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Friends of Congaree Swamp 

News
Save the date

National Trails Day 

On National Trails Day, 
Saturday, June 6, Friends of  
Congaree Swamp members 
will meet at 9:30 a.m. at Bates 
Bridge landing on U.S. 601 to 
collect litter at the Congaree 
River boat ramp, parking lot 
and access road. 

 Depending on attendance 
and time, some of  us may 
drive to other sites along U.S. 
601. We should finish around 
11 a.m.

This regularly scheduled 
clean-up is part of  the 
Adopt-a-Waterway program 
sponsored by Keep the 
Midlands Beautiful.

Keep the Midlands 
Beautiful will provide 
equipment.  Light hiking 
boots, plenty of  water, sun 
protection and a snack are 
recommended.  

Please contact John Grego 
(friendsofcongareeswamp@
gmail.com or 803-331-3366) if  
interested.

Interpretive exhibit changes
In May 2025, Secretary of  the Interior Doug Burgum notoriously 

ordered National Park Service staff  to identify for review and 
potential removal any interpretive exhibit that

“…inappropriately disparages Americans past or living 
(including persons living in colonial times), or, with respect to 
content describing natural features, that emphasizes matters 
unrelated to the beauty, abundance, or grandeur of  said natural 
feature.”

“…perpetuate a false reconstruction of  American history; 
inappropriately minimize the value of  certain historical events or 
figures; or include any other improper partisan ideology.”

Entitled “Restoring Truth and Sanity to American History,” 
Secretarial Order 3431 sought to discourage an accurate and 
comprehensive interpretation of  American history and culture, 
particularly uncomfortable truths about slave-holding, racism and 
struggles for civil rights and equal rights in America.  

It also ignores the evolution of  national parks, prioritizing 
“America’s cathedrals” over parks such as Congaree and Everglades 
that represent and protect important ecosystems. Additionally, the 
directive sought to undermine science at the parks, particularly 
discussion of  climate change.

Several high-profile incidents highlighted the injustice of  the 
order. In January 2026, the Freedom and Slavery exhibit at the 
President’s House Site in Independence National Historical 
Park was removed (see discussion below for a resolution). A 
panel discussing climate change at Fort Sumter was removed in 
January 2026. A Pride flag displayed outside Stonewall National 
Monument was removed in February 2026 (and subsequently 
restored in an April 2026 settlement).

Having read about such high-profile incidents, Congaree 
National Park supporters may well ask to what extent the park 
has been affected. 

On the ground, the lack of  specific guidance makes it difficult for 
See Changes, page 6
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David Scott passing

I was terribly sorry to receive news of  Friends 
member David Scott’s sudden and unexpected 
passing in February and share our deepest 
sympathies with David’s wife Jutta and children, 
Ian and Erin.  

David attended our very first quarterly trail-
clearing in 2005 and missed only a few over the 
ensuing 22 years, despite the long drive from his 
home in Orangeburg.  David brought his daughter 
Erin with him on trail clearings starting when 

she was in elementary school and she attended 
regularly through high school, with Jutta and Ian 
participating from time to time.  

On one memorable occasion, a terrific 
thunderstorm erupted while David, 8-year old 
Erin and I were clearing Weston Lake Loop 
Trail.  David and Erin (she in brightly-colored rain 
coat and ankle rain boots) were absolutely unfazed 
(I was not) up until I made the call to return to the 

Visitor Center.
David typically led the trail-clearing party on the 

Oakridge Trail until we refocused our trail-clearing 
on specific tasks. As we learned to tackle more 
formidable obstacles on the trail, we counted on 
David and his reliable Silky Katawna Boy 500 saw 
to handle the largest logs on the trail.  

David was interred at Greenhaven Preserve, the 
natural burial preserve near Eastover. Many of  
those in attendance were his Edisto River paddling 
friends. In honor of  our longest-serving and most 
reliable trail-clearing volunteer, we have renamed 
our quarterly trail-clearing service trips in his 
honor.

Christmas Bird Count update

David and Erin

We reported on the Christmas Bird Count in 
our last newsletter; we had excellent coverage and 
dry conditions but were bedeviled by a strong cold 
front moving through during the count. With all 
2000+ Christmas Bird Counts reporting, we found 
some of  our totals for individual species were 
better than we thought. 

