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Preface 

Congaree Swamp: Greatest Unprotected Forest on the Continent 
seeks to t e l l the story of the only large port ion of the South's 
or ig ina l bottomland forest that remains today. 

I t is an impressive area--some 10,000 prime acres of diverse 
species of t rees, many of the remarkable size and age found only 
in a climax fo res t . Congaree is an environment which contains 
unique, unparalleled beauty and qua l i t y . As a natural area, i t s 
s igni f icance as a section of South Carol ina's, and the na t ion 's , 
heritage cannot be overstated. Congaree is the best example of 
one of the most complex forest types in the world. 

But to be saved, Congaree must be understood. And not j us t 
by a group of prominent s c i e n t i s t s , local c i t i zens , or national 
conservation leaders. I t must be understood by the average c i t izen 
and the p o l i t i c i a n . I t must be common knowledge, l i ke the redwoods, 
l i ke the Great Smoky Mountains, l i ke the Everglades. 

This task in communication has been the respons ib i l i ty of 
dozens of persons. Although we cannot them a l l properly, we are 
pleased to say that the appearance of th is book would not have 
been possible without the countless hours of work by the s ta f f of 
the South Carolina Environmental Coa l i t ion , and by the volunteers 
of the LeConte Chapter of the Sierra Club and Congaree Swamp 
National Preserve Association. The backing of several groups, and 
pa r t i cu la r l y the LeConte Chapter, has been of inexpressibly large 
value. The book's photographs (other than those included in 
reprinted a r t i c l es ) are a l l provided by George Taylor. The Sierra 
Club Foundation's generous support has l i t e r a l l y made the publ icat ion 
of th is book a r e a l i t y . 

We are now involved in a curious era. We are capable of 
recognizing the pricelessness of cer ta in f r ag i l e ecosystems, habitats, 
or wi ld creatures. The great whales or the coastal marshes are 
examples. But are we able to achieve protect ion for such l i f e forms? 
With Congaree, i f we are not , a book l i ke th is w i l l only serve as a 
sad reminder of human callousness and greed that eliminated the last 
forest of i t s k ind. Such a tragedy need not happen. 



Introduction to Part One 

Congaree Swamp has been the topic of major articles for a 
time span of over ten years. Interestingly, one of the first 
publications about Congaree was written by a government agency, 
the National Park Service, in 1963. The National Park Service 
report was written after extensive research, and is strong in its 
advocacy of preservation. Through time, as the other articles show, 
citizen interest has grown and threats to the area from logging 
have turned into gruesome reality. Yet interest and leadership 
from the Park Service has ironically faded; it is now the 
conservation groups that carry on the fight. 

The following articles are reprinted here because they 
chronicle the changing times and were the first publications of 
much of the data upon which the battle for the forest is founded. 
They have been priceless to the task of creating public awareness 
of the choices and values at stake at Congaree, each with a fresh 
approach and each with original, careful research by its authors. 
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The "Proposed Congaree Swamp National Monument" is a Specific 
Area Report published in 1963 by the National Park Service. Its 
position as to whether Congaree should be saved is quite explicit. 
The report's recommendation of a 21,000 acre National Monument, 
giving boundaries and outlining the benefit of having such a unit 
in the National Park System, is the first detailed plan for Congaree. 
It has been used to structure citizen recommendations since that time 
and is still one of the most complete descriptions to be presented on 
how Congaree can be saved. 
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The Nature Conservancy Ecological Studies Leaflet No. 12 
reviews several months of field work under the auspices of the 
Charleston Museum in 1966. The studies were made by naturalist 
John Dennis and the botanical data presented is a significant 
expansion of scientific knowledge of Congaree. 
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1522 K St., N.W.Washington, 
D.C. 20005 

ECOLOGICAL STUDIES LEAFLET NO. 12 

July 1967 

Ethel Durham, Editor 

WOODY PLANTS OF THE CONGAREE EOREST SWAMP, 

SOUTH CAROLINA 

Introduction 

Only in recent years have conservationists become 
aware of the existence of an unusually large tract of nearly 
virgin bottomland timber in the heart of South Carolina. 
Lying within twenty miles of the state capital at Columbia, 
this tract, containing nearly twenty thousand acres, is al­
most as wild and primitive as it was when the white man 
first arrived. The valley of the Congaree River holds this 
splendid tract as well as thousands of acres of adjacent 
swampland that have been cut over to varying degrees. 

The outstanding feature of the uncut portion is its 
huge trees. Nowhere else in the East is there such a large 
example of virgin or semi-virgin bottomland swamp. For 
size of trees and general unspoiled nature, there is little 
short of the redwoods in California for comparison. Prob­
ably the next most outstanding feature of the plantlife is its 
variety. Most of the plants representative of river swamps 
from Virginia to southeastern Texas occur along the Cong­
aree. While big trees may be the outstanding feature of the 
swamp, there is much of interest to be found in the under-
story - - the shrubs, vines, wildfiowers, ferns, fungi, mosses, 
and liverworts. 

