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New survey to identify
more champion trees

A project to re-survey Congaree National Park’s champion 
trees and search for new champions is under way.

The last systematic survey of  the park’s champion trees was 
conducted by Robert Jones, a Virginia Tech professor, in 1996-97.  
Jones identified 91 trees as champion class, but acknowledged he had 
surveyed less than 50 
percent of  the park. 

Though many 
of  those champion 
trees are no longer 
standing and much 
of  the park remains 
to be systematically 
studied, Jones’ tree 
database forms 
a useful baseline 
for a new study.

Last summer, park 
staff  approached 
John Kupfer, a 
University of  
South Carolina geography professor, to conduct the new study. He 
reached out to Friends of  Congaree Swamp to identify resources 
for additional data. Obviously, John Cely was the first person we 
turned to, and we also notified Stuart Greeter, well-known for 
initiating a regular Big Tree interpretive program while serving as 
a seasonal ranger at Congaree, as well as other big tree enthusiasts. 
In particular, we contacted the Native Tree Society, an organization 
that has compiled more than 500 records on big trees at the park.

As part of  the project, Kupfer and a graduate student will review 
and organize existing records. Michael Hodgson, a fellow USC 
geography professor, will analyze GIS canopy data to identify 
promising search areas in addition to those areas previously identified 

Hikers reach around one of  the park’s big trees.

Adopt-a-Trail Workday 

Over the years, we have 
noticed recurring natural 
events at the park that 
coincide with our workdays, 
so we’re going to theme 
each seasonal workday. For 
our late winter workday, 
Sunday, March 3, we chose 
yellow-throated warbler 
because these earliest of  
migrants are often heard for 
the first time in late February 
or the first of  March.

We will be clearing our 
adopted trails (Boardwalk, 
Sims Trail, Weston Lake 
Loop Trail, Oakridge Trail) 
and other trails that need 
attention for fallen limbs, 
switch cane, flotsam, and 
intruding branches.

We will meet at the 
Visitor Center at 9 a.m. 
and will finish in the early 

See Tree survey, page 7

Inside
President’s Corner ...................... 2

Northeast Landfill problems

   continue .................................. 3

Swamp book due out soon .......... 3

Bird count breaks another

   record ..................................... 4

Exploring old Eagle Trail ............ 5



President’s
Corner

Dr. John Grego

2 Winter 2013

Friends of Congaree Swamp News is published quarterly by Friends of 
Congaree Swamp, P.O. Box 7746. Columbia, SC 29202-7746. It is distributed 
free by mail to Friends members and other interested parties.
All content is copyrighted and may not be reproduced except by express 
permission of Friends of Congaree Swamp. 
Subscription requests or changes of address may be sent to the above 
address or emailed to focs@mindspring.com. Please visit our Web site at 
www.friendsofcongaree.org.
Friends of Congaree Swamp advocates for Congaree National Park and its 
unique environment.
Dr. John Grego, President                                     Sharon H. Kelly, Editor

Kingville Access

Park staff  has used a dirt road off  Griffin 
Creek Road for years to patrol the eastern section 
of  the park near Kingville. For a portion of  its 
length, the road crosses private property and 
the park has no easement to guarantee access. 

Recently, the property owner decided to deny 
use of  the road to the park, and the park sought 
alternatives by working with Norfolk Southern 
Railroad Corp., whose tracks must be crossed 
to reach the park from Griffin Creek Road.

The property owner’s action was irrelevant 
to the public—this was an access that was 
unavailable without park permission anyway. In 
seeking a resolution though, the park has clarified 
rules about public access off  Griffin Creek Road.

Typically, the handful of  people who 
visited this area of  the park would follow 
Griffin Creek Road all the way to the sharp 
left turn at the former site of  Kingville, park 
alongside the road, cross the railroad tracks, 
and enter the park near the railroad junction. 