For three species, our total was the third highest 
in the country. We provide the top five circles 
for these three simply to share the diversity of  
geographical locations. The three Henslow’s 
Sparrow in Dick Watkins’ Calhoun County 
hayfield was enough for the fifth- highest reported 
count. And our Ruby-crowned Kinglet total was 
the second highest east of  the Sierra Nevada 
mountains.

Pileated Woodpecker
Gainesville FL 225
Fort Belvoir VA 136
Congaree Swamp SC 107
Edmonton Alberta 105
Melrose FL 100

Northern (Yellow-shafted) Flicker
Fort Belvoir VA 225
Washington DC 185
Congaree Swamp SC 179
Triadelphia Reservoir MD 176
Miillersburg OH 174

Barred Owl
Gainesville FL 107
Guadalupe River Delta-
   McFaddin Family Ranches TX 41
Congaree Swamp SC 36
Bald Bluff IL 36
Western Mercer County IL 34

mailto:friendsofcongareeswamp%40gmail.com?subject=
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Rain fails to dampen annual meeting
We held our annual meeting 

on a warm early March day 
with intermittent rain.  

John Cely led a hike down 
Sims Trail to discuss the park’s 
Loblolly Pines, including 
insights from a muck swamp 
survey of  loblollies he had 
conducted over the summer. 

Michelle Wilcox organized 
a car shuttle to the Longleaf  
Campground, and participants 
walked to one of  two sites 
where the park has installed 
sets of  artificial nest cavities to 
encourage natural recruitment 
of  Red-cockaded Woodpecker 
(no luck so far!). Ron Ahle led 
a birding walk along the park’s 
bluff  trail system.

Park superintendent Greg 
Hauburger welcomed us and 
expressed his gratitude for our 
work. John Grego discussed 
the recently passed budget for 
the National Park Service, 
which maintained flat funding 
though some protections for 
federal employees and federal 
lands were either removed or 
weakened.

Fortunately, bipartisan 
congressional support overrode 
draconian budgets proposed 
by the administration. He 
also discussed recent high-
profile incidents of  removal of  
interpretive signage at other 
national parks.  

We raffled three Flash 22 
daypacks donated by REI 
and 3 bottles of  wine from 
Morganelli’s, which had 
donated all the wine for the 

event (thanks to Jim Bulak for 
arranging the donation). 

We nominated and elected 
our slate of  returning Board 
members (John Cely, John 
Grego, Bailey Parker, Bill 
Stangler, Glenda Swearingen) 
and then recognized educator 
Juli Jones with the Order of  the 
Cypress, who was accompanied 
by several family members.

While a science teacher at 
Kelly Mill Middle School, Juli 
Jones would bring her classes 
to Congaree National Park 
every year in the early 2000’s 
for walks led by Ranger Fran 
Rametta. 

As a result of  those trips, 
she and her students developed 
an interest in efforts to secure 
funding for the 1,847-acre 
Riverstone tract, part of  
Congaree’s 2003 boundary 
expansion, held by The Trust 
for Public Land after a $5.6 
million purchase.  

“We decided it would be a 
worthwhile effort for us to write 
letters that The Trust for Public 
Land could take to our senators 
and congressmen to convince 
them to vote for the bill that 
would allocate those funds,” 
Juli said.

More than 700 hand-written 
notes from the students 
addressed to Senator Lindsay 
Graham and Representative 
James Clyburn in support of  
land acquisition were forwarded 
to Maddy Pope from Trust for 
Public Land. She worked with 
Juli to make sure the students’ 

letters reached their intended 
audience.  

The students’ heart-felt 
expressions made a strong 
impression. Over a five-year 
letter-writing campaign, Land 
and Water Conservations funds 
were allocated to Congaree 
National Park for four of  those 
years.  

Dominik White, one of  the 
students, famously described the 
swamp as the Green Heart of  
South Carolina, since adopted 
by Congaree Land Trust to 
characterize the COWASEE 
Basin.

As a result of  her efforts, 
Juli Jones was named 2007 
Conservation Teacher of  the 
Year by the Richland Soil and 
Water Conservation District 
and was a 2007 Champions 
of  the Environment Award 
recipient.  

She since earned her 
doctorate in environmental 
science education and works 
with her husband Gary and 
groups in Montana every year 
to send children to wilderness 
camps.