A primitive area, such as this, can almost certainly 
be assumed to hold a number of rare and unusual plant and 
animal species. The swamp contains the rare service-berry 
holly (Ilex amelanchierj. Among the breeding birds are 
such rarities as the Swallow-tailed Kite, Mississippi Kite, 
and Swainson's Warbler. The extremely rare Ivory-billed 
Woodpecker has been reported from the swamp in recent 
years, but these reports, as yet, lack confirmation. 

It is probably safe to assume that the Congaree 
harboured a few Passenger Pigeons and Carolina Paroquets 
long after the two species disappeared from more settled 
regions. One hears rumours of the puma or mountain lion 
in the swamp today, and such wary and hard pressed 
species as the black bear and alligator may occur in small 
numbers. Unfortunately, of the fauna, only the birdlife of 
the swamp has been studied with any persistence and, so 
far as the virgin tract is concerned, next to nothing is 
known of its invertebrate fauna, amphibians, reptiles, and 
fishes. 

History 

Since prehistoric days man's chief interest in the 
swamp has undoubtedly been hunting and fishing. That 

Indians were common in the region is seen in the numerous 
artifacts to be turned up in a few cleared fields on the south 
bank of the river. One or two Indian mounds are said to 
exist in the wooded swamps bordering the Congaree. That 
cattle were grazed in the swamp as early as Colonial times 
is seen in the existence of several "cattle mounts". These 
are large mounds, almost certainly constructed by slave 
laboi, that served as refuges for cattle during time of high 
water. One of these refuges, known as "Cooner's Mount", 
was found by the writer to contain several woody species 
not found elsewhere in the swamp proper, notably flower­
ing dogwood and tulip poplar. This mount is rectangular in 
shape, about 50 feet wide, 90 feet long, and six to seven 
feet high. Trees growing on the mount are almost as large 
as those in surrounding virgin timber. 

During the American Revolution, Cornwallis's 
army was said to have crossed the Congaree at a point pres­
ently known as Bate's Ferry. There seems to be little re­
cord of any other events that may have taken place either 
at the time of the Revolution or the Civil War. A large 
part of the swamp fell into a single ownership at the end of 
the Civil War. Today this land is known as the Beidler 
tract. The exact acreage is not known, but probably close 
to nine-tenths of the best timber in the area is in this one 
tract. Toward the end of the last century and into the 
early part of the present century parts of the Beidler tract 
were logged for cypress. This cutting represents the most 
serious inroad by man upon an otherwise virgin forest. 
Much of the cypress was wasted as many of the logs sank 
to the bottom of creeks and sloughs and could not be sal­
vaged. Many of these logs in a surprisingly preserved condi­
tion may be seen today in creek bottoms and scattered 
through the forest. The old stumps are present, too, and 
growing out of them and even engulfing them with roots 
are red maples and sometimes other trees such as American 
holly and hornbeam. Fortunately many individual large cy­
press trees, and even extensive stands, escaped cutting and 
today form one of the most outstanding features of the 
swamp. 

During the present century a hunting club ac­
quired rights to the Beidler tract and much of the adjacent 
woodland as well. The Club has privileges in regard to 
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building overnight accomodations. Several clubhouses have 
been erected and there are at present about two and a half 
miles of roadway leading into the swamp. There are, in 
addition, about twenty-five miles of jeep trail. 

Cattle and hogs are pastured in parts of the 
swamp. Although the few cattle are restrained by barb 
wire fences, hogs are often allowed to roam at random. 
Their presence is unpopular with hunters who see in the 
wandering hogs a source of competition with game species 
for acorns and other mast. Periodic flooding takes a toll of 
the hog population. 

Geology 

To understand the swamp, one needs to have a 
knowledge of the Congaree River and the various creeks, 
sloughs, and oxbow lakes that form a maze of intricate 
waterways in its vicinity. The Congaree is formed by the 
Broad and Saluda Rivers that unite at Columbia. The river 
thus formed has a brief existence. After some sixty miles 
of meandering, it is joined by the Wateree and the two lose 
their identity to become the Santee. If the Congaree flow­
ed in a straight line, its total length would be only some 
thirty miles. The river, as though unhappy over its winding 
course, frequently overflows its banks and from time to 
time changes course. The numerous changes it has made 
during recent geological history are indicated by oxbow 
lakes scattered through its fioodplain. 

On the south side of the river steep bluffs as high 
as 225 feet alternate with forested floodplains. The low 
north bank is a heavily forested fioodplain that in most 
places extends inland for three to three and a half miles. 
It is within this fioodplain on the north side and occupy­
ing some thirty square miles that the magnificent, almost 
untouched Congaree Forest Swamp lies. 

