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Editors’ Preface


Page ix →By the late 1880s “big” lumber had arrived in the Palmetto State, brought by well-established Northern lumbermen like Chicagoan Francis Beidler and his partners, whose enterprises here and elsewhere in the South were made possible by a perfect storm of devalued land, improved transportation, and technological advances that allowed large-scale wage-labor operations to flourish. Established by 1890, the Santee River Cypress Lumber Company (SRCLC) quickly grew to include the outright ownership of or timber rights to about 200,000 acres across the Santee, Wateree, and Congaree River valleys. Though the SRCLC closed after only a quarter century, its legacy is found today at Congaree National Park, the National Audubon Society’s Francis Beidler Forest, and Santee-Cooper, a New Deal hydroelectric project called “Little TVA” that drowned Ferguson, the purpose-built SRCLC corporate headquarters and company town, among other places.

The centrality of the SRCLC in the pages that follow has everything to do with the origins of this volume. In 2017, Mark Kinzer published his book, Nature’s Return: An Environmental History of Congaree National Park. At the same time, Jessica Elfenbein and Tom Lekan, historians at the University of South Carolina, led a team of researchers in documenting the human history of the park and its environs via a Historic Resource Study (HRS). One of the newer parks in the National Park System, Congaree’s establishment was made possible by actions that Francis Beidler, one of SRCLC’s founders, took more than a century ago. While the concurrence of the HRS with the publication of Nature’s Return was inadvertent, the multifaceted Wood Basket of the World initiative that followed has been deliberate, indeed. Our goal is to reveal the hidden-in-plain-sight history of lumber, wood products and forest conservation in South Carolina in the period from the post–Reconstruction era to the early twenty-first century.

From the seeds of the HRS and the Congaree monograph grew not only undergraduate and graduate courses, but a broad network of historians, scholars, and community stakeholders who came together for a 2023 Wood Page x →Basket of the World conference in Sumter, South Carolina. Five of the conference speakers have essays in this volume: Jordan Davis (whose work began in one of Elfenbein’s graduate courses on the subject), Al Hester, Rob Hart, Lekan, and Elfenbein. Maggie Kemp’s contribution also originated in one of Elfenbein’s classes. Kent Germany, whose essay closes this volume, was a commentator at Wood Basket. Mark Kinzer, while not a conference participant, has a vested interest in South Carolina forests, as demonstrated by his previous scholarship on the topic.

This anthology is just one piece of an array of public scholarship and historic engagement that has emerged from the ongoing Wood Basket project. A dynamic team of emerging and established scholars and practitioners has developed a travelling and virtual exhibition, “From Forest to Furniture”; an ongoing oral history initiative; a digitization project of the Williams Furniture archival materials owned by the Sumter Museum; a community deep mapping project; Wikipedia entries; a “Made in Sumter” collection of wood products manufactured there; and a series of new historical markers on wood products, forestry, and conservation related topics. The majority of this work has been done by University of South Carolina students, faculty, and staff in sustained partnerships with the National Audubon Society, the Sumter Museum, the Sumter Development Board, the South Carolina Humanities Council, the National Park Service, and Friends of Congaree Swamp, among other community partners. This edited collection, then, is part of a larger set of collaborations to make the history of forestry and wood products in South Carolina legible, accessible, and useful.





Introduction


Page 1 →– Caroline Grego –

In the parking area of the Harry Hampton Visitor Center at Congaree National Park, there is a tree out of place. Amid the asphalt, the cars, and the upland loblolly and longleaf pine forest, a bald cypress log rests on sturdy supports (see fig. I.1). Bald cypress trees do not belong on the bluff at Congaree, but the story of this particular tree in that particular place is revelatory of the history of forestry in South Carolina.


[image: A cypress log rests on a pallet surrounded by rope barriers.]
[image: Close-up of a log’s circular cross section showing tree rings.]

Figure I.1. Remnant of a cypress log in the parking area of the Harry Hampton Visitor Center at Congaree National Park. Photographs by the author.



Page 2 →The log is a relic of the millions of acres of bottomland floodplain forests and swamps that once flanked the rivers of the present-day southeastern United States. The Santee Debris Removal Company dredged it up from the bottom of Lake Marion in 2021. The company salvages cypress and other hardwood logs, whether harvested or deadfall, from river and lake beds in South Carolina’s coastal plain. Some of these logs have been submerged for hundreds of years. This log, however, was cut sometime in the early twentieth century. Axe marks at its hollow base suggest that lumbermen chopped the behemoth down and discarded it once they saw that the tree was hollow and, therefore, unable to be milled and transformed into shingles, siding, or furniture. Given the location and the timing, the loggers probably worked for the Santee River Cypress Lumber Company (SRCLC). At their hands, the tree suffered the fate of many bald cypress that were ill-formed for commodification. Many cypress were gravid with sap—these so-called “sinkers” settled into the bed of southern rivers before they could float downstream to lumber mills. Some, their growth twisted by downed crowns and branches, were spared the axe. Still, others, like the one parked at the Harry Hampton Visitor Center, seemed sound, tall, and strong, ready for segmentation into mill-ready pieces, transportation down a river to the mills, and transformation into wood products. But they were not. Their cores were cavities—they were useless to capital—and so loggers left them where they fell.

Cypress trees resist rot. The tree at the Congaree parking lot must have lain on the forest floor for around forty years. Perhaps the other old-growth cypress around it were logged and dragged away. Perhaps the loggers were only targeting select trees, so maybe the old cypress forest continued to grow around the downed tree. In November 1941, though, the Santee Cooper Power and Navigation Project dammed the Santee River and flooded the timber lands where the cypress had fallen. The log was submerged under man-made Lake Marion, 110,000 acres of water that curve like a cow’s horn through southeastern South Carolina. There, the log lay in a lake that swallowed up ancient forests alongside sharecroppers’ cabins, cotton farms, antebellum houses, former dwellings of enslaved people, churches, country stores, and graveyards. Over the decades, the fibrous strands of the cypress’s outer bark sloughed off. The lake waters, tannic from the tens of thousands of acres of drowned cypress, cured the log and dyed its surface mottled blacks, grays, and browns. Then, sixty years after a dam made the Santee River drown its floodplain, the Santee Debris Removal Company recovered the log, pared it down to a fifteen-foot-length, and donated it to Congaree National Park.

Page 3 →Today, the cypress log is a remnant in a remnant place. The forest in which it sprouted does not exist anymore. The bluff forest where it now lies is the result of sustained efforts on the part of the National Park Service to return the habitat to a fire-dependent longleaf pine and grassland forest ecosystem—another kind of forest that once dominated the South and now exists only in small patches—an upland pair to its bottomland kin. The floodplain forest below the bluff, which stretches a couple miles south and many miles east along the north edge of the Congaree River, is the largest fragment of an old-growth bottomland hardwood forest left in the South. And yet even that forest has a long history of human use, modification, and logging—as well as environmentalist efforts to preserve it, first as a national monument in 1976 and then as a national park in 2003. Within South Carolina, remnants of ecosystems, with complex and fraught histories of human interactions, are what we have left for conservation.

This volume grapples with these kinds of histories. South Carolina’s history of forestry, as laid out in these essays, prompts provocative questions about what constitutes authenticity in fragmented, logged southern forests; how the state’s fraught labor and race relations can be seen within the forestry and wood products industries; and how conservationist efforts and sustainable forestry practices proceeded within challenging political and economic contexts. From the vantage of South Carolina’s forests today, the illusion that one is witnessing untouched, primeval ecosystems is impossible to maintain. Instead, cultural landscapes and human histories are evident, and the essays here illuminate and explain the significance of this alternative view of environmental history.

This volume does something that has not been done before: it charts a preliminary history of some key moments in the history of lumber, wood products, and forest conservation in South Carolina. Indeed, collections of this sort are rare regionally. Southern forests have received meaningful attention from historians over the decades, to be sure. Scholars have explored how colonial-era southern forests were spaces of ecological change and negotiation; how swamps and floodplain forests challenged the carefully ordered world of the plantation and an economy based on the forced labor of enslaved people; how mountain forests became sites for “commons environmentalism” and natural resource harvest; how the vast longleaf pine savannas of the South became sites of commercial enterprise.1 These works have helped to bridge the disjuncture between how dominant these southern forests were hundreds of years ago, and the extent to which agricultural, commercial, and recreational human activity has altered them. And yet this work is just the beginning. The massive Page 4 →ecological transformation of the South’s forestlands deserves more attention, understanding, and analysis—and South Carolina’s history of lumber, wood products, and forest conservation does too.

Environmental history as a field emerged in many ways from environmentalist concerns in the 1960s and 1970s and spent its early decades dwelling mostly in the American West, among its spectacular mountains and canyons.2 But the wetlands, coastal plains, and uplands of the South place environmental history in a distinct set of circumstances. For example, in South Carolina, the history of the environment is tied to complex dynamics of race and class; to the trickiness of introducing industry and wage labor to a largely agrarian state with a history of slavery; and to the circuitous routes that conservation efforts often had to travel to find a foothold. Pristine nature was rarely the concern. Southern forests have, after all, long been sites where humans experimented with modification and extraction. Instead, human histories of use predominate—and it is this preoccupation that makes this history in South Carolina so significant and illustrative. The history of forestry and the wood products industry in South Carolina brings environmental history together with the histories of business and labor.3 As this volume reveals, South Carolina’s history of forestry, then, brings us a clearer reflection of our own environmental world in the present and how it might evolve in the future because histories of human use and interaction are so evident.

The collection focuses mostly on South Carolina’s midlands and coastal plain during the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. There are a few reasons for these geographic and temporal limits. Foremost among them is that the aforementioned Santee River Cypress Lumber Company concentrated its energies on the bottomland hardwood forests of the coastal plain. This company, founded in the 1880s by Chicago lumbermen Francis Beidler, Benjamin F. Ferguson, and others, looms large in this history, because the company owned major swaths of the state’s old-growth cypress forests. Indeed, the company plays a large role in six of this book’s eight chapters because the SRCLC provides a convenient entry point into the history of the state’s wood products industry and forest conservation efforts.

Big lumber developed on a commercial level in South Carolina only after the end of Reconstruction. Prior to the Civil War, enslaved workers cleared forests to make way for cotton and rice fields and harvested trees for firewood and carpentry. But the abolition of slavery and the second Industrial Revolution galvanized a segment of southern politicians, boosters, and businessmen to consider new possibilities for South Carolina’s economic future. While labor regimes like sharecropping came to Page 5 →replace slavery, and while agriculture continued to dominate South Carolina’s economy, forestry became a profitable way for white landowners and businessmen to use the state’s lands. Northern capital migrated south to take advantage of the sprawling timberlands in the state, and they brought with them new and pricey technologies, such as railroads and skidders that made commercial lumber viable. At the same time, the state’s forests were yet valuable as hunting, fishing, and foraging grounds, as they had been for thousands of years to the Indigenous peoples of the region and for centuries to both Black and white South Carolinians. While this anthology does have an eye on industry in the state’s forests, key to that history is also how South Carolinians, including workers, businessmen, reformers, foresters, ecologists, recreationists, and politicians across a range of racial, class, and gender identities related to and conceived of the meanings and uses of the forests around them.

In the South, racialized labor has often mediated the relationship between people and their environments. That is visible in forestry as well. Jordan Davis’s essay “‘A Town of Their Own’: African American Labor and Working-Class Life at Ferguson, South Carolina, 1890–1916,” is a remarkable reconstruction of the SRCLC-owned town of Ferguson. There, several hundred Black men, women, and children worked for the company in sawmills, domestic positions, and nearby lumber camps. In the backwoods of South Carolina, Jim Crow made its presence felt. The relative isolation of the town made a regimented hierarchy of race especially important to ensure orderly—and oppressive—social relations. Company managers enforced segregation in the town’s living and work arrangements and Black workers pushed against the SRCLC’s restrictive rules as they forged their own community relations amidst trying labor, environmental, and political conditions. Maggie Kemp’s chapter likewise explains the challenges that Black workers faced in forestry and forest management. In “Poinsett State Park: The Legacy of the Civilian Conservation Corps in Sumter County, South Carolina,” Kemp relays the contributions of three CCC companies in building a state park on donated land in the High Hills of the Santee in South Carolina’s midlands. Poinsett was a pet project of prominent local white landowners who first pushed for a game refuge and later supported the creation of a state park in the mid-1930s with the use of CCC labor. One of the companies brought in to construct the park, number 4475, was comprised of young Black men from around the state. The white community around the proposed park would welcome two other CCC companies, but they met Company 4475 very differently. While Black workers came to be vital to forestry and forest management in South Carolina (some attempts Page 6 →to coax white forest workers from the North to come South notwithstanding), white bosses’ and white South Carolinians’ enforcement of a Jim Crow hierarchy limited the compensation and undermined the dignity of Black South Carolinians’ labor.

This labor, disciplined and controlled, was pivotal for profit. And in South Carolina, racial hierarchies and deep class divides meant that both Black and white labor was cheap. The state’s forests thus also presented opportunities for innovation for South Carolina towns attempting to shift from agriculture to industry. Jessica I. Elfenbein’s contribution “‘A Question of Community Salvation’: How Sumter, South Carolina Cornered the Wood Products Industry” and Mark Kinzer’s essay “An Independent Force for Change: The Holly Hill Lumber Company” trace business histories over several decades in South Carolina towns. Elfenbein charts how civic leaders in Sumter, once a regionally significant cotton trading center, lobbied to bring wood products companies to the town, hoping to reinvigorate the economy after the boll weevil contributed to the crash of cotton in the late 1910s. Wood products companies were both attracted to Sumter by the expansive nearby forests (including some owned by the SRCLC) and actively recruited there by the city’s aggressive and ambitious Board of Trade. By 1930, a range of companies producing furniture, barrels, and caskets had been established. The wood products industry flourished in Sumter for decades. And while the small town of Holly Hill, South Carolina, did not see the same ascendance as Sumter, the Holly Hill Lumber Company brought industrial innovation to the state’s coastal plain. Kinzer tracks the company’s ascent and descent through the mid- to late-twentieth century. In Sumter and in Holly Hill, a massive corporation stepped in to strip the smaller companies of their timberland: Georgia-Pacific purchased both the Williams Furniture Company and the Holly Hill Lumber Company in the late twentieth century.

South Carolina’s forests have undergone both increased corporate consolidation and conservation in the mid- to late-twentieth century. Three essays here explore the challenges that conservationist movements faced in protecting and revitalizing the state’s forests through the twentieth century. As the authors show, conservationist histories are in fact plentiful in South Carolina, but their trajectory has regional inflections that distinguish them from those that animated earlier environmental histories. Al Hester’s chapter “Expert Adviser: Daisy Priscilla Smith Edgerton and Early Forest Conservation in South Carolina” heralds the contributions of Charlestonian reformer Edgerton to the creation of South Carolina’s forestry commission. Edgerton wielded her experience as a “club woman” in Charleston’s elite Page 7 →white circles to advocate for a forest conservation movement in South Carolina. While she eventually moved to Washington, DC, to work for the US Forest Service, she maintained close ties to her home state by taking on a role as an outside adviser to South Carolina governor, Wilson G. Harvey on the formation of the South Carolina Forestry Association. Edgerton even went on a lecture tour across the state and gave forty lectures (all but one to white audiences) on the social, cultural, and health benefits of forests for the state’s families. Edgerton’s efforts reflected the involvement not only of club women in conservation efforts, but also the way in which conservation was a key interest of the wealthy white landowners in the state.

This legacy is reflected in Tom Lekan’s piece “‘Redwoods of the East’: Conservation, Ecology, and the Meanings of History at Congaree, 1930–1976,” which opens with newspaper man Harry Hampton’s sustained activism to protect the Congaree River’s old-growth floodplain forest southeast of Columbia, South Carolina (which was owned in large part by the Beidler family of the SRCLC). Descended from one of the richest and most powerful enslaver families in the state, Hampton was also a dedicated hunter, fisherman, and naturalist who spent a great deal of time in Congaree. He brought ecologists, botanists, birders, activists, garden clubs, journalists, and more to Congaree in the mid-twentieth century to garner interest in protecting not only the massive bald cypresses, but also the unique, biodiverse environments of the Congaree basin. Young environmentalists—students, biologists, and activists—from the nearby state capital of Columbia took up Hampton’s mantle in the 1960s and 1970s and successfully pushed for the creation of Congaree Swamp National Monument in 1976. Finally, T. Robert Hart’s “Saving Cypress, Preserving Habitat: The Beidler Forest Story,” relays the work of wildlife biologist Norm Brunswig in expanding the boundaries of Beidler Forest. Beidler Forest, an old-growth tract of bottomland hardwoods nestled among a sprawling network of floodplain forests on the coastal plain called Four Holes Swamp, was initially protected in 1969 due to a joint effort between The Nature Conservancy, the National Audubon Society, and Charleston newspaperman Peter Manigault, who was, like Hampton, an heir to a wealthy South Carolina family with its own long history of enslaving people. Brunswig was determined to protect the integrity of Beidler Forest and strategized to expand the forest from its original 3,415 acres, once owned by the SRCLC, to over 18,000 today. Pragmatically, Brunswig adapted his environmentalist ethos to the realities of South Carolina political and cultural life: over time, he grasped both the value of the state’s cultural landscapes to its rural inhabitants and the need to engage in cooperative relationships to sustain conservationist efforts.

Page 8 →This collection’s final essay is a meditation by Kent Germany, “Seven Hours of the Santee Cooper Century: Cycling Through the ‘Wood Basket of the World’ on the Palmetto Trail, March 2024,” about bicycling down the Palmetto Trail. He muses on the layered, altered, polluted, watery, and forested landscapes of the coastal plain from Columbia to Eutaw Springs. There, the railroad spur that once led to the first abandoned, then drowned lumber town of Ferguson splits from the Palmetto Trail. Along the way, he encounters trees—including a 250-year-old live oak heralded as a “witness tree,” for its position near the battlefield of the 1781 clash between British and American troops in Eutaw Springs. “Trees,” Germany writes, “tell time. Trees are increments of time.”

Some trees endure as witnesses to human events—remnants of their ancient forests—tellers of time through their cores. Does the bald cypress at Congaree count as a witness tree, despite its demise over one hundred years ago? Surely it must. That tree, far removed from its place of origin, grown to its maturity, chopped down, and brought to a parking lot by the forces of nature, capital, and humanity, is a time capsule. The log is a physical reminder of the history of forestry in South Carolina and, maybe, a herald of the future. As South Carolina’s forests undergo continued logging, strain from the climate crisis, and depletion from development, the cypress possesses dual meanings. It is a relic of forests that no longer exist, a visual depiction to visitors to Congaree of what was razed. But its preservation today, as an emblem of these forests that once were, evokes a sense of possibility, as does this collection. Indeed, Julian Buxton III’s poignant, personal afterword should leave readers with the distinct sense that these histories live on and are seen and felt not only within the pages of this anthology, but also in the landscapes of South Carolina.

The old trees are not all gone, and more are growing. But what kind of a world they will witness, and what the role of South Carolina’s forests in it will be, remains to be seen. This volume, and its attendant exhibits, projects, and collaborations, is a valuable resource in helping scholars, community members, onlookers, and more, to chart South Carolina’s forest history from the past and into the future.


Notes


	1. Timothy Silver, A New Face on the Countryside: Indians and Colonists in the Southeastern Forest (Cambridge University Press, 1990); Anthony Wilson, Shadow and Shelter: The Swamp in Southern Culture (University of Mississippi Press, 2009); Ann Vileisis, Discovering the Unknown Landscape: A History of America’s Wetlands Page 9 →(Island Press, 1999), which looks nationally but has a great deal about the South in it; David C. Miller, Dark Eden: The Swamp in 19th Century American Culture (Cambridge University Press, 1989); Jack Temple Kirby, Poquosin: A Study of Rural Landscape and Society (University of North Carolina Press, 1995); Kathryn Newfont, Blue Ridge Commons: Environmental Activism and Forest History in North Carolina (University of Georgia Press, 2012); Luke Manget, “Nature’s Emporium: The Botanical Drug Trade and the Commons Tradition in Southern Appalachia, 1847–1917,” Environmental History 21, no. 4 (2016): 660–87; Albert G. Way, Conserving Southern Longleaf: Herbert Stoddard and the Rise of Ecological Land Management (University of Georgia Press, 2011); Albert G. Way, Leon Neel, and Paul S. Sutter, The Art of Managing Longleaf: A Personal History of the Stoddard-Neal Approach (University of Georgia Press, 2012).
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	3. Another area that deserves much more study in the South; the exemplar of this work so far is William D. Bryan, The Price of Permanence: Nature and Business in the New South (University of Georgia Press, 2020).








Chapter 1 “A Town of Their Own”


Page 11 →Southern Lumber, Black Labor, and the Promise of African American Community at Ferguson, South Carolina, 1890–1916

– Jordan E. Davis –

During the Jim Crow era, more African Americans were employed in lumber than in any other Southern industry.1 By 1910, over 80,000 Black men worked in Southern lumbering, more than in cotton textiles, iron, or steel.2 Initially, many Black South Carolinians combined short-term or seasonal work in the Southern lumber industry while maintaining their primary occupations as farmers, although over time an increasing number of Black men and women would make industrial timber production a more central part of their lives—including the Sulton family of Orangeburg, South Carolina, who are credited with building one of, if not the, longest running lumber firms under one name ever operated in the American South.3 And yet, while white textile mill workers have been granted a central place within South Carolina’s narrative of New South industrialization, comparatively limited scholarly attention has been paid to the worlds of Black lumber workers and the making of sawmill communities in the Palmetto State.4

This chapter explores the experiences of Black South Carolinians who entered the Southern lumber industry at the turn of the twentieth century.5 To do so, this chapter uses census records, newspapers, external company reports, and personal letters to tell the story of Ferguson, one of the largest lumber towns to employ African Americans in South Carolina during the early decades of the Jim Crow era.6 Founded by Chicago lumbermen on the south bank of the Santee River near present-day Eutawville, Ferguson served as the headquarters of the Santee River Cypress Lumber Company (SRCLC) between 1890 and 1916. By 1910, Black men constituted the core demographic of the SRCLC’s multiracial and multiethnic workforce, while Black women and children made up the majority of Page 12 →those laboring in domestic and service trades across Ferguson’s industrial and racially segregated landscape (see fig. 1.1).7 At full operating capacity, SRCLC general manager Fred Seeley estimated that upwards of 200 to 250 Black (compared to 100 to 150 white) workers labored in Ferguson’s mills alone.8 Also, several hundred additional Black lumber workers labored at SRCLC logging camps and on railroad lines across the company’s extensive landholdings—an area once covering three hundred square miles of forest and timber-saturated swampland along South Carolina’s Wateree, Santee, and Congaree Rivers.

While most lumber towns constructed during the wasteful and environmentally devastating “cut-out-and-get-out” era were hastily built, quickly torn down, and swiftly moved to new locales shortly after nearby timber resources were exhausted, contemporary descriptions of Ferguson’s landscape suggest that the town was built with aspirations of longevity.9 At its height during the 1910s, Ferguson featured company-owned rental housing; a general store named the Santee Mercantile Company, complete with its own scrip; modern amenities, including an artesian well, a sewage system, and electric lighting as well as a school, a three-story hotel, and an expertly equipped hospital. Although cottages and bungalows at Ferguson were reserved for the “better class of employees,” even dwellings for common laborers were reportedly of higher grade—indicating, perhaps, that the SRCLC intended to attract not only the young male laborers who filled Ferguson’s hotel and boarding houses, but also employees who desired to live alongside their spouses and families.10 By some estimates, Ferguson’s population reached between 1,000 and 2,500 persons, the largest demographic being Black male sawmill laborers.11

Much of Ferguson’s industrial landscape from the heavy machinery to the cramped, male-dominated boarding houses may at first have appeared strange, if not daunting, to many of the Black migrant laborers who made their way to the company-owned town. Although some of Ferguson’s Black residents came from urban centers like Charleston, most arrived from rural settings. “The shift from farming to industrial life,” however, as historian Lesley-Anne Reed argues, was “rarely a direct or definitive move, for African American workers, or white workers, for that matter, [and] usually constituted a period of transition in which the families adapted rural customs to industrial life.”12 It often took several generations and a range of interlocking factors, including the declining promise of Southern agriculture, for Black workers to make more permanent transitions to Southern industry. Yet, when Black men and women made their way to lumber towns like Ferguson, many held strongly onto their families, communities, and rural `traditions.13 By centering the social, familial, and gendered contexts of labor within the Southern lumber industry, this chapter tells Ferguson’s story by focusing most intently on the town’s working-class, and particularly, the experiences of laboring Black women, men, and children.14


Page 13 →[image: Two people sit on a horse-drawn cart near a lumber mill building.]

Figure 1.1. Postcard of Ferguson’s industrial core with Black sawmill workers in foreground. Courtesy of South Caroliniana Library, University of South Carolina.



Inspiration for the title of this chapter was taken from a 1912 report by Penn State forestry researchers N. M. Goodyear and R. F. Hemingway, who remarked that, like many southern lumber towns constructed during the Jim Crow era, Ferguson’s residential sphere was marked by the color line. “The negroes are quartered together in one end of the town away from the whites. It may be said that they have a town of their own.”15 The making of Black “community” within settings of racial segregation and white authority, however, is neither a straightforward nor an uncontested process. According to anthropologist Karla Slocum, “there is a dialectic—a back and forth—between alternative Black spaces and the forces they resist. Put another way, the Black sense of place encompasses the spatial violence that it works against.”16 Residential confinement, shared occupational precarity, and exposure to white racial terror all contributed to the cultivation of Black working-class solidarities and community formation during Jim Crow. Still, historian Robin D. G. Kelley reminds us that “we [also] need to examine how specific communities are constructed and sustained rather than to presume the existence (until recently) of a tight-knit, harmonious Page 14 →black community.”17 This chapter, in turn, is ultimately about exploring the individual and collective ways that Black South Carolinians negotiated, circumvented, and at times openly contested the uncertain and routinely fatal realities of life and labor within and at the edges of the Southern lumber industry.



