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News
Save the date

New champion search

In 2018 for a Friends 
outing, we measured a 
potential national champion 
cherrybark oak located 
off  the River Trail. 

Unfortunately, before this 
tree could become officially 
crowned, it came down two 
years ago during a summer 
thunderstorm. To add insult 
to injury, this great tree, 
which was the South Carolina 
state champion, has been 
replaced by an imposter oak 
located at Redcliffe State 
Park in Aiken County.

Now it should be 
recognized that Congaree 
National Park has the finest, 
and largest, number of  
cherrybark oaks anywhere, 
so we need to “de-throne” 
this imposter as soon as 
possible and restore the 
state champion to its 

See Save the date, page 6

New park-related book
There is a new entry in park-related literature with the 2023 

publication of  Swampitude: Escapes with the Congaree by poet and 
essayist Quitman Marshall. The book’s chapters are organized as a 
series of  short essays or reflections, often based on field trips to first 
Congaree Swamp National Monument then Congaree National Park.

The author’s family has deep 
ties in South Carolina and, not 
unexpectedly, a complex legacy, 
which is one of  the touchstones of  
the book. Marshall, a Columbia 
native, lived away from Columbia 
for 15 years, mostly in New York 
City, before returning in the 1990’s. 

The trips to the park, which 
form the backbone of  many of  the 
chapters, date to the 1990s through 
early 2000s prior to his move to 
Beaufort, S.C. The book, as noted 
by the author, was 30 years in the 
making, explaining the frame of  
reference for the hikes and local 
events featured in the book.

The author consciously 
chooses the term “swamp” to describe the Congaree, inspired in 
part by the many historical, philosophical, religious and social 
understandings of  swamp. Essays often start with the author’s 
personal experiences and impressions during a visit, enhanced by 
the author’s lyrical prose, then expand in unexpected directions 
with interesting connections, often with scholarly allusions (e.g., 
Montaigne, The Book of  Common Prayer, Dante Aligheri, Madame 
de Sevigny, and others). The author displays a casual familiarity 
with scholarship throughout the book that he wears well. 

Those who have immersed themselves in the natural history and 
cultural history of  the park will recognize a fellow enthusiast in 
the author. Marshall has visited the park hundreds of  times and his 
familiarity with flora and fauna, the peculiarities of  the park from 

See Swampitude, page 7
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2015 vs. Helene floods

Media and the public inevitably compared 
September-October flooding from Hurricane 
Helene to the flooding of  October 2015. 
Though the origin of  the floods couldn’t 
have been more different, impacts within 
the park were surprisingly similar. 

The recent flood mirrored historical events that 
hydrologists have studied, triggered in particular 

by extensive rainfall throughout the Broad River 
basin, including the horrific flooding in Chimney 
Rock and Lake Lure in North Carolina. (Note 
that Asheville and some other sites of  extreme 
flooding in North Carolina are in the watershed 
of  the French Broad River, which drains to 
the Tennessee River east of  Knoxville). 

As noted in our Fall 2015 newsletter, the 
October 2015 flood on the Congaree River was 
caused by extreme rainfall confined to the middle 
and lower portions of  the Broad River and Saluda 
River watersheds. Prior to 2015, I would not 
have projected that a large flood on the Congaree 
River itself  was possible without a greater portion 
of  the Broad River watershed being affected. 

While the downstream flooding on the 
Broad and Congaree rivers could be predicted 
well ahead of  time during the 2024 flood, 
the flooding on the Broad and Congaree 
rivers in 2015 materialized suddenly from 
the middle portion of  the watershed.

Though the October 2015 flood was 15 inches 
higher than the September 2024 flood at the 
Congaree River gage just below the Gervais Street 
Bridge, the floods were increasingly similar in 
magnitude downstream. In fact, the flood stage 
peaks were essentially equivalent for the Congaree 
River gage at the park’s western boundary—19.81 
feet in 2024 vs. 19.83 feet in 2015. 

Comparisons at the east end of  the park 
are more difficult, in part because there is 
no common gage for both flood events. The 
longtime gage just below the confluence of  the 
Wateree and Congaree rivers (Santee River 
at Trezevant’s Landing) was discontinued in 
January 2024, and the gage installed at the 
U.S. 601 bridge over the Congaree River came 
online in April 2018. Regardless, they did 
overlap for several years, and we can hazard 
a comparison between the two floods. 

In October 2015, the Santee River gage peaked 
at 87.43 feet, while in October 2024, the Congaree 
River gage peaked at 90.88 feet. At high flows, 

See Grego, page 4

Steve Williams memorials

We extend our condolences to the family 
of  long-time member, Steve Williams (Wesley 
Steven Williams) of  
Orangeburg, who died 
Sept. 19. His obituary 
noted that Congaree 
Swamp was one of  
his favorite places 
to hike and kayak. 