Most of the fioodplain lies between a 90 and 100-
foot contour. Within these contours there is a varied flora 
composed of plants that can withstand some flooding but 
which are adapted to partially dry conditions. A slightly 
lower level remains flooded through much of the year, and 
contains a flora limited to only a few species. At the north­
ern margin of the swamp there are bluffs from ten to 
twenty-five feet high. These bluffs are forested and, in 
places, contain uncut virgin growth. The uplands to the 
north of the bluffs are given over for the most part to 
small farms and large tracts of heavily cut pine. 

The Congaree River below Columbia and through­
out the remainder of its course must appear almost as wild 
and untouched as when the white man arrived. One can 
travel for miles by boat down its broad, muddy surface 
without seeing a field, a house, or even another human 
being. The forested walls on either bank seem endless and 
almost tropical in luxuriousness. Along a few stretches 
there are evidences of man as seen in fields and cattle sheds. 
Near the juncture of the Congaree with the Wateree, there 
is first a railroad bridge and then a highway bridge. 

The Virgin Forest 

Few Americans have set foot within the awe-in­
spiring vastness of a southern river swamp, and fewer still in 

one as magnificent and untouched as that to be found for 
miles along the Congaree. Whether it be the virgin loblolly 
pine, the immense oaks, or the sweet gum and cypress, the 
trees will seem incredibly large and the environment where 
they grow as strange as any the visitor may have seen any­
where. It is a forest with hundreds of hidden lakes, ponds, 
and narrow waterways. Without a compass a visitor can be­
come hopelessly lost in a few minutes. The water courses 
may seem to lead somewhere, but sometimes, after follow­
ing one for hours, the hiker finds himself back at his start­
ing point. Not only do the creeks and small streams seem 
to lead nowhere but their flow changes according to the 
level of the Congaree. When the Congaree is high it pours 
its waters into dozens of small creeks and bayous; these in 
turn take the waters of the river to all parts of the swamp. 
When the river is low, the many creeks and their tributaries, 
known as "guts", carry water from the swamp and the ad­
jacent uplands to the Congaree. 

If it were not for vines, shrubs, and occasional 
canebrakes, the forest floor would seem as open and easy 
to penetrate as a grove in a city park. But vines seem to 
hang everywhere. The supplejack or rattan vine, black 
and sinuous, twines itself about tree trunks, other vines, 
and other rattans. Its distorted form is serpent-like and 
forbidding. Grape vines are less clinging and often, after 
reaching a tree top, fall free from the trunk and thus hang 
suspended like long ropes. The muscadine grape sends 
down aerial roots like a banyan. And the trumpet creeper 
reaches a size unheard of in more civilized surroundings. 
It climbs the highest trees and often has a trunk eight or 
nine inches in diameter. A close relative, the cross vine, is 
one of the most abundant woody plants in the swamp. Its 
beautiful trumpet-shaped flowers come into bloom in April 
and May. 

Canebrakes often dominate river and creek banks. 
It is usually easier to go around a brake than through it. 
A number of shade tolerant shrubs are common in the 
understory. The three most abundant and widespread are 
possum-haw holly, pawpaw, and American hornbeam. For 
the most part, the understory offers no great impediment 
to the hiker. The most serious obstacles are the many small 
lakes, ponds, and watercourses. These necessitate numer­
ous detours; that is unless fallen tree trunks happen to be in 
just the right places. 

The Loblolly Pine 

One of the most impressive sights in the swamp are 
the many ancient loblolly pines. Not only are the pines 
found plentifully along the northern edge of the swamp 
but, in many places, they reach deep into the swamp's in­
terior. Isolated islands of pine occur in several places well 
within the interior of the swamp. Growing with American 
holly, hornbeam, oaks, and other deciduous trees, the 
loblollies often seem crowded for space. Actually they are 
relicts of a past era and doomed to give way to the trees 
that surround them. There is no regeneration, and many 
standing dead pines testify to the fate that awaits those 
that are left. 

According to Dr. Wade T. Batson, botany pro­
fessor at the University of South Carolina, some of the 
trees are as old as 320 years. This is well beyond the nor­
mal life expectancy for this species. Mr. Harry Hampton of 
Columbia has recently reported counting the rings on a 
stump and Finding the age of the tree to be approximately 
183 years. This tree was only 32 inches in diameter. The 
largest pine known in the swamp has a breast high diameter 
of 57.4 inches. The National Park Service reports a loblolly 
in the swamp with a height of 145 feet. 
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Location of Congaree Forest Swamp 

Lying between the Congaree and low bluffs to the north 
and for a distance of ten miles from east to west is a con­
tinuous tract of virgin and semi-virgin timber. Baldcypress 
was logged in parts of the swamp early in the century and 
there are a few holdings along the river that have been lum­
bered or cleared for the pasturing of livestock. 
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How the loblolly got its start in the swamp origin­
ally is a mystery. It has been suggested that during a series 
of drought years the swamp became dry enough to permit 
the entry of fire. A tremendous conflagration may have 
opened up parts of the swamp enough to allow seeding by 
loblolly pines and room for good growth. If this is the ex­
planation, the event has probably happened several times 
during the past few hundred years. There appears to be 
more than one age group represented; many around 180 
years old and others around 300 years old. It is interesting 
to read in a book on southern trees by Charlotte Green 
that a severe drought, as determined by rings on an an­
cient cypress tree, occurred around 1786. This event, 180 
years ago, coincides with one age group of Congaree pines. 

