
MARITIME SHRUB SWAMP (RED BAY SUBTYPE) 
 
Concept:  Maritime Shrub Swamps are barrier island wetlands persistently dominated by large 
shrubs or small trees.  The Red Bay Subtype encompasses examples dominated by Persea 
palustris, with Cornus foemina scarce or absent.  
 
Distinguishing Features: The Red Bay Subtype is distinguished from all other communities by 
the combination of barrier island wet dune swale setting and dominance by Persea palustris 
without Cornus foemina as a codominant. Persea palustris may be codominant with Cornus in the 
Dogwood Subtype.   
 
Synonyms: Synonyms: Persea palustris / Morella cerifera Maritime Forest (CEGL004635).  
Ecological Systems: Central Atlantic Coastal Plain Maritime Forest (CES203.261). 
 
Sites: The Red Bay Subtype occurs on the lower flanks of dunes and on low-lying flats on the 
sound side of barrier islands.   
 
Soils:  The few examples are mapped as Duckston (Typic Psammaquent) and Conaby (Histic 
Humaquept).  The Duckston examples may be on inclusions of mucky soil more like Conaby.   
 
Hydrology:  This subtype appears to have saturated soils, with a water table near the surface, but 
may not have the deep ponding characteristic of the Dogwood Subtype.  The Nags Head Woods 
example may have significant seepage from the adjacent higher dunes.   
 
Vegetation:  The Red Bay Subtype has a canopy of short trees, dominated by Persea palustris.  
Some examples have smaller amounts of Acer rubrum.  A few other trees, such as Carpinus 
caroliniana, Magnolia virginiana, or Liquidambar styraciflua, may be present.  A lower shrub 
layer dominated by Morella cerifera may be sparse to moderately dense.  Vines are often abundant, 
particularly Smilax laurifolia, but also including Smilax rotundifolia, Berchemia scandens, 
Toxicodendron radicans, Parthenocissus quinquefolia, and other species.  Herbs are patchy.  
Steinchisma areolata, Thelypteris palustris var. palustris, Boehmeria cylindrica, and Leersia 
virginica may dominate patches.  Other notable species include Osmunda spectabilis, 
Rhynchopsora miliacea, Osmundastrum cinnamomeum, Persicaria hydropiperoides, Cicuta 
maculata, and Peltandra virginica.  Extensive Sphagnum cover was noted in one site.  
 
Range and Abundance:  Ranked G1.  Only three examples are known in North Carolina, widely 
scattered in the northern half of the coast.  The association is reported to also be in South Carolina, 
but the identification of examples there is unclear.  
 
Associations and Patterns:  The examples of the Red Bay Subtype are small patches associated 
with Maritime Deciduous or Maritime Evergreen Forest on the upland side, and often with tidal 
marshes nearby.   
 
Variation: Documentation of this community remains somewhat partial and the variation is 
confusing.  Some descriptions of the Nags Head Woods example make it sound different from the 
other examples.  It occurs just below the sound side slope of the dunes, adjacent to marshes.  It has 



extensive Sphagnum cover and a high diversity of herbs.  It may receive significant seepage but 
may also be transitional to a marsh ecotone community.  The other two examples, at Pine Island 
and Hatteras Island, are on sand flats, also on the back of barrier islands and near marshes, but 
without evidence of seepage.  They have lower species richness and appear to be less wet.   
 
Dynamics:  The natural dynamics of this subtype are particularly poorly known. All examples are 
in locations exposed to potential flooding from the sound side of the islands, so they may be subject 
to significant natural disturbance.  It is possible they represent a successional stage leading to 
Maritime Swamp Forest, which occurs in similar settings.  However, where both communities 
occur together, Maritime Shrub Swamp occurs in discrete patches that appear to be slightly lower 
and wetter.   
 
Comments:  This community remains poorly understood.  The Nags Head Woods occurrence has 
been known for many years and has been characterized in several reports, but older and newer 
descriptions appear rather different.  The other occurrences are more newly discovered and are 
limited in extent.  CVS plot data do not characterize the community well, with some plots 
misclassified and others ecotonal.  However, the Wentworth, et al. (1990) analysis identified a 
distinct group of bay-dominated wetland plots.  There is no other published literature on the Red 
Bay Subtype.   
 
Rare species: None known.   
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