Friends members then 
enjoyed roast oysters and pork 
chili, numerous side dishes,and 
dessert provided by Friends 
volunteers.  

The end of  the meeting 
was hastened somewhat by 
the unexpected and unusual 
emergence of  thousands of  
otherwise harmless granular 
ambrosia beetles, perhaps 

See Meeting, page 7
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A closer look at old-growth Baldcypress
Congaree National Park 

encompasses the largest 
expanse of  old-growth 
bottomland hardwood forest 
remaining in the Southeast. 
Now, thanks to three local 
swamp enthusiasts and a 
dendroclimatologist from 
Arkansas, we know how old 
some of  those trees are.

The Old-Growth Baldcypress 
Survey and Inventory Team—
Graham Norman, Neal 
Polhemus and John Cely—
spent seven years identifying 
and mapping trees, then 
collecting cores from the 86 
Baldcypress trees used in the 
project. The cores were sent for 
analysis to Dr. David Stahle, 
who also made acouple of  field 
trips to the park.

Stahle, a distinguished 
professor and director of  
the Tree Ring Laboratory at 
the University of  Arkansas’ 
Department of  Geosciences, 
presented his research on 
dendroclimatology (the study of  
past climate collected from tree 
ring data) at the 2026 Congaree 
Research Symposium

Prof. Stahle’s focus in his talk 
was on a new Southeast U.S. 
Baldcypress climatology record 
collected from 38 cores of  30 
distinct trees that he was able to 
definitively age.  

Due to older trees in the east 
end of  the park, the chronology 
begins in the year 1244 and 
stretches to 2023. Prof. Stahle 
found the climate signal in this 
new record to be good, but 
not great, when compared to 
weather data dating to the year 

1900. 
The record showed moderate 

positive correlation with 
summer precipitation and 
moderate negative correlation 
with maximum summer 
temperatures.

In this article, we pull 
back from the science of  
dendroclimatology and instead 
focus on exploratory analysis 
of  trees in the northwestern 
end of  the park either familiar 
or readily accessible to Friends 
members. 

We hope that some of  the 
information from these well-
known trees can be used in 
interpretation to share with the 
park’s visitors. 

In a later article, we will 
discuss trees in the east end 
of  the park and characterize 
various stands of  trees included 
in the study. First, a couple 
comments about the cores. 

Rings vs age (and chronology)

After ring widths from a core 
are measured and recorded 
(usually in millimeters), they 
need to be adjusted before they 
can be used for climatology 
analysis. 

Consider the graph above, 
which maps the raw width of  
growth rings for the familiar 
Baldcypress at Stop 3 on the 
boardwalk. Growth was much 
more rapid in the tree’s early 
years, and little information 
could be gleaned about 
climactic conditions from the 
tree during that early growth 
spurt unless the effects of  early 
growth are first removed. 

Other effects unrelated to 
climate must also be removed 
before the tree rings can 
be compared to a master 
chronology. Not only can firm 
dates now be established for at 

Continued on nest page
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least some of  the tree’s rings, 
but the information from those 
rings can be used to improve the 
master chronology.

Missing rings

Trees under stress may record 
only a partial ring (i.e., the 
rings are “locally present”). In 
such cases, if  a tree is not cored 
from the appropriate direction, 
the partial ring is missed and 
the pattern of  growth will not 
match the master chronology. 

Fortunately, when such 
missing rings are isolated and 
infrequent, dendroclimatologists 
have some clever techniques 
for detecting the missing year 
and assigning the rings to their 
proper years. Multiple cores 
taken from the same tree can 
also resolve this problem if  at 
least one of  the cores detects the 
partial ring.

For a given core, the number 
of  rings can serve as a crude 
measure of  age but can also 
be quite misleading. For many 
older trees, rings for entire 
sections of  the core can be 
difficult if  not impossible to 
detect, particularly at the center 
of  the tree (the wood may be 
pithy) and the outer edge of  
the tree, where growth may be 
suppressed. In such cases, the 
total number of  detectable rings 
can still establish a minimum 
age. Any lengthy intact 
sequences of  rings can be placed 
in their proper chronology, but 
large sections of  the chronology 
will be missing for that tree. 

Prof. Stahle reports that 
growth rings can be radically 

suppressed in older Baldcypress. 
He once was able to match 700 
growth rings on a Baldcypress 
starting from the earliest 
detectable ring to, e.g., the years 
1001-1700. 

