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Big Tree Hike

Join us Sunday, March 
30, for a look at some 
hidden stands of  old-
growth Baldcypress that are 
closer to well-traveled trails 
than you might think. 

We will travel down Sims 
Trail to reach just such a 
stand located along the 
south bank of  Cedar Creek. 
Conditions permitting, expect 
to see at least 20 old-growth 
Baldcypress from 14 to 21 
feet around on this hike.

Meet at the Visitor Center 
at 9 a.m. and we should be 
finished by 1:30 p.m. We 
will travel off-trail for about 
a mile and then retrace our 
steps; there will be one or 
two wet spots to negotiate. 
Regular hiking boots should 
be sufficient; bring a snack, 
insect repellant and water.

This outing is solely for 
members of  Friends of  

Magazine article played
role in saving the swamp
Editor’s note: John Culler passed away October 2024. In recollecting 
John’s contributions to the efforts to protect Congaree Swamp, we 
asked board member Neal Polhemus to share this retrospective.  

By Neal Pohemus

This past November was the 50th anniversary of  the 
publication of  John Culler’s “Forest of  Champions,” a seminal 
essay that thrust the campaign to save the Congaree swamp 
forward, momentum that was desperately needed to stop 
the extensive logging operations in the Beidler Tract. 

At the time, Culler was the editor of  South Carolina Wildlife, an 
organ of  the S.C. Department of  Natural Resources, subscribed to 
by citizens described as the “hook and bullet crowd.”  Subscribers 
expected to read articles on new duck blinds or a small farmer’s 
entrepreneurial 
efforts to improve a 
turkey caller. As the 
state’s established 
magazine catering 
to the thousands 
of  hunters and anglers from the Chattooga River to Bulls 
Bay, readers did not expect to find a pro-conservation article 
arguing for the intrinsic value of  the last, best example 
of  bottomland old-growth forest in the Southeast.

As magazine’s editor, Culler had a reputation for publishing 
articles that were not necessarily in the wheelhouse of  
its established audience. For example, in July 1973 an 
essay entitled “Congaree Swamp: A Sense of  Urgency,” 
included an interview with Harry Hampton. 

The authors, Bob Campbell and Sally Hopkins, argued that the 
swamp could become a “living monument” and prime example of  
the state’s “environmental heritage” if  preserved. Despite including 
important excerpts from the National Park Service’s 1963 report 
promoting the swamp’s ecological importance and remembered as 

“It seems that environmentalists are always 
waking up to something just before disaster 
strikes, and it takes a last minute rush to get 
anything done.”

--John Culler
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Brion Blackwelder’s passing

We learned only recently that Brion 
Blackwelder, one of  the most prominent activists 
in the efforts to protect Congaree Swamp in the 
1970s, passed away in March 2024 at age 74. 

After growing up in the D.C. and Maryland 
area, Brion graduated from Duke University, then 
moved with his wife Patricia Lurie Blackwelder 

to South Carolina where 
she earned her Ph.D. in 
geology at the University 
of  South Carolina.

Brion immediately became 
active in conservation 
issues for several different 
organizations, but had his 
greatest impact as executive 
director of  the South Carolina 
Environmental Coalition. 
Though Brion’s time in 
South Carolina was brief, 

he had a major role in conservation issues of  
the day, including opposition to licensing of  the 
Richard Russell Dam on the Savannah River, and 
crafting of  the Tidelands bill while working on 
the S.C. Coastal Zone Management Council.

He also advocated for Congaree Swamp 
in innumerable ways. He was one of  the 
contributors to “Congaree Swamp: Greatest 
Unprotected Forest on the Continent,” the 

Brion Blackwelder

definitive compilation of  articles, studies and 
research prepared by S.C. Environmental 
Coalition staff, and volunteers from the LeConte 
Chapter of  the Sierra Club and Congaree 
Swamp National Preserve Association. 

Brion communicated with a wide range 
of  stakeholders in the fight, including 
presentations before state legislators and 
meetings with Governor James Edwards. He 
was quoted in local media on developments 
to protect the swamp and jousted with 
preserve opponents during legislative hearings 
over the rhetoric surrounding federal land 
acquisition. In recognition of  his work to 
protect Congaree, the Sierra Club presented 
Brion with the Joseph LeConte award in 1978.

