
SWAMP ISLAND EVERGREEN FOREST 
 
Concept:  Swamp Island Evergreen Forests are evergreen hardwood or mixed communities 
occurring on sandy upland islands surrounded by swamps.  They are dominated by Quercus 
hemisphaerica and Pinus taeda, sometimes Quercus nigra, and contain several species otherwise 
found in North Carolina only in maritime and coastal fringe forests. Natural isolation from fire is 
thought to be an important determinant of these communities. 
 
Distinguishing Features: Swamp Island Evergreen Forests are distinguished from the various 
oak-hickory forest types, as well as from Mesic Mixed Hardwood Forest and other inland 
communities, by the abundant presence of hardwoods more typical of the coastal fringe in North 
Carolina, most commonly Quercus hemisphaerica and Cartrema americana, but sometimes 
including Quercus virginiana, Quercus geminata, and other species. They are distinguished from 
Coastal Fringe Evergreen Forest and Maritime Evergreen Forests by their inland location, and also 
by the lack of certain characteristic maritime species, such as Ilex vomitoria. Swamp Island 
Evergreen Forests sometimes grade into Pine/Scrub Oak Sandhill, from which they are 
distinguished by a denser canopy, lack of evidence of present or past abundance of Pinus palustris, 
and scarcity of shade-intolerant species. This distinction may become blurred by logging and long 
absence of fire.  
 
Synonyms: Quercus hemisphaerica - Pinus taeda - (Quercus nigra) / Osmanthus americanus var. 
americanus / Ilex glabra Forest (CEGL007022). Coastal Fringe Evergreen Forest (Third 
Approximation).  
Ecological Systems: Atlantic Coastal Plain Dry and Dry-Mesic Oak Forest (CES203.241). 
 
Sites: Swamp Island Evergreen Forests occur on locally high areas on floodplain terraces, 
surrounded by wetter floodplain communities.  All known examples are associated with medium 
to large blackwater rivers.   
  
Soils:  Soils in all known examples are sandy and well drained. A few are mapped as Aquic 
Paleudults (Foreston, Johns) or Aquic Quartzipsamments (Pactolus), and many are not 
distinguished from the map units of the surrounding floodplain, such as Johnston (Cumulic 
Humaquept) and Dorovan (Typic Haplosaprist).   
 
Hydrology:  Moisture levels are generally dry-mesic to dry.  The sites are not flooded, though 
exceptional floods might inundate them briefly.  Soils are well drained, but the water table 
presumably is not deep.   
 
Vegetation:  The canopy may be dense or somewhat open.  Quercus hemispherica or Pinus taeda 
dominate or codominate.  Quercus nigra may be abundant, occasionally codominant.  No other 
large trees occur with high frequency, but Fagus grandifolia, Acer rubrum, Liquidambar 
styraciflua, and Quercus virginiana occur in some examples.  The understory is often dominated 
by Quercus hemispherica or Cartrema americana. Ilex opaca, Acer rubrum, and Persea palustris 
are frequent in occurrences.  Both wetland species such as Carpinus caroliniana and upland 
species such as Sassafras albidum may occur occasionally.  The shrub layer is highly variable 
among examples, and often includes a mix of species typical of both dry and wet habitats.  Most 



frequent in occurrences are Gaylussacia frondosa, Ilex glabra, Lyonia lucida, Vaccinium 
arboreum, and Clethra alnifolia.  Less frequent but notable species include Asimina parviflora and 
Ilex coriacea.  No vine species appear to be frequent in site descriptions, but Muscadinia 
rotundifolia, Parthenocissus quinquefola, Toxicodendron radicans, and Smilax spp. may be 
present.  Herb diversity generally is very low.  Pteridium aquilinum and Mitchella repens are most 
frequent and are sometimes mentioned as dominant.  Hexastylis arifolia is present in multiple sites.   
 
Range and Abundance:  Ranked G2G3. In North Carolina, this community is known only in the 
southern part, associated with the Lumber, Waccamaw, and Northeast Cape Fear rivers and their 
large tributaries such as Juniper Creek and Big Swamp.  The equivalent association is attributed 
to South Carolina and Georgia.  Because the characteristic species are more widespread farther 
south, and because there are larger rivers, this community may be more abundant in those states.   
.   
Associations and Patterns:  Swamp Island Evergreen Forests occur as small, occasionally large, 
patches.  They usually are in the highest locations, and grade downhill to Blackwater Bottomland 
Hardwoods or Cypress–Gum Swamp.   
 
Variation: No variants are recognized.  Examples vary with elevation but often are heterogeneous.  
Nevertheless, some have more wetland species while others appear very dry and seem transitional 
to sandhills.   
 
Dynamics:  The dynamics of this community have not been studied.  It occurs in locations that 
are sheltered from fire spread by wet, nonflammable vegetation, and this presumably is crucial to 
their distinctive character.  Comparable soils in better connected uplands would support longleaf 
pine communities.  Nevertheless, they may naturally burn occasionally, and this may be important 
to their dynamics.  The coexistence of shade-tolerant Quercus hemispherica and shade-intolerant 
Pinus taeda may depend on periodic disturbance.  It is possible that some examples may be 
unrecognized former longleaf pine communities, occurring in places where natural fire was barely 
adequate to maintain their dominance in the past, or possibly where anthropogenic fire was 
frequent and consistent enough to support them in the past.   
 
The sandy soils also suggest the possibility of excess drainage and drought stress as a source of 
natural disturbance and contributor to coexistence of species.   
 
Comments:  No published literature is apparent on this rare community type.  It was recognized 
in natural heritage site surveys over the last several decades and was only more recently 
distinguished from Coastal Fringe Evergreen Forest. Besides containing species that are otherwise 
found only near the coast in North Carolina, Swamp Island Evergreen Forests also share with 
maritime communities a tendency to contain an unusual mix of species of wet and dry sites, though 
the dominant species have broad moisture tolerance.   
 
Beyond sheltering from fire, the cause of the distinctive character of the community is not clear.  
It is unclear why species that are otherwise confined to within a few miles of the coast in North 
Carolina are able to persist in disjunct inland populations in these sites.  Their sites are all in the 
southernmost part of the state, which is also the only part with large blackwater river floodplains.  
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