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Hear the Call 
of a Maritime Forest
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surrounding ecosystems do as well. Strong 
root systems help prevent much of the soil 
around them from washing away during 
storms. Those same roots also help to 
purify and contain groundwater.

The tree canopies slow down winds 
that could damage smaller trees or man-
made structures, as well as provide a resting 
place for migrating and breeding bird 
populations. Larger, more robust trees, 
such as the loblolly pine and the American 
holly, can shield smaller trees, like 
dogwoods, and create a more exciting   
and diverse environment.

While they can be found in coastal 
areas of the mainland, maritime forests 
primarily form in the sandy soils on the 
backs of barrier islands, where they help to 
stabilize shifting sands. 

SUMMER IS F INALLY HERE. IF 
YOU NEED A BRE AK F ROM T HE 
GL ARING SUN AND CROW DED 
BE ACHE S, W H Y NOT V ISI T A 
MARITIME FOREST? T HE Y ’RE 
LOC AT ED CONV ENIEN T LY CLOSE 
TO POPUL AR SUMMER HOT 
SPOT S.

North Carolina’s maritime forests are 
a unique and increasingly rare feature of 
our coast. A variety of hardy trees make up 
each forest. They are able to withstand the 
strong winds, salt spray and even the short-
term submersion under salt water often 
associated with life near the ocean.

These and other traits of the individual 
trees provide services that enable the forest 
as a whole to survive.

When the forest thrives, the 

A strong chain of barrier islands in turn 
helps to protect the rest of the state. The 
islands themselves minimize damage to the 
mainland, providing protection from strong 
storm surges and high winds. Their presence 
also helps create and maintain a unique 
ecosystem.

One of the most distinctive features  
of many maritime forests is the live oak, 
Quercus virginiana.

While relatively fast-growing, many 
live oaks are very old. There is one in 
Hampstead, off U.S. 17, that, according to 
local legend, shaded George Washington 
when he stopped and ate lunch during a 
1791 tour of the southern states.

The wood of live oak trees even was 
used in shipbuilding for a time. Ever heard 
of Old Ironsides? The USS Constitution is the 
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maritime forest

Maritime Forest

If you think life at the beach is
 easy, visit a maritime forest.  The

 plants and animals of these
 island habitats are a hardy
 bunch, having adapted to

 the drying effects of wind,
 salt spray, and sunshine.

 Maritime forests grow on
 the leeward side of sand

 dunes, where plants have
 some protection from the
 elements.  In return, the

 forests bulk up the islands by holding
 sand in place, and they produce nutrient-

 rich soil from dead leaves and other organic 
matter.  Live oaks, red cedar, and loblolly pines 

are hallmarks of North Carolina’s maritime 
forests, but each forest is as unique as the 
individual leaves that make up its canopy.

  The types of plants found in a given forest
 are affected by the age of the island, how it
was formed, its distance from the mainland,

and how much people or natural
 events have disturbed the forest.

Live Oak Tree

Live Oak Tree   Quercus virginiana    

The live oak gets its name by
 keeping its leaves throughout

 the winter, long after other
 oaks have lost theirs.  It

 drops most of its leaves in
 spring and begins replacing

 them almost
 immediately.

  North Carolina’s
 earliest settlers,

 including Sir Walter
 Raleigh, wrote of the live

 oak’s great beauty and dense
 canopy.  It is truly a

 magnificent tree.  With
 widespread and

 twisting limbs, its
 horizontal reach
 often exceeds its

 height.  Typically
 shrouded in

 Spanish moss,
 it gives the coastal

 landscape a dreamy and romantic look.



Spanish Moss

Spanish Moss    Tillandsia usneoides

                                                                      Spanish
                                                                             moss is

                                                                                neither 
                                                                                    Spanish

                                                                                   nor 
                                                                                          moss.
                                                                                           It’s a

                                                                                             native
                                                                                                  perennial

                                                                                           plant
                                                                                               in the

                                                                                         bromeliad, or
                                                                                    pineapple, family.  This

                                                                            mysterious festoonery 
                                                                        hangs in independent swags

                                                                             from tree limbs in the coastal
                                         plain, imparting a picturesque and romantic

                                   aspect to groves of live oak and other trees.  Though it
                             produces tiny yellow-green flowers in the spring, in other

                        ways it is quite unlike most plants.  An epiphyte, it has no
                    connection to the ground or roots in its host tree.  Its ever-
                   branching tendrils, which can grow to 25 feet in length, are

 covered with scales called trichomes.  These scales trap moisture and nutrient-laden
 dust particles from the air — a rare plant that needs no soil, it harvests the wind.
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Painted Bunting

Painted Bunting   Passerina ciris

The male painted bunting is
 one of the most striking
 birds in North America.