Brion and Patricia left South Carolina in 1978, 
when she took a position at Nova Southeastern 
University in Florida. Brion earned a law 
degree at Nova Southeastern and later taught 
there for more than 20 years. He continued 
to be actively involved in the community,  
including serving as director of  the Children 
and Families Law Clinic, and lending his legal 
services to support groups including the AIDS 
Law Project and the Environmental Clinic. He 
was predeceased by his wife Patricia in 2023.

“Brion’s participation was crucial to the success 
of  the Congaree Swamp preservation campaign 
of  the 1970s,” reminisced Dick Watkins. “Brion’s 
departure from South Carolina was a huge 
loss for environmental efforts in our state.”

“Brion was creative, clever, and often 
combative, but not in an in-your-face way” 
remembered John Cely. “He never backed down 
from an issue he believed in and was not afraid to 
take on the establishment; indeed that was what 
he did best. As the old saying goes, ‘if  you’re not 
making someone mad, you’re not doing your job.’ 

He was a tour de force during a most 
critical period of  South Carolina’s early 
environmental awakening of  the 1970s. And 
he was one of  those indispensable champions 
for saving the Congaree whose efforts made 
the difference between no park and having a 
park. He was a giant of  conservation in South 
Carolina and his legacy will be enduring.”

mailto:friendsofcongareeswamp%40gmail.com?subject=
http://www.friendsofcongaree.org
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Westinghouse

New facility could threaten floodplain
Westinghouse’s Commercial 

Fuel Fabrication Facility 
recently asked to rezone 52.71 
acres of  their property from 
Agricultural (AG) to Heavy 
Industrial (HI) in order to build 
a new production facility.

The new facility would 
use Low Enriched Uranium 
Plus fuel (8% Uranium-235 
by weight) rather than the 
Low Enriched Uranium 
fuel (5% Uranium-235 
by weight) produced in 
their current facility. 

Friends of  Congaree Swamp 
opposed the proposed rezoning 
of  the parcel for several 
reasons, though primarily 
because Westinghouse has 
sufficient property already 
zoned as Heavy Industrial 
to build an additional plant 
closer to Bluff  Road. 

That location would place 
the site between two existing 
impacted sites—the current 
Westinghouse plant itself  
and the S.C. Recycling and 
Disposal Inc. Superfund site 
on the other side of  Bluff  
Road. It also  would lessen 
impact to more sensitive 
areas in the floodplain.

Richland County staff  
reviews such requests 
and forwards them to the 
Planning Commission with a 
recommendation. In this case, 

county staff  recommended 
disapproval, since the county’s 
comprehensive plan identifies 
future land use southwest 
of  Bluff  Road in that area 
as conservation lands. 

At the initial hearing of  the 
Planning Commission, the 
commission foundered a bit, 
and motions for both approval 
and disapproval failed. 

At the second Planning 
Commission hearing opponents 
to rezoning approval included 
three Friends board members, 
though Rep. Robert Reese 
spoke on behalf  of  his 
constituents and Tameria 
Warren spoke in defense of  the 
Congaree Biosphere Region. 

To everyone’s surprise, 
the Planning Commission 
voted unanimously against 
the rezoning. The current 
Westinghouse plant produces 
nuclear fuel rod assemblies 
that generate 10 percent of  
electricity used in the U.S. Such 
an influential industry likely 
anticipated little trouble with 
this small step in a long process 
to approve an additional plant.

At the subsequent council 
meeting, Robert and Tameria 
again spoke against the 
proposal. Robert requested 
a delay until a community 
hearing about the proposal 
could be called by District 10 

council member Cheryl English. 
Friends board member 

Neal Polhemus has been 
attending Community 
Engagement Board meetings, 
a public relations outreach 
by Westinghouse. At those 
meetings, Westinghouse 
indicated it did not want to 
build the new facility closer 
to Bluff  Road largely for 
reasons of  aesthetics—the 
extensive hayfield along Bluff  
Road would no longer buffer 
Westinghouse’s facilities from 
travelers on Bluff  Road.