Crossing the railroad tracks is a form of  
trespass, and Norfolk Southern does not want the 
public to park near Griffin Creek Road, since this 
would implicitly sanction trespassing. Instead, 
Norfolk Southern has identified parking sites 
within its easement that would be available both to 
the park and the public. The sites are reached by 
following Griffin Creek Road for almost two miles 
after leaving Bluff  Road, and then turning right on 

a dirt access 
road. Both 
parking areas 
are to the 
left, marked 
in red on the 
graphic.

I have not 
explored the 
park from this 
access before, 
but it looks as though jeep trails to Tom’s Slough 
and Jack Hole Landing would be easy to reach 
from the parking area. Perhaps we should organize 
a hike to familiarize our members with this new 
access to a rarely visited portion of  the park. 

Though the arrangement with Norfolk Southern 
resolves the problem for now, it seems as though 
a more permanent solution should be sought.

CONG Service Course

University of  South Carolina faculty teach a 
surprising number of  courses with a focus on 
national parks in general and Congaree National 
Park in particular. I was pleased to join their 
company this past fall when I taught a USC 
Honors College service course at the suggestion of  
Jim Clark, a Friends member and Honors College 
director of  off-campus education. For our course, 
either Friends of  Congaree Swamp or the park 
itself  could receive the service, but students were 
very much focused on the needs of  the park.

To provide students with a sufficient 
background on the park, guest lecturers shared 
information on the national parks, the park itself, 
the rich folk history associated with the park, 
oral history projects, and wetlands science. I 
supplemented the lectures with readings, advocacy 
case studies, and overviews on hydrology and 
other topics. I would like to thank the following 
people for their contributions to the course: 
Prof. John Kupfer, Prof. Rhonda Grego, Prof. 
Thomas Lekan, Prof. Dan Tufford, Prof. 
Rebecca Sharitz, Marie Adams and park staff.

The focal point of  service courses is often 
an ambitious final project. It was apparent that 
the diversity of  student backgrounds and the 
all-encompassing nature of  the course (cultural 

See President’s Corner, page 7
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Northeast Landfill problems continue
Problems still continue at 

Republic Services’ Northeast 
Landfill a year after Richland 
County Council approved an 
extension of  operations at 
the site despite concerns with 
groundwater and air pollution.

 Friends of  Congaree Swamp 
participated in the process 
to keep the landfill from 
operating beyond its original 
2018 closure date because 
pollution from the landfill 
could affect the Wateree River 
upstream of  Congaree National 
Park’s eastern boundary. 

Though the issue was 
essentially resolved after 
council’s vote, there has been 
interest in continuing to 
monitor conditions at Northeast 
Landfill to see whether 
pollution problems persist. 

Semiannual groundwater 
monitoring reports, monthly 
methane gas monitoring reports 
and annual waste amounts 
were studied to confirm 
whether pollution problems 
continue at the landfill.

Waste volume

The landfill accepted 187,000 
tons of  waste in 2012 versus 
173,000 tons of  waste in 2011. 
The types and amounts of  waste 
accepted by the county in both 
years were remarkably similar 
with the exception of  20,000 
tons of  contaminated soil from 
Lexington County in 2012. The 
source for this contaminated 
soil was not identified.

Groundwater pollution

 In both semiannual 2012 
groundwater monitoring 

reports, volatile organic 
compounds exceeded limits 
at four different monitoring 
wells, including a well on 
the boundary of  Northeast 
Landfill’s southern border 
that indicated the potential 
for groundwater pollution 
to travel off-site. 

A review of  the case file 
disclosed a December 2011 
letter in which the S.C. 
Department of  Health and 
Environmental Control required 
a groundwater monitoring 
plan for this very same well. 

It is interesting to contrast 
the concern shown in the 
letter about this well with the 
confidence in the site that 
DHEC staff  expressed during a 
pivotal council meeting on the 
landfill that very same month.