Steve’s family 
kindly requested that 
memorials be made to Friends of  Congaree 
Swamp. We thank the following individuals 
for their thoughtful and generous memorial 
contributions: Millie and Jimmy Brunson, 
Ann C. Elliott, Katherine Flouras, Kimberly 
McFall, Dorothy Purcell, and Suzanne Ruble.

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

Groundwater contamination persists
In our Winter 2023 newsletter, we discussed the 

most recent groundwater monitoring reports at 
Westinghouse. No new sources of  contamination 
were identified, though contaminant “plumes” 
were documented in groundwater. 

A review of  the most recent groundwater 
monitoring report, along with additional 
documents, suggests 
that these trends 
persist, and that new 
problems have arisen, 
while additional 
studies have been 
undertaken.

The most recent 
groundwater 
monitoring reports, 
from October 2023 
and April 2024, 
confirm much of  
what we already knew 
about contamination 
onsite. Briefly, 
chlorinated volatile 
organic compounds 
(CVOC’s), primarily Tetrachloroethylene 
(PCE), were found above their maximum 
contaminant levels in the groundwater, 
with degraded by-products (vinyl chloride 
and Cis-1,2-Dichloroethene) found in 
groundwater monitoring wells that extend 
into the floodplain at the Sunset Lakes. 

Fluoride and nitrate above their maximum 
contaminant levels are found in 10% and 20% of  
groundwater monitoring wells respectively, with 
fluoride persisting into the floodplain. The main 
source of  the nitrate and fluoride plumes is the 
complex of  wastewater treatment ponds onsite, 
which have largely been remediated. Uranium and 
Technetium-99 were detected above regulatory 
thresholds at a couple monitoring wells inside the 
building complex with little evidence of  migration.

In addition to persistent contamination 
problems, a couple other contaminant 
issues are worth noting.

Semi-volatile organic compounds. As part of  
the November 2023 National Pollutant Discharge 
Elimination System permit, monitoring for three 
semi-volatile organic compounds (SVOCs) was 
increased from 4 to 40 of  the 118 monitoring wells 
onsite. Of  the compounds studied, the October 
2023 report noted that naphthalene was detected 

above the tap water 
regional screening 
level (no maximum 
contaminant level 
has been established) 
in a couple wells.

Monitoring well 
MW-56. As noted, 
total uranium was 
detected above 
the maximum 
contaminant level of  
30 micrograms per 
liter at 3 wells. One 
well in particular, 
MW-56 has become 
a cause for concern 
(see graph). 

Concentrations at the well rose steadily 
from 2019 to 2023, with a recording of  552 
micrograms per liter in the October 2023 report. 
Westinghouse started testing that well and others 
on an accelerated quarterly basis. Uranium 
concentration at MW-56 fell slowly in February 
and  April 2024 reports, to 302 micrograms/
liter, which is still 10 times greater than the 
minimum contaminant level, but then increased 
to 510 micrograms per liter in the most recent 
July 2024 reading. To date, readings at an 
adjacent well only 35 feet downgradient from 
MW-56 do not detect uranium above background 
levels, though the reason for the spike in levels 
at MW-56 are not yet fully understood.

Middle Ditch. The Middle Ditch is a 
stormwater drainage ditch that winds its way 
through the plant facility. Based on sampling in 

See Westinghouse, page 5
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the river’s level at the Congaree 
River gage is anywhere from 2 
to 4 feet higher than the river’s 
level at the Santee River gage. 

The 2024 flood was just as 
exceptional on the Wateree 
River as on the Broad River, 
with the highest flood stage 

observed since 1936. Wateree 
River flooding in 2015 was 
comparably unexceptional. 

With high flows on both the 
Congaree and Wateree rivers 
in 2024, there would have been 
significant backwater effects, 
so it is reasonable to assume 
that the difference in the two 
gage locations in 2024 would 

Grego
continued from page 2

have been at the low end of  the 
range presented above—say, 2 
feet, and perhaps even less. 

That suggests the Santee 
River stage, had the gage 
still been in place, would 
have been near 89 feet, 
and hence higher than in 
2015. A much more careful 
analysis is needed here before 
reaching a firm conclusion.

Friends in service

Trail clearing
Friends members held impromptu trail-clearings on Weston Lake Loop 
Trail and Kingsnake Trail on two successive days after Hurricane Helene, 
fighting both trail conditions and mosquitoes. Hurricane Helene was not 
as destructive as anticipated, but portions of the park’s trails were already 
in poor condition and the additional damage from the hurricane has 
compounded the situation.
At left, Clay Parker, Michelle Wilcox and Scott Wietecha work on the 
Kingsnake Trail.  Also participating were Julie Poppell, Robert McGinness 
and Robb Schmitt.