  Its plumage is bright
 blue, red, green, and

 yellow — like a common
 finch rolled in the

 palette of a visionary
 painter.  Painted

 buntings nest and
 breed in the spring

 and summer along the
 North Carolina coast and

 spend their winters in the
 Caribbean.  Though adults

 may reach 5½ inches
 in length, they are hard

 to spot because they build their
 nests in dense cover, often in clumps of

 Spanish moss.  The female is dull green but 
is not without her own distinction — she is
 the only green member of the finch family.

Glass Lizard

Eastern Glass Lizard   Ophisaurus ventralis 

True to its name, a glass lizard
 can “shatter” if not handled

 carefully.  Don’t be fooled, the
 fragility is part of a defense

 strategy.  If captured, this
 limbless reptile thrashes

 around wildly until its
 tail breaks off.  The tail
 continues wiggling to
 distract predators and

 often the lizard escapes
 during the confusion.
 Unlike snakes, which
 they resemble, glass

 lizards have movable
 eyelids, external ear openings,

 and rigid jaws.  Bones embedded in
 their skin, called osteoderms, reinforce their scales.  A groove in
 this scaly armor along each side of the body allows the lizard to 

accommodate a big meal or carry eggs.  Look for the eastern species 
in coastal habitats such as maritime forests, barrier

 islands, beaches, and grassy intertidal
 areas.  But remember: Fragile.

 Handle with care!

 

Green tree frog

Green Tree Frog   Hyla cinerea 

With its smooth, bright
 green-to-olive skin, the

 green tree frog is a striking
 ornament in its habitat of

 foliage at the water’s edge.
  Although small, 1¾ to 2½

 inches, this creature can
 leap distances of up to
 10 feet using legs that

 are 1½ times the length
 of its head and body.

  Unlike frogs that spend most
 of their lives in the water,

 the green tree frog’s toes are
 not webbed.  Instead, the end of

 each toe has an adhesive pad, which
 is used in climbing.  Come May and

 June, North Carolina’s coastal
 marshes and swamps echo with the

 nocturnal chorus of male frogs
 serenading the females.  This amorous

 clamor is no sweet song, however, since it
 is said to resemble the sound of a cowbell!
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oldest commissioned vessel in the U.S. 
Navy, and one of the oldest in the world. 

Wood from live oaks was used in 
several areas during construction of the 
ship, including the ribs of her triple-layered 
hull. While she’s had many repairs through 
the years, some estimates suggest that 
between 10 and 15 percent of the original 
wood is still part of the ship. Not bad for a 
frigate launched in October 1797.

You can’t see a live oak and not 

notice the Spanish moss, Tillandsia usneoides, 
hanging down from the branches. While it 
may grow in the trees, this epiphyte gets all 
its essential nutrients from the air around 
it, causing no harm to its gracious hosts in 
the process. Although the name suggests 
otherwise, Spanish moss is native to the 
southeastern United States, and has been 
used for various purposes through the years.

Even though it’s related to the pine-
apple, it is not very useful as food. The moss 

has been brewed into teas to treat a variety 
of ailments, from fevers to childbirth pains. 
It has been woven into blankets and mats, 
used as mulch, and even has been used to 
stuff car seats and mattresses. While not 
commonly used for mattresses anymore, 
there is one forest inhabitant that still regu-
larly uses it for bedding.

Peer closely into the moss and you 
may see a nesting painted bunting. Mature 

C  o  n  t  i  n  u  e  d



River otter

River Otter   Lutra canadensis

This notoriously playful creature’s 
“briar patch” is aquatic.  Sleek

 and graceful, the river otter
 can be found in a variety of

 North Carolina’s aquatic
 habitats, including the

 Albemarle Sound and its
 tributaries.  This clownish

 carnivore sits atop the food
 chain and is no joke to its

 prey — fishes, crayfish,
 frogs, snakes, clams,

 rodents, and birds.  Like
 other members of the

 weasel family, it has
 powerful musk glands

 that produce an
 unmistakable

 “signature” scent
 — a pungent, if not

 “scent-sational” means
 of communicating with

 other otters.
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EXPLORE
No two maritime forests are 

the same. While there are some 
classifications, such as deciduous or 
swamp forests, there still can be major 
differences based on factors such as 
age or location.

