
HEATH BALD (SOUTHERN MIXED SUBTYPE) 
Concept: Heath Balds are persistent natural high elevation shrublands, dominated by various 
evergreen Ericaceous shrubs.  The Southern Mixed Subtype encompasses high elevation examples 
containing Pieris floribunda as well as other shrubs, usually codominant with Rhododendron 
catawbiense. This subtype is confined to south of the Asheville Basin. 
 
Distinguishing Features: The Southern Mixed Subtype is distinguished from all other subtypes 
by the substantial presence of Pieris floribunda, though it may not dominate. Other Heath Balds 
at high elevations south of Asheville and codominated by other evergreen shrub species not typical 
of the Catawba Rhododendron Subtype may also be classified here. The distinction with the Low 
Elevation Subtype may be particularly difficult.   
 
Synonyms: Rhododendron catawbiense - Pieris floribunda Shrubland (CEGL004516). 
Ecological Systems: Southern Appalachian Grass and Shrub Bald (CES202.294). 
 
Sites: The Southern Mixed Subtype may occur in sites similar to the Catawba Rhododendron 
Subtype:  steeply plunging spur ridges, broad knobs or domes at higher elevations, or small patches 
associated with rock outcrops.  Elevations range from 4000-6000 feet.   
 
Soils:  The range of soils is not well known but presumably is similar to those for the Catawba 
Rhododendron Subtype.   
 
Hydrology:  Despite occurrence on steep and often sharply convex topography, the Southern 
Mixed Subtype probably is mesic because of high rainfall, frequent fog, and low temperatures.  
Where the soil has a thick organic layer, it may hold substantial water, but the shallow soil in many 
examples may lead to drought stress in drier weather.  
 
Vegetation:  The Southern Mixed Subtype is codominated by Rhododendron catawbiense, usually 
in combination with Pieris floribunda.  The shrub canopy may be very dense or somewhat open.  
Other shrubs frequent in the limited CVS plots data include Diervilla sessilifolia, Vaccinium 
simulatum, Ilex montana, Kalmia latifolia, Vaccinium erythrocarpum, Vaccinium corymbosum, 
Viburnum cassinoides, and Vaccinium stamineum.  The herb layer may be sparse where shrub 
cover is high, but may be extensive in more open areas.  High constancy species in plots are 
Dennstaedtia punctilobula, Carex pensylvanica, Oclemena acuminata, Avenella flexuosa, and 
Angelica triquinata.  Other frequent species include Danthonia compressa, Solidago curtissii, 
Diphasiastrum digitatum, Athyrium asplenioides, Trillium undulatum, Houstonia serpyllifolia, 
Eurybia macrophylla, and Hieracium paniculatum.  Trees are found in many plots and include 
Picea rubens, Betula alleghaniensis, Sorbus americana, Prunus pensylvanica, Amelanchier laevis, 
and Quercus rubra.   
 
Range and Abundance:  Ranked G1.  This subtype may be better treated as G2, but the difficulty 
in distinguishing it from disturbed forests, and the presence of several uncertain occurrences, 
confuse the understanding of its abundance. The Southern Mixed Subtype is most abundant in the 
Balsam Mountains, but other occurrences have been reported in scattered areas farther southwest. 
The equivalent association is also attributed to Tennessee.   
 



Associations and Patterns:  The Southern Mixed Subtype is generally surrounded by high 
elevation forests of the Spruce-Fir Forests or Northern Hardwood Forests themes or by High 
Elevation Red Oak Forest.  Some may occur in association with rock outcrop communities such 
as High Elevation Rocky Summit or High Elevation Granitic Dome.   
 
Variation: Variation is not well known and is confused by examples being of uncertain 
classification.    
 
Dynamics:  The dynamics of the Southern Mixed Subtype are presumably similar to those in the 
Catawba Rhododendron Subtype, but this is not fully certain.  The best documented examples are 
in the Balsam Mountains, an area that had particularly heavy impacts of logging and slash fires in 
the early 1900s.  Although natural Heath Bald presumably was present before these disturbances, 
some of the examples may represent secondary succession in degraded spruce-fir forests.  The 
abundance of trees in plots attributed to this subtype suggests secondary succession.   
 
Comments:  This subtype, originally intended to cover several southern variations, was narrowed 
by the creation of the Slate Subtype. This subtype reportedly does not occur in the Great Smoky 
Mountains. Nevertheless, the appropriate classification for several occurrences attributed to it 
outside of the Great Balsam Mountains area remains uncertain.    
 
Rare species:  Rhododendron vaseyi.   
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