The tree was still alive in 
the 21st century, but the intact 
core had only 150 growth rings 
between 1701 and the present! 
This was an extreme case, 
but it does show that when 
missing rings occur frequently, 
additional matching of  rings 
to specific years is all but 
impossible.

The Boardwalk Baldcypress 
and other trees of interest

As you can see from Figure 
2, the Boardwalk Baldcypress’s 
chronology 
starts in the 
year 1576, 
making it 
at least 450 
years old! 
The rings 
show a higher 
(though 
decreasing) 
rate of  
growth for almost 200 years. 
Ring widths narrowed from 
1750 to 1850, then widened 

for the next 100 years. This 
chronology was reconstructed 
from a single core. The tree had 
only a couple missing rings—in 
1753 and 1816.

Two cores were taken 
from the Harry Hampton 
Baldcypress in Little Dry Gut 
(or Hampton Gut). The sections 
from the two cores that could be 
dated do not even overlap! One 
core dates from 1726 to 1815, 
while the other dates from 1825 
to 1963. 

Because we have a master 
chronology, we do not need 
the full record for the Harry 
Hampton tree to attach years 
to these intact sequences. 
Though the chronology extends 

back 400 years, the 
minimum age is at 
least 418 years, likely 
reflecting the presence 
of  earlier rings that 
could not be aged.

The Baldcypress 
near the western bank 
of  Wise Lake was 
cored only because 
it was conveniently 

en route as the coring team 
travelled from Little Dry Gut 
to a stand of  Baldcypress along 
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Continued on page 7
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park staff  nationwide to screen 
the full range of  interpretive 
permanent and event-specific 
exhibits, bookstore materials, 
online information, videos, 
social media, oral interpretive 
tours, news releases, etc. 
Further, the lack of  guidance on 
specific subject matter makes 
review difficult. 

At Congaree National Park, 
should references to maroon 
communities, enslaved labor, 
and ecosystem alteration be 
flagged for review? If  too few 
materials are flagged at the 
park level, it might invite closer 
scrutiny at higher administrative 
levels.

In addition to park staff  
review, parks were required 
to post QR codes for visitors 
to report any objectionable 
material, along with issues 
related to maintenance and 
park facilities. Separate 
administrative reviews identified 
interpretive materials for review 
as well.

In practice at Congaree 
National Park, visitor feedback 
from the QR codes focused on 
park facilities and management 
or expressed general support 
for the park, with not a single 
complaint about the park’s 
interpretive outreach. 

Much of  the content the 
park staff  flagged is available 
at a website, “Missing Park 
History,” created by Mike 
Beebe. The website summarizes 
review information for every 
park site, though specific details 
are not always available. It 
further archives each park’s 

website as of  January 2025 
before website material could be 
reviewed and removed.

Review material for Congaree 
National Park included one of  
the park videos—“Congaree: 
Wilderness Shaped by Water”, 
Bates Ferry Trail waysides 
on the Revolutionary War, 
Congaree National Park 
publications including the 
unigrid (the park’s main 
brochure), and Congaree 
National Park retail material. 

For each of  the materials, it 
is unclear whether the material 
is suitable for alteration and 
how it might be changed. The 
phrasing accompanying each set 
of  materials confirms the lack 
of  guidance under which park 
service staff  is operating: “No 
changes yet made. Unsure if  
needs changing. Unsure how 
to make any change that may 
be needed.”

The video may be cited 
because climate change is 
briefly mentioned in a list of  
the challenges the park faces. 
In reviewing the unigrid, 
there are mentions of  old-
growth floodplain forest 
destruction, contemporary 
logging, slavery, takings of  
Native American land, and 
maroon communities. Any 
of  these topics—absolutely 
essential for a complete telling 
of  the park’s history—could be 
suitable for review.

The Bates Ferry Trail 
waysides were actually flagged 
not by park personnel, but 
as a top-down request. The 
offending language was 
not cited, nor were specific 
solutions proposed but a review 
was requested likely because 

a wayside entitled “Leading 
the Way to Victory” contained 
critical comments about 
Lieutenant Colonel Henry Lee 
III (“Light-Horse Harry” Lee):

“While he was a brave soldier 
and bold leader, Lee … had a 
habit of  seeking glory rather 
than following orders. He also 
had a way of  creating tensions 
with his superiors and fellow 
officers”.