 This seemed a poor 
reason to reject a roadside 
facility, a perspective 
Neal shared at the public 
hearing before council.

In the end, council 
member Cheryl English 
placed her support behind 
Westinghouse and the rest 
of  the council, as is usual 
with zoning requests, voted 
with the council member in 
whose district the zoning 
request originated. 

Given that most of  the 
community did not oppose 
the plant itself, but rather its 
location on Westinghouse’s 
1,150-acre property, it 
remains unclear why 
Westinghouse was not more 
flexible about an alternative 
site for the new facility.
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Congaree NPS’s ‘finest woodpecker forest’
By John Cely

Woodpeckers are a 
characteristic feature of  
Congaree’s old-growth 
hardwood forest, and I often 
tell visitors that the park has 
the finest woodpecker forest 
in the national park system. 

Data from Congaree’s annual 
Christmas Bird Count (CBC) 
backs this up as Congaree 
National Park routinely has, 
nationwide, some of  the 
highest reported numbers 
of  Pileated Woodpeckers, 
Northern Flickers, and 
Yellow-bellied Sapsuckers.

Some years ago, while 
reading Jerome Jackson’s 
In Search of  the Ivory-billed 
Woodpecker (Smithsonian 
Books, 2004), I was 
made aware of  a CBC 
by James Tanner on 
December 24, 1937, in 
Louisiana’s Singer Tract. 

At that time, the Singer, 
part of  the Mississippi 
Alluvial Valley, was the 
largest and best example 
of  old-growth bottomland 
hardwood forest left in the 
country. Except for Carolina 
Parakeets, it still had intact 
all of  the original fauna of  
bottomland hardwood forests, 
including mountain lions, red 
wolves, black bears, Bachman’s 
Warbler, and most importantly, 
Ivory-billed Woodpeckers.

Tanner was a Cornell 
University graduate student 
studying one of  the last 
populations of  Ivory-bills in 
existence, with the hopes that 
the information would help 

prevent the big woodpeckers 
from sliding into extinction. 
His Ph. D dissertation on 
the Ivory-bill, later published 
by Dover Publications, is 
considered one of  the most 
famous bird studies ever made. 

An important conclusion 
Tanner drew in his monograph 
was that “One condition 
of  all Ivory-bill habitats, 
namely, that other species of  
woodpeckers are common 
or abundant in those places. 

Species like the Pileated and 
Red-bellied woodpeckers, have 
a comparatively widespread 
and general distribution and 
inhabiting a variety of  woods, 
reach their greatest abundance 
[italics added] in the kinds of  
forests inhabited by Ivory-bills.” 

Tanner published the results 
of  his CBC in Bird-Lore (1938, 
Volume 40:54), a predecessor 
to Audubon Magazine.  This 
count provides a priceless 
window into the past of  the 
winter birds of  a now almost-
vanished ecosystem, as well 
as being one of  only two 
CBCs to ever have Ivory-billed 

Woodpeckers – two of  them. It 
also allows us to compare the 
winter birds of  Congaree with 

those of  the Singer Tract.
Tanner’s single-party 

count recorded a very high 
number of  Red-headed 
Woodpeckers, 70, on his 
Singer CBC. Red-heads 
overwinter in bottomland 
hardwoods in boom and 
bust cycles, based on the 
abundance of  acorns, their 
primary winter food. 

So, for comparisons, I 
looked at one sector of  a 
Congaree CBC count that 
included a high count of  

Red-headed Woodpeckers. On 
December 15, 2013, Laura 
McCormick and I did one 
along the Western Boundary 
Road, Cooks Lake, and part 
of  the River Trail to the big 
sandbar that had 60 Red-
headed Woodpeckers.

As far as other woodpecker 
species, we had 23 Pileated 
Woodpeckers while the 
Singer had 19; 13 Red-bellied 
Woodpeckers compared to 
the Singer’s 19; 32 Northern 
Flickers versus the Singer’s 18; 
and 9 Yellow-bellied Sapsuckers 

Ivory-billed Woodpecker

Yellow-bellied Sapsucker Pileated Woodpecker

Continued on page 5
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versus the Singer’s 6. The Singer 
had 6 Downy Woodpeckers 
while, surprisingly, we had 
none (but we usually record 
a few on most counts). 

