
 
LOW POCOSIN (GALLBERRY-FETTERBUSH SUBTYPE) 
 
Concept: Low Pocosins are communities of the deepest peats, with a prevailing shrub height of 
less the 1.5 meters tall in the absence of fire, due to low fertility and wetness.  Most occur in the 
centers of domed peatlands, but they may also occur in Carolina bays or smaller peat basins.  
The Gallberry-Fetterbush Subtype covers the more northern and more inland examples, in which  
Cyrilla racemiflora is absent or only a minor component. Lyonia lucida, Ilex glabra, and 
Zenobia pulverulenta generally dominate.  
 
Distinguishing Features: Low Pocosins are distinguished from other pocosin communities by a 
shrub layer persistently less than 1.5 meters tall, consisting of upright broadleaf shrubs.  Peatland 
Canebrakes have Arundinaria tecta shrub layers rather than broadleaf shrubs, while Pocosin 
Opening communities have trailing shrubs (Chamaedaphne calyclulata) and herbs dominating.  
Most Low Pocosins do contain patches of taller shrubs and scattered, stunted Pinus serotina, but 
these are a minor component.  High Pocosin and Pond Pine Woodland may have shrubs less than 
1.5 meters tall immediately after a fire, but evidence of prevalence of taller shrubs before the 
fire, along with larger pines, distinguish them. The transition to High Pocosin sometimes occurs 
as an increase in abundance of tall shrub patches so that the average vegetation height increases, 
but more often occurs with a gradual increase in prevailing shrub height.  
 
The Gallberry-Fetterbush Subtype is distinguished from the Titi Subtype by the absence of 
Cyrilla racemiflora and corresponding geographic location. Cyrilla racemiflora may be present 
in nearby Pond Pine Woodland communities or even in scattered tall shrub patches, but is scarce 
or absent within the Low Pocosin itself. 
 
Synonyms: Ilex glabra - Lyonia lucida - Zenobia pulverulenta Shrubland (CEGL003944).  
Ecological Systems: Atlantic Coastal Plain Peatland Pocosin and Canebrake(CES203.267). 
Short pocosin.   
 
Sites: Low Pocosins generally occur in the central, deepest parts of domed peatlands on poorly 
drained interstream flats, occasionally in peat-filled Carolina bays and deep peat-filled swales.  
Peat deposits tend to be greater than 1 meter deep, sometimes 3-4 meters deep.  The Gallberry 
Fetterbush Subtype occurs in more northern locations.  
 
Soils:  Soils are Histosols, most typically Dare (Typic Haplosaprist), sometimes Croatan or 
Pamlico (Terric Haplosaprists). 
 
Hydrology:  Sites are saturated all year in all but drought periods.  Most Low Pocosins occupy 
the centers of domed peatlands, are higher than the surrounding lands, and have no surface or 
ground water draining into them, making them ombrotrophic.  A number of examples occur in the 
interior of Carolina bays, where they too likely are largely ombrotrophic.  The peat generally is 
deep and saturated enough that plant roots never reach mineral soil.  However, during droughts, 
the peat may dry out enough to burn.   
 
 



Vegetation:  The vegetation is a low shrubland, with the prevailing shrub height less than 1.5 
meters tall even in the absence of recent fire.  The shrub layer is dominated by combinations of 
Lyonia lucida, Ilex glabra, or Zenobia pulverulenta.  Smilax laurifolia is often prominent, draping 
over the shrubs.  In shorter or less dense areas, Chamaedaphne calyculata is often abundant, and 
Vaccinium crassifolium, occasionally Vaccinium macrocarpon may occur.  Other shrubs that may 
be abundant in some examples, but are less constant, include Persea palustris, Ilex coriacea, 
Kalmia carolina, Kalmia cuneata, Aronia arbutifolia, Vaccinium fuscatum, Vaccinium formosum, 
and Morella caroliniana.  Pinus serotina is present as very stunted, scattered individuals.  Persea 
palustris, Magnolia virginiana, and occasionally Gordonia lasianthus are similarly present as 
small trees or shrubs.  The trees often occur in scattered patches a few meters across, where shrubs 
are also taller.  Sphagnum spp. may be fairly abundant.  Most herbs are in associated Pocosin 
Opening patches, but Carex striata and Anchistea virginica may be abundant in places.  Sarracenia 
flava, Sarracenia purpurea, and other herbs of Pocosin Openings may be present in small numbers.  
Andropogon glomeratus is often abundant shortly after fires.   
 
