
HEATH BALD (SAND MYRTLE SUBTYPE) 
 
Concept: Heath Balds are persistent natural high elevation shrublands, dominated by various 
evergreen Ericaceous shrubs. The Sand Myrtle Subtype encompasses examples dominated by 
Kalmia buxifolia (= Leiophyllum buxifolium), known primarily at Grandfather Mountain and the 
Great Smoky Mountains.   
 
Distinguishing Features: The Sand Myrtle Subtype is distinguished by the dominance of Kalmia 
buxifolia over the whole community. It is distinguished from rock outcrop communities, which 
may contain moderate sized patches of Kalmia buxifolia by covering a larger area and having the 
area of the community dominated by shrub cover rather than rock or herbs. 
 
Synonyms: Leiophyllum buxifolium Dwarf-shrubland (CEGL003951). 
Ecological Systems: Southern Appalachian Grass and Shrub Bald (CES202.294). 
 
Sites: The Sand Myrtle Subtype occurs on sharp spur ridges, steep slopes, and shallow soils near 
rock outcrops, perhaps associated with quartzite or other very acidic metasedimentary rocks.  Most 
examples are above 5000 feet in elevation.  
 
Soils:  Soils are generally shallow over bedrock.   
 
Hydrology:  As with most other Heath Balds, the Sand Myrtle Subtype is well drained and has 
shallow soil but is generally mesic because of cool temperatures, high rainfall, and frequent fog.  
However, drought stress may occur during dry periods.     
 
Vegetation:  The Sand Myrtle Subtype is a short shrubland dominated by Kalmia buxifolia.  The 
shrubs may be only 0.5 meter tall, and the shrub layer may be patchy, with significant areas of bare 
rock interspersed.  Rhododendron catawbiense, Vaccinium pallidum, Rhododendron (Menziesia) 
pilosum, and Vaccinium erythrocarpum are frequent species in plot data, along with stunted Picea 
rubens, Betula alleghaniensis, and Sorbus americana.  Rhododendron carolinianum may also 
occur.  Most herbs are in open areas or associated with embedded rock outcrops.  Species at high 
frequency in plot data include Hydatica petiolaris, Galax urceolata, Carex misera, Oclemena 
acuminata, and Trichophorum cespitosum. The NVC description also notes Vaccinium 
corymbosum, Avenella flexuosa, Bryodesma tortipila, Carex umbellata, and Stenanthium 
leimanthoides.   
 
Range and Abundance:  Ranked G1.  Examples are known at Grandfather Mountain and in the 
Great Smoky Mountains, with a reported occurrence at Linville Gorge.  The NVC also 
questionably attributes the equivalent association to South Carolina and Georgia, but this seems 
unlikely.   
 
Associations and Patterns:  The Sand Myrtle Subtype often occurs associated with High 
Elevation Rocky Summit and may occur with other subtypes of Heath Bald.  Examples grade to 
various spruce-fir forest communities or high elevation hardwood forest communities.   
 



Variation:  Examples are somewhat heterogeneous at fine scales and vary with the gradation to 
adjacent communities.   
 
Dynamics:  Dynamics of the Sand Myrtle Subtype likely are similar to the Slate Subtype.  The 
extreme environment of high elevations and shallow soils prevents not only trees but other shrubs 
from becoming dominant.  This subtype probablyis best regarded as a primary successional 
community, developing slowly on landslide scars or on bedrock and perhaps eventually succeeding 
to taller Heath Bald subtypes. Natural fire is unlikely in the spruce-fir forests that surround most 
examples of the Sand Myrtle Subtype, but the exposed topographic position may promote 
occasional lightning strikes and local fires.   
 
Comments:  The Sand Myrtle Subtype is more closely related to rock outcrop communities than 
are other Heath Balds.  The distinction between well-developed occurrences of this Heath Bald 
subtype and Kalmia buxifolia patches in High Elevation Rocky Summit communities can be 
subtle.  The CVS plots used in the description of vegetation here were all collected by Susan Wiser 
in the course of her study on high elevation rock outcrops (Wiser et al. 1996).    
 
Rare species:   Calagrostis cainii, Liatris helleri, Solidago spithamea, Stenanthium leimanthoides, 
Trichophorum cespitosum.  
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