Other Large Trees 

Listed below are maximum breast high diameters 
recorded for a number of the big trees in the Congaree 
Forest Swamp: , . 

• Inches 
Loblolly pine (Pinus Taedaj 57.4. 
Baldcypress (Taxodium distichum} 101.8 
Eastern cottonwood (Populus del­

toidesj 52.5 
Water hickory (Carya aquatica) 46.2 
Shagbark hickory (Carya ovata) 44.6 
Overcup oak (Quercus lyrataj 58.7 
Swamp chestnut oak (Quercus 

michauxii) 64.7 
Swamp red oak (Quercus falcataj 68.5 
Water oak (Quercus nigra) 47.5 
Willow oak (Quercus phellos) 58.5 
Laurel oak (Quercus laurifolia) 53.2 
Sweet gum (Liquidambar 

styraciflua) 63.8 
Sycamore (Platanus occidentalis) 59.4 
Red maple (Acer rubrum) 47.5 
White ashfFraxinus americana) 56.4 

In some cases, diameters appear to exceed maxi­
mums recorded for the species. For example, Collingwood 
and Brush (1964) record five feet as the maximum for 
swamp red oak. Quite a number of swamp red oaks in the 
Congaree exceed a dbh of 60 inches and one tree was over 
70 inches (including basal bulge). Equally impressive are 
diameters recorded for overcup oak. Four feet is the maxi­
mum recorded by Collingwood and Brush but many Cong­
aree trees were over 50 inches and several nearly 60 inches. 
The sweet gum with its tall straight trunk is one of the 
most impressive trees of the Congaree Swamp. Colling­
wood and Brush record a maximum of five feet dbh. 
Congaree trees exceeding this were 60.3, 61.6, and 63.8. 

Many outwardly sound baldcypresses in the 
swamp had diameters between 60 and 70 inches when 
measured above the basal bulge. The measurement of 
101.8 inches included some basal bulge; also the tree 
was hollow and, in addition, partly broken off above the 
main trunk. Cypress knees were measured that were 72 
and 82 inches tall, respectively. 

Sycamores, on the other hand, are not outstand­
ingly large for this species and the same is true for Ameri­
can holly, American beech, and several others. In general, 
big trees are widely scattered and no one part of the swamp 
has a much greater representation than any other. A good 
cross-section can be seen along the mile of road leading to 
the main clubhouse. For the first half mile, there are 
large loblollies on either side of the road and extending as 

far on either side as the eye can see. At the western tip of 
Weston Lake, a few hundred yards to the east of the road, 
one can see the largest loblolly pine (57.4 dbh). Closer 
to the clubhouse there are good examples of most of the 
oaks and the sweet gum. One hundred yards to the south 
of the western tip of Wise Lake, near the clubhouse, one 
can view the largest sweet gum (63.8 dbh). A short dis­
tance to the southeast of Wise Lake there is a slough with 
many large cypresses and a knee 82 inches high. Big cy­
press are widely scattered through the swamp. Some of 
the biggest trees are half a mile to the northeast of where 
Cedar Creek empties into the Congaree. A little to the 
cast of Cedar Creek and above where it is joined by Toms 
Creek are some of the biggest cypress stands to escape cut­
ting. 

Plant Associations 

The two dominant levels of the swamp have their 
characteristic floras. A mixture of swamp and upland 
forms occurs at the northern border of the swamp. The 
situation here is complicated by springs and bogs which, in 
some cases, provide a habitat for still other plants. 

The banks along the north side of the Congaree 
contain a number of woody plants not found elsewhere in 
the swamp. This may be partly a result of slightly higher 
elevations in most places along the river bank as contrast­
ed with land immediately inland, and partly to greater 
openness. More light reaches river bank vegetation and also 
pastures have been cleared in several places at the river's 
edge. The riverbank flora not only contains a number of 
native woody plants not found elsewhere in the swamp 
but also a number of escapes or introduced species. 

In compiling the lists of woody plants that follow, 
the writer uses the classification of Radford et al. (1964). 
The writer is indebted to Dr. Wade T. Batson for checking 
many identifications. 

