
PIEDMONT MONADNOCK FOREST (HEATH SUBTYPE) 
 
Concept: Piedmont Monadnock Forests are Quercus montana-dominated forests of very rocky 
isolated erosional remnant hills in the eastern and central Piedmont.  The Heath Subtype covers 
examples with a dense shrub layer of Kalmia latifolia, generally occurring on north-facing side 
slopes.  
 
Distinguishing Features: The combination of Quercus montana-dominated canopy, without 
mesophytic trees, along with dense Kalmia latifolia shrub layer, occurring in the eastern or central 
Piedmont, distinguishes this subtype from all other communities. Communities with only sparse 
Kalmia latifolia should not be classified as this subtype. In the western Piedmont and Blue Ridge, 
Chestnut Oak Forest (Dry Heath Subtype) may be locally dominated by the same combination of 
species but typically is more diverse and contains other characteristic montane species such as 
Gaylussacia baccata, Gaylussacia ursina, Rhododendron calendulaceum, or Castanea dentata. 
This subtype sometimes grades into Piedmont/Coastal Plain Heath Bluff on lower slopes, where 
more mesic canopy appears over the dense Kalmia shrub layer. However, in most places the Heath 
Subtype and Heath Bluff do not co-occur.   
 
Synonyms: Quercus prinus - Quercus alba / Oxydendrum arboreum / Kalmia latifolia Forest 
(CEGL004415)  
Ecological Systems: Southern Piedmont Dry Oak-(Pine) Forest (CES202.339).  
 
Sites: Piedmont Monadnock Forests generally occur on isolated erosional remnant hills composed 
of weathering-resistant rock.  The Heath Subtype occurs on north-facing slopes of monadnocks.   
 
Soils:  Soils are similar to those of the Typic Subtype and are very rocky, well drained, and 
presumably extremely acidic.   
 
Hydrology:  Sites are well drained and dry but are cooler and more moist than other Piedmont 
Monadnock Forests because of the northerly slope aspect.   
 
Vegetation:  The Heath Subtype, like other Piedmont Monadnock Forests, has a canopy strongly 
dominated by Quercus montana.  Quercus alba, Quercus velutina, Quercus coccinea, Carya 
tomentosa, and other species are often present in small numbers.  The understory is generally 
dominated by Oxydendrum arboreum, and Nyssa sylvatica, Acer rubrum, Ilex opaca, Diospyros 
virginiana, Sassafras albidum, Amelanchier arborea, and Cornus florida are frequent.  The shrub 
layer is dense and is dominated by Kalmia latifolia.  Vaccinium stamineum and Vaccinium 
pallidum have high constancy.  Other frequent shrubs include Symplocos tinctoria, and Vaccinium 
arboreum, and a few examples have Hamamelis virginiana or Fothergilla major.  Smilax 
rotundifolia is frequent.  The herb layer is sparse.  Chimaphila maculata is the only high constancy 
species.  Other species noted include Epigaea repens, Uvularia sessilifolia, Danthonia spicata, 
Polygonatum biflorum, and Galax urceolata.   
 
Range and Abundance:  Ranked G3. In North Carolina, this subtype occurs primarily in the 
Uwharrie area.  The equivalent association ranges southward to Alabama.  Unless it is more 
abundant in some other state, its rank probably should be G2.  



 
.   
Associations and Patterns:  The Heath Subtype often exists in association with other subtypes.  
It occurs on the north slopes of monadnocks, with the Typic Subtype uphill of it and on top, and 
the Pine Subtype occurs on west and east slopes.  The Heath Subtype sometimes grades downhill 
to Piedmont/Coastal Plain Heath Bluff on more mesic slopes but more often gives way to Mesic 
Mixed Hardwood Forest or is bordered below by a floodplain community.   
 
Variation: No pattern of variation is known.  
 
Dynamics:  Dynamics of the Heath Subtype probably are intermediate between the typical 
dynamics of Piedmont oak forests and of mesic forests.  The north-facing slopes likely lead to 
lower fire intensity and frequency, but the exposed upper slope position still allows fire to occur.  
The prevalence of Kalmia latifolia suggests reduced fire frequency and intensity compared to most 
oak forests, but some fire probably is necessary for Quercus montana to remain dominant in the 
long run.   
 
Comments:  This subtype may be largely confined to the Uwharrie Mountains. It is 
compositionally related to the oak-heath forests of the Virginia Piedmont, which cover large 
expanses of the landscape, as well as to the Chestnut Oak Forests of the mountains. Symplocos 
tinctoria can be an important shrub component.  
 
Rare species:  Vascular plants – Fothergilla major.   
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