
HEATH BALD (CAROLINA RHODODENDRON SUBTYPE) 
 
Concept:  Heath Balds are persistent natural high elevation shrublands, dominated by various 
evergreen Ericaceous shrubs.  The Carolina Rhododendron Subtype is a rare subtype that is 
strongly dominated by Rhododendron carolinianum, occurring on quartzite or potentially on other 
rocks but not on slate.  It is known only in the area of Linville Gorge.   
 
Distinguishing Features: The Carolina Rhododendron Subtype is distinguished from most other 
subtypes by the strong dominance of Rhododendron carolinianum. It occurs at somewhat lower 
elevation, associated with pine communities rather than spruce-fir or northern hardwood forests. 
The Slate Subtype of the Great Smoky Mountains also has Rhododendron carolinianum dominant 
but in combination with other species and usually in more open stands. 
 
Synonyms: Rhododendron carolinianum Shrubland (CEGL003816). 
Ecological Systems: Southern Appalachian Grass and Shrub Bald (CES202.294). 
 
Sites: The Carolina Rhododendron Subtype occurs on both steep slopes and spur ridges and on 
ridge tops near rock outcrops of quartzite or related rocks.   
  
Soils:  Soils are generally fairly shallow, with bedrock near the surface.  The quartzite substrate 
creates extremely acidic conditions.   
 
Hydrology:  The relatively low elevation setting of the Carolina Rhododendron Subtype, 
combined with the steep convex slopes and shallow soils, makes for dry conditions, perhaps much 
drier than the mesic higher elevation subtypes.   
   
Vegetation:  The Carolina Rhododendron Subtype is a tall or short shrubland dominated or 
codominated by Rhododendron carolinianum.  The shrub canopy may be very dense or fairly open.  
Kalmia buxifolia is usually present and often abundant.  Other shrubs with high constancy in the 
few CVS plots include Vaccinium corymbosum, Clethra acuminata, Ilex montana, Kalmia 
latifolia, Eubotrys recurves, Aronia arbutifolia, Gaylussacia baccata, and Fothergilla major.  
Xerophyullum asphodeloides and Galax urceolata are present in all plots.  Almost all other herbs 
are associated with open rock inclusions:  Bryodesma tortipilum, Trichophorum cespitosum, 
Liatris helleri, and Carex umbellata, though Lysimachia quadrifolia is also present.   
 
Range and Abundance:  Ranked G2, but possibly better treated as G1.  All North Carolina 
examples are in a small area on the rim of Linville Gorge, but the NVC also reports the association 
as occurring in Tennessee in the area around Mount LeConte in the Great Smoky Mountains.   
  
Associations and Patterns:  The Carolina Rhododendron Subtype is closely associated with High 
Elevation Rocky Summit (Quartzite Subtype) communities.  It may also grade to Pine–Oak/Heath 
and potentially to various dry acidic forest communities.   
 
Variation:  Examples vary in density of the shrub layer, with the transition to adjacent 
communities.   
 



Dynamics:  This subtype is related to the extreme site conditions of relatively shallow soil, 
excessive drainage, and extreme soil acidity.  However, within those conditions, fire appears to be 
an important factor in driving its presence.  Some areas may depend on periodic fire to remain as 
more open rock outcrop communities, and Heath Bald may encroach on them in the absence of 
fire.  Similarly, Pine–Oak/Heath may encroach on the Heath Bald with insufficient fire.   
 
Comments:  The concept of this subtype has been narrowed by the creation of the Slate Subtype. 
Rhododendron carolinianum has a very patchy distribution and is not even present in most Heath 
Balds. Communities where it dominates are rare. This subtype may exist only at Linville Gorge 
but may be found in a few other places. 
 
The subtypes of Heath Bald are more finely divided than most natural communities, following the 
lead of the NVC.  Given the different geologic settings and dominant vegetation, the distinctions 
appear justified.    
 
Rare species: Fothergilla major, Liatris helleri, Stenanthium leimanthoides.   
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