Range and Abundance:  Ranked G2.  Representing the extreme of peatland development, true 
Low Pocosins are much rarer than High Pocosins or Pond Pine Woodlands.  However, where they 
occur, they often are very extensive, some occupying multiple square miles. Most examples and 
an even larger fraction of the acreage occurs in North Carolina.    
 
In North Carolina, the Gallberry—Fetterbush Subtype occurs in more inland Carolina bays, such 
as those of Bladen and Cumberland counties, and in more northerly peatlands.  It makes up most 
or all of the Low Pocosins north of the Neuse River.  The equivalent association is reported to be 
in South Carolina, in Francis Marion National Forest.  This pattern deserves further 
investigation, given its contrast with the more northern and inland distribution in North Carolina.   
 
Associations and Patterns:  This community often occurs in a fine-scale mosaic with Pocosin 
Opening communities.  Low Pocosin and Pocosin Opening occur in the central parts of 
peatlands, those areas that are raised above their surroundings or most isolated from bay rims, 
and thus are most completely ombrotrophic.  They grade to High Pocosin toward the edge, where 
peats are shallower.   
 
Variation: No variants are named.  Stature of vegetation increases with decreasing peat depth.  
Dominance, stature, and diversity also vary with time since fire.  A distinctive version of 
vegetation in Bushy Lake may warrant recognition as a variant, but needs more investigation.   
 
Dynamics:  Low Pocosins are the most nutrient-poor pocosin communities.  The low stature of 
the vegetation results from extreme nutrient limitation as well as wetness. Because they are on the 
highest parts of domed peatlands, they may not be wettest sites.  Most of the species will grow 
taller in other communities, and Low Pocosin communities that are drained or fertilized lose their 
characteristic short vegetation.   
 
Most Low Pocosins contain interspersed patches of taller vegetation a few meters across, where 
most of the trees occur and where shrubs are also taller.  They often appear striking on aerial 
photos, and appear to be regularly distributed.  The origin and dynamics of these patches are not 
well known.  They have less compact peat because of the structure provided by the tree roots, and 



are slightly raised.  They thus represent slightly more favorable microsites.  They may grow in a 
kind of feedback process, with greater productivity increasing accumulation of organic matter.  It 
has been suggested that, being raised and less compact, they are more prone to ignition of the peat, 
which presumably would destroy them when it occurred.   
 
Comments:  Pocosins are difficult to characterize with vegetation plots. The interior of 
peatlands, where these communities occur, is particularly difficult to access.  Of the relatively 
few plots that have been sampled, many are in marginal or uncharacteristic areas.  Many contain 
species not found in the interior of Low Pocosins.  However, presumably because of their 
openness, Low Pocosins do sometimes contain unexpected species considered more 
characteristic of mineral soil, such as Vaccinium crassifolium or Lysimachia asperulifolia.   
 
The relationship between the Gallberry—Fetterbush Subtype and Titi Subtype needs further 
investigation.  In North Carolina, they seem to have fairly distinct geographic ranges, and it is 
presumed that something about latitude or climate would be responsible.  However, Cyrilla 
racemiflora is present in other communities within the range of this subtype, so the mechanism 
would need to be something other than a simple range limit.  The question is made more 
complex but the occurrence of this subtype in South Carolina, if true, suggests some other factors 
in play.   
 
*********Woodwell (1956) noted geographic variation, with Cyrilla usually dominant in the 
northeastern and central parts of the state and Lyonia in the southern parts.  *** Check to be 
sure.  This contradicts too.   
 
Rare species: Vascular -- Kalmia cuneata, Lysimachia asperulifolia, Peltandra sagittifolia, 
Rhynchospora alba; nonvascular -- Sphagnum fitzgeraldii. 
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