
 
PIEDMONT/COASTAL PLAIN HEATH BLUFF 
 
Concept:  Piedmont/Coastal Plain Heath Bluff is a community of cool microsites in the Piedmont 
and Coastal Plain, generally on north-facing bluffs, with a dense shrub layer dominated by Kalmia 
latifolia, Rhododendron catawbiense, or occasionally Symplocos tinctoria, generally under a 
mesic canopy.   
 
Distinguishing Features: Piedmont/Coastal Plain Heath Bluffs are distinguished from Mesic 
Mixed Hardwood Forests by having a dense shrub layer dominated by Kalmia latifolia, 
Rhododendron sp., or Symplocos tinctoria.  The first two shrub species generally occur as disjunct 
populations; however, individuals of them may be found at lower density in the adjacent mesic 
and dry-mesic forests.  
 
Heath Bluffs grade conceptually into Acidic Cove Forests in the upper Piedmont, with 
Rhododendron maximum becoming a more prominent component and more montane flora being 
present. Substantial presence of Tsuga canadensis, Betula lenta, Halesia tetraptera, or 
Liriodendron tulipifera, predominating over Quercus montana, Quercus alba, or Fagus 
grandifolia, indicates Acidic Cove Forest.  
 
The Heath Subtype of Piedmont Monadnock Forest also has a dense shrub layer of Kalmia, but 
may be distinguished by occurring on higher, more exposed rocky slopes, and by having a canopy 
dominated by Quercus montana and lacking more mesophytic trees.   
 
Synonyms: Fagus grandifolia - Quercus alba / Kalmia latifolia - (Symplocos tinctoria, 
Rhododendron catawbiense) / Galax urceolata Forest (CEGL004539).  
Ecological Systems: Southern Piedmont Mesic Forest (CES202.342).  
 
Sites: Heath Bluffs usually occur on steep north-facing slopes, often on stream bluffs, occasionally 
in sheltered ravines.   
 
Soils:  Soils may be any of those associated with Mesic Mixed Hardwood Forest, either Piedmont 
or Coastal Plain Subtype.  Piedmont examples sometimes have small bedrock outcrops.   
 
Hydrology:  Sites are moist but well drained. They presumably stay moister than other mesic 
communities because of the cool slope aspect.   
 
Vegetation:  Vegetation usually has a forest structure but occasionally is a more open woodland.  
The canopy generally is dominated by Fagus grandifolia, alone or in combinations with Quercus 
alba or Quercus montana, less often with Carya tomentosa, Carya glabra, Liriodendron tulipifera, 
and a variety of other species. Predominant understory species are Oxydendrum arboreum, Ilex 
opaca, Nyssa sylvatica, Acer rubrum, and Cornus florida, with Liquidambar styraciflua often 
present.  The shrub layer is dense.  Kalmia latifolia strongly dominates in most examples, but a 
few examples are dominated or codominated by Rhododendron catawbiense or Rhododendron 
maximum.  A few examples are dominated or codominated by Symplocos tinctoria.  Hamamelis 
virginiana often is present.  Various shrubs shared with adjacent communities are common, 



especially Euonymus americana and Vaccinium pallidum.  Herbs are sparse beneath the dense 
shrubs.  Galax urceolata is most frequent, Polystichum acrostichoides and Mitchella repens are 
frequent, and Epigaea repens, Hexastylis minor and a variety of other species may occur.   
 
Range and Abundance:  The equivalent association is ranked G2G3, but G3 likely is appropriate.  
This community is uncommon in the Piedmont but is scattered throughout most of the region.  It 
is rarer in the Coastal Plain but is scattered over a large area, including a few examples overlooking 
tidal creeks.   
.   
Associations and Patterns:  Piedmont/Coastal Plain Heath Bluffs occur as small patch 
communities, associated with Mesic Mixed Hardwood Forest.  They generally are bordered by a 
floodplain community below, and by Dry–Mesic Oak–Hickory Forest or Mesic Mixed Hardwood 
Forest above.  Occasional examples are associated with basic communities or with cliff 
communities.   
 
Variation: At least three variants can be recognized, based on the dominant shrub.   
1. Mountain Laurel Variant is the most common variant, throughout the Piedmont and Coastal 
Plain. Its shrub layer is dominated by Kalmia latifolia.  
2. Catawba Rhododendron Variant is dominated by Rhododendron catawbiense, with or without 
Kalmia.  It apparently is limited to a cluster of sites in Orange and Durham counties. The 
disjunction is particularly notable because this species of Rhododendron is associated with higher 
elevations in the mountains.  
3. Horse Sugar Variant is dominated by Symplocos tinctoria, usually with Kalmia but occasionally 
without it.  It is confined to a few sites in the Coastal Plain.   
 
Dynamics:  Most aspects of dynamics are similar to other mesic forests.  The distinctive 
characteristic of this community is the occurrence of disjunct populations of plants more typical 
of the Mountains, sometimes of animals as well.  These populations are presumed to be relict since 
the Pleistocene, when they were more widespread in the Piedmont and Coastal Plain.  They persist 
because of the cool microclimate of north-facing bluffs.  However, it is notable that the disjunct 
species often are present beyond the cool bluff, in the adjacent forest. They presumably have 
spread there from the bluff, and this suggests that the confinement of these species to disjunct 
locations may be at least partly a result of factors other than the current climate.  It is likely they 
were confined to the coolest bluffs at least partly by fire rather than by temperature alone. Not all 
cool bluffs support Heath Bluff communities, and it is likely that the warmer and drier 
Hypsithermal period eliminated their characteristic species from all but the most protected sites.   
 
Comments: This community type barely ranges into Virginia. In much of the Virginia Piedmont, 
Kalmia latifolia is widespread in the oak-heath forests and is not confined to cool microsites. The 
Heath Bluff communities therefore grade into more widespread oak-heath forests, recognized in 
the NVC as Quercus prinus - (Quercus coccinea, Quercus rubra) / Kalmia latifolia / Vaccinium 
pallidum Forest (CEGL006299) and Quercus alba - Quercus (coccinea, velutina, prinus) / 
Gaylussacia baccata Forest (CEGL008521). A similar but less drastic blurring occurs in the 
Uwharrie Mountains, where Kalmia is more widespread in the landscape and occurs in other 
community types, but distinct occurrences of Piedmont/Coastal Plain Heath Bluff are still 



recognizable there. In the rest of the North Carolina Piedmont and Coastal Plain, Kalmia latifolia 
is scarce and is largely confined to this community type.  
 
Fagus grandifolia - (Liquidambar styraciflua) / Oxydendrum arboreum / Kalmia latifolia Forest 
(CEGL004636) is a nonstandard entity in the NVC, based on results of the Roanoke River study 
by Rice,and Peet 1997)  It is not clear that Roanoke River examples or most Coastal Plain examples 
are distinct from those in the Piedmont. However, some Coastal Plain examples contain a larger 
component of characteristic Coastal Plain species, usually including some wetland species that 
apparently are associated with seepage from the steep bluffs.  
 
Pinus echinata - Pinus virginiana / Rhododendron minus - Kalmia latifolia Woodland 
(CEGL003563) was named as a slate slope community, based on a single site for which there is 
no community documentation. There is not enough evidence to support recognition of slate slopes 
as a distinctive type or subtype. This association, or the site on which it was based, may be best 
classified as a Piedmont/Coastal Plain Heath Bluff.  
 
Rare species: 
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