Explosive landfill gasses

The landfill has an extensive 
system of  gas extraction wells 
that collect landfill gasses 
then burn them. Monitoring 
of  explosive gasses along the 
boundary of  the landfill showed 
that the methane concentration 
in the landfill gasses can exceed 

the lower explosive limit set 
by DHEC, particularly along 
the western boundary of  the 
site. The current gas extraction 
system should be controlling 
the problem, but it is difficult 
to reconcile continued high 
readings from gas monitoring 
probes with the idea that 
DHEC is adequately addressing 
the problem. The landfill gas 
should be no more than 5 
percent methane by volume, 
but readings between 20 and 
40 percent are common for 
several of  the wells. Republic 
Service’s consultants simply 
note that readings “were 
above” 5 percent by volume 
and that the current gas 
extraction system is “in place,” 
which understates the extent 
of  the problem and suggests 
the current gas extraction 
system is not fully effective. 

Information from the 
site monitoring reports was 
shared with the county, and 
the county was encouraged to 
contact DHEC to understand 
how these continuing 
problems would be handled.

Gaddy’s book on swamp due out soon
Friends of  Congaree 

Swamp is happy to support 
Dr. L.L. “Chick” Gaddy in 
his book project, The Natural 
History of  Congaree Swamp, 
due out this Spring.   

Chick has been visiting 
the swamp as a researcher, 
naturalist and environmental 
consultant since the 1970s 
and the book documents the 

ecosystems, animals, plants, 
and geology of  the swamp.  

John Cely contributed a 
chapter on the cultural history 
of  the park and Jeff  Lepore 
contributed some photos.

  Friends of  Congaree 
Swamp will purchase 
100 copies to use as 
membership benefits and 
gifts to park benefactors.
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by Sudie Thomas in Calhoun 
County) and two Lesser 
Yellowlegs and one Least 
Sandpiper (seen by Kathleen 

O’Grady and 
Alice Steinke 
at Dry Branch 
Pond). 

In addition 
to five new 
species/taxa, 
we recorded 
19 record high 
counts! There 

is an excellent chance that 
our record count for Pileated 
Woodpeckers (150) will be 
the highest count among the 
2000+ Christmas Bird Count 
circles in North America. 
For those of  you who have 
visited the park during this 
“Winter of  the Robin,” you 
may be surprised that we did 
not have a record tally for 
American Robin. Rest assured 
that we were within rounding 
error of  our previous high.

Though one of  our usual 
parties was unavailable, we 
had a group of  intrepid young 
kayakers/canoeists (Laura 
McCormick, Lauren Serra and 
Keith Bradley) who paddled 
down the Congaree River. 
Their count tallied impressive 
numbers of  woodpeckers and 
kingfishers, as well as some 
river specialists (Bald Eagle, 
Fish Crow and Anhinga). What 
a great addition to our count! 

Species, species counts, 
new species and record 
species are recorded below.
Species and Count
Pied-billed Grebe 1

The 20th Congaree Swamp 
Christmas Bird Count 
continued our string of  record-
breaking counts. We tallied 97 
species (and one taxa) 
this year, which broke 
our previous record of  
95 species recorded in 
both 2010 and 2011. 

Participants were 
Ron Ahle, Molly 
Bonnell, Keith Bradley, 
Mary Bull, John Cely, 
Brad Dalton, Steve 
Dennis, Heyward Douglass, 
Dennis Forsythe, Cynthia 
Garman, Lex Glover, John 
Grego, Rhonda Grego, Susan 
Hamilton, Kate Hartley, Judy 
Hurley and Laura McCormick.

Also, Joe Meekins, Ann 
Nolte, Kathleen O’Grady 
(co-coordinator), Miriam 
Oudejans, Julianne Pierson, 
Lauren Serra, Donna Slyce, 
Warren Steckle, Alice Steinke, 
Sudie Thomas, Cindy 
Tufford, Dan Tufford, Patricia 
Voelker and Dick Watkins.

