Pond Bog, Madison 
Boulder, Nancy Brook Virgin Spruce Forest, and of course, White Lake Pitch Pine Forest. Nestled in 
the sandy soil across the lake from the swimming beach is a mature pitch pine and bear-oak 
forest, majestic and unique due to the height and straightness of its trees. Pitch pines are a type 
of coniferous tree, producing needles and cones. On a pitch pine tree, the needles grow in groups 
of three and the spiky cones grow to about three inches long. 

                                                                   

View of White Lake State Park. Image Credit: Amanda Chisholm 



 

Left: Pitch pine tree located at the beach of White Lake State Park. Right: A branch with two 
pitch pine cones attached. Image Credit: Amanda Chisholm 

So what? It's a bunch of tall trees in the forest; New Hampshire has plenty of those! Well, what 
makes the pitch pine forest so unique is how pitch pines actually need fire to survive. A tree that 
loves fire? Surprising but true!  

A pitch pine’s cones are serotinous, meaning that the cones are closed and do not release their 
seeds until they are exposed to immense heat, like a fire. Pitch pines are distinctly adapted to 
survive and thrive in places that experience regular fires, from their protective bark to their 
serotinous cones. Not only that, the habitat that pitch pines support is extremely well-suited to 
other fire-dependent species. These species have adaptations that allow them to outcompete 
other flora and fauna in an area that experiences regular disturbances like fires. The White Lake 
Pitch Pine Forest was designated as a National Natural Landmark in 1980, and this decision was 
backed by the unique fire-dependent ecosystem that can be found here. Dozens of threatened and 
endangered moths and butterflies, and a handful of declining bird species, make up just some of 
the species diversity found in pitch pine forests. The iconic call of the Whip-poor-will, in addition 
to the beautiful sight of New Hampshire’s official state butterfly, the Karner blue butterfly, are 
both things that can be experienced in pitch pine forests. 

 

 

 

 



Pitch pines need disturbances like fire to open up 
their cones and reproduce. These disturbances 
support the unique fire-dependent species that 
call the pitch pine forest home and prevent them 
from being replaced by more stable-state 
adapted species. The White Lake Pitch Pine 
National Natural Landmark is an amazing 
example of the diversity of wildlife that can be 
found in a fire-dependent ecosystem. So, the 
next time you visit White Lake State Park, I hope 
you take a moment to look around, and look up. 
Above you may be an incredible tree, with a long 
history of fire, growth, and renewal. If that’s not 
treasure, I’m not sure what is! 

If you are interested in learning more about 
National Natural Landmarks like the White Lake 
Pitch Pines, please check out the National Park 
Service’s National Natural Landmark Program. 

If you would like to know more about pitch pines 
and the unique ecosystems they support, you can 
explore The Nature Conservancy's Ossipee Pine 
Barrens, and the University of New Hampshire 
Extension. 

 

White Lake Pitch Pine Forest. Image Credit: National Park Service 
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The Discover the Power of Parks Program is a collaboration between the New Hampshire Department of Natural 
and Cultural Resources – Division of Parks and Recreation, Student Conservation Association’s New Hampshire 
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https://www.nps.gov/subjects/nnlandmarks/index.htm
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/nnlandmarks/index.htm
https://www.nature.org/en-us/get-involved/how-to-help/places-we-protect/ossipee-pine-barrens/
https://www.nature.org/en-us/get-involved/how-to-help/places-we-protect/ossipee-pine-barrens/
https://extension.unh.edu/goodforestry/html/7-4.htm
https://extension.unh.edu/goodforestry/html/7-4.htm