Litter pickup
On National Public Lands Day, Friends members met to remove litter from 
Bates Bridge landing just before floodwaters from Helene engulfed the landing.  
We also cleaned South Cedar Creek landing, Bates Ferry Trail access, Fork 
Swamp Trail access and the Congaree Ferries pullout.  
At right, Adam Elvington and John Grego wrestle a flatscreen TV into the 
dumpster at the landing.  Also participating were Robb Schmitt, Angela 
Valvasori, Ron Ahle, Graham Norman
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August 2023 as a supplemental 
investigation to the Final 
Remedial Investigation Report, 
Westinghouse confirmed 
that legacy radionuclides 
at multiple sites along the 
downstream end of  the ditch 
fell below regulatory limits for 
a working plant, but would 
need further remediation upon 
decommissioning of  the plant. 

Upon receipt of  the Middle 
Ditch Soil/Sediment Sampling 
Report, the S.C. Department 
of  Health and Environmental 
Control (now S.C. Department 

of  Environmental Services) 
requested additional work 
to identify the extent of  the 
contamination. Westinghouse 
continues work under the 
Middle Ditch Assessment 
Work Plan. The company 
recently received approval of  
the Additional Middle Ditch 
Assessment Plan. This plan 
will sample soil at various 
depths (vertical sampling) 
to better understand the 
extent of  residual uranium 
contamination in the ditch 
sediment and adjacent soils. 
Sampling has been completed 
and DES recently conducted 
a site visit, though results have 

not yet been released online.

Feasibility Study. Upon 
completion of  the Final 
Remedial Investigation report, 
Westinghouse was to prepare a 
Feasibility Study for mitigation 
efforts onsite. The study was 
initially due by November 30, 
2024, but Westinghouse has 
applied for and received an 
extension until January 2025 as 
it completes some pilot studies 
for remediation alternatives. 

We look forward to the 
release of  the feasibility study 
to appraise the extent to which 
Westinghouse will remediate 
ongoing problems at the site.

Westinghouse
Continued from page 3

SwampFest Art Contest
Friends of Congaree Swamp and South 
East Rural Community Outreach 
(SERCO) co-sponsored prizes for 
elementary school participants in the 
annual SwampFest Art Contest. The 
theme this year was “Wilderness is 
Closer Than You Think.”

Butterfly count
The Fall North American Butterfly Association 
count, organized by Theresa Yednock, park 
biological technician, and Marty Kastner, Carolina 
Butterfly Society Midlands Chapter coordinator, was 
held on Sept.14.   
At right, a Fiery Skipper and Byssus Skipper nectar 
side by side on Eupatorium.
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rightful home at Congaree. 
With that in mind, we will 

meet at the Harry Hampton 
Visitor’s Center at 9 a.m. on 
Saturday, November 23, to 
measure a replacement state 
champion cherrybark oak on 
the Kingsnake Trail at 
Tear Pond. Total walking 
distance is about five 
miles; bring a lunch 
and beverage. Contact 
John Cely at cowasee@
gmail.com to register.

And by the way, the 
organization American 
Forests, which has been 
supporting the national 
big tree program for more 
than 80 years, has turned 
it over to the University of  
Tennessee’s Department 
of  Natural Resources. 
There will be a period of  
transition before the program 
will be up and running.

Christmas Bird Count 

The Congaree Swamp 
Christmas Bird Count will 
be held Sunday, December 
15, beginning at 7 a.m. 

Christmas Bird Counts, 
conducted nationally each 
year since 1900, are the oldest 
citizen-science project in the 
country. A CBC is an all-day 
effort to find and identify as 
many wild birds as possible 
within a 15-mile diameter circle. 
This effort, which now includes 
more than 2,600 circles and 

more than 79,000 participants 
annually, is sponsored by the 
National Audubon Society. 

The Congaree Swamp CBC 
(founded by Robin Carter in 
1993) includes almost all the 
national park and adjacent 
areas, from Gadsden and 
Wateree in Richland County 

to Fort Motte and 
St. Matthews in 
Calhoun County. 

When weather 
and floodwaters 
cooperate, the 
Congaree Swamp 
CBC often has 
among the highest 
counts in the 
country of  Pileated 
Woodpecker, 
Northern Flicker, 
Yellow-bellied 
Sapsucker, 

Barred Owl, Blue-headed 
Vireo and others. 

If  you are a novice, an 
expert birder will lead you 
around the boardwalk in 
the morning, which is one 
of  the park’s best sites for 
interesting wintering species 
and permanent residents, 
including Winter Wren, Blue-
headed Vireo, White-breasted 
Nuthatch, Brown Creeper, 
Red-headed Woodpecker, 
and Rusty Blackbird. 

Experienced birders can 
participate in one of  our many 
parties spread throughout the 
circle. Those parties assigned to 
the main trail system will meet 
at the visitor center parking 

lot at 7 a.m. for this event. 