Typical woody plants of virgin or semi-virgin growth 

1. Found on low ground inundated through much of 
the year: 

Taxodium distichum 
Salix nigra 
Populus heterophylla 
Planera aquatica 

Nyssa sylvatica biflora 
Nyssa aquatica 
Traxinus caroliniana 
Cephalanthus occidentalis 

2. Found on ground flooded only during a short 
part of the year: 

Pinus tacda 
Arundinaria gigantca 
Sabal minor 
Smilax spp. 
Populus deltoides 
Carya cordiformis 
Carya aquatica 
Carya ovata 
Betula nigra 
Carpinus caroliniana 
Fagus grandifolia 
Quercus lyrata 
Quercus michauxii 
Quercus falcata 
Quercus nigra 
Quercus phellos 

Decumaria barbara 
Liquidambar styraciflua 
Platanus occidentalis 
Rubus spp. 
Crataegus spp. 
Rhus radicans 
Ilex opaca 
Ilex decidua 
Acer negundo 
Acer rubrum 
Berchemia scandens 
Parthenocissus quinquefolia 
Vitis rotundifolia 
Vitis aestivalis 
Ampelopsis arborea 
Ampelopsis cordata 

38 



Quercus laurifolia 
Ulmus rubra 
Ulmus americana 
Ulmus alata 
Celtis laevigata 
Morus rubra 
Clematis viorna 
Asimina triloba 
Lindera benzoin 
Itea virgjnica 

3. Found at or near forest edge along northern bluff: 

Nyssa sylvatica 
Cornus stricta 
Leucothoe axillaris 
Diospyros virginiana 
Fraxinus americana 
Anisostichus capreolata 
Campsis radicans 

Myrica cerifera 
Carpinus caroliniana 
Fagus grandifolia 
Alnus serrulata 
Quercus michauxii 
Quercus falcata 
Quercus nigra 
Liriodendron tubpifera 
Magnolia virginiana 
Asimina triloba 
Persea borbonia 
Sassafras albidum 
Liquidambar styraciflua 
Rubus spp. 
Malus angustifolia 
Crataegus spp. 
Prunus umbellata 
Prunus scrotina 
Cercis canadensis 

Cornus florida 
Cornus stricta 
Rhododendron spp. 
Leucothoe axillaris 
Vaccinium arboreum 
Diospyros virginiana 
Gelsemium sempervirens 
Callicarpa americana 
Viburnum cassinoides 
Viburnum dentatum 
Sambucus canadensis 
Rhus copallina 
Ilex opaca 
Ilex vomitoria 
Ilex vcrticillata 
Ilex glabra 
Euonymus americanus 
Aralia spinosa 
Nyssa sylvatica 

lems and lack of wide popular support, this recommen­
dation has not as yet been augmented by any action on the 
part of the Park Service. 

In the meantime, strong support in behalf of the 
Congaree Swamp and its preservation is beginning to de­
velop. Mr. Harry Hampton, formerly an editor and out­
doors writer with The State in Columbia, has taken a lead­
ing role. He knows the swamp intimately, and has intro­
duced many leading conservationists to its wonders. Mr. 
Peter Manigault, editor of the News and Courier in Charles­
ton has built up a strong interest through his newspaper. 
Through his efforts financial support was obtained for a 
study of the swamp's flora and fauna. Through this sup­
port the writer was able to spend several months in the 
swamp in 1966. The work was under the auspices of the 
Charleston Museum whose director is Mr. Milby Burton. 

The Natural Area Council and The Nature Con­
servancy have also taken an active role in promoting the 
preservation of the swamp. Up until now the two groups 
have concerned themselves chiefly with gathering informa­
tion about the swamp and looking into ways in which it 
might be saved. Future efforts are likely to be directed 
more and more to informing the public. It is believed that 
once the public becomes aware of the unique character of 
the swamp, its big trees, varied flora, and rare plant and 
animal species, the necessary impetus for its preservation 
will be at hand. 

4. Of limited distribution and found chiefly near bogs and 
ponds close to northern edge: 
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U nnamed lakes and sloughs and the sinuous Con-
garee River were below me as the small plane flew 

over one of the last great wilderness areas of the Southeast. 
Day after day I had fought my way through the tangled 
growth below. Now I was doing it the easy way—watching 
for an ivory-billed woodpecker from a plane. Although I 
did not see this nearly extinct bird that day nor at any 
other time during the many trips I have made to this swamp, 
I did become closely acquainted with the big trees that 
are a feature of the Congaree bottomlands near Columbia, 
South Carolina. 

Even from a plane four hundred feet above the forest 
floor the trees looked enormous. Along watercourses and 
oxbow lakes, gray and gaunt in winter, were cypresses and 
water tupelo. On slightly higher ground were oaks, 
hickories, and sweet gum. Although it was now late Jan­
uary, many of the oaks still held their leaves. Large islands 
or patches of darker green held my attention. I knew the 
dark green to be pines—loblolly pines, some of the oldest 
and largest to be found anywhere. How they came to be 
there is a mystery yet to be solved. 