Along the Santee River


Unlike the rapidly depleted forests of the Great Lakes and the Northeast, by the end of the nineteenth century the old-growth forests of the South were still plentiful. Encouraged by the region’s highly devalued timber lands and the relaxation of Reconstruction-era homestead laws, local and “foreign” lumbermen quickly capitalized upon the South’s seemingly boundless supply of timber. Major sawmills were established along South Carolina’s coast at Georgetown, where Henry Buck of Maine had previously established a successful shipbuilding operation using enslaved Black labor before the end of the Civil War.18 A number of lumbermen, however, also set their sights on the forests and timber-saturated swamplands deep within the state’s interior.

During the 1880s, portions of the Santee River stretching across the former St. John’s Berkeley Parish boasted some of the finest soils for the cultivation of black seed cotton and grazing livestock, while much of the region’s abandoned plantation lands were selling as low as fifty cents per acre. Of the timber available to prospective buyers, few praises were spared:


What shall I say of the timber, Mr. Editor, I wish you could come here and ride or walk through a piece of timber land near where I live. It is long leaf yellow pine. The trees are not large but they are long and straight. Much of it has been worked by turpentine men and that injures it some. But it would make as pretty lumber as any timber in the South. The swamp is filled with oaks which are splendid for staves. That business has never been pushed here at all and so the timber has never been picked. I would do injustice to the country if I did not call special attention to the cypress. Just the finest shingle timber in the world, and there is not a mill on the Santee river (in Berkeley) that I can hear of. Indeed there is almost any kind of timber of the very best grade, that one would desire. There is an excellent opening for a saw mill, and shingle machine combined.19



Page 15 →One such announcement made its way into the hands of two Chicago lumbermen, Benjamin F. Ferguson (1840–1905) and Francis Beidler (1854–1924). During the late 1880s, Ferguson and Beidler came to South Carolina to survey the state’s available timber lands. By the time they arrived, “the Santee River and its tributaries held some of the largest remaining stands of old-growth bald cypress in the nation outside the lower Mississippi valley and Florida.”20 Likely working to avoid the competitive buying frenzy large-scale land purchases would provoke, they first relied upon local intermediaries to purchase smaller tracts, but still returned to Chicago “carrying with them, it is said, the titles to twenty thousand acres of land on the Santee River.”21 By 1890, Ferguson and Beidler formed the Santee River Cypress Lumber Company, chartered first in Chicago and later incorporated in South Carolina in 1910. Likely anticipating the need for a log pond to keep felled (cut) timber before processing, they selected a location on the south bank of the Santee River in close proximity to a natural lake for the corporation’s headquarters (see fig. 1.2).22 Once known as “Pond’s Landing” and “St. John’s Berkeley Township,” the company town was later named after the SRCLC’s cofounder, Ferguson.23

As early as 1894, newspapers reported that the SRCLC was “doing a flourishing business,” producing close to 60,000 roof shingles daily, while nearly 20,000 felled (cut) logs lay in wait for transport to Ferguson.24 Yet, as with many other industrial enterprises quickly celebrated in the New South, the praise of boosters can obscure a more nuanced assessment of industrial “success.” As Mark Kinzer notes, “In the early years, local [SRCLC] management expended a great deal of effort to maintain a steady supply of logs for the mill, but with only mixed success. Any interruption in felling and floating timber would shut down the mill, and the mill [at Ferguson] reportedly sat idle two-thirds of the time.”25 The hiring of young lumberman Fred Seeley as general manager, however, marked a turning point in the company’s operations.

Serving as SRCLC general manager between 1896–1906 and 1909–1911, Seeley managed to increase the mill’s production capacity while reducing the company’s early debt. At the same time, Seeley led the SRCLC in an aggressive campaign of land acquisition, extending the company’s holdings along the Congaree River valley “even up to Columbia’s gates.”26 After petitioning the state’s railroad commission and receiving permission from the United States Senate, in 1909 the SRCLC constructed a state-of-the-art steel drawbridge across the Santee River, allowing for the company’s railroad lines to extend deeper into the region’s swamps.27


Page 16 →[image: A detailed topographic map showing rivers, land, and elevation lines.]

Figure 1.2. Detail of topographic map showing Santee River, Santee Swamp, and town of Ferguson, South Carolina. Note log pond north of the town. Eutawville Quadrangle SC (1921), War Department, Corps of Engineers, U.S. Army.



By the end of 1910, a “watershed moment,” the SRCLC invested significant financial resources into Ferguson, spending an estimated one million dollars to enlarge the town’s saw and planing mills.28 Ferguson would grow to possess one of the largest saw and planing mill complexes in South Carolina–second only, it would appear, to the mills operated by the Atlantic Coast Lumber Corporation at coastal Georgetown.29 A 1910 SRCLC help-wanted advertisement requesting planing mill men; machine setters and feeders; edgermen; cut-up men; and re-saw operators further illustrates the SRCLC’s rapid growth, and specifically, the new and specified forms of skilled labor needed for its expanding operations at Ferguson.30 The SRCLC’s rapid growth and corporate strategies, nevertheless, provoked an impassioned local response.

Beginning shortly after the SRCLC’s arrival, the company’s published newspaper notices aimed to restrict unauthorized trespassing, logging, and animal grazing on company-claimed lands—all practices integral to the livelihoods and economies of rural communities across the South.31 By 1910, Orangeburg’s The Times and Democrat published an editorial characterizing the SRCLC’s corporate practices as “turning the thumb-screws of Page 17 →oppression.”32 Local opposition mobilized around the SRCLC’s requirement that rural forest users acquire a permit and pay a fee for accessing the company’s forest lands, and the authors urged particular diligence and caution when signing contracts with “foreign corporations” like the SRCLC. Yet, for many forest users, the time for precautionary measures had unfortunately passed: “It may perhaps be too late to sound a warning now; we have however the consciousness of having done so when it was not too late, but we repeat it again for the benefit of those who have not yet been entrapped.”

In the Jim Crow South, rural Black landowners and forest users were particularly vulnerable to predatory timber-cutting contracts and the displacements wrought by the industry’s attempts at commons enclosure. According to historian Owen James Hyman, “The threat lumber firms posed to African American land ownership was simultaneously a threat to their autonomy and basic citizenship rights in a way that was incomparable for white folks.”33 Even so, while the SRCLC appears to have pursued a corporate strategy of enclosure, other Southern lumber operations “came to the conclusion that the risks of antagonizing natives of the backwoods outweighed the costs associated with logging on the free range; hence, they did not dare fence their timberlands and abandoned their quest to secure the passage of county stock laws.”34 Scholars have rightly centered themes of ecological devastation, rural dispossession, and forced labor in the history of industrial timber production, especially in the Jim Crow South. A growing body of scholars, however, are also working to demonstrate that African American lumber workers and their families were neither tragic victims nor passive participants in the far-reaching and at times radical transformations shaping rural life and labor in the New South.35

Historian William P. Jones’s 2005 landmark study The Tribe of Black Ulysses: African American Lumber Workers in the Jim Crow South marked a fundamental shift in scholarly theorizations and depictions of Black Southern lumber workers during the Jim Crow era. While attending to a set of core themes orientating research on Southern lumber workers and sawmill towns (i.e., company-town planning, corporate paternalism and welfare, unionized labor), Jones advanced a substantial critique of the ideological systems that have historically rendered African American lumber workers as aimless, morally suspect, and alienated figures of the Jim Crow era. “While they often left home in search of work,” Jones demonstrated that Black male lumber workers “maintained ties to families and communities, initially returning to them between seasonal industrial employment and eventually bringing loved ones with them when they settled permanently in sawmill towns.”36 At Ferguson, census records documenting the Page 18 →presence of couples and families, and not solely unmarried male laborers, may suggest that this migratory process had begun. Removing sap-heavy logs from the deepest reaches of South Carolina’s swamps, and recruiting a dependable workforce to do so, however, was far from seamless.




Southern Lumber, Black Labor


When Ferguson and Beidler arrived in South Carolina, many considered the removal of sap-heavy timber from the state’s interior swamps a demanding, if not a foolhardy venture. Penn State researchers, for example, remarked that green cypress sought by the SRCLC was “so heavy that it scarcely floats and probably one third of the logs, especially those with the largest amount of sap wood were lost by sinking.”37 Moreover, by the late 1880s, railroad infrastructure had not yet reached the remote areas of the Santee swamp, requiring the SRCLC to develop innovative practices to transport even successfully felled (cut) timber along the Santee River to Ferguson.

As elsewhere in the South, steam skidding and railroad transport increasingly supplanted the lumber industry’s reliance upon the pull-boat system, which required the construction of expansive canal systems to move felled timber to rivers.38 The construction of tram roads and rail lines through South Carolina’s swamps, however, was still a technologically challenging and often costly endeavor, especially given that tracks constructed on elevated ground needed to anticipate unstable and varied terrain as well as periodic flooding.39 By 1913, the SRCLC would come to employ two steam skidders specially engineered for swamp conditions, including a massive skidder once considered “one of the largest logging machines ever built.”40

To reduce high sap levels, the SRCLC also engaged in “girdling,” a process involving the removal of tree bark so that the upper portions could dry out over time. In the case of sweetgum, this process initially involved leaving girdled trees in situ for months at a time before they could be floated, although this practice often resulted in a steady loss of valuable sapwood. To address these challenges, the SRCLC employed a modified process without girdling. According to Mark Kinzer, “As before, trees were felled in the fall and early winter months to take advantage of the low sap levels, but now they were immediately cut into standard lengths, skidded to the riverbank, and tied into rafts with more buoyant pieces.”41 Today, the visually deceptive qualities of “old growth” forests, and the “banal ubiquity” of forest products in everyday life, routinely obscures the history of past lumbering.42 The sunken logs found beneath the surface of many Page 19 →of South Carolina’s rivers, however, are material evidence of the South’s preeminent, yet oft-forgotten, industry.

Although Black and white South Carolinians would become the core demographic of workers employed by the SRCLC, the Chicago-based SRCLC did not restrict its recruitment efforts to the Palmetto State. As early as 1890, “Two hundred hale and hearty men from Maine landed at Charleston … and took the train for the mills of the Santee Lumber Company. They have come down to get employment at the mills of that Company in the Santee swamps and may bring their wives down next summer.”43 The SRCLC also attempted to recruit “experienced white loggers” from Michigan and North Carolina, points of origin reflected in Ferguson’s 1910 census records.44 Malaria-endemic swamps and low wages, however, discouraged many white lumbermen from responding to SRCLC recruitment efforts.45

When the SRCLC attempted to hire newly arrived European immigrant workers through contractors in New York City, many of the men found work in South Carolina’s swamps unbearable, but also contrary to what they had been told.46 After letters from Greek workers critical of labor and living conditions in South Carolina were published in the daily Greek language newspaper the Atlantis, in 1910 the federal Department of Justice concluded that labor agents had both deceived and exploited a large number of European immigrant workers later employed by the SRCLC.47 According to Penn State researchers, local Black labor was ultimately desired by the SRCLC “on account of its cheapness and also on account of the fact that it is almost impossible to get high grade cutters to work in the swamps.”48 By the turn of the twentieth century, almost all of the SRCLC’s felling (cutting) was done by Black men.49

Despite countervailing efforts by former slaveholders to keep Black Southern workers tethered to plantations and restrictive labor contracts under the tenancy system, the episodic and seasonal recruitment of rural farm workers became a central and often expedient means for Southern lumber operations to meet their labor demands. The SRCLC’s operations relied upon bouts of temporary labor drawn from neighboring agricultural communities. Many African American lumber workers in South Carolina and the greater South, however, held strongly to their primary occupation as family farmers. During the post-emancipation period, industrial wage labor competed with the promises of family farming. Following the overthrow of Reconstruction and the erosion of Black citizens’ political rights, populism took root in many Black communities, and many Black writers contrasted family farming with the restrictions and alienating qualities of industrial wage labor. Still, Black farmers also considered “public work” in rural Page 20 →industries, and the sale of timber and woodland access to lumber firms, as a means to economic uplift.50 Speaking of one laborer, Fred Seeley noted:


A Negro Edgerman in the sawmill heard of a place for sale. Got me to buy it for him. He didn’t have enough and I loaned him $200. Year later I needed an Edgerman. Wrote him. He came, said “Captain I came to help you out but can’t stay. I bought some more land and last year made 40 bales of cotton. I’ve got to get back. Cotton worth $30. He stayed two weeks and it was a big help at a time when good mill hands were scarce. Here at Beaufort in the early 20s I needed hands. I wrote a friend at Ferguson and within two weeks 30 showed up. They came from farms and other mills and several stayed for years.51



Local traditions of subsistence logging likely contributed to the desire of Black men employed by the SRCLC to retain their ties to agriculture. Black men’s strong ties to agricultural labor, however, also frustrated Southern lumber operators. During the cut-out-and-get-out era, the Southern lumber industry was marked by an exceptionally high rate of employee turnover, especially among Black workers. According to Jones, “Black men were so successful at combining agricultural and industrial work that southern industrialists sometimes took desperate measures, such as using convict labor, to force them into long-term employment.”52

In 1911, six years following Benjamin F. Ferguson’s passing and a year after Ferguson town suffered a costly mill fire, SRCLC’s sole owner, Francis Beidler, addressed a series of rumors that Ferguson’s mills were shut down because “the big corporation has not been making any money.” Although the consequences of an over-saturated national cypress market likely contributed to the SRCLC’s challenges, Beidler chose to attribute the company’s financial troubles to the difficulties of securing reliable, and particularly Black, labor:


The conditions are as follows: The saw mill is temporarily closed for repairs, this being a propitious time on account of the great difficulty in securing colored labor to operate. Likewise the railroad logging operations are temporarily closed, for the same reasons, and also because we have ample river logs in sight to start the mill and run during the winter without the railroad logs. The balance of the plant is in full operation and will continue so. The company is not contemplating a sale of its plant.53



Page 21 →Southern lumber operators articulated varying and often contradictory opinions on what exactly constituted—as well as how to effectively respond to—the industry’s persistent “labor problem.”54 Black and non-English speaking European immigrant workers, more often than their white and American-born counterparts, were routinely described as lacking the intellectual capacity, self-discipline, and moral will required for industrial labor.55 As one treatise on Black labor published in Columbia’s The State concluded, “The negro, as a class, is deficient in will power. … Deficiency of will power also leads to lack of dependability and lack of that persistency which is essential to success in any line of work.”56 At the same time, white employers were well aware that Black labor was essential for the viability and success of their industrial ventures. As historian Brian Kelly has argued, New South elites exhibited a “contradictory, almost schizophrenic attitude” toward Black men and women. During Jim Crow, the Black working-class was often regarded as the South’s greatest resource, and simultaneously, its most enduring problem.57 For some New South elites, Black workers were no different than forests: expendable commodities.58

During the early Jim Crow period, African American lumber workers often struggled to make “permanent rather than seasonal homes in the industrial South.”59 Before the 1920s, few Southern lumber firms invested in or supported the community-building efforts.60 At Ferguson, the SRCLC did not provide brick-and-mortar buildings for churches, compelling Ferguson’s residents, both Black and white, to rely upon the irregular presence of traveling ministers and likely upon churches located in neighboring towns and rural communities.61 The decision to relocate oneself and one’s family permanently to a sawmill town like Ferguson, moreover, came with considerable risks. Even a temporary mill or plant shut down due to fire or other disasters could uproot workers and their families, undermining aspirations of permanency.62 Still, when the Southern lumber industry did begin to encourage the settlement of Black working-class families, they often did so relying upon the efforts of Black workers, and particularly, Black women.63
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Although often portrayed as a male industry, Black women carved out their own spaces of opportunity within the Southern lumber industry.64 At Ferguson, Black women labored as domestics and laundresses; restaurant and hotel workers; at “odd jobs,” as well as boarding house proprietors and Page 22 →small business owners. By 1910, census records suggest that Ferguson’s domestic and service trades were held almost exclusively by Black women, followed by adolescent Black girls and a few young Black boys. Markedly, only Fredrika Rose, a white woman employed as a saleswoman at the SRCLC’s general store, was enumerated with an occupation at Ferguson. Other white women and children at Ferguson were likely engaged in some forms of unenumerated household labor not recorded by census enumerators. Black women and children, however, often labored within white homes as well as their own during Jim Crow.65 Black women’s knowledge of Ferguson’s landscape, in turn, almost certainly extended beyond the segregated quarter where Black workers and their families resided.

Although industrial timber production placed Black men in routine and often close proximity to white male workers and managers, it was arguably the Black women who labored in the domestic and service trades “who, by virtue of their employment, had to traverse and were seen as ‘belonging in’ the widest range of spaces.”66 At Ferguson, Black women, including Julia McMickel, labored as laundresses for private families, a role requiring movement across Ferguson’s landscape. The SRCLC’s broader industrial landscape, however, may have been marked by efforts to restrict the spaces and places that Black women could occupy. Unlike Ferguson town, according to SRCLC’s Fred Seeley, women were prohibited from residing in the company’s logging camps. Yet, much like attempts to enforce the color line, attempts to demarcate space according to gender within the Jim Crow South were not absolute, and could be bent. As Seeley recounts, he performed a common-law marriage for Mamie and Jim Henry, a Black couple residing at one of the company’s camps and subsequently allowed Mamie to stay.67 Seeley’s memoirs, admittedly, routinely evoke the sort of paternalism structuring relations between white managers and Black workers within Southern industrial settings. Still, it provides partial insight into the interpersonal negotiations of labor and race under Jim Crow, and furthermore, the ways that Black women were fundamentally involved in cultivating the essential networks of care and support that upheld Southern lumber operations:


Men used to go to town on Saturday but the Negroes often found it too expensive. [Mamie] nudged her boys and they kept the camp cleaner. She showed them how to use chemicals on the bunks, got a set of clippers and every head was shaved. The boys didn’t drink quite as much white lightning over the weekend and when one did go overboard he went out and slept it off under the trees. She Page 23 →was no saint. A Negro is not given to profanity even one in groups with no white folks and she could let out as big a “damn” as any when she got provoked so I was told.68



Because scholars have long considered women’s reproductive and domestic labor as peripheral to the narratives of the industrial working-class, Black women like Mamie Henry have all too often been left out of histories of Southern lumbering and rendered peripheral to industry’s daily operations and the survival of its workforce. Rather, as historian Joan Flores-Villalobos aptly contends, it should be clearly stated that industrial operations “could not have happened without them.”69 Black women’s contributions to Southern lumber, however, were also not confined to reproductive labor. Notably, at least ten Black women at Ferguson appear on census records as sawmill laborers, complicating an often-held notion that women were completely excluded from industrial timber production.70 The federal census’ imprecise “labor” category, however, leaves us to conjecture the forms of labor Black women like Julia Golden, Hester Hampton, and Mary Ladson performed. If excluded from tasks reserved for male employees, Black women may have cleaned equipment, swept sawdust, or constructed boxes.71 Black women laboring in Ferguson’s saw and planing mills, nevertheless, may have also been expected to perform roles traditionally held by Black men, especially during labor shortages.72

Black children also worked as laborers in Ferguson’s sawmills, including twelve-year-old Joseph Bradford. By 1910, the South Carolina Child Labor Committee had not yet mobilized enough legislative support to alter the state’s preexisting child labor laws. Although South Carolina had placed restrictions on child labor and inspectors had begun to investigate South Carolina’s factories and mills, implementation of the laws and exceptions contributed to the persistence of child labor within the state’s industrial settings. “The twelve-year limit,” most notably, “did not apply to orphans, or to the children of widowed mothers or totally disabled fathers. The law also permitted anybody’s children under twelve to work during the summer months, provided they had attended school during the winter.”73 According to Columbia’s The State, the first prosecution for a violation of child labor in South Carolina had only occurred in January 1910 after a white textile mill worker at Pacolet had changed “the date of his daughter’s birth in his family Bible so as to permit her to work under the child labor act.”74

Enforcement of child labor, however, did not apply to all settings of labor, and largely excluded domestic work. Eleven-year-old James McMickel, for instance, performed “odd jobs” for wages at Ferguson along with his Page 24 →older sisters Ella, Ida, and Daisy. Prior to arriving at Ferguson, the McMickel family lived in Charleston’s 10th Ward, suggesting that urban settings also figured into the migratory trajectories of Ferguson’s African American workforce. The fact that their mother, Julia, was widowed, might suggest that James and his sisters may have entered wage labor at a young age depending on the timing of their father’s death. What is clear, however, is that when we look beyond the traditional spaces of industrial timber production, and when we question gendered and age-based assumptions of who labored in sawmill towns, a more expansive understanding of industrial lumbering can come into view.




“The Gentle Art of Going Without”


Black lumber workers navigated a shifting terrain of felled timber, pack animals, and advanced machinery. Responsibility for employee safety was likely shifted further down the managerial chain, landing upon workers themselves. As historian Steven C. Beda notes, the “timber country’s informal apprenticeship system disseminated knowledge of the production process, taught young workers how to keep themselves and their crewmates safe, and perhaps most important of all, functioned to help preserve working-class control of job sites.”75 Ferguson’s boarding houses, hotel, and company-owned residences likely became key spaces for these networks of informal education and knowledge transfer to circulate. Although taking in boarders was a common source of supplemental income (especially for Black women) and a response to limited housing, boarding likely facilitated the integration of migrant laborers into Ferguson’s social fabric. Yet, for new arrivals unable to draw quick access upon such social and knowledge networks, threats of injury or death were a reality. Saturday, October 14, 1911:


A negro was electrocuted and instantly killed at the Santee Cypress Lumber Company’s mill at Ferguson one day last week. The negro was a new hand at the mill, and not knowing the danger, stepped on the third rail which carries the electric current that moves the cars on the tramway in the lumber yards of the big plant and was instantly killed by the passage of nearly eight thousand volts through his body. The poor fellow was cut down so quickly that he did not know what hit him.76



The conditions facing Southern lumber workers—both Black and white, American-born and immigrant—were perilous. During Jim Crow, lumber Page 25 →workers “were seven times more likely to be injured than in any other manufacturing industry,” and labor in swamps and rivers posed additional risks.77 As early as 1890, a Black man employed by the SRCLC drowned while attempting to cross a creek.78 Sickness (including pneumonia) caused other deaths, although direct causes were often difficult for coroners to ascertain. In late October 1900, a Black SRCLC camp worker dropped dead of “natural causes,” likely due to exhaustion.79 Historian Mark Fannin argues that “the demand for greater efficiency and improved productivity also subjected workers to new threats and hazards,” including injuries attributable to fatigue. SRCLC expected crews of (two) men to cut 5,000 board feet (each, 1 foot long by 1 foot wide) per day. Penn State researchers noted that daily averages could reach upward of 20,000 board feet per crew.80

Mechanization exacerbated the possibilities for injury and death, perhaps especially for workers laboring in Southern forests and swamps. Laborers employed as “graders” were particularly vulnerable to being crushed between logs pulled rapidly toward skidders. In a particularly gruesome 1895 case, an SRCLC worker had his leg crushed by a cog, “losing the limb at the knee joint.”81 During the Jim Crow period, Black men occupied these positions to such a degree that employers often conflated the position with racialized classifications, with some lumber operators referring to Black graders as “road monkeys.”82 Sawmill laborers were also injured or killed using advanced machinery, although federal investigators would conclude that injuries from hand tools, rapidly moving logs, and falling trees were often the most severe.83

Even in cases where death was avoided, the impact of near-fatal injuries could “effectively end an individual’s working life.”84 And while the absence of SRCLC corporate records makes it difficult to fully assess the extent of these occurrences, newspaper accounts indicate both the range and severity of hazards SRCLC employees faced in the mills, forests, and on rail lines.

Precarious conditions, however, were not restricted to those formally employed by the company. Penn State’s lumber researchers noted the company’s limited capacity to mitigate the range of health and environmentally related hazards faced by Ferguson’s residents—many of which arose from the town’s proximity to standing water, and particularly, the region’s mosquito-infested swamps. “Although every precaution has been taken to keep down the amount of sickness, still the summer months are of great danger. This is due largely to the mosquito carrying the malaria. Almost every inhabitant of the place is affected with the disease.”85 Despite company investments in employee housing and town amenities, Page 26 →Seeley underscored that SRCLC workers and their families at Ferguson had “learned the gentle art of going without.”86

Evidence of racial disparities, however, call attention to the unevenness of precarity. Although Black and white workers were often hired into general laborer positions at equal pay, the Southern lumber industry’s practice of excluding Black workers from skilled and supervisory positions created a differentiated landscape where Black workers faced disproportionate exposure to occupational hazards.87 By the end of the 1920s, the racial segregation of lumber work was so pronounced that “employers came to associate certain skills with qualities that they believed were innately African American.”88 In most cases, actual level of skill or length of employment did not allow Black men to escape relegation to “Black jobs,” hindering opportunities for upward advancement. New South elites, white politicians, and lower-level operators also trafficked in explicitly racist discourses intended to undermine recognition of Black workers’ skills and intelligence, contributing to long-standing assumptions that Black men were biologically and uniquely predisposed for harsh, physical labor.89 Moreover, the lumber industry’s protracted opposition to a workmen’s compensation law in South Carolina likely exacerbated precarious conditions of Black South Carolinians already facing a general atmosphere of racial discrimination, legal disenfranchisement, and white racial terror.90

Contrary to managerial assessments that African American lumber workers were “comfortable and happy” prior to the Great Depression, the Southern lumber industry’s investment in a racialized occupational hierarchy posed a considerable challenge to Black upward mobility.91 Of Black persons engaged in sawmill and lumber work at Ferguson in 1910, only one Black lumber worker was enumerated with a skilled occupation, machinist, while white employees occupied a significantly greater range of positions from sawmill laborers to engineers and mill inspectors. During Jim Crow, the hiring of Black workers into skilled and supervisory positions was often regarded as a threat to white economic security, and industrial elites used Black labor as a strikebreaker to thwart white unionism. In 1909, Ferguson’s (white) machinists walked out, allegedly over the “hiring of negroes to operate machines in the machine shop.”92 And while an occurrence of a white race riot is not documented in Ferguson’s history, the response of Ferguson’s white machinists to Black upward mobility may point to the limitations of working-class solidarity and may suggest “a much deeper social discord.”93

During the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century, ethnicity, language, national origin, and perceived difference also shaped the racially Page 27 →segregated settings of Southern industry. “The period of mass European immigration, from the 1840s to the restrictive legislation of 1924, witnessed a fracturing of whiteness into a hierarchy of plural and scientifically determined white races.”94 Although Southern industries routinely recruited European immigrants to “suppress Black agency and mobility,” immigrant laborers could just as easily be positioned outside of whiteness.95 Alongside Black workers, immigrant laborers were likely among Ferguson’s most vulnerable groups—as suggested by the SRCLC’s Italian Cemetery, where thirty unidentified Italian laborers who succumbed to “ptomaine” [food] poisoning were laid to rest. Lower-wage American-born white workers, too, were not exempt from pathologization. As historian David L. Carlton writes of the reception of Progressive Era business elites and established “towns people” to the rural white proletariat who made their way to South Carolina’s Piedmont textile mills, “white supremacy need not entail white equality.”96 A closer look at relationships within Ferguson’s white workforce may reveal a more complicated fabric of occupational precarity.