At both counts, no Hairy 
Woodpeckers were recorded. 
This species is Congaree’s most 
uncommon woodpecker and 
Tanner recorded it as “missing” 
on his count, meaning that 
it occurred there but was not 
found on that day. All total, 
Tanner found 136 woodpeckers 
comprising seven species (one 
of  which was the Ivory-bill) 
while we had 137 woodpeckers 
comprising five species. 

The results indicate that 
Congaree’s winter woodpecker 
population was similar 
to the Singer Tract’s and 
supported the high numbers 
of  woodpeckers considered 
by Tanner as being conducive 
to good Ivory-bill habitat. 

For other species, the lists at 
both locations were remarkably 
similar (differing primarily in 
numbers), considering they 
were more than 600 miles 
apart and separated by a 76-
year interval. Tanner recorded 
a total of  628 individuals of  
34 species while we had 772 
individuals representing 33 
species. Tanner’s highest species 
count was 80 White-throated 
Sparrows while ours was a 
large flock of  350 grackles (he 
had seven). Our White-throat 
count was 23, suggesting the 
Singer had more thickets and 
brushy areas preferred by the 
sparrows than Congaree. 

His second highest count was 
75 Yellow-rumped Warblers 
while we had only nine. This 
warbler has shown a marked 
decline as a winter visitor to 
Congaree over the past 25 years. 
For example, I conducted two 
winter bird population studies 
on a 20-acre Congaree plot 
in 1986 and 1998 and found 
Yellow-rumps to be the third-
most abundant species in 
both years, behind American 
Robin and Ruby-crowned 
Kinglet. And speaking of  these 
two, we had 46 robins on our 
CBC count and 15 kinglets, 
while Tanner only had two 
of  the former and two of  the 
latter. We had 15 cardinals 
while Tanner had three. 

Other disparities included 
his count of  20 White-breasted 
Nuthatches while we had 
none (but it is not unusual for 
us to record a few), and 30 
Carolina Wrens on the Singer 
compared to our seven. One 

interesting record was Tanner’s 
13 Blue Jays. This species is 
a regular winter inhabitant of  
Mississippi River bottomland 
forests where I assume it feeds 
heavily on acorns and other 
hard mast, but it is almost 
never found in South Carolina 
bottomlands at any season.

The Singer “missed” list had 
familiar Congaree winter birds, 
including some recorded on our 
count: Red-shouldered Hawk, 
Eastern Phoebe, American 
Crow, Brown Creeper, Winter 
Wren, Cedar Waxwing, and 
Blue-headed Vireo. There 
were four “missed” species at 
Singer that are not “typical” 
bottomland hardwood birds: 
American Kestrel, Loggerhead 
Shrike, Northern Mockingbird, 
and Eastern Meadowlark. 
Their inclusion indicates that 
the Singer Tract had some 
clearings and brushy areas, and 
in the case of  the meadowlark 
and shrike, grasslands.

Woodpeckers
continued from page 4

Torrence Recognized
Park staff member John Torrence 

was recognized in December 
at a ceremony in Washington, 

D.C., as the 2022 recipient 
of the Excellence in Natural 

Resources StewardshipThrough 
Maintenance Award.

He was nominated for his work 
in creating and maintaining fire 

breaks used in the prescribed 
burns that assist in longleaf 

pine ecosystem recovery and re-
establishment.

Friends of Congaree Swamp had 
awarded John with the Order of 

the Cypress in 2015.
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Congaree Swamp and will be 
limited to 20 participants. 

Botany Hike

We will hold a botany hike 
Saturday, April 26, during 
Columbia’s first year of  
participation in City Nature 
Challenge, an international 
event to collect biodiversity 
data in metro areas.  Started 
in 2016, City Nature 
Challenge has become the 
largest annual observation 
recording event on iNaturalist. 

Keith Bradley, a botanist 
with the S.C. Department of  
Natural Resources and an 
affiliate faculty member of  the 
University of  South Carolina, 
will share his knowledge of  
spring flora on this short hike.

