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Butterfly Count

The September North 
American Butterfly 
Association Count at 
Congaree National Park will 
be held Saturday, September 
19, starting at 9 a.m.

This year’s count occurs at 
the peak of  butterfly diversity 
in the park and wildflowers 
and other pollinators will be 
found in abundance. Marty 
and David Kastner, members 
of  the Midlands Chapter of  
the Carolina Butterfly Society, 
are organizing the annual 
event. 

Participants will spend 
the day counting butterflies 
within various habitats in 
the park. The count will last 
until about 3 p.m., weather 
permitting, though you can 
help out for just a couple 
hours or stay for the entire 
day.

We will meet at the Harry 

Baldcypress show their age
Editor’s Note: This article concludes the report of  the Old Growth 
Baldcypress Survey and Inventory conducted by John Cely, Neal Pohemus 
and Graham Norman.

By John Cely

    In the Spring 2026 newsletter, John Grego discussed recent 
findings about the ages of  Congaree’s old-growth bald cypress and 
how they can be used to evaluate climate patterns. John also pointed 
out the ages of  some of  the park’s notable cypress: the “Boardwalk 
Cypress” (Stop Number 3 on the 
self-guided boardwalk brochure) is 
at least 450 years old; the “Harry 
Hampton Cypress” is about 418 
years old; a leaning, venerable 
cypress at the back end of  Wise 
Lake, and clearly visible from 
the trail, proved to be at least 586 
years old, making it the oldest 
cypress sampled in the park’s 
West End. And the oldest of  all 
63 trees sampled, and located in 
the park’s East End, was about 
850 years old (was there anything 
interesting going on in the world 
in the year 1175 besides the 
birthday of  this tree? According to 
Neal, how about the birth of  Otto 
IV, who, with the aid of  his uncle, 
William the Lionheart, would reign as the Holy Roman Emperor for 
nine years until his death in 1218).  

    Although tree-aging can be pretty precise, the ages of  Congaree’s 
cypress have a little slack in them because cores were taken seven 
to eight feet off  the ground from an extension ladder. This was 

See Baldcypress, page 4

Graham Norman, top of ladder, and Neal 
Polhemus core a cypress at Big Cypress 
Gut.



President’s
Corner

Dr. John Grego

2	 Summer 2026

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 friendsofcongareeswamp@gmail.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

Carolyn Hudson’s passing

We were sorry to learn of  longtime board 
member Carolyn Hudson’s death at age 80. 
Carolyn was nominated to the board in 2005 and 

had only recently stepped 
down due to her illness. 
Board members recognized 
Carolyn’s service by making 
a donation to maintain Tree 
of  Life Congregation’s rain 
garden, which Carolyn was 
instrumental in creating and 
maintaining.

Carolyn was raised in Chapel Hill and 
earned master’s degrees in forestry and geology 
and a doctoral degree in geology. She taught 
environmental geology at USC for many years. 
She was a world traveler and member of  the 
Explorer’s Club, and shared her love of  nature 
with her two sons on national park road trips 
featuring roadside geology along the way.  

Carolyn was an enthusiastic volunteer with 
Congaree National Park and Boy Scouts of  
America. She served on the S.C. Governor’s 
Nuclear Advisory Council for 26 years and played 
bassoon for Congaree New Horizons Band. We 
are thankful to Carolyn’s family for directing 
donations on Carolyn’s behalf  to Friends of  

Congaree Swamp.
At Carolyn’s memorial service, her sons Paul 

and Joel recollected memories, and her daughter-
in-law Helen Strauss read a message from 
Carolyn’s sister Ellen. Paul shared that Carolyn’s 
family had visited Congaree National Park’s 
boardwalk the previous day to honor her. 

“Yesterday, we weren’t just simply doing 
something she loved. We were seeing the world in 
a way that she taught us how to see it,” he said.

NPS fund diversion

Recent articles in The Atlantic and the National 
Parks Conservation Association’s website have 
covered the troubling diversion of  National Park 
Service funds to projects in Washington D.C., 
some of  which are only tangentially related to the 
park service’s mission.

The source of  much of  the funding 
comes from the Federal Lands Recreation 
Enhancement Act (FLREA). For National Park 
Service units that charge entrance fees, the 
FLREA allows 80 percent of  those fees to be 
retained in-park with the remaining 20 percent 
to be disbursed at the government’s discretion. 
Typically, that pool of  money is widely 
distributed across the park system to aid with 
projects such as reducing the park service’s $20 
billion+ maintenance backlog.