In Southern lumber towns like Ferguson, the taking in of lodgers or boarders also became a valuable economic strategy contributing to personal, familial, and collective survival.97 Much like his own mother’s St. Matthews household, the residence of SRCLC sawmill laborer Daniel F. Major was both a multigenerational and a multi-familial space. Along with his twenty-year-old son, George, Major shared his Ferguson household with several boarders—including fellow sawmill laborers George Chisholm and Edmond Ottman, Ottman’s wife May, and the couple’s five-year-old son, John. Other Black households at Ferguson reflected such heterogeneous living arrangements, including a number of households headed by widowed and unmarried Black women who had taken in boarders, likely to supplement their household incomes. Yet, within contexts of economic precarity and racial discrimination, the taking in of boarders, extended family members, and non-blood relations held economic as well as social meaning for African Americans, especially during Jim Crow. As historian Holly A. Pinheiro argues of Black households in Philadelphia, “Their willingness to take in ‘fictive kin’ shows that northern African American families continually adapted their families in order to survive—and were genuinely concerned with assisting others in fighting racial discrimination and creating stability.”98 At the same time, we should not overlook the conflicts and tensions that almost certainly arose within and between Black households across Ferguson’s segregated landscape. Still, we might hold space for boarding as a vital expression Page 28 →of social support, and potentially, what historical archaeologist Nedra K. Lee has termed “politicized community work.”99
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Ferguson’s Black working-class did not passively accept the precarious conditions they experienced. According to Seeley, employees and their families raised livestock and kept small garden plots near their residences; women and girls made clothes; and the company’s carpenters used lumber scraps from Ferguson’s mills to construct furniture for their rented households.100 Some employees sought redress for workplace injuries through South Carolina’s legal system—including Anthony Patterson, a Black laborer who leveled a $25,000 damage suit after losing one of his hands due to the “carelessness of the company and its foreman.”101 Other workers pursued more indirect tactics of subversion, such as Charles Johnson, a Black worker who reportedly burned down a tenant house owned by the SRCLC in the town of Pinewood. According to the editorial, Johnson “was under the impression that if the organ was burned up, the company would give him another.”102 Still, most Black lumber workers at Ferguson likely used one of their most pragmatic, yet often less visible, tactics to navigate precarity: mobility.

During the Jim Crow era, Black lumber workers moved constantly in and out of the industry’s workforce. Many of these movements were initiated when work was slow and after logging operations shut down, but Black men and women also moved on when labor or living conditions were deemed unfavorable. As Robin D. G. Kelley argues, “Central to black working-class infrapolitics was mobility, for it afforded workers relative freedom to escape oppressive living and working conditions and power to negotiate for better working conditions.”103 Some Black workers used their time in Southern lumbering to gain access to the migratory routes taking greater numbers of African Americans north and west along the routes of the Great Migration. Other Black workers, however, persisted in Southern lumbering over the long term—including former SRCLC sawmill laborer Daniel F. Major, who was laboring for Sumter’s Palmetto Hardwood Company at the time of his death in 1928 at the age of sixty-five.104 By this time, the company town of Ferguson, South Carolina, had already begun to fade from memory.




Conclusion


Less than two decades following the industry’s arrival, the lumber boom had left a devastating mark on the old-growth forests of South Carolina. Page 29 →By 1910, commentators noted that of the over 400 mills operating in South Carolina, few engaged in replanting and they projected that the Palmetto State would be dependent upon external lumber industries for the bulk of its timber supplies in only a few years.105 Citing cypress’ slow regenerative properties and the species’ susceptibility to “antagonistic conditions” in its youth, Penn State researchers similarly stated that the SRCLC’s namesake species was effectively a “doomed tree” and would be exhausted by the SRCLC within a generation.106 Likely informed by these projections, as well as by lessons learned from the devastation of the Great Lakes forests, the SRCLC consulted with the US Bureau of Forestry by experimenting with “scientific forestry.” By most accounts, the SRCLC departed from the industry’s wasteful practices, and managed to hold onto much of its land base.107 The story of the SRCLC is remembered today for Francis Beidler’s decision to place a large portion of the company’s landholdings into “timber reserve status”—a pivotal decision leading to the survival of the largest remaining old-growth bottomland hardwood forest in the nation.108 Yet, as with so many promising ventures of the New South, the story of Ferguson town is most often told today as a story of “great expectations followed by great disappointment.”109

After a quarter century of operation, the SRCLC’s rapid growth was followed by an even more precipitous decline. By 1914, newspapers began to report that the SRCLC had all but stopped harvesting timber, and by the end of the First World War, Ferguson was by most accounts a shadow of its former self. Visitors quickly remarked on the withdrawal of life from Ferguson’s decommissioned mills, crumbling residences, and weed-infested streets. As one observer from neighboring Orangeburg remarked in 1916, only thirty workers employed by the SRCLC remained. “Probably the farmers of that part of the country will get better and cheaper labor now, but it is really sad to view the ruins of a once prosperous community … There are very few people even in this county who know of the demise of this thriving little place.”110 During the New Deal, South Carolina’s bid for hydroelectric power submerged what remained of Ferguson town (see fig. 1.3). Today, Ferguson lies almost completely beneath Lake Marion—one of the lesser-known places of memory and labor history all but erased from the Santee-Cooper landscape.111

Historians have offered multiple explanations for the SRCLC’s rapid decline—from the consequences of an oversaturated national cypress market to the financial and managerial impacts of persistent mill fires and Francis Beidler’s failing eyesight.112 Others, however, have claimed that Ferguson was “a town destined to die, a bustling community during its Page 30 →short lifetime but absorbed as quickly as it was conceived.”113 The time that hundreds of Black South Carolinians labored and lived at Ferguson, however, was far from insignificant—even if fleeting. The story of Ferguson is emblematic of the shifting entanglements of Southern lumber and Black labor during the early Jim Crow era and underscores the need to return Black lumber workers and their communities to the stories we tell about South Carolina’s forests.


[image: Water rushes around a crumbling structure near a tree-lined shore.]

Figure 1.3. Shoreline of Lake Marion with partially submerged structures of the former lumber town of Ferguson, South Carolina, inundated by the Santee-Cooper Power and Navigation Project during the late 1930s. “Remnants of Ferguson, SC,” Evanoco (2 May, 2020), https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ferguson,_SC.jpg (original image).
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Chapter 2 Expert Adviser


Page 39 →Daisy Priscilla Smith Edgerton and Early Forest Conservation in South Carolina

– AI Hester –

The story of South Carolina’s modern conservation movement cannot be told without including Daisy Priscilla Smith Edgerton’s formative work. This chapter attempts to center her remarkable but nearly invisible efforts by exploring not only the coming of modern lumbering to the Palmetto State but also the leadership that Progressive Era conservationists, especially women like Edgerton, took in these efforts. During the first two decades of the twentieth century, as lumbering became a notable industry in South Carolina, activists and politicians struggled over whether to protect the remaining forests. While the state’s natural resources conservation movement had some initial success increasing bird protection, hiring a state game warden, and establishing a national forest reserve in the southern Appalachian Mountains, by 1914 progress in conservation had stalled. South Carolina lagged behind other states, especially in forest protection, when its attempts to protect local forests temporarily collapsed after legislative failures. In 1914, conservation supporters introduced the state’s first forestry bill in the South Carolina General Assembly. When Governor Coleman Blease vetoed the bill, forest protection efforts became dormant for nearly a decade.1 Forest conservationists ran into formidable political opposition and scrambled to find a means to overcome this resistance. New leadership and educational efforts were essential.

Daisy Edgerton, a woman forester2 working for the US Forest Service in the 1920s, would ultimately help provide those missing elements, particularly in her work as a behind-the-scenes forestry adviser to the South Carolina governor. Her 1922–23 statewide educational campaign created momentum and led directly to the creation of the South Carolina State Page 40 →Forestry Commission after a four-year delay caused by legislative struggle. By 1927, the state forestry agency established a system of forest fire prevention and began acquiring state-owned forests. With Edgerton’s foundational help, South Carolina conservationists took the critical first steps to institutionalize professional forest management, paving the way for New Deal-era successes in conservation.



Early Forest Conservation in South Carolina, 1900–1922


Efforts to protect South Carolina’s woodlands from lumbering and forest fire began in earnest in 1901. Hoping that it might become part of a proposed Appalachian Forest Reserve, South Carolina passed legislation to give the federal government permission to buy land for forest protection. In 1911, after years of agitation, the passage of the Weeks Act, a national law which permitted the creation of eastern forest reserves for the protection of navigable streams, made acquisition of this land by the US Forest Service possible. Soon, the federal government approved a new national forest in South Carolina’s Oconee County, where logging activity in mountainous terrain endangered the watershed of the Savannah River. This area became part of the larger Appalachian National Forest Reserve, and the property acquired there in 1914 was South Carolina’s first public land set aside for conservation purposes.3 Additionally, in 1910 conservation supporters secured a study of South Carolina’s forests, carried out by the US Forest Service. This report, Forest Conditions in South Carolina, created a blueprint for future conservation work, calling for the establishment of a state forestry commission, forest fire suppression, livestock range control laws, employment of a state forester, and public acquisition of endangered forest lands, all essential next steps for South Carolina forest protection.4

The 1910 publication of Forest Conditions in South Carolina and the creation of South Carolina’s portion of the Appalachian National Forest Reserve in 1914 represented major victories for local conservationists. Still, state leaders refused to enact forestry legislation or devote funds for protecting natural resources, and activists accomplished little else until the late 1920s. This temporary breakdown became clear in 1914 after conservation supporters introduced the state’s first forestry bill in the General Assembly. At a joint committee hearing, J. Given Peters of the US Forest Service told legislators that South Carolina’s timber cutting far exceeded the rate of growth, and that without intervention, complete forest depletion would be inevitable. Peters and State Senator Niels Christensen, a member of the State Audubon Society, advocated adopting the recommendations contained in Page 41 →Forest Conditions of South Carolina, especially the creation of a state conservation commission. Despite the active support of local and federal conservationists, Governor Coleman Blease, a populist, vetoed the bill, and it died at the close of the 1914 legislative session.5 With the failure of the state’s first forestry bill, South Carolina’s forestry movement was dormant for nearly a decade.




Women’s Leadership in Progressive-Era Conservation


The South Carolina Federation of Women’s Clubs (SCFWC) had been involved in the state’s conservation movement from its beginning. The SCFWC maintained a forestry department, created in 1901, which encouraged affiliated member clubs around the state to plant trees, conduct arbor day programs in schools, and lobby government for forest protection. That year, Beaufort’s Mary E. Waterhouse read a paper on forestry at the SCFWC annual convention, explaining the “use and abuse of our forests, the legislation in regard to them.”6 Seven years later, the SCFWC’s Forestry and Civics Department instructed every club in the state to give at least one day to forestry matters, see that books on forestry were in local libraries, and “emphasize the utilitarian side [of forest reserves] in preference to the esthetic [and] urge the need of forest preservation, protection, and scientific handling.”7 From 1907 to 1909, the chair of the SCFWC’s forestry department lobbied national and state legislators in support of the creation of eastern national forest reserves in the Appalachian Mountains. Following the 1910 study of South Carolina forests, the Forestry and Civics Department urged the Federation to use its influence to stop the custom of annual woods burning, believing that women could assist the movement best by spreading information, influencing legislators, and shaping public sentiment. The SCFWC also contacted the US Forest Service, which agreed to advise and assist clubs and clubwomen working to protect forests.8

Historian Rachel D. Kline provides significant context for the work of Progressive Era women in forest conservation. In her analysis of women’s conservation traditions in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Kline found that women were often excluded from the male dominated world of forest management, and in response carved out “feminine forestry,” a meaningful female path within the profession and movement.”9 She cites Vera Norwood, who argued that Progressive Era women sometimes carried out conservation work through what was viewed as gender appropriate activities, such as raising children to appreciate nature, gardening at home, studying botany, writing about nature, painting, and Page 42 →sketching. In a few cases women also took on male roles by serving as fire tower lookouts on western national forests and entering public sector work as professionals.10 In the process, women created a “distinctly female” conservation tradition. In the US Forest Service, of which Gifford Pinchot was the head, women worked as clerks, educational specialists, researchers, and fire tower lookouts in addition to doing the behind-the-scenes, uncompensated work as forest rangers’ wives that ensured the smooth and successful operation of national forests.11

As women contributed to the forestry movement, they developed a gendered philosophy of natural resources protection, one that Kline refers to as “women’s conservation cause.”12 In this intellectual framework, women expanded on Pinchot’s idea of “the greatest good for the greatest number, in the long run” by focusing on concepts of “American morality, culture, and citizenship” and linking “tree life with human life.”13 For women, “the conservation cause was a civic and moral responsibility to conserve nature and people’s relationship with the land for the future benefit of American life and values.”14 Women working as educational specialists within the US Forest Service in the early twentieth century played a central role in the development and spread of these ideas. These educational efforts, especially those conducted by women’s clubs, women working for government agencies, and individual women activists, would be central to gradually overcoming the often-intense opposition to conservation in the early years of the twentieth century.

Historians have noted an early divide in the American conservation movement between John Muir-inspired preservationists and Gifford Pinchot-led utilitarian conservationists. Muir advocated scenic and wilderness preservation, and believed that unimpaired wilderness held enormous scientific, cultural, and moral value. Pinchot chose to emphasize the uses of natural resources, and the economic and social benefits of conservation.15 Progressive women clearly fell into both camps, with many embracing aspects of both philosophies. However, because of its close association with Pinchot, the US Forest Service was the standard bearer for utilitarian conservation. Employees of the Forest Service, including women such as Edgerton, probably adopted that viewpoint, at least in their professional roles, as a matter of agency policy. Progressive Era women activists in South Carolina, especially within the SCFWC, were interested in both approaches. For example, in 1911, the president of the SCFWC recommended supporting John Muir in his efforts to protect the Hetch-Hetchy Valley in Yosemite. On the other hand, in 1908, the chair of the SCFWC’s Forestry Department spoke of the need to understand “the economic meaning and importance of Page 43 →forestry, and not just the esthetic values of trees and forests.”16 Ultimately, Progressive Era conservationists in South Carolina followed the utilitarian path, possibly realizing that a Muir-style emphasis on aesthetic preservation might not fare well in the state’s conservative environment.




Opposition to Early Forest Conservation in South Carolina


At the very center of the conservation debate were fire and the use of forests as rangelands. Active protection of forests was a potential threat to traditional unregulated access to natural resources. Politicians who opposed forestry sought to protect their constituents’ economic independence—especially access to the open forest range. SCFWC activists recognized this in 1910 when they used their influence to “stop the custom of burning off each spring the fields and woods.”17 Since the eighteenth century, forest areas in South Carolina had served as common lands where “free range” cattle could graze on the open range, at no cost to their owners. For livestock to thrive, free range users burned the woods each year, typically in the spring. This kept the forest open, burnt away the longleaf pine needles, and allowed the grasses to grow under the trees. Over generations, fire shaped the appearance and habitats of the forest landscape. When industrial logging came South after Reconstruction, however, conditions changed, and small grass fires that had never been a problem before began to rage out of control. Fire was worst in areas where the loggers had removed the timber.18 In 1898, three million acres of land burned in central South Carolina over the period of a few days, causing the loss of at least fourteen lives and an estimated $700,000 in property damage.19 The increased intensity of fires may have been due to the accumulation of logging slash or other factors related to ecological changes in forests.

For Progressive Era conservationists (and the New Deal conservationists who followed), getting the fires under control, protecting existing trees and allowing for reforestation in logged areas, became an overriding goal. But not until the 1930s did the US Forest Service make a concerted effort to reach rural, working-class people in South Carolina. We know, for example, that Francis Marion National Forest District Ranger W. A. Garber “more or less independently converted large interior populations to the principles of fire control” between 1935 and 1937.20

Today, the consensus of foresters in the South is that periodic controlled burning is desirable—not for grazing improvement, but instead for habitat restoration and maintenance. Important species such as longleaf pine thrive when fire is present, and suppression of burning has caused Page 44 →numerous ecological problems. Most modern foresters would now say that their predecessors had been wrong about fire, and that their actions to stamp out fire had far-reaching and negative ecological consequences.21 It is worth noting, however, that while the Progressive and New Deal Era gospel of fire exclusion generated great opposition, it also became the catalyst for winning the support of the lumber industry (something this chapter addresses later). In short, fire exclusion may have been a necessary first step that had to happen for forest conservation to advance in the South.

The origins of populist opposition to southern conservation lay, in part, in a postbellum struggle for control of natural resources between former planters, freed people, and poor whites. Beginning with the state’s livestock management law in 1877, elites used conservation as a tool to control agricultural labor’s access to natural resources. As historians Steven Hahn and Eric Foner have noted, following emancipation and the breakup of plantations, large landowners across the South found it increasingly difficult to attract farm labor. Many newly freed African Americans, as well as white yeomen, preferred subsistence hunting, fishing, and livestock raising to working for planters. As long as poor white and Black people could support themselves on common lands, they had few incentives to work as wage laborers and sharecroppers. Planters responded by proposing a series of conservation laws, all designed to keep labor under control. Within a few years, “the compulsions of necessity replaced the compulsions of the lash,” as legislation reduced non-elite access to common lands and resources.22 Prior to the passage of turn of the century stock laws, cattle and hogs could graze on any unfenced woodlands, since farmers had to fence crops rather than range.23 For those without land, stock laws became a form of enclosure that essentially dispossessed them of access to the forested rangelands. Working-class opposition to elite control of natural resources solidified, an opposition that “formed the heart of an emergent radicalism that would be harnessed by Populism” in the early twentieth century.24 For populists, all conservation, including protection of forests, became linked to the loss of access to forest rangelands, as well as the oppressive tactics and economic dominance of planters and their allies.

By the 1920s, conservation supporters tended to be white New South businessmen, middle class women, and progressives rather than planters. But South Carolina populists such as US Senator Benjamin Tillman and former SC governor, Coleman Blease, viewed them as elites and contested their attempts to protect natural resources. Blease viewed conservation as interference with the people’s natural rights. Tillman opposed public forestry programs as immoral subsidies to elite “lumber barons” and the Page 45 →“lumber trust.” In 1907, he asserted that “the [national] forestry arrangement we are now working under permits the timber supply which has been reserved for the people to turn into the pockets of millionaire lumber manufacturers.”25

At the beginning of 1922, opponents thwarted forest conservationists in their attempt to invite forester and former chief of the US Forest Service, Gifford Pinchot to speak before the South Carolina General Assembly. Several representatives opposed his visit, believing that they were protecting South Carolina from Northern and federal government interference. Representative J. J. Evans, an opponent, stated: “You say he is from Pennsylvania. If so, what does he know of forests in South Carolina? What can he tell us of South Carolina forest conservation?”26 Conservationist James Henry Rice explained, “the prevailing belief in South Carolina is that Forest Conservation is a Yankee scheme and invention, which they [opponents] distrust on general principles.”27

Because some opponents viewed the conservation movement as imposed from outside, it was increasingly important for South Carolina conservationists to prove that theirs was a homegrown, grassroots effort. Ties to national organizations and leaders inspired resistance, as demonstrated by the blocked attempt to bring Gifford Pinchot to the General Assembly. According to Representative J. W. Hanahan, “We are selling our liberties for a mess of pottage … let the North take all the money from the United States Government it wants, but if our forests need conserving let us do it ourselves.”28 US Forest Service staff knew this dynamic well, and while they were always willing to visit states and advise about forestry, they also sought local people to lead the effort. In fact, under the 1911 Weeks Law, the federal government only made funds available for forestry purposes after a state took decisive steps toward protecting its own forest resources.29 As a result, the US Forest Service’s J. Given Peters attempted to convince James Henry Rice, a local conservation supporter, to lead the state’s movement, explaining, “I am afraid that we [the US Forest Service] have given the impression in some quarters that something quite new has been pressed, put over if you please, from the outside, and our action has been resented.”30 Peters preferred that local conservationists contact him first, since he was a federal official and an outsider. While Rice declined to take the lead, he and Peters attempted to recruit other locals. Requests for assistance eventually reached Lieutenant Governor Wilson G. Harvey, who began considering forest conservation.31 It was at this critical moment that Daisy Priscilla Smith Edgerton entered South Carolina’s conservation story, with significant results.




Daisy Priscilla Smith Edgerton’s Professional Life, 1890–1922


Page 46 →In 1922, numerous activists and politicians made efforts to revive the state’s flagging forest conservation movement. Forester Daisy Priscilla Smith Edgerton helped to break the deadlock by playing an inspirational role at just the right moment. Edgerton worked briefly, though intensely, to advise Wilson G. Harvey, governor of South Carolina from 1922–23, as he adopted the forest protection cause. Her story provides a useful case study of a female approach to conservation in the 1920s and serves as an example of how women conservationists found ways to operate effectively in a male-dominated profession. Edgerton, as an individual activist, pressed the boundaries of her role with boldness, passion, and creativity. She also embraced ideas that historian Rachel D. Kline refers to as the “women’s conservation cause.”32 While Edgerton’s national work has received some attention, her efforts in South Carolina have largely gone unacknowledged.

Kline has enumerated the many contributions on a national level of “foundational” educators like Edgerton, who had “a passion for conservation education” and brought forest conservation teaching into southern schools.”33 Kline notes that Edgerton had a significant national impact, especially through textbooks (two described as “bestsellers”) that she wrote on teaching forestry in the classroom.34 Not long after her South Carolina episode, Mississippi hired Edgerton as the state supervisor of forestry education. She then condensed her accumulated knowledge into multiple textbooks on forestry education, including The Forest: A Handbook for Teachers (1927), First Steps in Southern Forest Study (1930), and Living in Forest Lands: A Unit for Junior High School (1939).35 It is likely that Edgerton’s works and voice reached thousands, influencing multiple generations of schoolchildren across the country. While briefly referencing Edgerton’s Mississippi work, Kline’s principal focus is Edgerton’s contributions in the Washington, DC, Forest Service offices. Still, Edgerton’s role as adviser to the South Carolina governor and her 1922–23 educational campaign provide an important but overlooked case study of how Edgerton applied the ideas of “women’s conservation cause” through the role of educator, and by serving as a behind-the-scenes expert adviser.

Born in Yorkshire, England, in 1868, Daisy Priscilla Smith moved to Charleston, South Carolina, when she was five years old. Her father, Rev. Thomas Hirst Smith, a Unitarian minister, met her mother Alice Octavia Walker, a Charlestonian, during his first assignment to a Charleston church in 1866–68. The new family soon travelled back to England, but after her Page 47 →husband’s death in 1873, Alice returned to South Carolina with their three children, Daisy, Sam, and Annie.36 Daisy Smith soon became aware of conservation, a cause that would interest her for the rest of her life.37 First, though, she discovered a love of teaching while enrolled at the Memminger School, a state normal school that trained female teachers. Conservation and teaching became intertwined and shaped her life’s work.

By 1890, Edgerton was a teacher at Charleston’s public Morris Street School for African American students. She later moved to the Crafts School, a public primary school for white students in the city, where she served from at least 1896–1902,38 establishing a reputation as “an instructor and teacher of no mean ability” (see fig. 2.1).39 Regarding her chosen profession, Edgerton wrote in 1922:


I believe that I have taught in several previous existences, for it comes so naturally to me that when I had to stop teaching else-where, I took a class in Sunday school [instruction]. I am the typical school marm, in spite of the Mrs. before my name—I should properly say, because of it. Whatever the reason for my predilection, I love it . . .40




[image: Portrait of a young woman with tied-back hair wearing a high-collared dress.]

Figure 2.1. Daisy Smith in 1893. Photograph courtesy of Barbara Bevington.



Page 48 →Edgerton, who became president of the Memminger Alumnae Association in 1898, later used her knowledge of the state’s club network as a tool in her forestry education efforts. After the SCFWC formed in 1898, the Memminger Alumnae Association joined and in 1904 sent delegates to the state convention in Newberry, South Carolina.41 In 1901 Daisy P. Smith was a prominent worker “in every line of woman’s work in the city,”42 as she organized an exhibit focusing on women’s inventions and patents for the South Carolina Inter-State and West Indian Exposition in Charleston. She also served in the officially titled role of 1st Vice President of the City Union, a precursor to the Charleston City Federation of Women’s Clubs. In 1902, the SCFWC membership elected her as corresponding secretary, where she connected with many South Carolina clubwomen. Later, this network supported her conservation campaign in the state. Smith also was involved in Unitarian Church work, as a member of the National Alliance of Unitarian and Other Liberal Christian Women.43 By 1907, she was acquainted with Wilson G. Harvey, who would later become governor and collaborate with her in forestry efforts.