The loblolly is a pioneer species that takes over aban­
doned fields and openings. Eventually it is crowded out 
by slower growing but longer lived hardwoods. In the 

Congaree loblolly has been living with oaks, hickories, 
maples, and sweet gum longer than seems to have been 
possible anywhere else. 

Recently a graduate student at the University of South 
Carolina tried to determine the age of the loblollies. Unable 
to obtain an increment-borer long enough to reach the heart 
of larger trees, he had to rely partly on mathematical 
estimates. He concluded that one of the largest trees was 
not less than 250 years old, possibly 500 years or older. 
It is considered extraordinary for the loblolly to live to 
an age of 200 years. A few years ago Dr. Wade T. Batson, 
professor of botany at the University of South Carolina, 
discovered the stump of a Congaree loblolly that had 520 
annual rings. Many other of the trees are not so old, some 
being around 150 years and others between 180 and 190. 

Many of the oldest pines appear outwardly vigorous and 
healthy. One giant with a breast-high diameter of about 
six feet looks sound enough to live another half century. 
Each year lightning kills a few, and others die of old age. 
Today there is no regeneration ot loblolly in the densely 
shaded swamp. Thus for a hundred years there have been 
almost no new trees coming along as replacements. This 
fact does not necessarily mean that loblollies eventually 
will disappear from the swamp, however. As shown by the 

several age groups present today, these pines have held 
their own in the past by sending forth new generations. 

How has this happened in the perpetual shade of a virgin 
forest? The answer probably lies in the not infrequent 
occurrence of hurricanes along the Atlantic coast. A hurri­
cane, cutting vast swaths through the swamp, at the same 
time creates a storehouse of combustible material that might 
fuel a forest fire under conditions of severe drought. It 
seems probable that the dense canopy of virgin forest is 
periodically broken. Hurricanes, or hurricanes followed by 
forest fires, seem to have opened up the Congaree forest-
lands often enough in the past to permit establishment of 
several age groups of loblolly pine. It will be interesting 
to see if this happens again to validate the theory. 

A stand of trees approximately ten miles long and three 
miles wide contains the loblollies and a host of other big 
trees. Lumbering, which ended in 1915, was in cypress 
growing along creeks and sloughs; while quite recently 
there has been some selection cutting here. Known as the 
Beidler tract, this block of nearly 20,000 acres has passed 
down in one ownership since the Civil War. From a 
botanical and wildlife standpoint there probably is no other 
piece of land of comparable size so deserving of preserva­
tion in the American Southeast. The tract contains not only 

an extraordinary number of big trees, but also the shrubs, 
vines, wildflowers, ferns, funguses, mosses, and liverworts 
typical of river swamps from Virginia to southeastern 
Texas. The rare serviceberry holly grows here. Among 
breeding birds are such rarities as the Mississippi kite and 
Swainson's warbler. The ivory-billed woodpecker, for which 
I have so far searched vainly in this swamp, may yet be 
found. Fishermen and hunters, many of whom are well 
versed in the differences between the ivory-billed and 
pileated woodpeckers, keep insisting that they see the bird. 
At least fifty species of birds breed in the swamp. The 
three most common of these are the red-eyed vireo, cardi­
nal, and parula warbler. The chimney swift remains con­
stant to its primitive habit in the Congaree and nests in 
hollow trees. Until recently the swamp supported black 
bear, panther, and alligator. Whether any of these animals 
remain today is uncertain. 

The National Park Service has long known of this out­
standing swamp and, in a report published in 1965, rec­
ommended creation of a 21,000-acre national monument 
here. The monument would include the entire Beidler tract 
and a number of holdings within it. 

First there must be a dream, then a plan, and finally 
implementation. If there is to be a Congaree Swamp Na-
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The broad, often muddy waters of the Congaree River furnish the swamp with the nutrients and moisture that enable trees to reach extraordinary sizes and age. 
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John Dennis, who made the detailed botanical report on 
Congaree, also quickly recognized that further writing was needed 
to bring the Congaree issue before the public. The following 
article was published in National Parks and Conservation Magazine 
in October, 1972. It was largely responsible for reviving citizen 
activity after the National Park Service's plans had been quietly 
shelved in the late 1960's. 
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tional Monument, there must be some motion. Unfortu­
nately, conservationists historically have waited until the 
eleventh hour before making their voices heard and mobi­
lizing their strength. Surely the finest river-bottom timber 
in the East ought not wait until the chain saws actually 
are at work! Although the owners so far have seemed content 
to lease the tract to a hunting club, which has built a rather 
extensive system of jeep trails, no one knows how much 
longer the timber may be spared. Hichard H. Bough, a 
widely known and highly respected American conser­
vationist who knows the swamp intimately, calls the dun­
garee "the number one preservation goal east of the red­
woods." The swamp can be saved, but there must be an 
immediate awakening among conservationists and a loud 
protective voice raised across the land. 