It’s not unusual for some of  this money to 
support parks in the National Capital Region, 
which of  course see a huge influx of  visitors 
every year, and events associated with the 250th 
anniversary of  the Revolutionary War are 
exceptional as well. Regardless, NPS resources 
have been siphoned off  in ways big and small 
for general improvements and pet projects in 
Washington, D.C. As The Atlantic notes: 

“Taxpayer funding for projects in the National 
Capital Region surged by 92 percent over the 
last year, drawing from revolving maintenance 
accounts and more than $100 million in fees 
collected from national parks across the United 
States.”

Carolyn Hudson

See Grego, page 7
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Susan Sundahl Ryan first visited and photographed 
Congaree National Park while living in Augusta, GA.
After an influential outing following the October 2015 
floods, she began a series of paintings based on her 
photographs that continue to provide inspiration today.
Now based in Kansas City, MO, Susan will donate 
part of the proceeds from her exhibit, “For the Love of 
Congaree,” to benefit Friends of Congaree Swamp.
A special thanks to local artist Nancy Tuten for bringing 
this exhibit to our attention.

Arkansas academics are not the only researchers interested 
in studying Congaree National park’s old-growth trees.  

Researchers at the Center for Tree Ring Science at the 
University of Missouri have also been coring trees to study 
the park’s climate history. Incidental to that research, they 
uncovered the interesting past of a pine snag (dead for 75 

years, but still standing before it was recently cut) near 
the Firefly Trail. 

As reported in their social media post: “Recent work 
dating longleaf pines from the Congaree National Park 

in South Carolina showed not only fire scars but also 
turpentining scars! Turpentining scars reflect the industry 

of naval stores, or the chemical compounds produced 
from pine trees. Resin was collected by making chevron 

cuts move up the tree throughout the growing season, 
later to be distilled into turpentine, tar, rosin, and pitch. 

This work was done by enslaved laborers and later, 
freed workers, until the 1940’s when much of the pine 

forests were depleted, the naval industry moved into 
steel production, and pine compounds were produced 

synthetically.”

Pine snag’s scars reveal tree’s history
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necessary to avoid going 
through the tree’s flared buttress 
as well as to avoid butt rot at 
the base of  the tree. So, we have 
no way of  knowing how many 
years it took the young cypress 
to attain a height of  seven or 

eight feet. 
We do know that like most 

conifers, young cypress prefer a 
good bit of  sunlight to get off  to 
a good start, and that under the 
right conditions, they can grow 
quickly. Conversely, a cypress 
seedling growing under a heavy 
canopy can take much longer to 

reach eight feet.
    It should also be pointed 

out that the tree ages mentioned 
in this article should be 
considered a minimum since in 
many cases the increment borer 
used to take the core did not 
hit the center of  the tree or the 
center had rot.

Baldcypress
continued from page 1

continued on page 5

Minimum Tree Age
Congaree National Park

Eighty-six Baldcypress trees were core-sampled; all were ring-counted and 30 were tree-
ring dated. The above trees indicate the locations of the trees sampled in the eastern and 
western portions of the park, with circle size proportional to age. Sites used in the article 
have been labeled accordingly.
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The average age of  all the 
sampled cypress was 377 years 
while the average circumference 
(measured at the buttress 
4.5 feet off  the ground, or 
circumference at breast height) 
was 17.4 feet. Three-fourths 
of  the cypress were between 
300 and 600 years old. Using 
the average circumference of  
17.4 feet as a starting point for 
defining “large cypress,” the 
average age of  these bigger trees 
was 427 years.

 There was only a weak-to-
moderate relationship between 
cypress size and age—in other 
words you cannot judge a 
cypress tree’s age by its “cover.” 
A good example was the oldest 
tree aged—850 years, with a 
circumference of  “only” 20.2 
feet. Although impressive, this 
tree is not considered very 
large by Congaree’s cypress 
standards. Another cypress 
in the East End was 604 
years old but only 15.4 feet in 
circumference!