Meet at the Fork Swamp 
trailhead at 9:30 a.m. and we 
should be fnished by 12:30 
p.m. This hike on the Fork 

Swamp Trail can be wet in 
places but regular hiking 
boots will be sufficient. We 
may cross U.S. 601 to study 
species in the powerline cut 
along Sampson Island trail.

This outing is solely for 
members of  Friends of  
Congaree Swamp and will be 
limited to 20 participants. 

Dawn Chorus Walk 

This year’s Robin Carter 
Dawn Chorus Walk will 
be held Sunday, May 4.

Robin, who passed away in 
2008, started the dawn chorus 
event at Congaree National 
Park in 2005. It was one of  
many birding events that he 
initiated at the park and that 
we work to maintain through 
the present day.  To celebrate 
Robin’s legacy, the event will 
coincide with International 
Dawn Chorus Day. 

Participants will meet at the 
Visitor Center at 5:30 a.m.  This 

will provide an opportunity 
to listen for the pre-dawn 
sounds of  owls, nightjars, and 
migrating thrushes before the 
dawn chorus starts in earnest.
   Bird song experts will be on 
hand to help you identify what 
you hear, or you can just listen 
and take in the experience.  

Birds observed during 
the dawn chorus will be 
included as part of  a spring 
migration count day at the 
park. Stick around if  you 
would like to help out!

The Dawn Chorus hike will 
be followed by breakfast at 7:30 
a.m., organized and prepared 
by Friends members.  The 
breakfast menu will include 
pastries, scones, biscuits, 
fresh fruit, juice and coffee.

Save the date
continued from page 1

To sign up for any or all of  
these events, contact John 
Grego at (803) 331-3366 or 
friendsofcongareeswamp@
gmail.com.

the “most provocative piece 
written in any major magazine 
to date,” the Campbell and 
Hopkins article did not resonate 
with a public that valued 
hunting over old, tall trees.

Culler’s article begins by 
describing a scene familiar 
to both first-time visitors and 
experienced swampers—
John Cely guiding a group of  
nature enthusiasts towards 
a grove of  big trees. Along 
on the hike with Culler and 
Cely were Jim Elder, Dick 
Watkins, writer Gary Dickey 
and his wife Beth, and Ivory-

billed Woodpecker authority 
and ecologist Dr. James 
Tanner and his wife Nancy. 

The article included a table 
that listed six national and 18 
state champion trees discovered 
by Cely and Elder in the swamp, 
a data-driven manifesto built 
upon two years of  field work 
in the most remote sections 
of  the swamp. The list of  the 
swamp’s champion trees was 
buttressed by an extraordinary 
photograph of  Cely, Elder, and 
Dr. Tanner counting the rings 
on a massive Cherrybark Oak 
stump logged earlier in the year. 

The article reinforced the 
sense of  urgency echoed by the 
conservationists. “It seems that 

environmentalists are always 
waking up to something just 
before disaster strikes,” Culler 
observed, “And it takes a last 
minute rush to get anything 
done.” The Beidlers were in 
the lumber business after all, 
but Culler noted it’s a “shame 
that the forest is being logged 
and will soon be lost forever.” 

Culler knew his article would 
be considered controversial by 
parties opposed to preserving 
the swamp. And he was right. 
In the months after “Forest of  
Champions,” Culler received 
criticism from “high-ranking 
state officials… influential 

Article
continued from page 1

Continued on page 7
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legislators” and the timber 
industry. In the wake of  the 
initial negative feedback, Culler 
asked Elder to contact members 
of  his extensive network and 
suggested that they write 
letters of  support for his article 
which would be published 
in South Carolina Wildlife. 

The effort was a tremendous 
success—five full pages of  
letters supporting Culler’s 
proposal for saving the forest 
were included in the subsequent 
issue. Many of  the letters 
expressed gratitude for Culler’s 
courage to publish the article. 
The preface to the Reader’s 
Forum included this note: “Due 

to the overwhelming response 
of  our readership to the article 
“Forest of  Champions” in our 
November-December issue, 
we are presenting an extended 
section of  letters related to the 
preservation of  the Congaree 
Swamp. The magazine staff  
extends its thanks to the 
authors of  these letters and the 
hundreds we were unable to 
print due to space limitations.” 