Visit some of North Carolina’s 
maritime forests.

•  Theodore Roosevelt State 
Natural Area, near the N.C. Aquarium 
at Pine Knoll Shores on Bogue Banks 
Island. Details at www.ncaquariums.
com/pine-knoll-shores, search Theodore 
Roosevelt.

•  Buxton Woods Reserve, on 
Hatteras Island, and other sites in the 
N.C. Coastal Reserve and National 
Estuarine Research Reserve. Details  
at www.nccoastalreserve.net.

•  Nags Head Woods Ecological 
Preserve, in Dare County. Details at 
www.nature.org/northcarolina, search 
Nags Head.

All of these forests and several 
others are near points of historical 
and cultural significance, so drop by 
when you’re in the area.

GET INVOLVED
Some of the species mentioned 

in this piece are nearly threatened or 
have recently recovered. Maritime 
forests themselves are on the decline, 
through natural and man-made 
processes.

Many state parks and N.C. 
Coastal Reserve sites have volunteer 
opportunities available for those 
interested.

Citizen science projects often 
don’t take up much time individually, 
but collectively can compile volumes 
of important data.

The Painted Bunting Observer 
Team, or PBOT, is one such example. 
Volunteers help by noting sightings 
of painted buntings in the Carolinas 
and Florida. The data are used to 
help track the stability of the eastern 
population of the species.

For more information, visit  
www.paintedbuntings.org.

males are the most distinctive, displaying 
bright blues, greens and oranges in their 
feathers. Young males and females are a 
more demure green.

Even with the vibrant colors, painted 
buntings still can be easy to overlook. 
They’re smaller than the eastern bluebird. 
Listen for their short chirps or the high-
pitched songs of males.

While not a year-round resident of 
North Carolina, you still can see Passerina 
ciris during spring and summer as they fly  
up from the Caribbean and Florida to nest 
and breed along our coast.

This member of the cardinal family 
has found itself listed “Near Threatened” 
under the federal Endangered Species 
Act. Destruction of necessary habitat and 
capture for sale as pets have contributed  
to a decline in wild populations.

Sometimes called a rainfrog, the  
green tree frog has several distinctive calls  
— one of which heralds rain.

You even may have seen one of these 
little guys clinging to the side of your  
house. It’s a clever strategy they use to 
easily catch their favorite insects that are 
attracted to lights.

When not in suburbia, Hyla cinera can 
be found in very moist areas. Swamps, 
marshes, lakes and streams all are ideal 
environments — and the trees of maritime 
forests, of course. You may have a hard 
time seeing one in action, though, because 
they’re nocturnal. During the day, they   
hide in shady spots, such as the underside  
of leaves.

Even though 
they are legless, the 
eastern glass lizards, 
or Ophisaurus ventralis, 
are not snakes. Ex-
ternal ear openings 
and eyelids are two 
characteristics that 
differentiate them 
from snakes. They 
also cannot unhinge 
their jaws while eat-
ing. This limits food 
sources to what can 
fit between their jaws, 
with grasshoppers 
topping the menu.

The color of a 
glass lizard can vary greatly. Browns, yellows 
and greens all are potential options.

The species has developed an effective 
survival mechanism over time — the ability 
to break off its tail when attacked. This 
breakage gives the lizard a chance to 
escape. It’s even a repeatable trick. The tail 
eventually will grow back!

With water-repellent fur, ears and 
nostrils that can close while diving, and 
strong lungs capable of holding breath for 
up to eight minutes, the river otter was 
made for life in the water. However, the 
Lontra canadensis is not related at all to the 
sea otter. It actually is part of the weasel 
family.

While fishes are their preferred food, 
river otters are opportunistic eaters. They 
won’t turn up their noses if dinner happens 
to be turtle, crayfish or bird.

Water pollution and the fur trade 
decimated river otter populations across 
the U.S. in the late 1800s and early 1900s. 
Thanks to conservation efforts, they have 
bounced back. Look carefully next time 
you’re near a river and you may see some 
playing in the water or sunning on the  
bank.   

Information from this article was gathered 
from North Carolina’s Amazing Coast: 
Natural Wonders from Alligators to Zoeas 
by David Bryant, George Davidson, Terri Kirby 
Hathaway and Kathleen Angione. The book is a 
partnership among North Carolina and Georgia 
Sea Grant programs and UGA Press.