So far, Congaree’s cypress 
have not proven to be as old as 
we thought, and nowhere near 
the ages of  the famous cypress 
in North Carolina’s Black River 
where David Stahle, who made 
our study possible, has found 
trees over 1,700 years old and 
one methuselah, the oldest 
cypress ever documented, was 
more than 2,600 years of  age! 
(Dave thinks there may be a 
3,000-year-old cypress lurking 
somewhere in that swamp). 

The differences between the 
two systems could be related to 
growth conditions. The Black 
River cypress are growing in a 
floodplain where soil nutrients 
are limited and the trees grow 
slowly. This also seems to be the 
case closer to home at National 
Audubon’s Beidler Forest—
also a nutrient-poor black river 
system—where Dr. Stahle has 
aged several cypresses that 
were a thousand years old or 
older. Congaree’s cypress, on 
the other hand, are growing in 
nutrient-rich clays and silts and 
likely grow faster (and perhaps 
die sooner?) than blackwater 
cypress. The senior author can 
recall discussions many years 
ago with a few old-timers left 
over from the early 20th century 
logging era who recalled ages of  
“500-700” years for the virgin 
cypress that came through the 
mills from red-river bottoms like 
the Congaree. 

 There appeared to be site-
specific differences in the 
ages of  cypress at six different 
sampling areas. For example, 
the average age of  ten trees 
sampled from the Muck Swamp 
(the area around the western 
end of  the boardwalk trail) was 
261 years while the average age 
of  ten cypress from the “Seven 
Sisters Flat” area (close to the 
river in the park’s East End) 
was 481 years. Interestingly, 
the average circumference 
from the two areas was fairly 
similar—16.6 feet for the latter 
and 16.2 feet for the former. 

Eight cypresses at Hampton 
Gut east of  Wise Lake averaged 
343 years while seven cypresses 

in Huger’s Slough averaged 
410 years old. Eight cypress 
at Sam’s Lake, containing the 
largest trees of  the six areas at 
nearly 20 feet in circumference, 
averaged 418 years while nearby 
cypress at Big Cypress Gut 
averaged 445 years and 18.3 feet 
in circumference.

Most of  Congaree’s old-
growth cypresses were removed 
in the early 20th century. These 
big trees were cut by hand 
with a cross-cut saw, a tedious 
and time-consuming process 
so the loggers only took the 
best ones—those with straight, 
solid trunks with few limbs 
and knots. This meant they left 
the crooked, hollow, and less- 
than-perfect trees behind (but 
overlooked some nice straight 
ones as well). For the past 
few years, Neal and Graham 
have conducted an in-depth 
inventory of  the remaining 
virgin cypress left behind. So 
far, they have mapped and 
measured 375 of  these relics.

 Congaree’s old-growth 
cypress could very well be the 
oldest organisms in Richland 
County. They probably have a 
story or two to tell us if  we just 
listen.

 This project was made 
possible by the generosity and 
support of  Dr. David Stahle, 
director of  the Tree Ring 
Laboratory at the University 
of  Arkansas’s Department 
of  Geosciences. We also 
thank Dave for the use of  his 
equipment and Congaree’s 
Carson Lillard for allowing us 
to work under his permit.

Baldcypress
continued from page 4
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Hampton Visitor Center then 
split into teams. All ages and 
experience 
levels are 
welcome. 

Appropriate 
clothing is 
required, 
including 
long pants 
and closed-
toed shoes. 
Butterflies like 
the sun, so 
bring sun protection and plenty 
of  water. Snacks/lunch are also 
recommended. Close-focus 
binoculars are recommended as 
well, but not required. 

To RSVP, please contact 
Marty Kastner at kastners@aol.
com.

Public Lands Day 

As part of  National Public 
Lands Day weekend, Friends 
of  Congaree Swamp members 
will meet Sunday, September 
27, at our Adopt-a-Waterway 
site, Bates Bridge landing on 
U.S. 601, at 9:30 a.m. to collect 
trash at the Congaree River boat 
ramp, parking lot and access 
road.  

Depending on time and 
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. We 
should finish about 11 a.m. 

Keep the Midlands Beautiful, 
which sponsors Adopt-a-

Waterway, 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, 
plenty of  water, sun 
protection and a snack 
are recommended. 

 Migratory bird hike

Join us Sunday, 
October 4, for an early 
fall hike to look for 
migratory birds moving 
through the park on 

their way to points south.  
This is also a chance to see 

if  we can still find some of  
our breeding migrant species 
that have not yet moved on or 
whether over-wintering species 
have arrived. 