There were several 
“irruptive” species (northern 
species wintering farther south 
than usual) in the Eastern 
United States, which set the 
stage for some serendipitous 
observations. Donna Slyce and 
Molly Bonnell recorded the 
first-ever Common Redpoll for 
the count along the Kingsnake 
Trail and we had record counts 
for Red-breasted Nuthatch 
and Pine Siskin. In addition 
to the redpoll, other new 
sightings included a Rufous 
Hummingbird and Rufous/
Allen’s Hummingbird (seen 

Bird count breaks another record
Double-crested Cormorant 3
Anhinga 1
Black Vulture 85
Turkey Vulture 78
Canada Goose 3
Wood Duck 86
Mallard 3
Ring-necked Duck 6
Hooded Merganser 6
Northern Harrier 1
Red-shouldered Hawk 24
Red-tailed Hawk 14
American Kestrel 9
Northern Bobwhite 3
Virginia Rail 2
Killdeer 39
American Woodcock 4
Rock Pigeon 39
Eurasian Collared-Dove 9
Mourning Dove 206
Eastern Screech-Owl 3
Barred Owl 27
Red-headed Woodpecker 36
Red-bellied Woodpecker 144
Yellow-bellied Sapsucker 88
Downy Woodpecker 50
Hairy Woodpecker 12
Northern Flicker 316
Eastern Phoebe 84
Loggerhead Shrike 3
White-eyed Vireo  1
Blue-headed Vireo 14
Blue Jay 84
Fish Crow 1
Carolina Chickadee 216
Tufted Titmouse 140
White-breasted Nuthatch 35
Brown Creeper 8
Carolina Wren 234
House Wren 10
Winter Wren 44
Golden-crowned Kinglet 270
Ruby-crowned Kinglet 397
Blue-gray Gnatcatcher 2
Hermit Thrush 126
American Robin 2661
Northern Mockingbird 44
Brown Thrasher 15
American Pipit 39
Cedar Waxwing 96
Orange-crowned Warbler 4
Yellow-rumped Warbler 190
Pine Warbler 93
Black-and-white Warbler 5

Hermit thrush

See Bird count, page 7
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35 explore footprint of old Eagle Trail
John Cely led 35 members 

of  Friends of  Congaree 
Swamp on a Jan. 19 hike to 
explore the footprint of  the 
old Eagle Trail, laid out by 
Ranger Guy Taylor many years 
ago but never incorporated 
into the park’s trail system.

Signs of  the trail could still be 

found in the form of  blue blazes 
and some small footbridges.

En route, the party visited the 
Richland County pine and the 
walking maple along Running 
Gut. They measured several 
large trees, including a 19-foot 
circumference laurel oak and 
visited an impressive red bay—a 

small tree by most standards 
but very large for its size.

With the Congaree River 
at flood stage, there was more 
than a little concern that the 
hike would be flooded out, 
but the party was able to 
complete the hike just ahead 
of  the advancing floodwaters.

John Cely shows off  the Richland County 
pine

Walking maple

Terri Hogan, Andrew Thom, Kate Hartley and Laura 
McCormick enjoy the hike

Steve Patnaude, Betsy Newman and 
Dick Watkins take a break

Red the Dog resting
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afternoon. Work gloves, light 
hiking boots, water, and a 
snack are recommended.  If  
you have loppers, long-handled 
shears (good for switch cane) 
or bow saws, bring them 
along. Friends members and 
park staff  will provide gear 
if  you do not have any.  

Please contact John Grego 
at jrgrego@mindspring.com or 
(803) 331-3366 if  interested.

Wildflower hike

In appreciation of  the 
park’s spring vegetation, 
Friends of  Congaree Swamp 
will organize a hike along 
the bluff  east of  the Visitor 
Center on Saturday, April 20.  
Professor John Nelson, chief  
curator of  the University of  
South Carolina A.C. Moore 
Herbarium, will lead the 
botany tour, which is scheduled 
from 8:30 a.m. until noon.

 We will start out by 
investigating a seep along the 
bluff  edge behind the Visitor 
Center and then continue to 
east along the bluff  to see what 
else we can find. This hike will 
be mostly off-trail and generally 

dry, except for those times when 
something in the seepage bog 
really captures our attention.  