From its beginning, the SCFWC addressed conservation issues, ranging from bird protection to forestry and from parks to civic improvement. Charlestonian Louisa B. Poppenheim, president of the SCFWC in 1900, put great emphasis on bird protection, in particular. Born the same year as Edgerton, Poppenheim also served as an officer in the in the Charleston City Union and the SCFWC at the same time.44 They certainly knew each other well and likely discussed many aspects of women’s club work, including conservation.

Sometime around 1903 Daisy Smith married Edward Samuel Edgerton in Charleston.45 Alice, their only child, was born soon after. By 1907, the Edgertons had moved to Washington, DC, where Edward took a job as a clerk.46 Daisy Edgerton began employment with the US Forest Service in 1909, “in an editorial capacity,” a career that spanned twenty-nine years until her retirement. She likely worked in the Office of the Editor, within the Office of the Forester. This office handled all informational activities of the agency.47 The Service’s numerous publications required a staff of writers and editors.48 Edgerton likely worked anonymously on numerous publications, one of which she sent to her friend, Governor Wilson G. Harvey of South Carolina, explaining that she was “enclosing one of our general Page 49 →publications, which I had the satisfaction of revising and illustrating (by means of photographs, of course).”49

In 1920, the Forest Service’s newly established Branch of Public Relations absorbed both the Office of Information and the Office of Publications. Edgerton worked in that office, still under the supervision of the editor of the USFS. Soon, she became a forestry educator, bringing her back to her teaching roots, taking charge of forestry education in the Washington, DC, public school system. Starting in October 1921, Edgerton conducted outreach to the district’s K-12 and normal schools, developing a travelling exhibit and giving talks to 25,000 students over a two-year period.50 In her fifties, she combined a love of teaching with a lifelong passion for the conservation cause (see fig. 2.2). She wrote to Governor Harvey in 1922, telling him, “The older I get the more carefree I become.”51


[image: Newspaper clipping with a portrait of a seated woman beside a headline.]

Figure 2.2. Daisy Edgerton, Clarion Ledger Sun, October 10, 1926.



Page 50 →As Edgerton’s conservation career developed in Washington, DC, progress in natural resources conservation stalled in South Carolina. When Edgerton left Charleston in 1907, enthusiasm for conservation was on the rise, especially among clubwomen. Hopes were high that politicians would enact forest protection legislation. As an employee of the US Forest Service, Edgerton likely watched these developments closely. It is even possible that she helped edit and produce the 1910 study, Forest Conditions in South Carolina, in her role in the Forest Service Editor’s office. She noted in 1922 that, “there is a considerable correspondence and material … in the files of the Forest Service indicating that South Carolinians with the forward look have been feeling after forestry for the State for years.”52 She was also aware of the political forces working in opposition to conservation in the state, including Governor Coleman Blease. By 1922, Edgerton was concerned about this kind of populist resistance to forest protection:


State political gossip drifting back from home tells me that it is more than likely that Blease will come back as the next Governor. This makes me sick at heart for the cause which is so dear to me from both angles—my daily work for over thirteen years and my whole previous life back to my fifth birthday. Blease is described as an obscurantist, and even at this distance I know that he will do nothing for the State welfare along such broad lines, unless it happens to be spectacular.53



In Edgerton’s view, “‘Free Range’ advocates and certain hostile lumbermen” fed the opposition to protect important economic interests.54 Colleagues in the DC Forest Service offices knew that only a local activist or politician could counter these forces. It was Edgerton who successfully recruited this forestry leader in South Carolina.




Governor Wilson G. Harvey


A businessman and prominent banker, born, raised, and educated in Charleston, Wilson Godfrey Harvey (1866–1932) began working in 1881 at age fifteen, first for newspapers, and then organizing the Enterprise Bank of Charleston, one of the state’s largest. He entered politics around 1900, serving as Charleston alderman and mayor pro tem. In these roles, he focused primarily on improving infrastructure, including paving roads and building a seawall on the battery. He also showed interest in education, serving on the city’s Standing Committee on Public Education. But he was Page 51 →not involved in early conservation efforts in the state, nor in either of the state Audubon Societies. In 1920, Harvey became lieutenant governor. In 1922, when Governor Robert Archer Cooper resigned before completing his term, Harvey became governor of South Carolina.55 As governor, Harvey knew he had limited time to make an impact and sought an important cause. Early in his eight-month term, his old friend Daisy Edgerton summarized his request:


You said in that letter that your time being short and you unhampered by partisan considerations, you would endeavor to do something that would benefit the state as a whole. I have no doubt that you will accomplish more than one good thing, for I know your dynamic powers.56



She suggested forest conservation as his cause, asking, “can I enlist your sympathy and cooperation unofficially?”57 She noted that if he made progress in forest protection she would “feel indeed that your friendship for me and mine for you had been worthwhile, not only to ourselves, but to our beloved state and home people.”58 Four days later, following her advice exactly, Harvey wrote the US Forest Service formally asking for its assistance.59

As governor, Harvey turned to Daisy Edgerton as his behind-the scenes forestry adviser. Serving as a technical forestry expert for a state governor was well-outside the norm for a woman working in conservation during the 1920s. With thirteen years of experience working in the Office of the Forester preparing technical publications, and decades of teaching experience, technical expertise is exactly what Edgerton possessed. And most importantly, she knew South Carolina’s people and politics. As she herself explained: “one way to learn is to read, a better is to study, but the best is to teach.”60 By teaching conservation in the schools of Washington, DC, Edgerton had learned much about forestry’s connection to geography, history, manual training, civics, and economics. Well aware that she was stepping out of prescribed gender roles by serving as an expert, Edgerton insisted that it all be unofficial and discreet. Writing to Harvey in “semi-official” capacity, she addressed him “officially in my unofficial capacity.”61 In later correspondence she would type “Not Official,” “super-ficial,” and “Personal” at the beginning of her letters to the governor.62 She also played down her expertise to Harvey.


Of course, the development of any forestry work in South Carolina would be far over my head. It is far too important for any but the Page 52 →most expert attention. I hope you understand that all this is but the pushing up of a presumptuous little seedling, which will have to be nursed into life by such experts as the Governor of South Carolina and the U. S. Forester, in their own formal and official ways. The only thing which I can hope will come directly of this effusion which is purely confidential and unofficial, is some word from you to the Forester apparently of your own volition.63



Edgerton eventually took to signing her letters as “x-Pert Adviser,” with the “x” crossed out, or “P. A.” for short.64 Edgerton knew she was pushing boundaries. To the governor, she was a subject matter expert. Harvey declared himself “totally ignorant” about conservation and asked that she tell him exactly what to do—“to whom I am to write and just what I am to say when I write … just as you would do to one of your [school] children expecting them to follow directions.”65




Edgerton’s Influence on South Carolina Forest Conservation, 1922–23


From July to December 1922, Edgerton advised Harvey confidently, competently, and discreetly. Her advice included a variety of actionable ideas, all with the goal of creating momentum for conservation, leading to implementation of the recommendations from the 1910 forest study. Edgerton’s first step for Harvey was to initiate formal contact with the US Forest Service expressing his interest in a forest policy in South Carolina. Edgerton wrote drafts of letters for Harvey, which he used verbatim.66 In one amusing incident, Edgerton was present when the man who received the letter she had drafted read it. She reported to the governor that he “pronounced it a ‘fine letter,’ perfectly unconscious of the inspiration.”67 To aid Harvey in preparing speeches on the subject, she also sent detailed notes.

Edgerton suggested that Harvey’s second step should be to assemble a group of conservation supporters and lumbermen to form a state forestry association. The governor and Edgerton spent considerable time coming up with lists of men and women to invite. She also suggested having the new forestry association draft a forestry bill for submission to the SC State Legislature; creating a state proclamation in support of forestry; and finally, sending a letter to the US Forest Service asking that it send a representative to South Carolina to advise the movement.68 Believing in Edgerton’s expertise, Harvey wondered if the US Forest Service might send her to the state as a “more substantial and well informed” person.”69

Page 53 →Conscious that he only had a few months to do this work, Harvey moved quickly on Edgerton’s recommendations. He wrote the US Forester just days after receiving Edgerton’s letter and quickly set a date for a state forestry meeting, to which he invited dozens of men and women, including conservation supporters, lumbermen, clubwomen, landscape architects, and politicians.70 The US Forest Service agreed to send two representatives. Edgerton drafted notes for Harvey’s introductory speech. Thirty-eight people responded that they planned to attend the “Forestry Congress” on October 10, 1922, in Columbia.71



Table 2.1. Present at the Forestry Congress, October 10, 1922



	Name

	Occupation/Role

	Residence in South Carolina




	Dr. E.C.L. Adams, MD

	Former president of SC Audubon Society; farmer

	Columbia




	W. H. Andrews

	Lumberman; member, SC Audubon Society Board of Directors

	Andrews




	Col. L. N. Bagnal

	Lumberman, L. N. Bagnal Lumber Co.

	Columbia




	W. W. Ball

	Editor of The State newspaper (Columbia)

	Columbia




	George Baldwin

	Horticulturalist; landscape gardener

	Columbia




	Col. R. M. Barnes

	n/a

	Columbia




	Rep. R. B. Belser

	Lawyer; member, SC Audubon Society in 1910

	Sumter




	Dr. F. W. P. Butler

	Physician

	Columbia




	Mrs. W. C. Cathcart

	“Public spirited woman”

	Columbia




	Mr. John Daniel

	Assistant state attorney general

	Columbia




	Mrs. Julia Lester Dillon

	City landscape architect for Sumter; “public spirited woman”

	Sumter




	E. W. DuRant

	Chairman, State Board of Fisheries

	Georgetown




	Sen. H. H. Gross

	State senator for Dorchester County; chair of SC State Senate Finance Committee

	Harleyville




	L. P. Harper

	Lumberman

	Andrews




	Mrs. W. G. Harvey

	“The Governor’s wife”

	Columbia




	D. C. Heyward

	Former SC governor

	Columbia




	Dr. D. B. Johnson

	President, Winthrop College

	Rock Hill




	A.F. Lever

	Former US congressman; president, SC Joint Stock Land Bank; member, SC Audubon Society Board of Directors

	Columbia




	Page 54 →Rep. Raven I. McDavid

	State representative

	Greenville




	Col. D. W. McLaurin

	“Confederate veteran”; member, Winthrop College Board of Trustees

	Columbia




	S. H. McLean

	Agent, Southern Railroad

	Columbia




	Col. F. H. McMaster

	Former insurance commissioner; newspaper editor

	Columbia




	Dr. Andrew C. Moore

	Professor of biology, University of South Carolina

	Columbia




	Mrs. F. S. Munsell

	Member, SCFWC; president, SC League of Women Voters

	Columbia




	L. O. Patterson

	Attorney

	Greenville




	Frank Pierson

	Secretary, Columbia Chamber of Commerce

	Columbia




	Mrs. C. Y. Reamer

	“Public spirited woman”

	Columbia




	A.A. Richardson

	Chief game warden of SC

	Columbia




	Dr. W. M. Riggs

	President, Clemson College

	Clemson




	W. T. Rowe

	Professor of engineering, University of South Carolina

	Columbia




	Dr. Stanhope Sams

	Associate editor of The State newspaper (Columbia)

	Columbia




	Adolf Schulze

	Landscape architect, town and city planner

	Greenville




	R. E. Sharpe

	n/a

	Winnsboro




	Rep. J. O. Sheppard

	State representative

	Edgefield




	L. P. Slattery

	Contractor

	Greenville




	Stephen Tabor

	Geologist, University of South Carolina; acting as volunteer state geologist

	Columbia




	H. L. Tilghman

	Lumberman, Tilghman Lumber Co.

	Marion




	George Wrigley

	Architect/engineer

	n/a





The meeting, chaired by Governor Harvey and held at the South Carolina State House, included J. Given Peters and James E. Scott of the US Forest Service as primary speakers, along with numerous civic leaders. At least four of the women attendees, including Sumter’s landscape architect Julia Lester Dillon, also spoke at the meeting.72 The group concluded “that the next thing needed is somebody to keep educating the people by going to the schools and before civic bodies” to create public pressure on the legislature. After the meeting, the governor appointed a committee to form a Page 55 →state forestry association. In addition, state representatives committed to introducing a forestry bill in January 1923 to create a state forestry department, hire a state forester, and pass regulations for logging and fire.73

Harvey quickly appointed a new committee to establish a state forestry association, composed of fifteen women and men—“some of the best informed and most progressive people of the state.”74 When this group met November 3rd, they formed the South Carolina Forestry Association (SCFA), which worked to promote forest conservation, with education as a primary focus.75 The SCFA stuck “closely to education of the public on the economic loss through forest destruction,” rather than focusing on “general conservation propaganda.”76 They brought Daisy Smith Edgerton to South Carolina for six weeks to carry out an educational campaign, an idea worked out between Governor Harvey and US Forest Service officials.77



Table 2.2. Founding Members of the First South Carolina Forestry Association, November 3, 1922



	Name

	Occupation/Role

	Residence in South Carolina




	R. L. Montague[accepted appointment but could not attend]

	Lumberman, Atlantic Coast Lumber Co.

	Charleston




	Col. E.T.H. Shaffer

	Farmer, real estate agent, writer

	Walterboro




	Dr. W. M. Riggs

	President, Clemson College

	Clemson




	George Wrigley

	Hydro-electric engineer

	Greenville




	R. W. Mebane[accepted appointment but could not attend]

	Mill president

	Great Falls




	W. H. Andrews

	Lumberman; member, SC Audubon Society Board of Directors

	Andrews




	R. B. Belser

	Lawyer; member, SC Audubon Society in 1910

	Sumter




	Dr. Andrew C. Moore (president)

	Professor of Biology, University of South Carolina (his wife had been in the Department of Forestry and Civics for the SCFWC in 1910)

	Columbia




	J. L. Coker (vice president)

	Paper and pulp mill industry

	Hartsville




	A. F. Lever

	Former US Congressman; president, SC Joint Stock Land Bank; member, SC Audubon Society Board of Directors

	Columbia




	Mrs. J. Elliot Walmsley[Margaret Kasey]

	Chair, Conservation of National Resources and Civil Service Committee, SCFWC;Winthrop College

	Rock Hill?




	Page 56 →Mrs. John Gary Evans[Emily Mansfield][accepted appointment but could not attend]

	Member, Department of Conservation, SCFWC (1914)

	Spartanburg




	Mrs. Samuel B. Stoney[Louisa Cheves]

	Clubwoman

	Charleston




	Mrs. Adam H. Moss[Annie Norwood]

	President, SCFWC

	Orangeburg




	Mrs. Leroy Springs [Lena Jones][accepted appointment but could not attend]

	Past president, SCFWC

	Lancaster




	Prof. H. W. Barre

	Clemson College

	Clemson




	William Banks (secretary and treasurer)

	n/a

	n/a





Edgerton and Harvey were satisfied to see the educational campaign launched, as it had been their priority for months:


As to my end of the work, it would be the greatest honor I could wish for if I could go to Rock Hill to the Teachers’ Institute, or to Columbia after the schools reopen and talk to the teachers with the aid of lantern slides. I have done a great deal of this kind of work … I want very much to get some experience outside of Washington … These are ambitions, probably dreams, and may never materialize, but if you should see me blow in some day, you will know that some of my dreams came true.78



Edgerton suggested that she could model a South Carolina tour after her Washington, DC, forestry school program. Ultimately, the goal was to reach people interested in conservation, women in particular, who would in turn influence the legislature. When word arrived that the Forest Service would send her to South Carolina on an educational campaign focusing on schools and women’s clubs, Harvey responded enthusiastically, “Hurrah!—all is serene. Letter from Mr. Smith received.”79

For four months between November 14, 1922, to January 11, 1923, Edgerton gave more than forty talks in more than a dozen South Carolina towns. She also held numerous conferences with members of the SCFA and other conservation supporters, and toured reforestation projects in the Page 57 →Lowcountry. She presented to women’s clubs and spoke at Clemson and Winthrop Colleges, various civic organizations, law enforcement groups, the South Carolina Agricultural Society, the Charleston County Fair, and the Charleston Museum.80 Speaking at Winthrop College, a school for women, in December 1922, was very exciting for Edgerton. Her biggest audience in South Carolina seems to have been members of the SCFWC. She started her campaign with lectures to their district meetings in Hartsville, St. George, and Fairfax. In Columbia, she met with women’s organization leaders at the Governor’s mansion, as well as a large group of women at that city’s YWCA.81

She used state-of-the-art presentation equipment, including colorful lantern slides, a balopticon projector, and picture reels.82 Regardless of the setting, Edgerton believed “that round-table conferences will be most valuable.”83 Her talks received coverage in at least sixteen newspaper stories.84 A woman forestry expert with South Carolina connections generated a great deal of interest (see fig. 2.3). That she was also a guest in the Governor’s Mansion during part of her trip enhanced her importance. One article emphasized her pioneering role, noting that she was “the first woman to be sent out by the United States bureau of forestry on an educational mission.”85 Edgerton explained that she was also the first woman to be entertained by the venerable and conservative South Carolina Agricultural Society, and was thus “a double pioneer.”86


[image: An older woman in a hat studies a tree branch held in her hands.]

Figure 2.3. Daisy Edgerton, ca. 1930s. Photograph courtesy of Barbara Bevington.



Page 58 →In her correspondence with Governor Harvey, Edgerton said little about her personal philosophies and definitions of conservation. But as a professional editor working for the US Forest Service, she was essentially the voice of that agency and would have adopted its commitment to utilitarian conservation. In her public speeches in South Carolina, she spoke of the practical economic value of forests and their soils and waters, arguing that agriculture, the lumber industry, and even the Piedmont factories depended on these resources for survival. For her, forestry was primarily practical: “Time was, when an American forester, if he could be found, was looked upon as a faddist, a dreamer,” she explained to her listeners. But today’s forester, she believed, was realistic, and as a federal forester, she advocated “wise use and protection” of the woods.87 For Edgerton, though she clearly drew inspiration from nature, forests were a crop, but one grown for future generations that in the meantime must be protected. In her clearest statement of utilitarian conservation goals in 1923, she explained that her listeners should value the forest for “its products, for protection of water and soil, for important effects upon agriculture, manufacturing, commerce and other industries, and upon health and recreation.”88 In short, she believed in “multiple use,” and in her professional capacity she mirrored the policies of her employer, the US Forest Service.89

Edgerton’s approach was similar to other women US Forest Service educators. For example, in talks with titles such as “Our Friend the Forest” and “Keeping Faith with Our Forests,” she frequently linked forest protection with the preservation of American morality, culture, and citizenship. At a speech in Columbia, South Carolina, Edgerton explained that neglect of forest resources was a “civic disgrace.”90 She reminded an audience at Clemson College that, “We, as citizens … cannot fail to recognize the important part which the forest plays in our individual and community welfare.”91 Edgerton argued that healthy forests provided a foundation for South Carolina society, and that damage to forests would lead to greater social problems. Edgerton also highlighted fire as a particularly damaging problem, specifically mentioning a 1798 South Carolina law that attempted to regulate the willful burning of the woods.92 By invoking the state’s early heritage, she showed that the conservation movement had Page 59 →deep roots, in an attempt to counter anti-conservation sentiment fueled by a belief in the traditional burning of woodland cattle range areas to improve pasturage.

Edgerton, like other Progressive Era conservation educators, used poetry and literature to inspire her audiences. As historian Rachel Kline explained, poetry helped listeners relate to forestry personally, while linking science to human experience and morality.93


By infusing their scientific texts with literature and cultural references, these women [forestry educators such as Edgerton] demonstrated how the conservation cause for them was not only the scientific management of natural resources that male utilitarian conservationists (and even some women) advocated—the cause was also saving forests because American’s character and morality depended on them . . .”94



In an article for the Charleston papers entitled “The Best Tree in the World,” Edgerton quoted John Greenleaf Whittier, an American poet and abolitionist, who wrote that forest conservation enhanced the “wealth, beauty, fertility, healthfulness” of the country. Edgerton added “happiness” as well. She also referenced author Henry Van Dyke’s “The First Christmas Tree” (1897), noting that: “We must perforce bring the child of the forest to our house to symbolize the life of beauty and uprightness as well as of cheer and good will.”95 It is likely that Edgerton drew on similar techniques in her in-person meetings and presentations. Later, in Mississippi, she quoted Henry Van Dyke, Washington Irving, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Gene Stratton-Porter in presentations to women’s clubs there.96

Speaking to women’s groups became one of Edgerton’s specialties. When she retired in 1938, Ferdinand Silcox, then the US forester, wrote: “It is doubtful if anyone did more” than Edgerton “to interest women in the Nation’s forest problems.”97 To understand her approach with women audiences, a presentation outline from 1929–31 used in Mississippi may be helpful. Her outline for “Women’s Part in Conservation,” includes participatory techniques for audience members to read literary quotes and vote on their favorites. Also included was a catechism of forestry facts, with questions and answers, for the audience to draw on when they went out to educate others. Edgerton appealed to women as the creators of the “Great American Home,” an approach that Rachel Kline documents in her study of women foresters.98 Progressive Era conservationists sought to stretch Page 60 →women’s traditional roles as keepers of the home and caretakers of children to include protection of nature as well. Not only did women feel the responsibility for preserving the environment for future generations, but they also believed that children benefitted from exposure to the natural world.99 Edgerton echoed these ideas:


Children who are taught the value of trees … recognize how essential they are to civilization. They learn cooperation … they learn the lessons of duty and unselfishness, endurance, and constancy, from the study of the trees—they learn the value of a useful life.”100



Daisy Edgerton’s 1922 South Carolina campaign went well and had a significant influence on conservation efforts in the state. Newspaper coverage was extensive and favorable. Meetings and presentations reached hundreds of people. Clubwomen received her message about forestry “with enthusiasm” and she “made a very profound impression on her hearers.”101 So popular were her presentations that Edgerton had to turn down more invitations than she could accept, an indication that South Carolinians were “at last awake” to the problem.102 James Henry Rice, conservation supporter, former state game warden, and an important leader in the South Carolina’s forestry movement, told Edgerton:


From what I have been able to learn from friends you have made a splendid beginning. It is doubtful at least if anybody could have made as good a showing in the time allowed and under the conditions. I am in no way surprised; but I am gratified and tender my felicitations … There has been a noticeable change for the better since your entry into the State … the preliminary work done now will pave the way to substantial work later.103



Edgerton’s own assessment was less optimistic. Towards the end of her tour in January 1923, she wrote to Governor Harvey “I have done the best I could under all the depressing circumstances in this work in S. C.”104 She was concerned that he and the SCFA president might consider the campaign inadequate. Believing there was a deep interest in forest protection in South Carolina, it remained to be seen how effectively Edgerton had “scratched the surface.”105 For her, only the General Assembly’s passage of a forestry bill would indicate success.




Conclusion


Page 61 →Edgerton’s efforts focused almost exclusively on white elites. Most of her listeners were likely already conservation supporters. Rather than changing minds, the idea was to educate supporters and inspire them to influence their representatives. Edgerton focused her efforts on white institutions (i.e., Clemson College, Winthrop College, the Charleston Museum) and organizations (i.e., SCFWC, the SC Agricultural Society, the SCFA). She made only one presentation for African Americans, at the South Carolina State College in Orangeburg.106 She might have done more in this area, especially since she had experience teaching at Black schools in Charleston. But, as products of the Jim Crow South, likely she and her fellow activists simply did not view outreach to the Black community as a priority. Even the South Carolina State College speech would not have reached many of the people who embraced the centuries-old folk tradition of burning the woods: poor Black and white farmers, livestock raisers, and sharecroppers. Earlier attempts to reach the “free range crowd” in the 1920s might have helped reduce emerging opposition to the forestry movement.

Concomitant with the end of Edgerton’s South Carolina tour in January 1923, conservation supporters introduced a forestry bill in the state legislature.107 Within months, the bill failed, with opponents claiming that fire improved, rather than damaged, the land. “I believe,” one representative argued, “that the forests should be burned off in January every year.”108 Fire remained a central obstacle. This began a four-year struggle during which forestry supporters introduced legislation every year.109 Though the 1924, 1925, and 1926 bills all failed, a coalition, made up of conservationists, clubwomen, and lumbermen finally secured passage of a state forestry law in 1927.110 Edgerton, supported by Harvey, helped to create the coalition that made this possible. She and US Forest Service colleagues argued successfully that the governor invite “prominent lumbermen” to the October 1922 forestry congress.111 At least five attended the meeting (R. L. Montague, Horace L. Tilghman, W. H. Andrews, Luther N. Bagnal, and L. P. Harper).112 Montague and Andrews served on the committee that established the South Carolina Forestry Association (SCFA). Tilghman became president of that organization in 1924 and encouraged timber companies to support pending forestry legislation.113 Ultimately, the economic and industrial benefits of fire prevention may have tipped the scales in the final State House debate.


