
MARITIME SHRUB SWAMP (DOGWOOD SUBTYPE) 
 
Concept:  Maritime Shrub Swamps are barrier island wetlands persistently dominated by large 
shrubs or small trees.  The Dogwood Subtype, known only from Buxton Woods and Salter Path, 
encompasses rare examples dominated or codominated by Cornus foemina.   
 
Distinguishing Features: The Dogwood Subtype is readily distinguished from all other 
communities by the combination of barrier island dune swale setting and dominance or 
codominance by Cornus foemina.  Persea palustris may be abundant or codominant in this subtype 
but always with Cornus stricta, which is largely absent from the Red Bay Subtype. Pinus taeda 
may be present as emergent trees or a supercanopy on edges of patches.   
 
Synonyms: Cornus foemina / Berchemia scandens Forest (CEGL007384).  
Ecological Systems: Central Atlantic Coastal Plain Maritime Forest (CES203.261). 
 
Sites: Maritime Shrub Swamps occur in wet dune swales.  In the best known occurrence, at Buxton 
Woods, they occupy numerous swales in the extensive forested dune system but are not in the 
deepest swales.   
 
Soils:  Soils are sands with a shallow muck surface layer.  They are mapped as Conaby (Histic 
Humaquept).   
 
Hydrology:  Swales containing this community have fluctuating water levels that may be several 
feet deep for an entire season or may draw down and be unflooded but saturated.  The water levels 
represent the water table.   
 
Vegetation:  The vegetation is a closed-to-open tall shrubland dominated by Cornus foemina 
(Cornus stricta), alone or codominant with Persea palustris.  There often is a visible gradient in 
vegetation within the community from the edge of the swale to the center.  Pinus taeda may be 
present as an open supercanopy or as sparser emergent trees in the transition to adjacent forests.  
Carpinus caroliniana is frequent and may be abundant on edges. In CVS plot data, Morella 
cerifera, Ilex vomitoria, and Sabal minor are frequent and may be abundant on edges, and a number 
of other species shared with Maritime Evergreen Forest may be present. Smilax laurifolia, 
Berchemia scandens, Muscadinia rotundifolia, Parthenocissus quinquefolia, Smilax rotundifolia, 
Nekias arborea, Smilax bona-nox, and Gelsemium sempervirens are fairly constant and may have 
substantial cover, and Decumaria barbara, Toxicodendron radicans, and Vitis aestivalis are also 
fairly frequent.  Herbs are sparse and patchy, sometimes confined only to edges, and no species 
has as much as 50% constancy in CVS plots. Thelypteris palustris var. palustris, Boehmeria 
cylindrica, Chasmanthium laxum, Hydrocotyle verticillata, and Carex spp. are the most frequent 
in plots, but seldom have high cover.  Other species noted as abundant locally include Leersia 
virginica, Leersia oryzoides, Rhynchospora miliacea, Persicaria sp., Sparganium americanum, 
Limnobium spongia, and Carex lupulina.  An ususual shrubby wetland dominated by Decodon 
verticillatus but with abundant Cornus foemina is tentatively included in this subtype.   
 



Range and Abundance:  Ranked G1.  The only well-developed example of this community is at 
Buxton Woods, with a marginally developed example in Salter Path.  This subtype apparently is 
endemic to North Carolina.   
 
Associations and Patterns:  The Dogwood Subtype occurs in small but numerous patches at 
Buxton Woods.  Patches are surrounded by Maritime Evergreen Forest, and some may be on the 
edges of Interdune Marsh or Interdune Pond communities in deeper swale areas.   
 
Variation: Many patches show a distinct zonation or gradient along the sloping bottoms of the 
swales.   
 
Dynamics:  Little is known specifically about the dynamics of this subtype.   It is subject to the 
same natural disturbances as the other woody Maritime Wetlands.   
 
The author’s observations in the 2000s suggest some substantial changes in the ecotonal (drier) 
parts of patches.  Many large Pinus taeda, often all of the emergent or supercanopy trees, had died 
standing.  It is unclear if they died in the same hurricane that caused catastrophic mortality of pines 
in the surrounding Maritime Evergreen Forest, or if they died later as a result of prolonged high 
water levels.  The large size of the trees suggests the cause was a very rare event.  The lack of 
substantial pine regeneration and the apparent uniform size of the trees suggest that establishment 
of pines may also be a rare event, perhaps associated with prolonged drought.  The author has 
observed substantially different, but long lasting, water levels in this community at different times 
from the 1980s through the 2010s.   
 
Comments:  The Wentworth, et al. (1990) analysis of CVS woody stem data found the Maritime 
Shrub Swamps to be a distinctive cluster, with Dogwood and Red Bay subtypes substantially 
different.   
 
Rare species: 
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