We should be grateful the 
suggested change is relatively 
noncontroversial, but it does 
suggest the capriciousness with 
which offending material can be 
identified.

There has been at least one 
unwelcome change at the 
bookstore. LGBTQ+ themed 
Outside Safe Space merchandise 

distributed by Eastern National, 
which manages bookstores 
throughout the eastern National 
Park System, was removed 
after specific directives on DEI 
materials. (Note: these materials 
are widely available elsewhere). 

A Path Forward

Some interesting resolutions 
to these issues present 
themselves. In discussions 
with other Friends groups, if  
interpretive signage is cited 
based on an AI keyword 

Changes
continued from page 1

Contined on page 7
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search, the exhibits can be 
redesigned with a similarly 
strong interpretive message by 
avoiding keyword triggers. 

In the case of  the interpretive 
exhibit at Independence 
National Historical Park, 
the City of  Philadelphia had 
paid for the exhibit and set 
up an endowment for the 

Cedar Creek near the Hurricane 
Islands. 

Interestingly, it was easily the 
oldest tree aged in the western 
portion of  the park. The tree 
was aged to the year 1440 and 
is at least 586 years old. The 
tree is readily seen from the 
Oakridge Trail—once near the 
western end of  Wise Lake, look 
for this ruddy-colored tree with 
its gentle arcing trunk. If  the 
slough at the western end of  
the lake is dry, the tree can be 
approached on foot.

Other research possibilities

Beyond establishment of  

an 800-year chronology, there 
are other research possibilities. 
Trees that were difficult to age 
could be studied further and 
used to improve the chronology. 

Prof. Stahle found good 
200-300 year chronologies for 
some of  the trees that were left 
undated. The record itself  could 
be used to identify climate and 
weather signals. 

Missing rings recorded during 
the historical record do appear 
more frequently for well-known 
drought years, for instance. 

Flood damage signals can 
appear in Baldcypress rings, 
though Prof. Stahle observed 
little evidence of  flood scarring 
on Congaree’s trees. 

Independence Historical Trust 
(the park’s main philanthropic 
partner) to maintain the exhibit. 
The City of  Philadelphia sued 
on the grounds that a 2006 
cooperative agreement with the 
federal government required 
parties to meet and confer on 
any changes to the exhibit. A 
federal judge in February 2026 
ordered the exhibit be restored.

Consistent with the 

Baldcypress
continued from page 5

Changes
continued from page 6

experience at Independence 
National Historical Park, 
Friends groups that fund 
interpretive exhibits have 
suggested that cooperative 
agreements with the parks 
could require consensus on 
any removal or alteration 
of  the exhibit. Additional 
arrangements could ensure that 
ownership reverts back to the 
donor organization in case of  
removal.

attracted by the unseasonable 
weather.

A special thanks to Jason 
Lichtblau, Congaree National 
Park law enforcement ranger, 
for preparing the site and 
assisting with set-up. We also 
thank the many volunteers 
who helped make the event a 
success, with apologies for any 
oversights in the list below:

Cathy Adan, Frank and  
Kathryn Barton, Nancy 
Barton, Jim Bulak, Mary 
Bull, Steve Collum and Nancy 
Stone-Collum,  Heather 
Digdon, Billy Easterbrooks, 
Carol Gist, Stuart Greeter, 
Rhonda Grego, Bob Guild, 
Kate Hartley, Gerrit Jobsis, and 
Sharon Kelly.

Also, Brian and Cindy 
Ortman, Bailey and Clay 
Parker, Jill and Neal Polhemus, 
Dennis Poole, Julie Poppell, 
Catherine Sawyer, Carla and 
Robb Schmitt, Philoma Skipper, 
Bill Stangler, Alice Steinke, 
Glenda Swearingen, Butch 
Thompson, Ray Torres, Angela 
Valvasori, Kathy Vause, and 
Scott Wietecha

Meeting
continued from page 3

About 150 people attended the 
April 30 book launch party for 
“Congaree Anthology—Old 
Growth.” At left is a group 
photo of the poets, essayists, 
painters, and photographers 
who contributed to the project. 
Proceeds benefitted Friends of 
Congaree Swamp, with almost 
$800 collected at the event itself.
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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