Participants should be in 
moderate physical shape. Bring 
water and insect repellent. 
Long pants are recommended.  
Jogging shoes or light hiking 
boots are appropriate. We 
will meet in the breezeway 
of  the Visitor Center.

To sign up, contact John 
Grego, jrgrego@mindspring.
com or (803) 331-3366.

Dawn Chorus

One of  the most important 
resources of  Congaree National 
Park is its large numbers of  
breeding birds, including many 
neotropical migrants—species 
which breed in North America, 
but go south in the winter to 
Mexico, Central America, the 
Caribbean, or South America. 

Join us Sunday, May 5, 
for the Robin Carter Dawn 
Chorus Walk. It’s  a unique 
opportunity to hear many of  
these birds as they greet the day.  

Robin Carter, who passed 
away in 2008, did more than 
anyone to promote birding 
at Congaree National Park. 
He felt one of  the best ways 
to appreciate the park’s bird 
life was to arrive at the park 
before dawn and listen to the 
succession of  bird sounds 
through dawn and then 
into the early morning.

Robin started the Dawn 
Chorus Walk at Congaree 
National Park in 2005 and 
we celebrate his legacy and 

the event with the rest of  
the world on International 
Dawn Chorus Day.

The January-February 
2012 issue of  South Carolina 
Wildlife, “First Light”, featured 
the 2011 event, and profiled 
our hike leader, Donna Slyce. 
Though International Dawn 
Chorus Day is popular in 
Europe, particularly in the 
U.K., Congaree National Park 
is still the only site in North 
America that consistently 
participates in this event.

We will meet at the Visitor 
Center at 5:30 a.m. to hike 
through the park listening 
to the pre-dawn sounds of  
owls, nightjars, and migrating 
thrushes before the main event, 
which begins a half  hour before 
sunrise. We can reasonably 
expect to hear as many as 40 
species of  birds calling. Bird 
song experts will be on hand 
to help you identify what you 
hear, or you can just listen 
and take in the experience.

As an additional incentive, 
the Dawn Chorus hike 
will be followed by a free 
gourmet breakfast featuring 
shrimp and grits, a breakfast 
casserole, scones and plenty 
of  coffee at 7:30 a.m. 
organized and prepared by 
Friends board members.

Hearing the Dawn Chorus 
at Congaree  is worth 
missing a little sleep. 

Contact John Grego, 
jrgrego@mindspring.
com or (803) 331-3366. 

Wild azalea

Save the date
continued from page 1
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history, natural history and 
public engagement) would not 
leave a great deal of  time to 
work on a final service project. 
As an additional type of  service, 
the students completed a series 
of  skill-building assignments 
that would ensure they could 
effectively study a wide 
variety of  park-related issues 
in the future. Through these 
exercises, students learned to
•	 Search historic newspaper 

databases for references 

by our on-the-ground experts. 
Kupfer will organize 

systematic searches of  these 
areas to identify champion-class 
trees. Any potential records 
will be submitted to American 
Forests, an organization that 
maintains the national and state 
databases of  champion trees.

As another interesting aspect 
of  the project, researchers will 
core and cut cross-sections 
(“biscuits”) from recently-

fallen giants. These cores 
serve as a long-term record 
of  environmental effects, 
including climate change. 
The data gathered will form 
the basis for revisiting models 
for forest succession and the 
sustainability of  champion 
tree candidate trees at 
Congaree National Park.

Since his arrival at USC 
in 2006, Kupfer has both 
conducted and supervised 
several research projects at 
Congaree National Park. For 
our Winter 2008 newsletter, he 

described a study conducted 
with students Kimberly Meitzen 
and Ashley Pipkin which 
examined environmental factors 
that affect post-logging forest 
succession at Bates Fork.