Page 62 →We are burning up in South Carolina more than the amount of the appropriation bill each year … And you talk about bringing new industries into our state. The preservation of our forests will give us a permanent lumber industry and a permanent naval stores industry.114



Timber companies used their political influence to break the deadlock.115 As owners of large tracts of forest land, companies such as the E. P. Burton Lumber Company and the North State Lumber Company disliked annual fires set by free range advocates, which consumed timber resources as well as profits. E. P. Burton Lumber Company’s Maurice C. Burton wrote Governor Harvey in 1922 that he “was of the firm opinion” that if fires had been prevented over the past twenty years, “we would have on the Coastal Plain, more standing timber to be cut down, than has been cut in the past twenty years.”116 By 1924, timber companies reached a consensus. “The solution to the forestry business,” stated G. J. Cherry, manager of the North State Lumber Company, “is to keep fire out.”117 Horace Tilghman, lumberman and former president of the SCFA, concluded in 1926:


The forest fires of this year have wrought untold damages to the forests of this nation. In my state we would hardly breathe or see in the country or town for the smoke of the burning woods this past summer. In view of these losses I think, if possible, we should speed up our [conservation] campaign … Educate all both old and young so they will know as you and I know the need of keeping fires out of the woods then we can sit back and view a task very nearly completed.118



The successful forest conservation legislation resulted in the creation of the South Carolina Forestry Commission (SCFC). It was the high-water mark of the state’s early conservation movement, as it provided the authority both permission and funding to hire a professional state forester, whose duties included supervision of fire prevention and suppression work. The SCFC also eventually established state-owned parks and forests and facilitated the work of the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) on the state’s public lands during the 1930s. The SCFC moved towards developing state parks and forests in 1931, and actually acquired properties in 1934, in response to the opportunities created by federal work relief programs that provided both needed labor and funding. Numerous counties donated land for parks to secure the economically beneficial CCC camps. Federal agencies Page 63 →like the US Forest Service and the National Park Service guided the effort, turning the completed parks over to the SCFC to operate as a park system.119 In this sense, the seeds sown by Edgerton in 1922 contributed directly to the tangible conservation achievements of the New Deal-era (see fig. 2.4).

Edgerton’s advisory efforts and educational campaign have received little public or scholarly acknowledgment.120 While historians have noted that her 1930 book, The Forest: A Handbook for Teachers, became a “bestseller,”121 this chapter centers her earlier South Carolina-based contributions. Her personal letters in Governor Harvey’s official state papers not only make acknowledgment of her impact possible, but they also bring her story to life—and put a human face on South Carolina’s early forest conservation movement. Recognizing Edgerton’s South Carolina work is essential. Since the beginning of the modern conservation movement, women have always been involved in protecting natural resources. The public history field has a responsibility to document these examples, and provide users of forests and parks, public land management agencies, and public employees with more stories like hers.
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Figure 2.4. Daisy Edgerton at the end of her career, ca. 1938. Courtesy of Forest History Society.
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Chapter 3 “A Question of Community Salvation”


Page 71 →How Sumter, South Carolina, Came to Dominate the Wood Products Industry

– Jessica I. Elfenbein –

Despite the abundance of old growth hardwood growing bountifully in nearby forests and swamps, Sumter, South Carolina’s development as a major manufacturer of wood products between World Wars I and II was neither preordained nor inevitable. Long a center of cotton trading, Sumter, like many other southern trading hubs, became a railroad center in the 1880s, enabling the expansion of lumber trading.1 By 1884, with thirtyone sawmills, Sumter County had become the state’s “lumber capital.”2 Pioneering in its embrace of the council-manager form of municipal government, Sumter also benefitted from early enthusiasm for hard-surfaced highways, resulting in more than one hundred miles of paved roads by the mid-1920s.3 Still, cotton, the region’s chief money crop, dominated “energies and finances” until the boll weevil wreaked havoc.4 From 1920 to 1924, Sumter County’s agricultural endeavors lost more than $12 million (roughly $209 million today).5 Cotton’s value was halved.6

The boll weevil motivated the Sumter Board of Trade to rethink the region’s economy, ultimately creating “a new southern industrial development.”7 In the early 1920s, these civic and business leaders took the unusual step of engaging national industrial engineering consultants who suggested shifting the region’s economic focus from agriculture to woodworking in the hopes of making use of nearby lumber, employing local labor (to avert the continued outmigration of white workers), and capitalizing on an existing nexus of railroad lines and high-quality roads.8 By studying local conditions and developing strategies to lure “many wood manufacturing and allied plants,” the board of trade encouraged “a new order of things” with a particular focus on the furniture industry, an innovative approach Page 72 →that differed from other southern communities which instead recruited textile mills.9 These efforts reflected Sumterites’ growing belief that agriculture, especially cotton, should be a “complimentary industry rather than the dominant industry of the county.” What was needed was “more woodworking industries, possibly another coffin and casket factory, furniture factories, a wagon and plow factory and numerous similar industries to take care of the surplus male labor.”10

The plan worked: “in the short space of a few years the city … [became] the home of many wood manufacturing and allied plants.”11 By 1930, with a dozen wood products plants making veneer, caskets, barrels, and furniture, Sumter had become “one of the South’s leading hardwood centers.” Located near the source of timber supply with four railroad lines (Atlantic Coast, Seaboard Air Line, Southern, and Northwestern of South Carolina) operating in nine directions, woodworking plants saw sufficient savings on freight to be economically attractive.12 In addition, located just ninety miles from ports at Charleston and Georgetown, SC, river and sea shipping was also convenient. Finally, the absence of immigrants, reframed as a “sufficient and dependable supply of American born labor, both skilled and unskilled” was also asserted as an advantage.13



Big Lumber’s Big Start


Chicago lumbermen Francis Beidler and B. F. Ferguson invested in extensive swaths of old growth hardwood in post–Reconstruction South Carolina, creating the Santee River Cypress Lumber Company (SRCLC), the earliest big lumber concern with extensive timber holdings located near Sumter (see fig. 3.1).

By 1890, with an eye to permanence, SRCLC built the town of Ferguson along the swampy banks of the Santee River, near Eutawville and roughly fifty miles south of Sumter. For more than a quarter century, SRCLC operated Ferguson as its state-of-the-art corporate headquarters and company town, featuring sawmills, kilns, lumbering equipment, railroads, and company housing along with an artesian well, a school, and a hospital. Before 1920 and about when the boll weevil arrived, Francis Beidler, the surviving founder, closed the business and abandoned the town and lumber camps. Unlike other lumber company owners, Beidler retained his extensive acreage “up and down the Santee, Wateree, and Congaree Rivers,” leasing some land to hunt clubs and selling timber rights on 77,000 acres to Brooklyn Cooperage Company, a barrel maker and wholly Page 73 →owned subsidiary of American Sugar Refining Company, soon to build a plant in Sumter.14


[image: Letterhead with drawings of a deer, a lumber yard, and a mill.]

Figure 3.1. Stylized 1908 letterhead for the SRCLC. Located in the company town of Ferguson, SC, adjacent to the Santee River, it features views of nearby cypress trees and a white buck as well as the company’s extensive lumberyard and modern sawmill. Simons Family Papers, South Caroliniana Library, University of South Carolina.






The Trees


While the majesty and financial promise of cypress trees initially attracted SRCLC’s founders to South Carolina, sweetgum trees were, in fact, most prevalent on their land and on hardwood bottomlands throughout the American South.15 Before 1900, without marketable value, sweetgum (also known as “red gum”) was often left standing after more valuable trees were logged. Their large size, coupled with the labor required to cut them, made sweetgum a serious obstruction to clearing valuable land for agricultural pursuits. If land was clear cut, gum trees were girdled and allowed to rot, then felled and burned as trash. Gum’s tendency to warp and twist reduced the incentive to work it. In 1906, the national Bureau of Forestry published a hopeful report on “Red Gum” that used some of SRCLC’s acreage as a case study. Predicting both its increased value and the likely establishment of additional sawmills, the report suggested that red gum’s utility (after controlling for twist)16 would enable lumber operations to use all hardwoods on their land, allowing a cleaner lumbering job and increasing the land’s value for forest management because “where only a few trees in the forest are of merchantable quality forest management is out of the question; where nearly all are of value it will often pay to hold the land for a second crop.” These advances moved the National Hardwood Manufacturers’ Association to rank gum as a commercial wood with recognized Page 74 →standing, providing it a class and a special grading. As a market for red gum developed, lumber companies cut it with other hardwood, making land clearance cheaper.17

While SRCLC used some sweetgum to manufacture rough, wide stock, and short lumber (boards eight feet or shorter), as well as flooring, beveled siding, beaded ceiling, and moldings, many of their gum trees were left untouched.18 Standing red gum attracted Brooklyn Cooperage to purchase timber rights to SRCLC/Beidler land in the Santee Basin where “only the best of the cypress” had been cut.19




O. L. Williams and Chester F. Korn Arrive


At about the same time Brooklyn Cooperage purchased timber rights to SRCLC/Beidler land, two experienced wood products manufacturers first arrived in Sumter: veteran “veneer man” Oliver Lafayette (O. L.) Williams and Ohio lumberman Chester F. Korn.

O. L. Williams came to Sumter in 1919 to establish his fifth veneer plant (joining those in Camden and Conway, SC, and Mockville and Rural Hall, NC). Quickly, Williams’s Sumter Veneer and Panels spread across five acres and employed eighty men specializing in poplar and gum veneer for pianos, furniture, graphophones (phonographs) and wood-paneled trunks (see fig. 3.2).20 In 1923, the veneer company received a state charter. The company’s charter was broad. In addition to buying and selling timber, timber rights, and real estate, the company could operate saw mills, planing mills, and veneer mills and manufacture lumber, building material, and veneer timber products.21

In 1921, C. F. Korn, newly remarried and with thirty years’ experience, came to Sumter from Cincinnati for a lumber-cutting trip. Finding that “the possibilities looked so good,” Korn stayed, creating Sumter Hardwood Company on the city’s south side. The new firm consumed 30,000 feet of logs per day.22 For five years, Sumter Hardwood logged and milled. Then, embracing the city’s furniture fever, Korn created Sumter Cabinet for furniture production, with high quality bedroom suites its signature.23 Later he founded Korn Industries which, like Brooklyn Cooperage, entered into a long-term cutting contract with the Beidlers on former SRCLC land.24




Planning Industrial Sumter


In 1923, hoping to stave off further economic decline by increasing and developing manufacturing in the city, 250 Sumterites pledged to support a Page 75 →new board of trade.25 With an optimistic “Sumter could, if it would” rallying cry, residents pledged $6,050 (roughly $100,000 today) per year for three years to support the group’s work.26 Touting Sumter’s central location in “a good agricultural county” featuring “splendidly equipped” school and railroad facilities and a road system “without equal in the south,” Richard B. Belser, attorney and president of the new board of trade declared “from a standpoint of accessibility our rating is A-1.”27
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Figure 3.2. Timber cut for Williams Furniture Corporation, featuring Oliver L. Williams (left), the company’s namesake, as well as Thomas L. Martin, a longtime superintendent of O. L. Williams Veneer and Panel Company, a separate business located in Sumter, SC; Conway, SC; and Montgomery, AL. Williams Furniture Collection, Sumter Museum. Digital Public Library of America.



Looking for a manufacturing industry “peculiarly adapted to Sumter,” the board of trade engaged Lockwood, Greene and Company, industrial surveyors, and Frank Van Ness and Associates, industrial engineers, both nationally known consultants.28 For eighteen months, Lockwood, Greene collected data about the area’s industrial possibilities while Van Ness proposed a plan for the organization of a furniture factory to spur the development of a new industry.29 In August 1924, the Van Ness plan was presented to Sumter’s business leaders.30 A logical extension of the city’s extant wood Page 76 →working industries (Korn and Williams, among a handful of others) then generating a modest $2 million annually, the proposal concluded that the city offered “exceptional opportunities for the successful development of a profitable furniture manufacturing industry … superior to those possessed by any of the furniture centers of North Carolina or other states.”31

The board of trade enthusiastically embraced the consultants’ findings, emphasizing that with cotton income halved, Sumter simply could not count on agricultural returns to provide “adequate support in the future.” Instead, given the “magnificent system of paved highways, a school plant excelled in no town of the state” and major investments in lighting, water, and sewerage plants, creating the furniture factory was not a matter of community pride but rather “a question of community salvation.”32 The ambitious Van Ness plan promised many things: increased population and property values; decreased taxes; a market for local banks to invest and lend locally; stimulation of the city’s retail and wholesale trade; opportunities to teach trades to the unskilled; and steady income for industrial workers including “high class employment to intelligent white labor.” With its “tremendous resources of hard wood, labor and finances,” Sumter’s furniture industry would likely be quick to expand “beyond the idea of just one factory.” Designed to serve as “a school for our citizens to learn the business into which they can invest their money and manage plants for themselves,” the first factory required an investment of $100,000.33




South Carolina’s High Point?


As Sumter pondered its industrial future, comparisons to High Point, North Carolina, the center of the South’s furniture industry, were inevitable.34 In the late 1880s, with one railroad and little local hardwood, High Point’s first furniture factory was begun. By 1910, High Point’s population was just over 9,000 while Sumter’s was 4,100. Then, as High Point’s furniture industry developed, the cities veered apart. By 1924, with a population of about 25,000 and more than one hundred manufacturing establishments, nearly half in furniture and wood working-related fields, High Point’s annual revenue totaled $25 million, while Sumter, with 10,000 residents, had manufacturing industry (including wood working) of just $2 million.35 The contrast showed “what the furniture industry can do for a town” and suggested that Sumter’s advantages—both natural and economic—boded well for its prospects of becoming a furniture manufacturing center.36 With proximity to raw materials and good transportation, supporters concluded that a Sumter furniture factory could “sell its Page 77 →output at the cost price of factories located in High Point and still make a profit.” Direct rail connections to all “principal centers of the population in the southeast” including access to Charleston’s water transportation via a short rail line, together with excellent roads allowing for truck delivery, made significant cost savings possible.37 The combination of raw materials, transportation, and labor would allow Sumter “at least a ten percent advantage” over High Point.38




Funds for the Furniture Factory


Key to establishing a furniture plant in Sumter was securing $100,000, mostly in local funds from “savings accounts and strong boxes of those who have unproductive capital.”39 The proponents of the plan noted that while more than $6 million was then deposited locally, neither the banks nor the board of trade could “wave a wand and change Sumter into an industrial center.”40 Neill O’Donnell, president of First National Bank and a leading Sumter citizen, believed that the furniture factory would be a fiscal and civic success and quickly pledged to be one of the donors to provide $50,000, half of the total needed.41

Inventor Charles T. Mason Jr. was another early supporter. A native Sumterite who went north twice before returning and organizing the Sumter Telephone Company in 1899, Mason’s firm manufactured telephones that did not infringe on Alexander Graham Bell’s patents. Recalling how, when he created the phone company without trained labor available in Sumter, he hired those “he could find” and taught them not only to build switchboards and other telephone exchange equipment, but also fine wooden cabinets, Mason addressed concerns about Sumter’s labor force. Preferring to make mechanics of untrained Southern men to supervising experienced northerners, Mason encouraged the new furniture factory: “Why hesitate? The raw material is here. The labor is here. The transportation question is in our favor. The money is here too.”42

Still, despite the endorsements of O’Donnell and Mason, the ravages of the boll weevil, major crop losses, and stark economic disparities between agricultural and industrial workers, Sumter’s business-minded citizens only slowly committed financial support for a new factory.43 By July 1923, though most of the funds had been subscribed, two of the biggest pledges—one for $25,000 from Arkansas and another for $10,000 from North Carolina—were from out-of-towners hoping to manage the plant! At the same time, a committee of five (O. L. Williams; R. B. Belser, attorney, real estate agent, and board of trade president; Edward S. Booth, physician; Page 78 →Lang D. Jennings, Sumter’s mayor, and Hampton N. Forester, lumber dealer) committed to raising the remaining capital stock needed.44

By October 1924, “self-preservation” demanded the completion of pledges.45 Frank W. Van Ness and Associates—the consultants who wrote the plan—committed to underwriting $20,000, making Van Ness an equal partner to local stockholders and removing “all the obstacles raised by local business men.”46 The factory applied for a state charter to do business with capital of $100,000.47 Formally organized in December 1924, the Sumter Furniture Corporation sold a thousand shares each of common and preferred stock to 103 stockholders.48 Elected officers were O. L. Williams, president; Frank Van Ness, vice president; Neill O’Donnell, treasurer; and Julian T. Buxton, plant manager, secretary.49 Buxton was recruited from the Mengel Company, Winston-Salem, NC, which, with specialties in wooden boxes and crates, was “one of the largest woodworking plants in the United States.”50




Becoming Williams Furniture


Recognizing Mr. Williams’s stellar reputation, the board of trade named the new furniture factory O. L. Williams Top and Panel Company, “a great satisfaction” to the stockholders, and a choice for which the “whole town seems to be happy.” Opening in the fall of 1925 and located on ten acres on East Calhoun Street between the American Coast Line and Seaboard Air Line tracks, the factory made not furniture but instead veneers sold exclusively to furniture manufacturers, for which “the market … has been found to be good.”51

Three years after its establishment, O. L. Williams Top and Panel expanded to become Williams Furniture Corporation, a full-scale furniture operation with a capital stock of $200,000 and total assets of $340,000. A new plant was built, “the realization of the dream of a large number of our forward looking citizens who have been agitating this subject for a number of years. … [T]he determination to erect this new plant demonstrates the faith of our own citizenship in the future of our city.”52 Williams Furniture, with eighty stockholders, became South Carolina’s only large furniture manufacturer (see fig. 3.3). Meanwhile, the veneer business O. L. Williams founded in 1919 continued under his sole ownership, producing wooden garment hangers for wardrobe trunks as well as veneers.53

By the mid-1930s Williams Furniture employed 400 with a weekly payroll of $5,000.54 Manufacturing seventy-five wooden bedroom suites (“suits”) from local sweetgum, poplar, water oak, and soft maple daily, the company’s lumber (except walnut) came from within a 100-mile radius. With a permanent showroom in Chicago, early on Williams Furniture did Page 79 →no advertising, selling directly to large department stores and mail order houses including Sears, Roebuck and Montgomery Ward. The company even shipped twenty carloads annually to Grand Rapids, Michigan, “the very heart of the furniture manufacturing district” and the home of Marie Kirkpatrick, the firm’s first furniture designer (and one of the few women in the industry nationally). Kirkpatrick’s designs for Williams included Cape Cod Maple, Pennsylvania Dutch Maple, Chinese Chippendale, Modern Classic, Art Moderne, and Borax. Specializing in mid-priced solid wood furniture with annual sales of $750,000, Williams soon ranked sixth or seventh in furniture sales in the South.55
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Figure 3.3. Lecoq Studios’ photograph of a 1929 Sumter Board of Trade display featuring a Williams Furniture bedroom suite (likely designed by Marie Kirkpatrick of Grand Rapids, MI), as well as other pieces from Sumter’s Williams Novelty Company and Nu-Idea Desk and Seating Company. Williams Furniture Collection, Sumter Museum, Series 17, Folder 17.






Brooklyn Cooperage and Galloway-Pease


As impressive as Williams Furniture was, successfully recruiting barrel maker Brooklyn Cooperage Company (BCC) and its sister lumber company Page 80 →Galloway-Pease (GP) to Sumter was the board of trade’s most notable economic development coup. BCC and GP, wholly owned subsidiaries of American Sugar Refining Company (producers of Domino and Franklin sugar), announced the relocation of their stave and heading plant from Poplar Bluff, MO to Sumter in 1927, having been wooed by the city’s board of trade for four years.56 Critical for the transport of sugar to retail grocers, BCC’s barrels were constructed with staves, narrow wooden strips that form the sides, and heads, flat, circular ends, the parts the new factory would produce.

Headquartered in New York City with timber operations in the Adirondacks, the Ozarks, and the Poconos, BCC scouts came to South Carolina in 1920 seeking timber to replace their exhausted Pennsylvania land holdings and mills.57 In search of 500 million feet of gum timber, BCC forester Victor C. Barringer, secured timber rights on 77,000 acres of SRCLC/Beidler-owned land along 65 miles of the Santee river (including the abandoned company town of Ferguson) in Sumter, Williamsburg, Orangeburg, and Clarendon counties.58 This land, including sweetgum among other prime old growth hardwoods, provided BCC with 600-plus million board feet of timber, more than two-and-a-half times their holdings in any other single state and more than the combined totals of all their other holdings.59 BCC’s timber rights in South Carolina and Louisiana totaled a billion-plus feet on 500 square miles served by 113 miles of railroad, enough to meet the firm’s international needs for decades to come, replacing operations in New York, Missouri, and Pennsylvania, where they had cut all the timber.60 By 1920, BCC’s five plants produced nearly three million slack barrels and half a million tight barrels annually.61

Having acquired access to the desired timber, BCC built a mill in Georgetown, South Carolina, that began operations in 1921. Almost immediately, a second location for a stave and heading operation was scouted. Timber exhaustion near their Poplar Bluff, MO, operation was the immediate impetus for the development of Sumter’s purpose-built plant.62




Sumter’s “Largest and Most Important Industrial Enterprise”


In their quest to locate the new stave and heading plant, BCC representatives visited towns across South Carolina, including Sumter as well as Manning, Summerton, Greeleyville, and St. Paul, in search of “a site for a plant to cut the timber in and around Santee swamp in the near future.”63 Planning to employ “white labor largely,” the cooperage bluntly asserted that they could not get white men to work in a “malaria infested Page 81 →community” and asked the state health department to identify towns “free of malaria.” Unable to offer such assurances, officials worried that BCC money and wages—“a concern whose capital is said to be written in some six or seven figures”—might go elsewhere.64

Beginning in 1923, the board of trade mounted a “quiet campaign” to interest the cooperage in Sumter “as the logical and most advantageous location for the mill.” Unrelenting in promoting Gamecock City as the best site despite BCC’s clear preference for a location closer to its timber holdings, boosters believed the firm “might be compelled to locate” in Sumter.65 Still, despite its advantages, “matters of this kind are slow moving, and at best, in their present status, represent possibilities ONLY. No reasonable effort will be spared to convert them into realities.” The board of trade stayed in contact with BCC’s president.66

Finally, in July 1927, the cooperage, “by long odds the largest and most important industrial enterprise” ever to come to Sumter (furniture factory included), was swayed by the city’s irresistible package of economic inducements combined with rail and road access.67 Davis D. Moise, a Sumter attorney and former state senator, presented a deed to seventy acres along the Atlantic Coast Line’s tracks southeast of downtown and adjacent to Turkey Creek for the new million dollar three-knife stave mill with a sawmill and head plant.68 The title, “without any strings tied to it or any condition,” provided “substantial evidence of the interest of the citizens of Sumter in this enterprise and as a testimonial of their good will.”69 Corporate citizens also contributed: Carolina Power and Light Company gave $1,000 even though the cooperage’s steam plant required no electricity.70

By September 1927, with its Poplar Bluff, MO, plant closing, BCC general manager Collins B. Scott transferred to Sumter. Will Walker, an “engineer of exceptional ability,” prepared the new plant to take over manufacturing of staves and heads, the same goods Missouri produced.71 “[G]ratified by the cordial reception and the fair treatment,” BCC recognized that South Carolina’s abundant timber would allow the mill’s tenure to be long; those relocating would be “citizens and not transient sojourners.”72 BCC’s Sumter plant (the building of which Collins Scott oversaw) was the largest and most modern stave and heading mill in the United States and probably the world.73 While anchored by cutting-edge technology, equipment from SRCLC in Ferguson and recently closed BCC plants was also reused.74 Anticipating a workforce of more than 1,000 between the woods and the mills and an annual payroll of $800,000, the Sumter plant alone was expected to employ 350, including 50 “trained men”—superintendents, foremen and expert stave mill operatives—recruited from the company’s other plants, Page 82 →mostly Poplar Bluff.75 BCC also hired a large local workforce, presumably majority African American, for its lumber camps.76

The seventy-acre BCC Sumter plant housed many purpose-built structures beginning with an office building, sidetracks, and a machine shop that featured tracks to allow heavy equipment through the building on flat rail cars. These were followed by two big sheds and dry kilns to convert cypress, gum, and hickory into sugar barrel heads and staves. Designed to produce 150,000 staves and 8,000 pairs of barrel headings daily for national shipment, the “largest cooperage concern in the world” opened in the summer of 1928.77

Sumter’s similarities to Poplar Bluff were many. When Dee Fann, BCC Sumter’s woods boss, featured photos of Santee timber in a photography show in Poplar Bluff, observers marveled at the likeness between the two locations. The South Carolina photos reminded viewers “very much of the Butler County (MO) forest lands of 30 years ago. The timber is of much the same type, the topography of the country is similar, and the trees are about the same size and equally as dense.” According to Fann, ash, elm, sweetgum, black gum, all varieties of oak, hickory, and even holly trees large enough to log grew in quantities enough to last thirty years or more. And, like the Ozarks, BCC’s timberlands in the Santee River valley flooded, too, “sometimes reaching a depth of fifteen feet in the swamps.”78




Galloway-Pease Arrives


As a sister firm to the cooperage, Chicago-based Southern hardwood lumber company Galloway-Pease (GP) shared with BCC “logging rights for certain kinds of hardwood on an immense acreage” (the same 77,000 acres of SRCLC/Beidler land in the Santee River valley), closed its Poplar Bluff, MO mill, and co-located on the Sumter site. With a workforce of seventy-five to one hundred mostly local hires with some skilled managers and experienced hands from Missouri and an annual payroll around $100,000, GP built a $150,000 band mill plant to cut 40,000–75,000 feet of hardwood lumber each day, a very high level of production.79 Constructed with massive 14 by 14-inch timbers supporting its structure, Sumter observers found it “hard to imagine a more substantially built mill,” advising “a visit to this place is well worth the time required.” BCC and GP plants, both connected to the Atlantic Coast railroad via new spur lines, were visible to travelers on the Manning Highway.80

Like SRCLC before them, BCC and GP laid railroad tracks into the great Santee Swamp with spurs into logging areas.81 Connecting with the Atlantic Page 83 →Coast Line at Greeleyville and near Rimini and the Northwestern railroad at St. Paul, logs were then sent to Sumter.82 In a symbiotic arrangement designed to eliminate waste, the cooperage handled lower grade logs (including lots of twisty red gum) for barrel staves, sawdust from the saw and cooperage mills for fuel, and the slabs, listings, and goosenecks for chemical, acid, or pulpwood, while GP sold the more valuable furniture stock including poplar and cypress, as well as some pine. This innovative partnership, a kind of lumber ecosystem, begun in Missouri and transferred to South Carolina, wasted less than 12 percent of lumber, half the industry standard.83




