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Oconee Bells, Northern and Southern

Shortia galacifolia var. brevistyla

Shortia galacifolia var. galacifolia

by Mickey Jo Sorrell, 2014.

Oconee Bells, Shortia galacifolia, 
by Kevin Adams, 2006. Used with permission.  [2]

Oconee Bells is a rare and beautiful plant found only in a few counties in the southern Appalachian Mountains [3]. The low-
growing evergreen perennial enjoys the deep shade of moist well-drained slopes, banks, and rock outcrops. Delicate pink
or white bell-shaped flowers bloom in early spring. Glossy round leaves stay on the plant all year, but turn from green to
deep reddish-bronze in the winter. 
 
There are two varieties of this species, Northern Oconee Bells (Shortia galacifolia var. brevistyla) and Southern Oconee
Bells (Shortia galacifolia var. galacifolia).  The common name comes from Oconee County in South Carolina, where the
southern variety thrives. The scientific name comes from Dr. Charles Short, a botanist friend of Dr. Asa Gray, who first
named the plant. The species name, galacifolia, refers to the glossy round leaves, which resemble Shortia’s near relation,
Galax. The two varieties of Shortia galacifolia differ primarily in the length of the floral parts: style, filaments, and corolla
lobes, “var. brevistyla” being the shorter of the two.
 
Northern Oconee Bells are endemic [4] to McDowell County [5], North Carolina, meaning that they grow only there and
nowhere else in the world. Southern Oconee Bells can be found in two North Carolina counties, Transylvania [6] and
Macon, [7] though they once grew in Swain and Jackson counties as well. Populations of Southern Oconee Bells have also
been recorded in the mountains of South Carolina, Georgia, Tennessee, and Virginia.
 
The tale of Oconee Bells’ discovery stretches over a century and involves some of the greatest botanists of America and
Europe. The plant was first collected by Andre Michaux [8] during his travels near the headwaters of the Keowee River in
1788. Michaux returned to France with the unidentified specimen, which was found in his Paris herbarium 51 years later,
in 1839, by Asa Gray, who recognized it as a new genus. Finding Oconee Bells growing in the wild proved more difficult. 
 

1

https://www.ncpedia.org
https://www.ncpedia.org/
https://www.ncpedia.org/environment/oconee-bells
https://www.ncpedia.org/environment/oconee-bells#20
https://www.ncpedia.org/environment/oconee-bells#40
https://www.ncpedia.org/environment/oconee-bells#60
https://www.ncpedia.org/environment/oconee-bells#80
https://www.ncpedia.org/environment/oconee-bells#100
http://kevinadams.photoshelter.com/gallery/All-Flora-Fauna-Photos/G0000YKtBLH7bSj4/C0000qQPq2KDJT_M
https://www.ncpedia.org/geography/region/mountains/ncatlasrevisited
https://www.ncpedia.org/environment/endemic-and-near
https://www.ncpedia.org/geography/mcdowell
https://www.ncpedia.org/geography/transylvania
https://www.ncpedia.org/geography/macon
https://www.ncpedia.org/biography/michaux-andre


Northern Oconee Bells, Shortia galacifolia var. brevistyla, 
by Andrew Buchanan, 2006. Used with permission.

Although Dr. Gray searched on several occasions, he was unable to locate the original source of the plant he had seen in
Andre Michaux’s herbarium in France. In 1877, George M. Hyams [9], the seventeen year old son of an herbalist, found
Shortia growing on the banks of the Catawba River [10], far from where Michaux had collected his specimen. Dr. Gray
visited the Catawba population in 1879, on one of his explorations through the North Carolina mountains.
 
It was another botanist, Charles Sprague Sargent [11], who carefully followed the directions from Michaux’s journal and, in
1888, finally found the “lost plant” at the junction of the Toxaway and Horsepasture Rivers. This site was flooded in 1973
by construction of the hydroelectric dam that created Lake Jocassee, but thanks to the efforts of dedicated plant lovers,
many of the beautiful Oconee Bells plants were rescued and relocated. 
 
Northern Oconee Bells is protected as an endangered plant and Southern Oconee Bells is protected as a  vulnerable
plant in North Carolina and neither may be collected from the wild. Both varieties of Oconee Bells are listed [12] as Federal
Species of Concern, which means that they may be considered for federal protection in the future.
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