
HEATH BALD (SLATE SUBTYPE) 
 
Concept:  Heath Balds are persistent natural high elevation shrublands, dominated by various 
evergreen Ericaceous shrubs.  The Slate Subtype encompasses examples occurring on slate 
substrate, known on in the Great Smoky Mountains. The vegetation is somewhat more mixed and 
more open than most other subtypes. 
 
Distinguishing Features: The Slate Subtype is distinguished by the combination of 
Rhododendron carolinianum, Rhododendron catawbiense, and Kalmia buxifolia on a slate 
substrate.  The Carolina Rhododendron Subtype may have the same dominant species but occurs 
on quartzite and has a different overall flora.  Other subtypes may be dominated by Rhododendron 
catawbiense in combination with other shrub species.  The Heath Subtype of Red Spruce–Fraser 
Fir Forest, Fraser Fir Forest, and High Elevation Red Oak Forest also has a shrub layer dominated 
by Rhododendron catawbiense but has a well-developed tree canopy.   
 
Synonyms: Rhododendron carolinianum - Rhododendron catawbiense - Leiophyllum buxifolium 
Shrubland (CEGL007876). 
Ecological Systems: Southern Appalachian Grass and Shrub Bald (CES202.294). 
 
Sites: The Slate Subtype occurs on steep spur ridges and steep high elevation steep slopes with 
slate substrate, often with thin soils. Examples range from 5500 feet to over 6000 feet.  Some sites 
are clearly old landslide scars.   
 
Soils:  Soils are shallow and may or may not have thick organic layers.  Most, if not all, are smaller 
than the minimum map unit for soil mapping.   
 
Hydrology:  The Slate Subtype is well drained and has shallow soil but is generally mesic because 
of cool temperatures, high rainfall, and frequent fog.  It may become dry during dry weather.   
 
Vegetation:  The Slate Subtype is a dense to open shrubland dominated by a combination of 
Rhododendron catawbiense, Rhododendron carolinianum, and Kalmia buxifolia. There is some 
confusion whether Rhododendron minus may also be present.  The only other shrub present with 
fairly high frequency in NatureServe plots was Vaccinium corymbosum, but Aronia melanocarpa, 
Rhododendron (Menziesia) pilosum, Vaccinium erythrocarpum, Viburnum cassinoides, Kalmia 
latifolia, Ilex montana, Pieris floribunda, and a variety of other species may occur occasionally.  
Stunted Picea rubens and Sorbus americana also are fairly frequent. Because the shrubland is 
often open and contains small rock outcrops, a variety of herbaceous species are shared with high 
Elevation Rocky Summits as well as the surrounding Red Spruce–Fraser Fir Forests.  These 
include Hydatica petiolaris, Carex misera, Dryopteris campyloptera, Solidago glomerate, Oxalis 
montana, Dennstaedtia punctilobula, Galax urceolata, Cinna latifolia, Angelica triquinata, Carex 
pensylvanica, and even Calamagrostis cainii, as well as mosses and Cladonia lichens.    
 
Range and Abundance:  Ranked G1.  This subtype is known only in the Great Smoky Mountains, 
primarily in Tennessee but with some patches believed to occur in North Carolina.    
.   



Associations and Patterns:  The Slate Subtype occurs surrounded by Red Spruce–Fraser Fir 
Forest.  It may possibly be associated with High Elevation Rocky Summit.   
 
Variation:  Examples vary in density and stature of shrubs and in amount of rock outcrop.   
 
Dynamics:  As with other Heath Balds, the dynamics of the Slate Subtype are not well known.  
The slate is prone to slippage, making landslides more likely, and this may be an important factor 
in the occurrence of this subtype.  Most examples may be primary successional communities 
developed on the bare rock of landslide tracks.  Given their typical high elevation and context of 
spruce-fir forest, fire may not be a major influence.  Yet, the sharply convex, highly exposed 
position of many patches may make them prone to lightning and to local fires.  Given their 
occurrence in the Great Smoky Mountains, they presumably are among the Heath Balds Cain 
(1930) reported as universally showing evidence of fire, and that White, et al. (2001) discussed 
potential causes for occurrence. It is possible that in the absence of further landslides or small 
patch fires these Heath Balds may succeed to Red Spruce–Fraser Fir Forest; however, they may 
occur in their distinctive environment because this setting is prone to these natural disturbances.  
 
Comments:  This association was created by NatureServe to cover examples in the Great Smoky 
Mountains. It may be narrowly defined. It is somewhat unclear how distinct it is from the Carolina 
Rhododendron Subtype. Both quartzite and the sulfidic slate of the Great Smoky Mountains form 
extremely acidic soils. The slate is also prone to landslides and is less stable. Both characteristics 
may make for distinctive vegetation.  
 
Rare species:  Calagrostis cainii.   
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