Not only ought this land be saved from possible cutting. 

but water, lifeblood of any swamp, must How unimpeded 
over the low-King hanks ol the dungaree when upland rains 
swell the river and send silt-laden waters along their tor­
tuous course to the sea. The natural ebb and How ol this 
Hooding must not be impeded by dams or altered by channel 
dredging. Through thousands ol years nature has worked 
out a Hood-containing system more effective than any man 
has devised. The winding dungaree, only sixty miles long 
and formed by the joining of the Broad and Saluda rivers 
at Columbia, loses its identity after covering only thirty 
miles of coastal plain. Then it joins the \X ateree to lorm 
the Santee. 

Rivers in the South become sluggish when they reach 
the coastal plain. No longer hemmed in by high banks, 
thev spill over when swollen by rain; also they frequently 
change course. In time an old channel becomes a lake. 

Baldcypress grows in wetter parts of the swamp and along with it tupelo gum. water elm. and other water loving plants. 
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Clearweed and other herbaceous growth eater this well-rotted, 
floating log. 

Swamps along the Congaree arc dotted with dozens of such 
"oxbow" lakes, each telling where the river Rowed in times 
past. Too. the river swamp is a maze of small winding 
watercourses that are known as sloughs. Often choked with 
logs and seeming!) leading nowhere, the slough is, never­
theless, the key to a natural flood-control svstem that man 
could scarcely duplicate if he wanted to. Like a safety 
valve each slough drains oil floodwaters and diverts them 
into the swamp's interior. Harmlessly the water rises inch 
by inch around the buttresses ol great trees and spills into 
depressions that lor a while will act as reservoirs. The trees 
themselves absorb some ol the water, and so does the boggy 
ground. When the river drops the sloughs reverse their 
How anil conduct water out ol the swamp and back into 
the river. Such a natural system has been working perfectly 
in the Congaree lor ages and will continue to do so unless 
man. as so often happens, stops the process with ill-advised 
schemes. 

There are two slightly different levels in the Congaree 
Swamp. A lower level remains wet through the driest 
weather and supports such water-loving trees as cypress, 
water tupelo. water elm. Carolina ash. and swamp cotton-
wood. A second level. onl\ a loot to three or lour leet 
higher than the lowest level, supports an almost entirely 
different flora. The difference in elevation is great enough, 
however, to mean that plants at the higher level are in 
standing water for only a lew days or a lew weeks at a 
time. The Congaree Swamp contains some ten species ol 
wood) plants that grow and thrive in standing water, and 
about a hundred that live on slightly higher ground where 
flooding is a temporary condition. \\ here man has artifi­

cially raised elevations still higher, a number ol plants 
that require well drained soil have put in an appearance, 
flowering dogwood, for example, grows on old cattle 
mounts that go back to the days ol slave labor. To provide 
a safe place for their cattle during times of Hooding, 
plantation owners erected earthen mounds. After much 
searching 1 located three of these in the Congaree Swamp 
in and around the Heidler tract. One of them was fifty 
feet wide, ninety feet long, and six to seven feet high. 
Trees growing on this mount were almost as large as those 
in surrounding virgin timber. Old works ol man also can 
be seen in Indian mounds, earthen dikes, and dams con­
structed during an era ol rice growing in the Congaree 
valley. Remains ol a dam that once must have been a mile 
long can he seen at the western edge ol the Heidler tract. 
The dam may never have been completed. This is indicated 
by large gaps where Hood waters may have rushed through 
while the earth was still soil. A tree recently cut on the 
dam showed approximately 125 rings, indicating that the 
dam was constructed no later than around 1B42. 

The earlv lumbering that intruded on the virgin condi­
tions of the Beidler tract took place between 1900 and 
1015. During those years vast numbers ol express trees 
were cut anil floated out ol the swamp. Not all ol the logs 
made it out. Today the bottoms of creeks and sloughs 
contain great numbers ol these logs; others, choked in 
vegetation, lie stranded on higher ground. Only a seasoned 
log could be floated out of the swamp. To cure cypress 
enough so that it would float, trees were girdled and left 
standing lor a few years. Apparently many of the trees 
were cut before they were dry enough to float. 

The old stumps of former lumbering operations are still 
present, and sprouting from their tops are plants whose 
seed happened to lodge in the humus-Idled rotting wood. 
No other tree takes hold in these "cypress gardens" like 
the red maple. This tree sends long roots down over the 
outside ol a stump; and. after the stump has decayed 
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Wrapping around itself ami often choking other vegetation, 
the rattan vine or supplejack grotesquely twists itself upward. 

completely, tli«- maple, like a banyan tree, stands alone 
on stiltlike roots. 