During the hike, we will have 
the opportunity to practice 
identification skills (mostly of  
resident and lingering summer 
species) and will be able to 
observe several species up 
close—American Redstart are 
always found in large numbers 
and thrush may be found 
foraging in undergrowth. We 
plan to cover other areas of  
the park both preceding and 
following the morning hike and 
welcome additional volunteers.

We will meet at the Harry 
Hampton Visitor Center at 8:30 
a.m. and the hike should last 
until noon. Bring water, insect 
repellent and binoculars. The 
hike will follow portions of  the 
Sims Trail, Boardwalk Loop 
Trail and Firefly Trail. 

Big tree hike

Our next big tree hike will 
be held Saturday, October 31, 
from 9 a.m. to 12:30 p.m.

Some of  the park’s largest 
trees of  their species can be 
found within shouting distance 
of  Sims Trail. We will walk 
Sims Trail to Wise Lake, 
visiting a couple successors to 
beloved park champions. 

We will first stop by a 
Sugarberry over 11 feet 
around; though the largest 
circumference Sugarberry in the 
park, it definitely played second 
fiddle to the fallen former state 
champion—a massive tree over 
13 feet around. 

A modest venture off-trail 
will take us to an American 
Persimmon that is similar in 
size and height to co-champions 
that have fallen in recent years. 
At Wise Lake, we will swing 
around the slough to visit the 
damaged Baldcypress that 
played an important role in 
the 1970s campaign to protect 
Congaree National Park. 
This is the same tree at which 
both Bill Marshall and John 
Cely recently staged 50-year 
anniversary photographs.

Meet at the Harry Hampton 
Visitor Center. Bring water, 
insect repellant and good 
walking shoes for this 1.7-mile 
(one way) out-and-back hike. 
This event is limited to the first 
25 people to sign up. 

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

Gulf fritillary and chrysalis

Save the date
continued from page 1
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“Around the same time, 
spending on park projects 
outside the Washington area 
dropped by $854 million—a 
68 percent decline—during the 
first eight and a half  months 
of  fiscal year 2026 compared 
to the previous full fiscal year. 
Regional cutbacks included 
a $254 million reduction for 
Intermountain Region parks 
like Yellowstone and a $235 
million drop for Pacific West 
parks like Yosemite… As a 
result, more than 900 projected 
park maintenance efforts 
nationwide lost expected 
funding.”

All of  this budget transfer 
occurs in a context in which 
the Department of  Interior 
has proposed budget cuts of  
25 percent for the National 
Park Service, while the Trump 

Administration nonetheless has 
requested a special carve-out of  
$500 million for favored D.C. 
projects. 

If  last year’s budget 
negotiations are any indication, 
we can anticipate that Congress 
will approve either flat funding 
or minimal cuts, while the $500 
million request will likely be 
ignored.

The Atlantic article noted that 
450 employees from more than 
200 parks had been redeployed 
to D.C. for 250th anniversary 
events. Again, the park service 
often shares personnel among 
park units for big events, so the 
redeployment is not so unusual. 

During Friends Alliance 
meetings, members shared 
details of  park partners’ re-
deployments to D.C., and in 
some of  the accounts, the work 
duty was superficial, focusing 
on beautification. 

Congaree National Park staff  

Grego
continued from page 2

have been marginally affected 
to date. Park Maintenance head 
Evan Corson was deployed 
to D.C. this summer to assist 
with logistics following the 
July 4 celebrations. And Park 
Superintendent Gregory 
Hauburger will be deployed 
soon. His schedule in D.C. 
coincides with the Freedom 250 
Grand Prix event.

50 years of Congaree

Congaree National Park 
staff  will hold a special event 
the weekend of  October 18-
19 to celebrate “50 Years of  
Congaree.”

The weekend will include 
ranger programs, guided hikes, 
special presentations by long-
time Congaree activists, and 
other events.

A full schedule was not 
available at press time, but 
should be posted by the first 
weekend in September.

Off to the archives
Mike Berry, political collections archivist with the South  
Caroliniana Library at USC, picks up 11 boxes of Friends 
of CongareeSwamp archival material.
The materials will be added to the collection in S.C. 
Political Collections entitled “Friends of Congaree Swamp 
Papers,” which includes material from the Congaree 
Swamp National Preserve Association and Friends of 
Congaree Swamp.
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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