Both the park and USC 
are part of  the Piedmont-
South Atlantic Cooperative 
Ecosystems Study Unit, a 
coalition of  federal agencies 
and universities established to 
expedite technical assistance, 
education and research to 
help the federal partners with 
resource management.

to park-related people, 
events and landmarks

•	 Search current newspaper 
databases for park-
related articles

•	 Review EPA on-line records 
for the compliance history of  
an industry whose discharges 
could affect the park

•	 Enroll for permit notifications 
from the state Department of  
Health and Environmental 
Control and U.S. Army 
Corps of  Engineers.

•	 Attend a city or county 

council meeting

•	 Research deeds and plats 
These assignments were 

also a great opportunity to 
systematize some of  the 
tasks that I had approached 
informally in the past. 
Personally, this was the 
most satisfying part of  the 
course, and also the material 
I felt most likely to benefit 
students in the future. 

Even though the course is 
an overload, I look forward 
to teaching it every other year 
for the foreseeable future.

Common Yellowthroat 1
Eastern Towhee 98
Chipping Sparrow  352
Field Sparrow 12
Savannah Sparrow 80
Fox Sparrow 17
Swamp Sparrow 55
White-throated Sparrow 553
White-crowned Sparrow 4
Dark-eyed Junco 72
Northern Cardinal 362
Painted Bunting 1
Red-winged Blackbird 25625
Eastern Meadowlark 17

Rusty Blackbird 147
Brown-headed Cowbird 825
Purple Finch 7
House Finch 139
House Sparrow 19

New to the count:
Common Redpoll 1
Rufous Hummingbird 1
Rufous/Allen’s Hummingbird 1
Lesser Yellowlegs 2
Least Sandpiper 1

Record counts:
Great Blue Heron 20
Wild Turkey 47 
Bald Eagle 2

Greater Yellowlegs 8 
Wilson’s Snipe 3 
Common Ground Dove 4 
Great Horned Owl 14 
Belted Kingfisher 27 
Pileated Woodpecker 150
American Crow 232
Red-breasted Nuthatch 5
Brown-headed Nuthatch 73
Eastern Bluebird 146
Gray Catbird 6
European Starling 402
Song Sparrow 390
Common Grackle 113557
Pine Siskin 155
American Goldfinch 410

Tree survey
continued from page 1

President’s Corner
continued from page 2

Bird count
continued from page 4
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Join Friends of Congaree Swamp today!
Yes, I would like to support conservation of Congaree Swamp for future generations. Enclosed is my tax de-
ductible contribution of $ ___________ . Please make your check payable to Friends of Congaree Swamp.

_____ $15 Individual _____ $50 Advocate          _____ $500 Benefactor _____ $50 Nonprofit Org.
_____ $35 Family _____ $100 Partner          _____ $1000 Patron  _____ $1000 Corporate

Please provide contact information so we can inform the person 
or family:
Name: _____________________________________________  
Address: ____________________________________________  
City: ________________________  State: ____  Zip: _________

In addition to my membership, I would like to give $ __________ 
as a donation to Friends of Congaree Swamp:
In Memory of: ________________________________________
In Honor of: __________________________________________
As a Gift Membership to: _______________________________

I would like to work on the following committee(s):
 _____ Field Trips  _____ Fundraising
 _____ Public Relations _____ Membership
 _____ Education  _____ Advocacy
 _____ Events  _____ Newsletter
 _____ Research  _____ Other: ___________

 _____ New Member _____ Renewal

Name(s): ____________________________________________
Mailing Address: ______________________________________
City: ________________________  State: ____  Zip: _________
Hm Phone: (___) ___________  Wk Phone: (___) ___________
E-mail: _____________________________________________

Thank You For Supporting Friends of Congaree Swamp!
Friends of Congaree Swamp, PO Box 7746, Columbia, SC 29202-7746

FCS is a nonprofit 501(c)3 corporation, EIN: 56-2057087.

Please keep your email address current to receive special notices 
about new field trips and other events, scheduling changes, and acknowledgements. 