MLK Day of Service

As part of  Martin Luther 
King Day of  Service, Friends 
of  Congaree Swamp members 
will meet at 9:30 a.m. 
Monday, January 20, 2025, 
at our Adopt-a-Stream site, 
Bates Bridge landing on U.S. 
601, to collect trash at the 
Congaree River boat ramp, 
parking lot and access road.  

Depending on attendance, 
some of  us may drive to Bates 
Old River landing, Bates Ferry 
trailhead, Fork Swamp trailhead 
and Congaree Ferries pullout 
to clean those sites as well.  

Keep the Midlands Beautiful 
will provide trash pickers, 
trash bags, gloves, etc. to assist 
with the clean-up and we will 
use the dumpster on site to 
dispose of  non-recyclables.  

Light hiking boots, water, 
sun protection and a snack 
are recommended.  

Great Backyard Bird Count

Join us for a Great 
Backyard Bird Count walk at 
Congaree National Park on 
Sunday, February 16, 2025, 
at 8:30 a.m. at the Harry 
Hampton Visitor Center.

Great Backyard Bird Count 
activities at Congaree National 
Park were initiated by the late 
Robin Carter and we are happy 
to continue Robin’s tradition.

Our observations will 
contribute to all observations 
made at the park February 

Congaree’s potential 
national champion 
cherrybark 
oak in 2022 after a 
storm snapped off the 
trunk.

Save the date
continued from page 1

Continued on page 7

mailto:cowasee@gmail.com
mailto:cowasee@gmail.com
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season to season, in drought 
and flood, on water and 
surface trails, is evident. He 
is also well-acquainted with 
historical accounts of  the area, 
including Hernando de Soto, 
Juan Pardo and particularly 
John Lawson, whose 
explorations, entrepreneurship 
and death frame the chapter, 
“Save the Swamp.”

The author frequently 
references E.C.L. (Ned) 
Adams’ Tales of  Congaree, 
as collected from Thaddeus 
Goodson, Scipio Shiver and 
other local residents, as well 
as James Ball’s slave narrative 
and Julia Peterkin’s tales set 
near the swamp.  In Tales of  
Congaree, Congaree Swamp 
serves as “a background and 
a vehicle by which a well-
placed white man could don 
a Black mask, enter a parallel 

world, and emerge, not only 
with tales of  place and time, 
but also with the authentic 
emotions of  his informants 
on the subjects of  lynching, 
chain gangs, and the whole 
apparatus of  a racist society. 
Down in the swamp everything 
mixes, and the horrors of  Jim 
Crow reality are given their 
release and their catharsis.”

Marshall’s explorations 
extend beyond the boundaries 
of  the swamp: “A singular 
attraction for me to the land 
immediately above the swamp 
was the architecture of  family 
farms and rural community 
that enclosed me within 
such a short distance of  time 
and space from a city.” 

He attended high school 
shortly after desegregation, and 
through the African-American 
students he met there, forged 
some arresting ties with their 
extended families in the 

Lower Richland community, 
going well beyond superficial 
interactions one might expect. 

Elsewhere in the book, 
Marshall shows a ready 
familiarity with Columbia 
events, people and places, and 
the book will hold interest for 
those familiar with Columbia 
in the 1960s through the early 
2000s. Discussions of  local 
events of  the time include 
Burroughs & Chapin and 
Columbia Venture’s Green 
Diamond project, which 
is featured in the chapter, 
“Liars and Schoolchildren.”

In the end, what is 
swampitude?  The reader can 
derive their own meaning, but 
the author’s closing suggests: 
“Close and real and wildly 
different, the swamp saves 
us. A float or a walk…in the 
Congaree can give us at least the 
start of  swampness, an escape 
into memory, swampitude, 
the memory of  all we are.”

14-17 as part of  the Great 
Backyard Bird Count.

The hike will cover portions 
of  the Boardwalk, Sims 
Trail and Weston Lake Loop 
Trail. The emphasis will be 
upon engaging birders of  all 
abilities, including beginners, 
in observing and identifying 
winter birds at the park.

The park is one of  the best 
places in the Southeast to see 
winter residents such as Brown 

Creeper, Winter Wren and 
Hermit Thrush. Many birds will 
be high up in the canopy, but 
we can always count on great 
looks at some favorite species, 
including Pileated Woodpecker, 
Black-and-white Warbler, 
White-breasted Nuthatch, and 
Yellow-bellied Sapsucker. 

Participants should bring 
binoculars and wear a good 
pair of  walking shoes or boots 
and weather-appropriate 
clothing. Water and snacks 
are also recommended. 

Swampitude
continued from page 1

Save the date
continued from page 6

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

Pileated Woodpecker

mailto:friendsofcongareeswamp%40gmail.com?subject=
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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