The Workers and Their Communities


The arrival of new plants along Sumter’s Turkey Creek necessitated additional housing. For cooperage and GP workers, “a number of responsible citizens … obligated [themselves] to build 75 white tenant dwellings and 110 negro tenant dwellings.”84 New houses in the city’s southeastern area made “quite a thriving community … where there was formerly only scattered houses and bare fields.”85 When BCC Sumter opened in 1928, at least sixty-seven Missouri employees had transferred, a community further enlarged by transplanted GP workers.86 The newly built and appropriately named Missouri Street, walking distance from the new plants, was a residential enclave where city leaders hoped new arrivals would find “life pleasant and profitable in Sumter” and “work with the older inhabitants in the building up and bettering of the city.”87 As Sumter industrialized, the creation of hundreds of new woodworking jobs for men provided “opportunities for knitting mills, shirt factories, and other lines,” including a zipper factory, for the “abundant supply” of women workers.88

Sumter and nearby communities embraced the newcomers.89 Summerton, about twenty miles south, welcomed “a small colony of people from Missouri,” providing a larger school bus to transport the children of cooperage employees living at Log’s Port lumber camp.90 City National Bank elected BCC manager Collins Scott to its board of directors in 1929, a year before he was named president of the cooperage in New York City and head of Great Western Land Company, owners of BCC and GP land in Missouri.91 Peter Handte, who transferred from his position as assistant general manager at Poplar Bluff to Sumter in 1928, then became cooperage manager, a position he held for twenty years.92 So successful was the Sumter board of trade in bolstering wood products manufacturing that by 1929, wood working was the city’s chief industry, balancing agriculture. In Page 84 →addition to welcoming BCC, GP, an expanded Williams plant, and the new Korn Industries, the city was also home to pine and hardwood sawmills and lumber yards, planing mills, veneer plants, top and panel plants, and a wooden coat hanger factory. In addition, a large novelty woodworking plant opened, and another new furniture factory was under construction. Nu-Idea Desk Company, a manufacturer of school desks and supplies, was building a modern plant. Like BCC, GP, and Williams Furniture, several of these operations acquired timberlands and began logging operations.93 Sumter’s concentration and range of wood products along with rail and truck connections allowed furniture to be manufactured more cheaply and unnecessary freight costs to be avoided.94




The Great Depression


As nearby rural communities suffered, Sumter’s furniture factories and woodworking plants weathered the first years of the Great Depression intact.95 Meanwhile, the lingering effects of the collapse of agriculture—especially cotton—fueled a continuing and deeply political effort to expedite the Santee-Cooper project, a major New Deal hydroelectric initiative that would engulf 170,000 acres, more than a third (61,000 acres) of which consisted of SRCLC/Beidler/BCC land that spanned four counties in the Santee Basin and fed some of Sumter’s wood products industries.96

St. John’s Parish (Berkeley/Orangeburg counties), where Huguenot planters and enslaved people had toiled, was Santee-Cooper’s center.97 From St. John’s “much of the early history of South Carolina was written” through the production of rice, indigo, and cotton that made Charleston a great center of trade and commerce. Home to an antebellum canal that connected the Santee and Cooper Rivers for navigation and trade before its mid-nineteenth century eclipse by the railroad, by the early twentieth century cotton, corn, sweet potatoes, and livestock were farmed there, while companies like SRCLC and later BCC and GP cut old growth hardwood. In the 1930s, its homes and plantations housed 2,500 to 3,000 individuals, about 80 percent of whom were African American.98

In April 1934, South Carolina created a Public Service Authority (“Authority”) to revitalize industrial growth “as a substitute for a failing agriculture” and to employ state residents. Controversial from the start “mainly because the dividing line between fact and fancy” was “obscured by a haze of unyielding controversy,” opponents included landowners whose property would be drowned, conservationists, historic preservationists, and even “levelheaded businessmen.” Few other projects had “so Page 85 →disturbed the conservation equilibrium [or] generated so much confusion in the conservation mind.” Two questions fueled the controversy: was it needed and was it possible? Arguing that it was an “enormous waste of money and resources,” doubters wondered if an earth dam of “tremendous proportions” could back up the waters of the Santee River. “[A]n amazing number of people” argued it would not. The chief doubt was whether the limestone stratum under the Santee basin could support an eight-mile-long earth dam. The engineering and technology concerns caused many (including most local white landowners) to doubt its viability. Knowing their own properties were scheduled for flooding, plantation owners were “thoroughly convinced” that the project would not reach fruition. The region’s adaptability to industrial development and the need for hydro-electric power were also questioned.99

Internal navigation and hydroelectric power had been contemplated for decades. Because private utilities in South Carolina were slow to extend electrical lines into rural areas (though SRCLC had electrified the town of Ferguson before 1900), only 3 percent of the state’s farms had electricity by 1929. As the Depression deepened, support for government intervention and control over rural electrification increased. Many believed it was the “only way to escape the debilitating inefficiency of the state’s agricultural sector.” Franklin D. Roosevelt’s 1932 election provided federal support to stimulate industrial growth, economic prosperity, and regional reform. Designed to divert the “voluminous Santee River watershed into the smaller Cooper River to generate inexpensive electricity and revive Charleston’s economy by facilitating inland shipping,” Santee-Cooper aligned with Roosevelt’s vision of “maximizing the utilitarian potential of natural resources.”100

While the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) was Roosevelt’s first Southern attempt to combine flood control, hydroelectric power, and soil conservation, South Carolina’s supporters hoped that federal funding would also provide rural economic development. In 1935, a state delegation lobbied the federal Public Works Administration for funding. Citing regional differences within the state—successful textile mills in the Upstate as compared to the Low Country’s foundering economy—supporters saw diverting the Santee River and the removal of stagnant water for flood and malaria control, along with the creation of an inland shipping lane from Charleston to Columbia, as differentiating their plan from those of rivals in Savannah, GA, and Wilmington, NC. Sometimes referred to as Little TVA, Santee-Cooper exceeded the scope of what regional stakeholders could achieve alone, requiring “the full power of the federal government’s Page 86 →financial resources, modern engineering and landscape management.” Proponents’ desire for “projects heavily freighted with labor, the public power policy of the New Deal and, on the state level, the backing of politically powerful groups overcame all objections.”101 Despite St. John’s rich and complicated history, project planners saw only swampland. Inconvenient truths of outdated technology were also overlooked: by the 1930s, “practical inland navigation on the Eastern seaboard had been dead a hundred years, and only a wishful romantic could seriously visualize painfully slow barge traffic in an age of high-speed highway and rail transportation. And … hydroelectric plants had become almost as passe as inland navigation.”102




There Goes the Neighborhood


Between 1938 and 1942, 15,000 Santee-Cooper workers razed 170,000 acres, built two dams, two reservoirs, two canals, a hydroelectric plant, and the world’s largest single-lift lock (see fig. 3.4).103 The creation of Lake Marion drowned the lumber town of Ferguson along with nearly 61,000 acres of SRCL/Beidler/BCC land. The flooding of Old St. John’s farmland and Santee Basin swamp doomed nine plantations (The Rocks, Walnut Grove, The Oaks, and Belvidere, among others) and many houses, schools, and churches where, prior to European and African settlement, the Kiawah, a branch of the indigenous Cusabo people, camped and hunted. Other cultural losses included the oldest highway in the Southeast, along with arrowheads, pottery, Indian burial mounds, and “the crystal clear springs among the moss-hung cedars and lofty pines at Eutaw … not only one of the loveliest spots in South Carolina, but … the [site of] the last battle of the Revolution in the Southern colonies.”104




Brooklyn Cooperage’s Ties to Santee-Cooper


Santee-Cooper’s plans required flooding the productive hardwood forest where 204 million board feet of timber grew. SRCLC/Beidler/BCC acreage contained 134 million board feet, more than two-thirds of the timber in the project area.105 In 1920, when the cooperage secured timber rights to 77,000 acres of SRCLC/Beidler land, it was estimated that this land then contained more than 600 million board feet.106 While it is not possible to separate out lumber totals from SRCLC/Beidler/BCC land not sold to Santee-Cooper, we know that BCC/GP cut significant timber over nineteen years. What is not known is whether BCC and GP respected the plan of Sumter’s boosters to use “available resources slowly instead of cutting the lands and Page 87 →leaving them denuded.”107 State Forester H. S. Smith argued that—as timber rights owner—the companies were “admittedly not interested in the future of the land” and lacked “regard for future timber supplies” by logging virgin hardwoods and cypress without forestry practices in force. Smith contended that removing 170,000 acres from timber production would not affect forestry “if we mean by forestry the best utilization of wild lands from the standpoint of timber production.”108


[image: Cleared field where only the stumps of felled trees remain.]

Figure 3.4. Jack Delano, a Farm Security Agency photographer, documented the devastation wrought by the massive New Deal’s Santee-Cooper land clearance project which removed old growth hardwood from 170,000 acres as part of an effort to bring hydro-electric power. Farm Security Administration, Office of War Information Photograph Collection, Library of Congress.



The loss of timberlands and its probable ill effects on Sumter’s wood product industries did not go unnoticed. In December 1939, the Charleston News and Courier published short, targeted articles inviting key federal officials to visit Sumter’s furniture factories to better understand the power project’s damaging potential. The articles highlighted the city’s “great furniture making industry” long supported by electric power “purchased for all purposes in that town from a private corporation” even as Sumter was “in the immediate territory to be supplied with the project’s subsidized power.” That furniture-making existed there “on account of the supply Page 88 →of timber in the neighborhood and that the Santee-Cooper construction menaces in some degree that supply” would be evident. That Williams Furniture by 1939 employed 835 men while “the furniture industry of the town employs a number of persons comparable with the whole number now at work on the Santee-Cooper project” was also pointed out. Unlike the taxpayer-funded wages of the dam project, these were private employers paying wages “out of private pockets” to permanent employees.109 Wyndham Manning, a Sumter state legislator, was concerned that Santee-Cooper was destroying the Low Country’s timber industry.110

Politics along with the bifurcation of land and timber ownership vastly complicated Santee-Cooper’s land acquisition. Following the 1938 passage of South Carolina’s eminent domain act, Elizabeth L. Beidler and Francis Beidler II (children of SRCLC founder Francis Beidler) knew their land would be condemned. With the contentious and protracted land sale still incomplete, Beidler attorneys allowed dam construction to begin. Having set aside $1 million to purchase Beidler land, the Authority first offered only $400,000.111 Despite three appeals referees (one chosen by the lumber company, one by the Authority, and the third by mutual agreement) valuing the land at $800,050, the Beidlers ultimately received only $650,000, more than a third less than what had been budgeted by the State.112 This painful episode did not end Beidler family ownership of old growth South Carolina hardwood forest, but it did affect their attitude to federal land acquisition, which in time would form a major hurdle for those wishing to establish a national park using family land along the Congaree River.113

Meanwhile, in October 1939 Santee-Cooper paid BCC $1.1 million for timber rights, a logging railroad, and 104 million board feet of the “finest type of virgin hardwood timber on the eastern seaboard.” BCC retained 30 million board feet for its own use and released all damage claims.114 With competitive bidding “cast aside,” “closed door trades entered into,” and the highest bid “rejected and given no consideration,” in March 1940, JLM Irby, Santee-Cooper’s former director of land acquisition, claimed the cooperage’s payout was more than 40 percent above the value of its timber. Charging that “incompetence, mismanagement and waste of public funds” was causing “a scandal and stench,” Irby sought a legislative inquiry.115

Still, Santee-Cooper’s construction continued. Whether hardwood forest and second growth pine could be salvaged before the inundation was uncertain.116 Delays in land acquisition, especially those involving Beidler/SRCLC/BCC, led observers to wonder if it was possible to cut and remove the timber before the water began backing up from the Santee dam early Page 89 →in 1941.117 In truth, there was simply too much for the cooperage or any single lumber company to cut. When the Authority’s plan to sell 104 million board feet of BCC/GP hardwood timber solely to companies operating “contiguous to the Santee-Cooper dam project” became untenable, lumber manufacturers from “all over the country” were invited to bid on logging and manufacture as well as sale on the stump of “the finest stand of virgin timber in the Southeast,” featuring cypress, sweetgum, ash, tupelo gum, oak, and maple located largely in Clarendon County. Railroads (including the BCC’s) transported the timber.118 We know that Williams Furniture bought some of this lumber for use at their Sumter factory.




Sumter’s Wood Products Post–WWII


For Brooklyn Cooperage, Santee-Cooper’s land clearance was decidedly mixed. Consumer preferences for sugar had already begun shifting from bulk to smaller, individual paper packages, reducing the need for wooden barrels. Still, the purchase of their timber rights did not immediately end the Sumter cooperage’s work. Only in 1945, after American Sugar replaced barrels with cartons and small paper bags, did BCC’s Sumter stave and heading operations end. Its sawmill operated until Santee-Cooper logs were exhausted. In 1949, BCC abandoned all barrel manufacturing nationally, selling the Sumter plant and its remaining timber rights to New York’s Esdorn Lumber Company for a profit of $462,450.119

For Sumter’s furniture industry, the best years were still to come. Williams Furniture grew steadily in the 1940s and 1950s, expanding into a national concern that advertised directly to retail consumers, with fifty or more salesmen traversing the country. Under Julian Buxton’s leadership, Williams itself acquired extensive timberland of more than 175,000 acres.120 Corporate customers included Holiday Inn, Macy’s, the May Company, Sears Roebuck (for whom exclusive furniture groupings were designed and manufactured), and dozens of other regional and national retailers. In 1967, Georgia-Pacific bought the Williams factory and its timberlands, interested far more in the latter than the former (see fig. 3.5). In 1983, Georgia-Pacific sold Williams Furniture to Webb Turner who quickly sold it (at a great loss and nearly dead) to North Carolina’s VaughnBassett Furniture empire in partnership with local investors. VB Williams Furniture in Sumter breathed its last breath in 2004.121 Korn Industries’ Sumter Cabinet Company, a producer of high-end bedroom furniture, also continued into the twenty-first century when it was sold to Chromcraft Revington.122
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Figure 3.5. An interracial workforce since its earliest years, this 1967 photograph of Williams Furniture workers recognizes several dozen men who were employed for fifteen years or more. It was taken the same year that the company was sold to Georgia-Pacific. Williams Furniture Collection, Sumter Museum, Digital Collections, University of South Carolina Libraries.






Conclusion


The rise of the wood products industry in Sumter in the period between the World Wars was not inevitable. Rather, it resulted from innovative leadership, path-breaking, community-supported economic incentives and development, and the oft-ignored legacy of big lumber enterprises of the late nineteenth century. Fuller and more nuanced understanding not only of Sumter’s ambition for its economic and industrial reinvention, but of the history of economic development writ large is a topic worthy of deeper inquiry. Its ties to contemporary economic development efforts like the recent recruitments of BMW, Volvo, and Scout Motors EV to South Carolina need to be better recognized. In addition, the environmental impact of these initiatives along with large-scale government projects like Santee-Cooper are ripe for fresh research.
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Chapter 4 Poinsett State Park


Page 103 →A Landscape of Recreation, Racism, and Conservation in Sumter, South Carolina

– Maggie Kemp –

In the early twentieth century, Sumter County was one of South Carolina’s “leading agricultural and lumber areas.”1 Still, the geography of the county’s High Hills made it challenging for industries to access portions of the landscape. At the start of the century, roughly one thousand acres in the High Hills of Santee were marred from agricultural overuse or too steep to traverse safely. The devastating effects of the Great Depression also left Sumter County’s workforce underutilized, with 1,400 Sumter County families coping with unemployment in 1932.2 Between 1934 and 1938, hundreds of Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) enrollees worked to transform land overlooking the Wateree River floodplain into Poinsett State Park, a “clean, wholesome, uplifting recreational area for the benefit of Sumter’s citizens and our visitors.”3 This chapter explores the landscape of Sumter County’s Poinsett State Park and the CCC labor that created it.4 By providing an overview of the CCC and how the federal agency came to South Carolina, it illustrates how the development of Poinsett State Park jumpstarted the state’s park system, revealed racism in South Carolina’s outdoor recreation, spread appreciation for the Palmetto State’s forests, and educated the public on the importance of conservation.



Overview of the Civilian Conservation Corps


On March 4, 1933, less than a week after his inauguration as the thirty-second president of the United States, Franklin D. Roosevelt called a special session of Congress to propose Emergency Conservation Work, a New Deal program with the potential to address both unemployment and environmental Page 104 →concerns of the Great Depression. After moving quickly through Congress as bill S. 598, Roosevelt signed the Emergency Conservation Work Act into law on March 31, 1933.5 Despite uncertainty about what it would entail beyond general reforestation and forest maintenance, Congress appropriated over $300 million in 1933 dollars—more than $7.2 billion today.6 Not entirely sure of the details himself, Roosevelt was eager to take advantage of any potential opportunity for increased employment. Five days after its passage, he issued an executive order and officially started the New Deal agency known as the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC). This colloquial name became an official title in 1937 when the original act was revised.7

Labor union leader Robert Fechner was to direct Emergency Conservation Work with guidance from an Advisory Council of representatives from the federal Departments of Labor, War, Agriculture, and the Interior, specializing in enrollee selection, camp operation, and work project supervision.8 The Department of War distributed responsibility to nine major generals responsible for different portions of the country. South Carolina belonged to the Fourth Corps Area along with Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, Florida, North Carolina, and Tennessee. Within each Corps Area, companies of around 200 men performed Emergency Conservation Work at camps. Companies were assigned names of three or four digits according to when and where they formed. When working on CCC projects, companies stayed in nearby camps with numerical identifiers based on project type. Companies often moved locations based on project needs, so camps usually had nicknames in addition to their official numeric identifiers to help avoid confusion. An army officer led each company. Enrollees oversaw sections and subsections within the companies as leaders and assistant leaders.

By September 1933, CCC enrollment reached over 360,000, surpassing President Roosevelt’s initial expectations. Young men, desperate for work due to the Great Depression, were attracted to the program’s benefits. The CCC provided housing, clothing, food, medical care, and eventually education and paid enrollees about $30 a month, $25 of which was sent directly home to their families.9 While a women’s camp operated briefly, women were mostly excluded from Emergency Conservation Work save for clerical and teaching roles. Skilled laborers, many of whom were ineligible for work as enrollees, opposed Emergency Conservation Work over concerns that unskilled enrollees would take their already diminishing forestry work opportunities. To quell this fear, the CCC hired 25,000 “Local Experienced Men” to help train the novice enrollees.10

Page 105 →To join the CCC, men applied and passed a physical examination before being sent to training at an army fort, which included early wake-up calls, hours of hiking and drilling, and plenty of food to prepare the enrollees’ bodies for the hard work ahead.11 Despite its resemblance to the military, the program did not outlaw desertion. Enrollees were allowed to leave at any point. Those who finished the training joined their companies at their assigned camps for six-month enrollment periods.12 On weekdays, the bugle call woke enrollees at 5:30 a.m. to eat and prepare their barracks before rollcall at 7:45 a.m. Enrollees worked from 8:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m., breaking for a thirty-minute lunch. Dinner at 5:00 p.m. provided an hour to wash the workday off and listen to mail call. At night, enrollees played sports, practiced with musical groups, attended educational classes, went to town, or socialized in camp. Lights out was at 10:00 p.m.13



Race in the CCC


Initially, the CCC only recruited young, white, unmarried men with limited education. When the Emergency Conservation Act went through Congress in 1933, Oscar De Priest, then the only African American member of Congress, challenged this limitation, insisting on the inclusion of an antidiscrimination clause in the legislation.14 Thanks to his efforts, Congress forbade racial discrimination during enrollment. Unsurprisingly, “Southern selection agents were reluctant to begin enrolling blacks, especially when so many white youths needed employment.”15 Still, South Carolina was more inclusive in its CCC enrollment than other states in the region. With an African American population that comprised 46 percent of its population, South Carolina’s African American CCC enrollment was 33 percent in 1933. This was higher than African American CCC enrollment in North Carolina and Georgia combined.16 While the CCC operated, more than two thousand African American men served as enrollees in South Carolina.17

Despite parity, African American CCC enrollees faced discrimination in the organization and administration of official “Colored” camps. Emergency Conservation Work Director Fechner made it clear from the CCC’s beginning that he would segregate camps as much as possible, mandating complete camp segregation in 1935, with the only exception being states where there were too few African American enrollees to form a separate company. Fechner doubled down on this directive when challenged by the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). Roosevelt stayed quiet to avoid political pushback.18 Fechner and his Advisory Council believed that Black camps needed the leadership of white officers and officials. Still, in 1934, the CCC’s educational director Page 106 →assigned two dozen African American men as camp educational advisors. By 1940, Black CCC camps in South Carolina had Black educational advisors and enrollee leaders, along with white commanding officers and project superintendents.19

The Poinsett State Park project is a perfect example of stark differences in the experience of white and African American CCC companies, especially in community relations. The white community of Wedgefield, South Carolina enjoyed interacting with white enrollees of Company 421 as teachers and spectators, watching them compete against local sports teams, attending dances, and perhaps most telling, helping enrollees organize and perform a minstrel show.20 When African American Company 4475 came to Poinsett, the same local residents refused to be near the enrollees.




The End of the CCC


Though President Roosevelt wanted the CCC to be permanent, the prized New Deal agency ended in 1942. Economic improvements had increased the potential for young men to find employment elsewhere. Those who had completed CCC service gained marketable skills. Many joined the workforce rather than reenrolling. Meanwhile, global tensions drew the Army from managing the CCC to World War II preparation. And, because the Army had overseen their CCC training, some enrollees feared that they would be the first group of men drafted, leading to increased desertion. Though President Roosevelt advocated for the CCC as a military training organization, he failed to persuade Congress, and the CCC was deemed unnecessary in wartime. When the United States officially entered World War II, Congress stopped funding the CCC, allowing it to expire on July 1, 1942, as the United States shifted its focus to the war effort.21





The Civilian Conservation Corps in South Carolina


When the CCC began, South Carolina was not a promising candidate for Emergency Conservation Work. In March 1933, federal legislation required that the agency’s work be performed only in national and state forests. South Carolina had neither. The South Carolina Forestry Commission (SCFC) and State Forester Homer A. Smith recognized this as a substantial obstacle to receiving federal assistance toward state environmental interests. Smith and SCFC representatives went to Washington, DC, to advocate for land acquisition and other methods to make Emergency Conservation Work happen in the Palmetto State. These efforts persuaded the federal government to allow for Emergency Conservation Work on land not Page 107 →belonging to a national or state forest as long as a relevant organization was responsible.22 In April 1933, the SCFC applied for sixteen CCC camps for fire prevention projects on private land. These first South Carolina camps employed roughly 3,500 men and helped make the case for further Emergency Conservation Work.23



SC State Park System


Convinced that they would benefit the state by spreading the idea of conservation, repurposing overworked land, encouraging tourism, boosting the state’s economy, and offering affordable recreation for South Carolina families impacted by the Great Depression, the SCFC began planning state parks in 1931. When the CCC started in 1933, the SCFC saw the program as an ideal instrument for their plans, one that could employ local men while building parks. In 1934, the South Carolina General Assembly granted the responsibility of creating and maintaining state parks to the SCFC but held that state park development had to occur on donated land. Because the SCFC had not yet received land donations, it could not start working on state parks.24

Along with the SCFC, residents of the town of Cheraw are credited with jumpstarting South Carolina’s park system. Hurting from the Great Depression and hoping that a state park would bring some economic relief, Cheraw citizens and officials worked to establish a state park in 1934, spurring donations of more than seven hundred acres of Chesterfield County land to the state. The SCFC then authorized the creation of a state park on the donated land and sent a CCC company to start the Cheraw State Park project, the Palmetto State’s first.25 Though Cheraw was the first park started, Myrtle Beach State Park was the first completed, officially opening on July 1, 1936.26

By June 1935, the SCFC established guidelines for state parks and authorized the creation of seven additional parks on 25,000 acres, all donated by private citizens, organizations, or county government.27 The SCFC established a Division of State Parks led by the assistant state forester, who worked alongside the CCC’s forest camps director.28 Together, they continued to push for the creation of parks on “land possessing unusual natural beauty, historical interest, educational value, or recreational importance.” The goal was to preserve the land “forever for the use of the people in securing wholesome recreation and education.”29

During the late 1930s, the SCFC Division of State Parks continued developing the state park system in cooperation with the CCC and generated more public interest in the parks. Entrance was free, and so were most park Page 108 →recreational activities. In the summer of 1936, three state parks, including Poinsett, opened for twelve weeks, drawing an attendance of nearly 50,000.30 The following year, more than 478,000 visitors went to the seven state parks.31 By 1940–1941, South Carolina had fourteen state parks that attracted 830,000 visitors, with out-of-state cars numbering over 24,000.32 Historian Tara Mitchell Mielnik reports that, “The CCC state parks provided the genesis of the state park system in South Carolina.”33 By the end of the CCC in 1942, enrollees had constructed sixteen open and operating parks for the South Carolina State Park System.34




CCC Forestry Education in South Carolina


CCC enrollees learned and practiced forestry management. The SCFC’s 1936 booklet, The South Carolina Civilian Conservation Corps Forester, exemplifies the forestry education enrollees received.35 Using State Forester H. A. Smith’s definition of forestry as “the utilization of lands, which are submarginal from the standpoint of intensive agriculture, for the production of forest products, major and minor,” the booklet explained the crucial role forests play in meeting mankind’s basic needs of food, clothing, and shelter, and covered forestry economics, biology, and management.36

Using concepts of agriculture and industry, the booklet explored the economic importance of forests, introducing forestry management by explaining it in terms of corn farming. Like corn, timber must be protected from dangers to its growth, weeded selectively to lower growth competition, spaced adequately, thinned if necessary, and sold by some exact measure. Explaining how a decline in South Carolina’s forests would lead to a decline in the state’s wood industries and lumber and timber product mills, the booklet provided a simple yet effective tactic that touched on the unemployment many enrollees faced before joining the CCC.37

Because many enrollees had limited education, the booklet reviewed the fundamentals of forest science, defining a tree, its parts, and the conditions necessary for tree growth. More than one hundred trees native to South Carolina are listed.38 In terms of forestry governance, the booklet advocated for public land ownership to maximize opportunities for protecting watershed forests, promoting public recreation, continuing productive wood production, restoring depreciated land, and relieving submarginal agricultural lands.39

The booklet also shared with enrollees the SCFC’s best practices for regulating “the forest growth and the treatment of trees as a crop for timber production, erosion control, recreational development, watershed protection, or shelterbelt,” the “purpose of forestry” as defined in the booklet.40 Page 109 →The practices described include forest protection, reforestation, forest improvement cutting, forest thinning, management plans, and managing timber. Forest fires are identified as the greatest threat and fire prevention practices and forest fire control measures are discussed at length.





