
 
GRASS AND HEATH BALDS 
 
Concept: Grass and Heath Balds are nonforested high elevation communities occurring on well-
developed soils with only limited rock outcrops.  They may be dominated by shrubs or herbs, with 
sparse or no trees.   
 
Distinguishing Features: Grass and Heath Balds are distinguished by natural dominance by 
grasses, sedge, or shrubs with little or no tree cover, with little or no rock outcrop or shallow soil, 
and by at least fairly high elevation (3600 feet or above).  
 
Heath Balds are distinguished by dense shrub layers dominated by Rhododendron catawbiense, 
Rhododendron minus, Kalmia buxifolia, or other Ericaceae, with the dominant shrubs 
distinguishing the subtypes.   Most Grassy Balds are dense herbaceous vegetation dominated by 
grasses or sedges.  The Alder Subtype has an open to dense shrub layer of Alnus crispa with a 
moderate to sparse herb layer beneath.  
 
Synonyms:  
 
Sites: Grass and Heath Balds occur on high elevation ridges and upper slopes.  Most examples are 
at high elevation, 4000 feet to over 6000 feet, but a few subtypes extend as low as 3600 feet.   
Heath Balds often occur on sharp, narrow spur ridges or narrow ridge tops but may occur on broad 
domes or knobs or on convex slopes associated with rock outcrop communities.   Grassy Balds 
usually occur on broader ridge tops, knobs, and saddles.   
 
Soils:  Grass and Heath Balds occur on a wide variety of high elevation soils, most Inceptisols.  
They may be rocky but, other than locally around embedded rock outcrops, are not unusually 
shallow or rocky.  Heath Bald soils sometimes have a thick organic layer, almost resembling peat.   
 
Hydrology:  Sites for balds have good drainage but are mesic because of high rainfall, long periods 
bathed in fog, and low temperatures.   
 
Vegetation:  The Grass and Heath Balds theme encompasses two kinds of nonforest vegetation.  
Heath Balds are shrublands that usually have dense tall to short shrub canopies dominated by 
Rhododendron catawbiense, Rhododendron minus, or other evergreen Ericaceae.  Some deciduous 
shrubs, such as Vaccinium spp., may also be present.  Grassy Balds have dense herbaceous 
vegetation generally dominated by Danthonia compressa or Carex spp., with various other 
graminoids and forbs sometimes abundant.  Grassy Bald (Alder Subtype) is intermediate in 
structure, with an open to dense shrub layer of Alnus crispa and varying herbaceous cover beneath.  
Some examples of Grassy Bald have developed sparse to dense stands of Rubus alleghaniensis, 
Rubus canadensis, or various shrubs in recent decades.  Sparse trees, often stunted, may be present 
in either Grassy Balds or Heath Balds.  Some balds show more recent substantial invasion by trees.  
 
Dynamics:  Dynamics appear to vary among different bald communities and may be particularly 
different between Grassy Bald and Heath Bald.  Details are discussed for the individual 
communities.  All of the balds occur in sites prone to severe weather and extreme conditions, but 



all are surrounded by forests in similar climate.  The ecological processes or factors that keep them 
open under natural conditions are not always well known, and ideas are sometimes controversial.   
 
Comments:  There has been confusion caused by varying meanings of the term “bald” in both 
scientific and popular usage.  Some known historic clearings are called balds by various authors. 
Many forested mountain peaks are named as balds (e.g. Cheoah Bald) and this has sometimes been 
used to argue that they should be cleared of their trees, though they may have old forest and offer 
no evidence that they ever were treeless.  It should be noted that the word “bald” applied to people, 
though it now means hairless, once also meant white-headed. Given the tendency of snow and 
rime ice to form or persist only at higher elevations, it is possible we should be looking to the bald 
eagle rather than the turkey vulture as an avian analogue for these names.   
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