Jim Elder recalled that 
Culler’s “Forest of  Champions” 
“put us on the map,” by 
bringing the ongoing logging 
operations in the Beidler Tract 
to the attention of  thousands 
of  citizens who were unaware 
of  the preservation campaign. 
The threat to the swamp “had 

Article
continued from page 6

Species diversity rebounds at delayed CBC
As the scheduled date for 

the 32nd Congaree Swamp 
Christmas Bird Count loomed, 
flooding threatened floodplain 
coverage of  our circle for the 
fourth consecutive year. 

We made the difficult 
decision to postpone the 
hike from Dec. 15 to 
Jan. 5 to ensure a more 
representative count. 

The change in date largely 
worked, though conditions 
in the eastern end of  the park 
remained touch-and-go and 
we were stretched thin. More 
parties than usual consisted of  
only a single counter, though 
our Doodle Hill Farm party 
was a notable exception. 

Species diversity was back 
where it should be, with more 

than 90 species observed. 
We added no new species, 

but did add a new form—a 
flock of  “Oregon” Dark-eyed 
Junco observed by Dennis 
Forsythe and David Egleston 
in Calhoun County. Our list 
isn’t final, but new high counts 
included Barred Owl (almost 
doubling our previous record!), 
Purple Finch (almost tripling 
our previous record), Blue 
Jay, Grasshopper Sparrow 
(observed by two different 
parties), American Robin, and 
Red-headed Woodpecker. 

American Robin, always 
plentiful at the park in the 
winter, were even more 
ubiquitous this year. 

Purple Finch have been 
unusually abundant in the 

struck a nerve with people 
all over the country.” 

In the same month that 
“Forest of  Champions” 
was published, the Beidlers 
registered a lobbyist in 
Washington D.C. to oppose 
“proposed, but as yet 
unintroduced, bills to create 
a National Park or Preserve 
in the Congaree Swamp.” 

The Chicago timber baron 
underestimated the citizen-
led campaign to save the 
swamp because twelve months 
after “Forest of  Champions” 
was published, the Beidlers 
announced publicly that 
they were willing to sell 
the heart of  the old-growth 
forest at fair market value. 

park this year, and often 
encountered more than 
once on a typical hike. 
Our Barred Owl total 
was helped by two parties 
camping overnight in sub-
freezing temperatures (John 
Cely and Neal Polhemus 
near Stump Gut, and Kate 
Satterfield near Bridge F). 

It’s a safe bet that the Barred 
Owl total will be the highest 
in the country and a couple 
additional species, including 
Pileated Woodpecker, 
will be in the top 10. 

Thanks to our 47 volunteers, 
and a special note of  thanks to 
Stephen Dennis, a participant 
in the Congaree Swamp 
count since its inception, 
who stepped aside this year.
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Join Friends of Congaree Swamp today!

Yes, I want to support conservation of Congaree Swamp for future generations. Enclosed is my tax-deductible 
contribution of $                           .   (Please make checks payable to Friends of Congaree Swamp.)

*For a contribution of $40 - $99, you may choose one of the following gift options:  
Baseball cap   maroon                tan     tan visor       
Bandana imprinted with map of Congaree National Park    teal    red    forest green  

**For a contribution of $100 or more you may choose either a copy of The Natural History of Congaree Swamp 
or one of the six gift options listed above.                                         I do NOT wish to receive a membership gift 

I would like to donate an additional $               .

Name(s)

Mailing address

City   State Zip

Phone   Email

 Individual $25
 Family $40*
 Advocate $50
               Nonprofit $50
 Partner $100**
 Benefactor $500
 Patron $1000
 Corporate $1000 

Please keep your information current to receive special notices about field trips, 
events, scheduling changes and acknowledgements in addition to a quarterly 
newsletter.

Thank you for supporting Friends of Congaree Swamp!

Friends of Congaree Swamp, P.O. Box 7746, Columbia, SC 29202-7746
FOCS is a nonprofit 501(c)3 organization, EIN 56-2057087