The Origin of Poinsett State Park


Southwest Sumter County is home to the High Hills of Santee, a region of hills “nearly twenty-five miles long and five miles wide at their widest point … situated conspicuously between the level expanse of the coastal plain to the east and the swampy lowland of the Wateree River valley to the west.”41 The Santee, the Wateree, the Catawba, all Siouan Native American tribes, and perhaps the Congaree used the area as hunting grounds.42 When CCC enrollees later found arrowheads and pottery fragments suggesting the prior presence of Native Americans, they saw it as a sign of hope: “The fact that the Indians used this as a camping ground leads one to believe that game has been using this area long before the white man invaded the banks of the Wateree. We earnestly hope and believe that when this section is left undisturbed by man, game will return and inhabit it as in yesteryear.”43



History in the High Hills


In the 1740s, brothers John and Timothy Dargan obtained hundreds of acres along Shanks Creek, a small waterway running through the High Hills. The Dargans took advantage of their proximity to the creek by building a grist mill and establishing several dams that flooded swampland, likely for rice or indigo cultivation.44 In the late 1760s, Matthew Singleton, a settler from Virginia, bought some of the Dargan property, including the mill, as part of a three-tract purchase.45 On the tract near Shanks Creek, Singleton developed Melrose, one of several Singleton family plantations. He lived on Melrose in a prerevolutionary plantation house with “hand-hewn timbers joined by wooden pegs, cypress weatherboards and blacksmith shop nails.”46 Cypress timber was a popular building material as it was abundant and durable yet relatively soft and easy to work with. Construction of the Melrose plantation house clearly depended on a sawmill, but no records exist “for dating the first sawmills east of the Wateree.”47 After Matthew’s death, the Singleton family remained “intimately involved in the development of both the Sumter area and of the state.”48

Slowly, other plantation owners and their families moved to the dryer High Hills, “seeking refuge from the heat and malaria of the South Carolina Page 110 →Lowcountry.”49 The growing Sumter County, including the more traversable portions of the High Hills, was involved with the cotton industry. Around 1850, the earliest railroads connected Sumter County to Camden, SC and Wilmington, NC, spurring further growth.50 Progress temporarily slowed in 1855 when cotton prices dropped, and multiple fires devastated the region.51 The Civil War brought more fires, especially during Potter’s Raid, a three-week Union effort led by General Edward E. Potter to destroy buildings, cotton, and railroad property from Georgetown to Sumter.52 Eventually, most of the plantations and summer residences in the High Hills burned. The blazes claimed the Melrose plantation, leaving a graveyard and little else behind. Throughout the nineteenth century, records indicate that the Williman, Belser, Manning, Wells, and Levi families also owned acreage along Shanks Creek.53

By 1884, local manufacturing included “one cotton factory, … 73 flour and grist mills, 31 lumber mills, and 10 turpentine establishments,” reinforcing Sumter County’s expanding economy.54 In response to the boll weevil in the early 1920s, Sumter properties near the Wateree “became a source of great income to their owners when the large corporations bought up their abundant supply of cypress, ash, maple, oak, poplar and other timber trees.”55 Lumber was Sumter’s most prominent industry by 1922.56 However, the High Hills’ physical geography made some of it inaccessible to lumber companies, inadvertently preserving future parkland.57




Poinsett State Park Proposal


In the early 1930s, South Carolina State Forester Homer A. Smith and Mac Boykin, president of the Sumter County Game and Fish Association, went to Washington, DC. Hoping to bring the CCC to Santee’s High Hills, Boykin proposed a game refuge and recreational area on roughly one thousand acres near Shanks Creek, land that for decades had only been used for hunting and fishing. The land included the remnants of a mill and an overgrown lakebed known as Old Levi Mill Lake, a nod to a previous owner.58 Supporting Boykin’s efforts, Sumter County purchased 1,000 acres and donated it to the South Carolina Forestry Commission. Accepting the donation in August 1934, the SCFC reviewed construction plans and signed off on a CCC camp for the new state park project in October 1934 (see fig. 4.1).59

Company 421, the first CCC company to work on the project, named the fledgling state park “Poinsett” to honor Joel Roberts Poinsett, a state legislator, US congressman, diplomat, and secretary of war.60 Poinsett, a naturalist and amateur botanist, also presided over the South Carolina Board of Public Works and contributed to the Smithsonian Institution.61
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Figure 4.1. Poinsett State Park General Development Plan, architectural drawing, 1938. Courtesy of Open Parks Network, South Carolina Department of Parks, Recreation, and Tourism.







Poinsett State Park Development


On October 22, 1934, Company 421 began working on Poinsett State Park. The enrollees of Company 421, all young, single, white men, trained at Fort McPherson in Georgia and received a year of fire protection work in Blaney, South Carolina.62 During their ten-month tenure, Company 421 enrollees built several park roads and established water, power, and telephone access.63 They also completed a picnic shelter and started construction of a bathhouse and a park ranger residence.64



Company 421


Company 421’s most notable contribution to Poinsett State Park was likely the renewal of Old Levi Mill Lake. While the lakebed remained, historic fires in the High Hills had ruined the structures used to flood it, allowing the lake to dry and vegetation to return. After clearing ten acres of land, Company 421 enrollees built a new dam on Shanks Creek, transforming roughly 200 acres of the lake perimeter into a sandy beach and establishing a landscaped parking area and more than five miles of foot trails.65 After months of anticipation, Poinsett State Park officials closed the dam gates on May 27, 1935, filling Old Levi Mill Lake with water from Page 112 →Shank’s Creek. As the lake filled, the public’s interest in Poinsett State Park increased. When the lake reached capacity, excess water exited via the spillways along Shank’s Creek.66 Before the park officially opened, visitors came, with numbers reaching “as many as five hundred [visitors] on Saturdays, Sundays, and holidays.”67 In late summer 1935, Company 421 left Poinsett State Park to work on an erosion prevention project in Rock Hill, South Carolina (see fig. 4.2).68
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Figure 4.2. Poinsett State Park, South Carolina, “Company 421, Planting Kudzu, n.d.” Courtesy of Open Parks Network, South Carolina Parks, Recreation, and Tourism.







Camp Life at Poinsett State Park


While the CCC Advisory Council designed the agency for young, white, single men with limited education, of the three CCC companies that created Poinsett State Park, only Company 421 fit this mold. Perhaps because of this, more records remain for Company 421 than its successors. Company 421’s monthly “Poinsette Pointers,” written by and for enrollees, offers a glimpse into their camp lives. After acquiring a mimeograph machine, an editorial staff of ten enrollees printed the first issue on April 15, 1935. Those wishing to contribute content for the paper were encouraged to do so.69 The “Poinsette Pointers” addressed three main areas: education, athletics, and social life.



Education


Page 113 →At the CCC’s start, the agency only offered classes directly related to camp work. While Department of War personnel opposed further CCC education, civilian administrators saw an opportunity to train and educate poor and unskilled young men. Eleanor Roosevelt emphasized expanded education beyond forestry training to ensure the employability of enrollees after CCC service. Frank Persons, chief of CCC enrollee selection, designed an enhanced CCC educational program, and the army amended it as they saw fit. In November 1933, President Roosevelt signed an executive order approving the compromise.70 The Department of Interior’s Office of Education then established a system of CCC camp educational advisors who organized courses in literacy and secondary or higher education depending on the needs of local enrollees.71 Participation was initially voluntary. After the revision of the Emergency Conservation Work Act in 1937, enrollee education became compulsory.72

At Poinsett, agriculture was one of the earliest classes. Taught by a local teacher from Pinewood, “star pupils” learned how to navigate the administrative side of tobacco farming.73 Soon, Company 421’s course offerings included woodworking, mechanics, algebra, French, piano, and voice. A military officer at Poinsett led the woodworking instruction and taught the algebra class, and the company’s forestry mechanic taught the mechanics class. Frank Wells, an enrollee who would become a USC football player, organized the French courses. A Wedgefield woman traveled to camp twice weekly to teach music lessons and organize a glee club. Her students performed for park visitors.74 The chief medical officer offered Red Cross first aid classes.75 Company 421 also sent some enrollees to lifeguarding training in Charleston. Later, swimming, lifeguarding, and other Red Cross training classes were held in Poinsett State Park’s lake “to teach every man to swim” and qualify as many enrollees as possible as lifeguards certified by the American Red Cross.76




Athletics


Some CCC Company 421 members played on basketball and baseball teams, competing against local teams at Sumter’s YMCA in preparation for participation in the Western Carolina League, composed of teams from various CCC camps, including Montmorenci, Union, Whitmire, and Sumter. When an epidemic of flu, pneumonia, and mumps hit Company 421 in 1935, the team performed poorly in the district playoffs.77

Page 114 →While basketball and baseball were popular, Company 421 enrollees were encouraged to work with the camp’s athletic officer to start other sports teams, including boxing and tennis.78 By July 1935, a camp employee had built a boxing ring. Tennis courts and a volleyball court were also erected. Balls, rackets, and other necessary equipment were provided.79




Social Life


Like many white CCC companies, Company 421 regularly interacted with the nearby white community. Some enrollees attended weekly camp dance lessons taught by young women from Sumter. On many weekends, Company 421 hosted dances with live music to connect with neighboring communities, inviting white community members, especially young women, to honor visiting dignitaries.

April 1935 exemplifies Company 421’s flourishing social scene. On April 1, a dance with music provided by a Columbia orchestra attracted two visiting National Park Service technicians as well as “all the company officers and enrollees, and a large number of charming young ladies and gentlemen from the neighboring towns.”80 On April 12, Company 421 hosted a dance in their camp’s Hodge Memorial Hall featuring another Columbia orchestra.81 On April 19, a square dance featured the Company 421 band with two enrollee callers. On April 26, a dance honoring a retiring commanding officer of Company 421 earned rave reviews: “one of the best dances that we have had.”82

Occasional field trips gave enrollees time away from the park. One of the first in May 1935 was to Pocalla Springs Tourist Court and Swimming Pool, a few miles from Sumter, advertised as “the best swimming pool in seven states.”83 In July 1935, Poinsett State Park had a full-circle moment when Mac Boykin, the Sumter County Game and Fish Association’s president who helped secure the park’s approval, organized a barbecue at the newly completed picnic shelter. Hundreds of white community members and CCC enrollees attended.84




Company 4475


CCC leaders met resistance when they informed the Sumter community that a Black CCC company would continue the Poinsett State Park project after Company 421’s departure. White Sumter leaders, including city council members and county commissioners, contacted officials from the CCC, the SCFC, and their senator to discuss their concerns over sharing the park, especially the lake, with African American enrollees.85 In response, CCC district headquarters sent an open letter to the Sumter County Game and Fish Association, the Sumter Board of Trade, the Sumter mayor, and Page 115 →The Sumter Daily Item in late July explaining that Old Levi Mill Lake would be “off-limits” for the African American company at all times. Enrollees would not even be allowed in the public portion of the park outside of working hours!86

On August 19, 1935, about two hundred young African American CCC enrollees from Greenwood, Clinton, and Orangeburg, South Carolina, arrived at Poinsett State Park as Company 4475.87 After training, Company 4475 enrollees continued the CCC development of park roads and structures.88 Their accomplishments did little to appease those bothered by their skin color. F. H. Murray, superintendent of Poinsett State Park, stood up for the “good workers” of Company 4475, stating they “are easily controlled and have given no trouble in the community.”89 His efforts had little effect. In November 1935, less than ninety days after their arrival, Company 4475 was reassigned from Poinsett State Park to a state park project in Chester, South Carolina.90 While preparing for their departure, Company 4475 cleaned up around the park, collecting and storing leftover material for when park work resumed.91 White community members preferred to halt work on Poinsett State Park indefinitely rather than tolerate the presence of an African American CCC company!

Prejudice against African American CCC companies extended beyond Poinsett State Park. Emergency Conservation Work Director Fechner complained about the challenges of placing African American companies.92 The dilemma, however, was largely of Fechner’s making: by attempting to improve the placement process by ordering African American enrollees to work only within their home states and refusing to allow for integration within CCC companies, Fechner insisted he was mitigating racially motivated violence among enrollees. In reality, his policies increased the number of all-Black CCC companies while restricting the number of project opportunities available to them.93




Company 2413


After racial intolerance quickly forced Company 4475 out, CCC work at Poinsett State Park paused for three months. In February 1936, 200 white World War I veterans moved to Poinsett and resumed the state park project. Established three years earlier, Company 2413 had previous experience on projects in Hardeeville and Givhans Ferry, South Carolina. With an average age of 41, Company 2413 “together had experience at 156 different civilian occupations,” while nearly all the men had overseas service.94

By the end of March 1936, the Poinsett State Park projects were back on track. Company 2413 completed structures started by previous CCC companies Page 116 →and built several from scratch, including a recreation building, two picnic shelters, four overnight rental cabins, and a gatehouse by the park entrance. At Old Levi Mill Lake, the large spillway was concreted to enhance its longevity, and a second spillway drop was added to help prevent erosion (see fig. 4.3). The veteran enrollees also built a reservoir building to hold potable water for the park and constructed five water fountains using coquina, “a rock formed from ancient sand and seashells.”95 After two and a half years, Company 2413, Poinsett’s last CCC enrollees, transferred to work on Lake Greenwood State Park in Ninety Six, South Carolina, marking the end of nearly four years of CCC involvement with Poinsett State Park.96 By June 1939, Poinsett’s twenty-two CCC camp buildings were taken down.97
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Figure 4.3. Swimming at Poinsett State Park, ca. 1940. Courtesy of Open Parks Network, South Carolina Parks, Recreation, and Tourism.






Poinsett State Park Opens


On August 5, 1936, the South Carolina Forestry Commission officially opened Poinsett State Park, the state’s second after Myrtle Beach, to the public. CCC Company 2413 was about halfway through their work when the bathhouse was far enough along to welcome visitors formally. While the public had Page 117 →unofficially visited the park since Old Levi Mill Lake’s 1935 opening, the formal dedication allowed Poinsett State Park to “properly care for such visitors’’ by employing Red Cross-certified lifeguards, organizing emergency services with local police, and selling concessions.98 The SCFC advertised Poinsett, highlighting its “beautiful 18-acre lake” constructed by CCC workers on the site of the old Manning Mill pond, “several miles of picturesque trails,” and a “picnic area composed of a shelter with fireplaces, picnic tables, outdoor fireplaces and comfort stations.”99 The only fee was for the use of dressing rooms in the bathhouse.100

Poinsett State Park quickly became a popular spot for visitors. During the summer months, Old Levi Mill Lake and the swimming it offered drove much of the park’s popularity. A Clemson swimming coach became the park’s recreational director in 1938. The following year, several star college swimmers formed a team to “represent Sumter and Poinsett state park.”101 Poinsett State Park offered “swimming, boating, and surf board lessons.”102 An end-of-the-summer pageant and water show was held on Old Levi Mill Lake; in 1938, there were nearly 6,000 attendees.103

Poinsett State Park attracted local schoolchildren on field trips and other groups including the Sumter County Farmers’ Exchange, which held meetings there.104 Local newspaper advertisements emphasized Poinsett’s natural beauty, facilities, and activities.105 A Company 2413 enrollee wrote a poem encouraging people to use the park: “Better go out doors now, shut the door on trouble; Lest, if I stay indoors, care will bend me double.”106

Company 4475’s time at Poinsett foreshadowed decades of segregation following the park’s opening. A segregated space, Poinsett State Park’s offerings were restricted to white visitors. While the SCFC began developing six African American recreational areas, including Mills Creek, near Poinsett, as part of the state park system in the 1930s, it allocated scant funding, allowing these parks to offer far fewer facilities and recreational activities. Park officials upheld the color line at Poinsett and Mill Creek.107

The racism African Americans faced in the state park system is revealed by correspondence between Poinsett State Park’s superintendent and the assistant state forester in the summer of 1940. A picnic invitation led to a large group of African Americans mistakenly arriving at Poinsett, where they were prevented from entering, an occurrence that “could have been very embarrassing to the interests of the Park.”108 The confusion led the forester to confess: “Confidentially, the negro problem is one which worries us quite a good deal. Legally we probably have no right to keep them off a public area but we have been able to handle the problem in the Page 118 →past by a little tactfulness on the part of our park superintendents as well as a little bluff.”109

In 1963, only after a federal mandate, Poinsett State Park was integrated. All South Carolina state parks, including Poinsett, closed for a year. Then, in the mid-1960s, Poinsett operated without swimming or cabin camping. A fully integrated Poinsett State Park officially reopened on July 1, 1966.110





The Impact of Poinsett State Park


In the early 1930s, the South Carolina Forestry Commission and land use planners at the federal and state levels agreed that “sub-marginal lands,” when intentionally restored, provided the perfect opportunities for forest conservation and public recreation.111 Poinsett State Park, which included land “made up of largely deforested, abandoned agricultural fields,” was an ideal site for the SCFC to implement its vision.112 Located in Sumter County’s High Hills, Poinsett also made several useful natural resources accessible for construction. Enrollees collected coquina from a local quarry three miles from Poinsett and used it as “building blocks” in the structures throughout the park.113 Enrollees also took advantage of the nearby Wateree Swamp, using its cypress trees as shingling and interior decoration on some buildings and as poles supporting power. The swamp’s soil, rich from decaying plant matter, was used to improve the health of the newly planted areas in the park.114



Conservation at Poinsett


For the CCC, conservation remained a central goal. In April 1935, during CCC Company 421’s first six months at Poinsett, a National Park Service wildlife technician performed a ten-day wildlife census that identified deer, turkey, wildcat, many species of game birds, and more than fifty species of songbirds, findings “on par with the other parks in the state.”115 To help preserve and improve the condition of wildlife at Poinsett, park officials designated a wildlife area where the CCC would reforest or plant, ensuring lots of vegetation cover to accommodate “furred animals” and enough elevation from the Wateree River for turkeys to use it as a breeding ground. The technician returned three months later to complete another wildlife census, where he recorded greater species diversity.116

In addition to building and infrastructure projects, CCC enrollees planted and landscaped around the park, recycling what had been cleared from other portions of land. During work on Old Levi Mill Lake, enrollees Page 119 →left the tupelo gum trees to encourage a healthy return of the lake habitat. When developing the park’s roads, they formed the road slopes using hand tools and fortified them against erosion by planting trees. Throughout the park, they “obtained native plants from the surrounding woods and planted hundreds of dogwoods, wax myrtle, black willow, crab apple, ferns, and fetterbush.”117 Enrollees collected nutrient-rich soil and leaf mulch to encourage the growth of their landscaping. Company 421 started a redbud nursery and planted over 200,000 longleaf pines on Poinsett State Park grounds.118 Company 2413 put two hundred and fifty man days towards general maintenance and cleanup and planted almost 2,000 individual plants, some of which were nearly full-grown trees.119 Thanks to the enrollees’ efforts, Poinsett State Park became full of “flora such as dogwood, mountain laurel, rhododendron, wax myrtle, holly, and live oak complete with Spanish moss—a unique blend of upcountry and lowcountry vegetation.”120




Environmental Education


In addition to conservation and recreation goals, the state forester wanted to use Poinsett and the state’s park system for environmental education and a greater understanding of the importance of conservation.121 In the years following Poinsett State Park’s opening, park officials and the SCFC published news articles boasting of the park’s beauty and encouraging the public to see it for themselves. The “unforgettable pleasure” of thousands of blooming dogwoods and wild azaleas in late March and early April was touted, as was the “magnificent sight” of the mountain laurel.122

In its efforts to foster forestry, the SCFC also hosted visiting forestry students and practitioners at Poinsett State Park. By the 1930s, South Carolina had become a popular destination for such groups “because of the great variety of forest conditions, the progressive nature of the forestry work being done by the State Commission of Forestry and the hearty welcome and hospitality they receive.”123 In September 1936, nearly thirty silviculture students from Syracuse University toured Poinsett after visiting Sumter industries like Williams Furniture Company and Sumter Hardwood Company.124 In April 1938, University of Michigan forestry students stayed in the park’s vacation cabins.125 The following month, Poinsett hosted the annual meeting of the Appalachian Section of the Society of American Foresters.126 The SCFC also emphasized fire protection at Poinsett State Park, holding “South Carolina’s first statewide forest fire protection meeting” there.127 In May 1939, the Sumter County Forest Protective Association hosted 500 firefighters and families at their annual barbecue at Poinsett State Park (see fig. 4.4).128
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Figure 4.4. Public Relations—South Carolina, 1940. Photographs Relating to National Forests, Resource Management Practices, Personnel, and Cultural and Economic History, Records of the Forest Service, National Archives, Record Group 95.







Conclusion


Following President Roosevelt’s New Deal creation of the Civilian Conservation Corps, efforts began to develop South Carolina state parks. Sumter County citizens pushed for a CCC project both to turn the underutilized land in the High Hills into a recreational area and to help put local men to work. Sumter County delegates arranged for a land donation, and the SCFC approved a CCC state park project. From 1935–1938, Companies 421, 4475, and 2413 transformed a thousand acres into a community commons, offering the Caucasian public outdoor recreation and a closer relationship with nature. The CCC forestry training advanced the environmental awareness, educational attainment, and employability of hundreds of South Carolina men. The creation of Poinsett, South Carolina’s second state park open to the public, supported the budding state park system. The racism in that state park system, however, is evident in both the white community’s rejection of the African American enrollees of Company 4475 and the Poinsett Park officials’ rejection of African American visitors.

Page 121 →Poinsett State Park’s distinctive combination of swampland and steep hills, the same characteristics that prevented a heavy industrial presence before the Great Depression, made it an ideal early addition to the South Carolina State Park System. The availability of timber from the adjacent Wateree Swamp and coquina from the High Hills provided accessible materials for CCC construction of park features unique to Poinsett. Today, Poinsett visitors travel not only through mixed ecosystems but also through time. A trip to Poinsett could involve fishing by the CCC dam spillways on Old Levi Mill Lake, gathering for lunch under one of the CCC picnic shelters, or camping overnight in one of the CCC cabins.129 The enrollees of Companies 421, 4475, and 2413 left a legacy that goes beyond the structural. Their labor and lived experiences, combined with Poinsett State Park’s unique geography, produced an enduring landscape of recreation, racism, and conservation.
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Chapter 5 An Independent Force for Change


Page 129 →The Holly Hill Lumber Company

– Mark Kinzer –

The Holly Hill Lumber Company, but dimly remembered today in most quarters, was once one of the most prominent and influential forest products companies in South Carolina. Starting out small in the cypress swamps of Orangeburg County, near Holly Hill, the company grew large—by mid-century standards—acquiring and building multiple mills across the state’s coastal plain and becoming, in the 1970s, Orangeburg County’s largest employer. In location, nature of its operations, and ambition, Holly Hill might be viewed as a successor to the Santee River Cypress Lumber Company (SRCLC), discussed in chapters one and three of this volume. Over time, Holly Hill became an important player in the South Carolina timber industry and members of its management team served as active participants in regional and national trade groups, as well. Even as it grew larger, the company remained privately held and local to South Carolina, maintaining its independence into the early 1980s. Ultimately, however, a combination of economic recession and ill-timed expansion forced it to succumb to ever-accelerating industry consolidation. But despite its eventual demise, Holly Hill’s legacy as a land manager lived on. Its successors continued the day-to-day forest management activities that Holly Hill had promoted on both its own lands and the lands of nonindustrial landowners. And the condition of its land base was such that in time parts of it would be sought for inclusion in Congaree National Park and the National Audubon Society’s Francis Beidler Forest at Four Holes Swamp.1



Beginnings


Page 130 →Large-scale, commercial logging did not materialize in the South Carolina Lowcountry and Midlands until after the Civil War. Before the 1880s, the South’s relentless focus on agriculture and the lack of capital to fund major enterprises meant that logging tended to occur on a relatively small scale compared to the massive logging operations in the Northeast and, later, the lake states of the Midwest. By the 1890s, however, timber supplies in the Midwest were depleted and Northern capitalists looked south for new lands to cut. Soon, a flood of Northern capital entered the region to take advantage of the cheap land and labor of the South’s weak postwar economy, setting the stage for commercial logging on an industrial scale. The most sought-after trees initially were “Southern yellow pine” on the uplands (chiefly, longleaf pine [Pinus palustris] and shortleaf pine [Pinus echinata]), and bald cypress (Taxodium distichum) in the lowlands.2

For the next several decades, the timber industry in South Carolina was characterized by a plethora of small, intermediate, and large players, each trying to maximize production from its individual land holdings or the lands around its mills. Improvements in technology had certainly contributed to this proliferation. Moving from axes to crosscut saws in the field and from whipsaws to circular saws and band saws at the mill allowed timber to be cut and processed in ever greater volumes. But cutting trees into logs was one thing; transporting them for manufacture into salable products was another thing altogether. Timber volumes counted for little if cut logs couldn’t be moved to a mill. In fact, the difficulties inherent in moving old-growth timber across the flat landscapes of the coastal plain were a major reason why large-scale commercial logging failed to materialize in this part of South Carolina until the late nineteenth century.3

When the boom finally came, cutting tended to concentrate in areas close to water, where loggers could use a low-tech solution like rafting to float logs downstream to the mill. In time, however, as railroads were extended across the state, logging by rail became feasible. In some instances, the impetus to build rail lines in the first place was the need to access untapped, harder to reach stands of timber. But it was the spread of paved highways that allowed timber companies to extend their reach into the farthest corners of South Carolina’s timber base. As they did so, lumber operators with an eye to longevity bought up smaller, outlying operations, setting in motion a process of industry consolidation that lasted throughout the twentieth century and into the twenty-first.4

Page 131 →By the year 2000, a handful of multinational forest products companies and institutional timberland investment groups dominated much of the industry in South Carolina, even as non-industrial private landowners continued to own the majority of the state’s timberland and supplied much of the raw material for its mills. Driving consolidation among industry players was the need for ever greater efficiency to meet the growing market demand for wood and compete with rival companies. Over the latter half of the twentieth century, companies made a concerted effort to build mills that could use all parts of the tree, including leavings once considered waste, to make products such as fiberboard and pulp. Consolidation generated financial resources to build the plants that produced these products. Consolidation also produced a large land base that could be reforested at scale, using methods that lowered the cost of planting, growing, and harvesting trees.