Fortunately the loggers overlooked many fine cypress 
trees. The largest tree I lound was not in the Beidler tract 
but in a much-logged swamp farther downstream. While 
exploring this region. I quite unexpectedly came upon an 
enormous cypress tree that towered above all companions, 
with a trunk that was approximately ten feet in diameter 
above the basal bulge. One of the knees ol the tree reached 
the unusual height of eight feet. This tree—the largest 
cypress I have seen anywhere—seemed to be solid. 

Quite often cypresses are left uncut because they are 
hollow inside. V» Idle exploring a remote part of the swamp. 
I came upon a living cypress that was nothing more than 
a shell. Boosting myself up ten feet, I was able to look 
through a hole into the cavernous interior of the tree. As 
my eyes became accustomed to the dim light I could make 
out long rotting strands of wood that hung like stalactites 
all about me. I could barely see the bottom of the cavity. 
It was five or six feet below ground level and contained 
enough space to pitch a tent. I foolishly began poking 
around among the rotting stalactites. Vt ould there be bats 
or nests of chimney swifts in the dark crevices? Suddenly 
a huge chunk of rotten wood came tumbling down hitting 
me squarely on the head. The wood was so soft and porous 
that it bounced off harmlessly, but I had had enough 
hollow-cypress exploring lor that day. 

As interesting and spectacular as are the cypress trees 
and other growth of the lower level, the slightly higher 
elevation offers a much greater variety of trees of out­
standing proportions. One can walk for hours under an 
assortment of trees so huge that they close out the sky. 
The diameters of many exceed those of record trees else­
where. An astonishing number of sweet gums have a 
diameter of five feet and more. No other tree is so abundant 
and so consistently reaches a large size. No less than eight 
kinds of oaks are to be found growing at the higher 
elevation. Many reach remarkable proportions. Willow, 
overcup. and swamp chestnut oak are abundant and reach 

or exceed diameters of six feet. One of the largest oaks 
I measured was Querctts falcata. variety pagodaejolia. 
sometimes known as the cherrybark oak and actually one 
of the red oaks. This is a tree that reaches its best 
development in our southern coastal plains and in the lower 
Mississippi valley. The huge specimen I measured had a 
breast-high diameter of Off. A inches. 

Manx people have the impression that a swamp is gloomy 
and treacherous, a place to be avoided. Certainly the 
danger of getting lost in the dungaree is great. One should 
always carry a compass, and a Geological Survey map of 
the area is helpful. In the dungaree two kinds of snakes 
must be watched for—the water moccasin and the cane-
brake rattlesnake. The water moccasin is too sluggish to 
be particularly dangerous, and I have never encountered 
the canebrake rattler. 

The effect of gloominess in the dungaree is heightened 
by the hooting of owls and the repetitious notes of Carolina 
wrens and tree frogs. Perpetual shade has a depressing 
effect upon many people. After camping for a week in one 
of the most remote parts of the swamp. I began to feel 
hemmed in and in need ol the open sky. To be lost alone 
in the swamp for a night or two is enough to cause some 
people to go berserk. Harry Hampton, veteran woodsman 
of the dungaree and outdoors writer, tells of a man who 
had been lost for several days in the dungaree and who 
became so deranged by the experience that he ran scream­
ing in the opposite direction when approached by rescuers. 

But the swamp is both harsh and gentle. It is harsh 
when great trees suddenly topple over after centuries of 
life. One dav I was with llarrv Hampton, when, for no 
apparent reason, a large tree in our path fell crashing to 
the ground. Stumps rot. leaving holes in the ground that 
may be filled with leaves or water. Such pitfalls arc 
particularly dangerous at night. \\ ater moccasins mav 
sometimes drop into a boat from overhanging limbs. And 
if you believe in the supernatural, you mav attribute an 
unearthly cry toward dusk to the ghost of a hermit who 
lived at the edge of the swamp anil whose grave is unmarked 
and unknown. 

For me the moments of gloom in this swamp arc rare. 
The sun shining through the pines early in the morning: 
the dainty beauty of ladies' tresses in late spring; the 
cheerful notes of cardinals—these keep me in good spirits 
and vanquish the feeling of loneliness. It is cool in summer 
and warm in winter under the protective cover of the big 
trees. Many times I have left the open pine woods, where 
the shade temperature was ninety degrees, and lound it 
six or seven degrees cooler in the swamp. 

I never tire ol the swamp, for with every trip there are 
new discoveries and new adventures. As I walk under the 
big trees I half expect to see passenger pigeons or Carolina 
paroquets perched high above me. I know that in the 
unchanging fastness of the swamp main plants and animals 
that have disappeared elsewhere still linger. Only a lew 
of the swamp's treasures are gone forever. Hopelullv the 
great swamp itself will not go. • 

John V. Dennis, an ornithologist, has been acquainted with 
the Cougaree Swamp for many years, ami has made many 
trips of exploration into the area. 
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