The Holly Hill Lumber Company exemplified many of these industry trends of the mid to late twentieth century. The company was formed in 1927 by Lawrence E. Miller Sr. and William J. Colvin. Miller, a native of Lexington County, South Carolina, served in World War I in the office of the US adjutant general in Washington, DC, and on the staff of Gen. John J. Pershing with the American Expeditionary Force in France. Miller’s lifelong friend and business partner, Colvin, was born in Fairfield County and graduated from Erskine College in 1909, after which he became the principal and taught mathematics at a school in Mullins, South Carolina. Together, Miller and Colvin participated in a variety of business ventures over the years, including lumbering, cattle raising, mining, and cement manufacturing, all centered around the town of Holly Hill. So important were the two men to the life of Holly Hill that in 1971 the town held a testimonial dinner to thank the Miller and Colvin families for their contributions to the business and civic life of the community.5

Miller and Colvin may have met as salaried employees of the Dorchester Lumber Company of Badham, South Carolina. Here they worked for ten and fifteen years, respectively, before deciding to acquire the R. L. Moore Lumber Co. of Bowyer, near Holly Hill. They initially called their new operation the Holly Hill Cypress Company but soon renamed it the Holly Hill Lumber Company. Chartered to cut, manufacture, and sell lumber and its byproducts at wholesale and retail, as well as to buy and sell real estate and timber rights, Holly Hill operated for most of its existence from a base in the Four Holes area of Orangeburg County, not far south of Bowyer and Holly Hill. It branched out over time to have timber harvesting operations in multiple locations and mills at Kingville, Denmark, Ridgeville, Bonneau, Pregnall, Black Branch, and Walterboro, South Carolina.6

Page 132 →The Bowyer mill, located on the Atlantic Coast Line railroad about one mile south of Holly Hill, began operations under its new ownership on September 1, 1927. The mill initially employed around seventy-five men and cut approximately 25,000 board feet of lumber per day at what was said to be one of the largest hardwood and softwood manufacturing plants in the section at that time. Following a practice they would repeat in subsequent acquisitions, Miller and Colvin upgraded the former R. L. Moore facility, installing a new planing mill sometime in 1928. By 1935, the mill employed 125 men and had increased production to 40,000 feet of rough lumber per day.7

The Denmark, South Carolina, facility followed in 1933, when Holly Hill acquired the sawmill of the Zickgraf Lumber Company, built about ten years before. The location of this mill was particularly advantageous, as Denmark was served by three major railroads and two highways, making conditions ideal for shipping product. Holly Hill thoroughly remodeled the facility, installing a state-of-the-art planing mill and a cross-circulating dry kiln. By 1935, it too employed 125 men and had a production capacity of 40,000 board feet per day.8

In 1932, seeking to cut a tract of hardwood timber on the Santee River, Holly Hill installed a four-foot bandsaw at Ferguson, South Carolina, the former headquarters of the SRCLC. Three years later, when cutting was complete, the company moved this operation to Ridgeville, South Carolina, about seventeen miles southeast of the town of Holly Hill. That mill employed about seventy-five men and had a capacity of 25,000 board feet per day. By the end of 1935, the company’s band mills at Bowyer, Denmark, and Ridgeville together could cut over 100,000 board feet per day of Southern pine, cypress, and hardwoods, both rough and dressed. The mid-1930s also saw Holly Hill acquiring timberland in and around the Congaree Swamp in lower Richland County. Starting around 1935, it acquired around 10,700 acres of swamp and upland to supply a company mill in the now-defunct town of Kingville. By mid-1937, Holly Hill employed 625 men at its four band mills: 175 at Holly Hill; 175 at Denmark; 150 at Ridgeville; and 125 at Kingville. Combined, the four mills had an impressive capacity of 30 million board feet per year, sawing pine, hardwood, and cypress.9

In 1937, Miller and Colvin acquired the Chapman-Storm Lumber Corporation, the assets of which would go on to form the core of Holly Hill’s future operations. Chapman-Storm had for years been a major producer of cypress in the Morgan City, Louisiana, area until the exhaustion of its timber base prompted it to move its operations to South Carolina. In 1927 it built a mill at Four Holes and leased timber from the Minnesota-South Page 133 →Carolina Land & Timber Co., securing an estimated fifteen-year supply of quality cypress (see chapter 6, this volume). Within a decade, however, a legal dispute between Chapman-Storm and Minnesota-South Carolina precipitated a sale of the assets of both entities to Miller and Colvin.10

The sale to Miller and Colvin included around 16,000 acres of timberland in Orangeburg, Dorchester, and Berkeley counties, much of which consisted of virgin timber in the Four Holes Swamp along the boundary between Orangeburg and Dorchester counties. Also conveyed was the sawmill at Four Holes, three miles south of Holly Hill, idle for almost seven years before the sale. Miller and Colvin developed plans to revive and modernize the mill, operating it under a separate partnership known, like the original company, as the Holly Hill Cypress Company. Anticipating employing up to 400 men at this facility and doubling its capacity, the partners planned upgrades that included new machinery, two new dry kilns, a fire suppression system, and replacement rail trackage for hauling cut timber to the mill. When the refurbished mill came online in late 1938, it increased the total productive capacity of Holly Hill Lumber and Holly Hill Cypress to about 50 million board feet per year, making them together one of the largest lumber outfits east of the Mississippi. (The two affiliates merged sometime after 1941 and the mill complex at Four Holes, later referred to simply as the Holly Hill mill, became the company’s main manufacturing plant.) Practically all of Holly Hill’s lumber output during this period was shipped to eastern wholesale markets.11

Holly Hill continued to expand its timber base after the Chapman-Storm acquisition. Insurance records from 1961 give an idea, albeit incomplete, of the extent of its holdings at that time. Appraisal summaries show that the company owned more than 37,000 acres in South Carolina, including lands in the Four Holes and Congaree swamps and acreage near the Santee River, among other tracts. Holly Hill continued to buy and sell land in succeeding years. In 1978, for example, it sold 11,850 acres in and adjoining the Congaree Swamp to Georgia-Pacific Corporation. By 1981, Holly Hill still owned over 72,000 acres of timberland—all of it in South Carolina, apparently—despite prior land sales.12




Logging by Rail and Road


Unlike such major forerunners as the SRCLC, the E.P. Burton Lumber Company of North Charleston, and the enormous Atlantic Coast Lumber Company of Georgetown, Holly Hill seems not to have relied in any substantial way on waterways to get cypress and other bottomland timber to its mills. Page 134 →Rather, it picked up where SRCLC left off, cutting railroad tram lines into its extensive bottomland and other holdings in the coastal plain, and connecting these feeder lines to trunk lines serving its mills.13 A help-wanted advertisement from 1950 hints at the nature of Holly Hill’s railroad operations:


WANTED—Experienced railroad logging foreman. Must be experienced in use of steam logging locomotive, overhead skidders, and crawler tractors. Holly Hill Lumber Co., Holly Hill, S.C.14



Railroad logging at the company’s holdings in both the Congaree Swamp near Kingville and in Four Holes Swamp began in the mid-1930s and lasted into the 1950s. At Four Holes Swamp, Holly Hill added to the tram lines previously constructed by Chapman-Storm. At a time when large steam engines were being sold for scrap or sent to foreign countries, small engines continued to work the woods for Holly Hill and other companies, fueled in part by waste wood from milling operations. By 1952, Holly Hill was still operating two small steam engines on narrow-gauge railroad in the western part of Four Holes Swamp, near Providence, South Carolina.15

Logging from elevated trams was particularly useful for getting virgin cypress out of waterlogged swamps. However, constructing such lines, rudimentary and temporary as they were, was more expensive and time consuming than building lines at grade on upland areas. Moreover, the equipment used to haul logs to these lines was quite destructive. Large rail-mounted machines called overhead skidders dragged huge cypress logs across sodden ground with long cables, destroying young trees and saplings in the process and etching scars on the landscape that remained visible for years.16

As loggers liquidated the last big stands of old-growth cypress and longleaf pine, far-sighted companies like Holly Hill sought to lessen their impact, managing their timberland as a long-term investment. Doing so, while cutting costs, meant using roads and logging trucks to get smaller, second-growth timber to the mill. In 1935, Holly Hill’s president, L. E. Miller Sr., stated that “good roads and the present efficiency of trucks make log hauling over a radius of thirty miles feasible.” This trend accelerated over the coming decades, allowing Holly Hill to supply its mills not only with timber from its own lands, but from other landowners, large and small. In the early 1940s, for example, Holly Hill was a major purchaser of timber from the South Carolina Public Service Authority for the Santee-Cooper hydropower project (see chapter 3, this volume). Holly Hill also actively encouraged the new “tree-farm” movement, intended to get landowners to plant trees on their land and actively manage it for wood production, Page 135 →wildlife habitat, and other uses. The company’s “Tree Farm Family Program” provided small landowners with seedlings, loans of equipment, and guidance from company foresters, allowing them to replant logged land and convert marginal crop land to productive timberland.17




The Growth Years


Holly Hill’s zenith as an industry leader took place in the late 1960s and 1970s when it capitalized on South Carolina’s growing network of paved roads to extend its reach far into the timberlands of the coastal plain. Increasing demand in the home-building and consumer products markets also prompted Holly Hill to supplement its lumber business with engineered wood, made by combining raw wood and wood byproducts with resins or adhesives. The company began to grow rapidly, constructing mills devoted to plywood, fiberboard, and wood chips.

Reaching a position of leadership initially involved strategic retreat and consolidation. By 1951, the mills at Bowyer and Ridgeville apparently were closed or sold, leaving the company with mills at Holly Hill, Denmark, and Kingville. The Kingville mill closed around 1955, though the company retained and expanded its adjoining acreage in lower Richland County, which it managed as commercial timberland for another twenty-plus years. The Denmark facility closed or was sold, too, so that by 1970 the company had two principal mills, one at Holly Hill and the other, a new facility, at Walterboro.18

Holly Hill Lumber announced the Walterboro plant in 1969 as a $1.5 million “Chip-N-Saw” and Chip Mill. Believed to be the first of its type in the Carolinas and Georgia, the mill was designed to convert log residues into pulp chips as a byproduct of the lumber-making process. The chips were destined for the growing and increasingly important regional pulp and paper industry. The mill had a projected capacity of 20 million board feet of Southern pine lumber annually, together with 50,000 tons of pine chips and 100,000 tons of hardwood chips. The mill’s specialty lumber product was to be Southern Pine Stud Grade, intended for vertical load-bearing walls. Stud grade had straightness requirements even more stringent than those for No. 1 Southern Pine Framing Grade. Raw materials would come from company holdings as well as other lands in Colleton and adjacent counties. Access to Interstate 95, soon to be completed, would extend the facility’s reach into Georgia.19

As the Walterboro facility came online, the company’s main sawmill at Holly Hill continued to be profitable. The facility had a lumber capacity Page 136 →of 150,000 board feet per day, enough to serve national and international markets. In 1969, for example, Holly Hill loaded 1.6 million board feet of South Carolina pine lumber at Charleston for shipment to Rotterdam, possibly the largest single shipment of lumber ever loaded on the east coast up to that time. As the 1970s began, the company was said to “represent one of the most comprehensive and extensive complexes of forest products and forestry enterprises in the southern United States.”20

In July 1971, the federal Economic Development Administration announced a $3.25 million loan to the company to assist with construction of a new $6.5 million plywood plant at its main mill complex at Holly Hill. The plant had a projected capacity of 90 million square feet of Southern pine plywood and anticipated employment of 200 workers—this at a time when the Southern pine plywood industry was comparatively new, providing just over a fifth of the nation’s total plywood supply. The first shipments of plywood left the plant in July 1972. By then, Holly Hill was producing about 85 million board feet of Southern pine lumber annually at its plants in Holly Hill and Walterboro and ranked among the top one hundred lumber producers in the nation.21

Responding to a decrease in the supply of quality sawtimber and an overall increase in the demand for wood, Holly Hill sought ways to maximize the use of the timber resource and improve the efficiency of the milling process. In late 1973, the company announced plans to expand its mill complex at Holly Hill by constructing a $20 million plant for producing medium density fiberboard (MDF), an engineered wood product made by breaking lumber manufacturing byproducts and other residuals into wood fiber, then combining the fiber with a synthetic resin adhesive under heat and pressure to create a solid, dense board. Fiberboard is generally denser than plywood. The new plant was projected to employ approximately 130 people and have a production capacity of 500–600 tons per day, or an annual production equivalent of 110 million square feet. According to the company, it would be “the largest and most efficient fiberboard plant in the world.” Holly Hill’s then-president, Martin C. Colvin noted that with development of a fiberboard plant the company had now completed its “utilization circle” in the manufacture of forest products—“the whole tree concept has become a reality.” Production at the plant commenced in 1975.22




Industry Leadership and the Question of Wood Supply


L. E. Miller Sr. served as president of Holly Hill from 1927 to 1967, after which he concentrated his attention on the Santee Portland Cement Corporation, Page 137 →organized by the Miller and Colvin families in 1964. (The cement facility, located at Four Holes just east of the Holly Hill Lumber Company mill complex, mined limestone on the north side of Four Holes Swamp and was a major producer of cement for construction.) Miller was succeeded as president of Holly Hill Lumber Company by Martin C. Colvin, son of company cofounder William J. Colvin. Martin Colvin actively pursued Holly Hill’s growth strategy of the 1970s, while at the same time becoming an active voice in national and regional trade groups for the industry. A director of the National Forest Products Association beginning in 1964, he was elected chairman of the board in 1975. Among his other industry offices were director and president of the Southern Forest Products Association, trustee of the American Forest Institute, president and chairman of the Southern Pine Association, and chairman of the Economic Council of the Forest Industries.23

Of major concern to Colvin and other industry leaders in the 1970s was the perceived long-term inadequacy of the timber supply for housing construction and other needs. The major underlying reason for this supply constraint, apart from a spike in housing starts in the late 1960s and early 1970s, was the condition of Southern forests after the destructive first wave of industrial forestry in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In the years before World War II, as timber companies began to acquire timberland for long-term management, much of the available land consisted of second- and third-growth natural stands that had been successively stripped of their best trees, a process known as “high-grading.” These residual forests usually lacked adequate stocking of trees of high genetic quality, the kind best suited for making wood products. Industry foresters concluded that converting residual natural forests into pine plantations, using the best available seedlings and planting trees in rows like corn, was “the only sure way to get the land back into production quickly with full stocking.”24

Conditions were no better on the lands of non-industrial private landowners across the South, and these lands, some 141 million acres, mostly in small tracts, supplied 60% of the raw materials for lumber and plywood mills in the region. However, few nonindustrial landowners had the financial resources, technical expertise, or even the interest to practice the kind of forest management that would allow their land to reach its productive potential. Net growth rate per acre on these lands was far less than half of what was possible. In 1969, acting on behalf of the Southern Pine Association, Colvin presented a plan to Congress to dramatically increase the wood supply from nonindustrial private landowners. Among its principal Page 138 →recommendations was reapportionment of federal cost sharing programs to increase assistance to small landowners for planting and timber stand improvement. Consistent with the Southern Pine Association plan and its own long-standing support for tree farming, Holly Hill invested around a half million dollars in site preparation and tree-planting equipment for use on its own lands and those of community members who asked for assistance.25

Gradually, tree farms gave way to pine plantations on many nonindustrial lands in the South and pine plantations came to dominate industrial timberland. Creating a pine plantation involved clearcutting a tract of land, installing linear raised beds (as needed) to improve drainage, planting genetically improved seedlings in straight rows, and applying herbicide to suppress competing vegetation. Pine plantations were more efficient to manage and harvest than natural stands and produced more volume of pulpwood and sawtimber per acre, thus improving profits. In fact, it has been suggested that the pine plantations of the Coastal Plain represent an early stage of crop domestication. Remnant pine plantations developed by Holly Hill can still be seen today in the upland portion of Congaree National Park.




Confronting the Environmental Movement


During the 1970s, timber industry concerns about future timber supplies ran headlong into the agenda of an ascendant environmental movement, which wished, among other things, to limit logging on the national forests and to set aside large swaths of mostly federal land, creating natural preserves for habitat protection and recreation. This agenda met resistance, from Holly Hill and others. In 1972, Holly Hill’s chief forester, Z. Dale Wright, testified before Congress regarding legislation to create a system of special management areas in national forests east of the Mississippi. Speaking on behalf of the National Forest Products Association and the Southern Forest Products Association, Wright stated that “the industry is basically opposed to strict ‘preservation’ of excessive amounts of land because this would deny fulfillment of recreational and other needs of the Eastern public.” Reflecting industry concerns about timber supplies, he counseled considering new preservation legislation only after the Forest Service had completed an upcoming report, which “should help to determine what the demand for forest products will be, what need there is for growing timber on commercial forest lands and what impact total withdrawal of significant portions of such lands would have on timber Page 139 →production for housing, general construction, pulp and paper products and other products derived from wood.”26

Concerns about timber supplies prompted Holly Hill to oppose inclusion of its lands in proposed preserves. In practice, that meant opposing federal acquisition of a large part of the Congaree Swamp for inclusion in the National Park System. In 1974, environmental advocates put forward an initial proposal to establish a 70,000-acre Congaree Swamp National Preserve in Richland and Calhoun counties, a configuration that would have entailed the acquisition of 12,000 acres of Holly Hill land. The large size of the proposal sprang from a desire to protect and buffer a 15,138 tract of old-growth and mature forest known as the “Beidler Tract,” named for the Beidler family of Chicago, owners of SRCLC. Holly Hill president, Martin C. Colvin actively opposed park legislation for Congaree Swamp, telling The State newspaper in Columbia that the huge trees of the Congaree Swamp were not long for this world. They had reached the end of their life cycle and “just as humans are born and live and die, these trees are dying. Many of the people involved in these environmental movements simply do not understand the life cycle of a tree.” In 1976, he spelled out the economic basis of his position in testimony before Congress:


It is widely predicted that by the year 2000 the 13 Southern States must provide the majority of the Nation’s lumber, plywood, and paper products in a volume twice as great as our region produces today. To be able to meet that responsibility South Carolina must achieve corresponding increases in timber growth mainly in the nonindustrial private forest lands … .

The public should be made aware constantly of the cost of restricting private lands for public purposes. Few citizens realize the consequences of removing land from productive economic use, both in terms of limiting the supply of land and reducing tax revenues.

Our industry is beginning [in the mid-1970s] to pull out of one of the severest depressions since the 1930s [caused by a downturn in housing starts]. I do not think it is a secret that housing is in a deep depression and of course our industry is almost entirely dependent on the housing industry for life … .

. . . If [our land at Congaree] is withdrawn from commercial production, it will have a profoundly adverse effect on the well being and welfare of approximately 1,200 of my company’s direct employees and logging contractors.



Page 140 →Colvin also opposed preservation of the Beidler Tract because “the only way the public could have access to [parts of] the Beidler property in a comfortable high-ground fashion would be over our property.” For its part, the South Carolina Forestry Association, advocating the industry position on the proposed preserve, felt that acquisition of the 55,000 acres bordering the Beidler Tract was unnecessary and ill advised. In its view, these lands, including the Holly Hill acreage, “contain nothing unusual, [since] harvesting, planting, and regeneration of the swamp have been going on [in portions of the area] for the last 150 years.”27 In late 1976, attempting to thread the needle, Congress established a new National Park Service unit consisting solely of the 15,138-acre Beidler Tract (see chapter 7, this volume). The new Congaree Swamp National Monument, expanded twice and redesignated Congaree National Park in 2003, would eventually come to contain almost 27,000 acres, of which just over 6,000 acres would be former Holly Hill lands.




Takeover


By the late 1970s, Holly Hill remained an important player in the Southeastern regional lumber market, but its apparent strength hid substantial vulnerabilities. Having incurred serious debt to finance various expansions, it was ill-prepared to weather a downturn in the housing market, which came in due course in 1980. Starting in late summer 1979, the Federal Reserve had sharply curtailed growth in the money supply to address slow growth and mounting inflation (popularly known as “stagflation”). The result was recession. Within a year the interest rate for home mortgages rose to over 16 percent, which, combined with bad weather, caused a serious and sudden plunge in housing starts. For Holly Hill the results were dire, as new housing construction traditionally accounted for 60 percent of the company’s business. With only about half as many houses being built in early 1980 as in the previous year, company president M. C. Colvin observed that, “It’s just been devastating to us. There’s absolutely nothing stirring. In my 33 years of business, I’ve never seen such a stillness in the marketplace.” In the early spring the firm closed its plywood division in Holly Hill, putting 129 persons out of work. Soon thereafter, it reduced its sawmill operation from two shifts to one, affecting another 155 workers. Several weeks later it laid off 80 employees at its Walterboro facility. All told, by late April 1980, 364 of the firm’s 1,170 workers had been laid off, leaving around 800 persons still working for the company. Colvin was shaken. “It’s just a nightmare. I would say it is the nearest thing to a death Page 141 →in the family.” He projected that normal yearly production of about 125 million board feet of lumber and 110 million board feet of plywood would be reduced by half, or more.28

Difficult as the situation was, Colvin tried to remain optimistic. “The demographic demand for housing is tremendous for the balance of the 1980s, and I’m very optimistic that once we’re through this money crunch, home building will be back to normal and in an even more vigorous fashion because of the very nature of the demand.” His sense was that “the crisis is temporary [and] in six months to a year we’ll have it behind us.” In the meantime, he noted, production of fiberboard would probably go up because that product goes largely to the furniture industry and that industry is still strong.29

Colvin’s optimism turned out to be unwarranted. While the industry as a whole rebounded once the inflation rate came down, Holly Hill did not. The company had expanded too rapidly with its new facilities at Holly Hill and Walterboro, and the ensuing “money crunch” of 1980 was too much to bear given the company’s debts. Speculation was rife that the financially plagued company was vulnerable to acquisition. In March 1981, less than a year after the punishing layoffs of spring 1980, the company was sold. Georgia-Pacific Corporation, a Portland, Oregon, firm then valued at $4.1 billion, acquired Holly Hill Lumber Company in exchange for about one million shares of Georgia-Pacific stock. The plywood mill at Holly Hill, by then fully closed and the equipment auctioned off, was not included in the sale. Soon, the once high-flying business started by L. E. Miller Sr. and William J. Colvin in 1927 was being integrated into Georgia-Pacific’s Southern Division under the name G-P Holly Hill. And with that, a company that for years had shown striking growth, doubling its production even in the early years of the Great Depression, was no more.30

The takeover by Georgia-Pacific was part of an escalating trend toward consolidation in the forest products industry. The Holly Hill acquisition expanded G-P’s timber holdings in South Carolina by over 72,000 acres, significantly increasing its resource base. (This number did not include Holly Hill’s 11,850 acres near Kingville, which, as noted above, G-P had previously acquired in 1978.) By 1985, Georgia-Pacific would own over 380,000 acres in the state. Georgia-Pacific also found Holly Hill attractive because its assets complemented the plywood plants, sawmills, stud mills, and furniture company (Williams Furniture, chapter 3, this volume) that G-P already owned in the state. For example, the fiberboard produced by Holly Hill could be used at the Williams Furniture division in addition to being sold to other customers. However, consolidation was not without cost to Page 142 →the local community. Georgia-Pacific laid off 230 people at the pine lumber sawmill in Holly Hill to modernize and expand the fifty-year-old facility (this mill apparently being the one Holly Hill acquired from Chapman-Storm in 1928). When the mill finally reopened fifteen months later, in June 1982, it employed only 160 hourly workers, since fewer employees were needed in the upgraded facility.31




Aftermath


Colvin may have been wrong about the future prospects of the Holly Hill Lumber Company, but his optimism about the future health of the South Carolina timber industry turned out to be well-founded. Industry players generally were confident that demand would be strong once the current recession ended. In 1982, the year after Georgia-Pacific’s acquisition of Holly Hill, the Clemson University Extension Service reported on industry plans to invest $1.3 billion in South Carolina by 1985. Plans were in place to build new mills and modernize existing mills across the state, including a new paper mill near Columbia and a new pulp mill in Kershaw County. The Kershaw County mill reflected a growing shift in the state toward the production of wood pulp, by this time the number one user of trees in the state.

One of the new facilities cited by Clemson was a wood treatment plant near Holly Hill built in 1982 by Martin C. Colvin and other former Holly Hill Lumber Company managers. That plant, operating under the name Holly Hill Forest Industries, Inc., was still operating in 1987 but seems to have closed soon after.32 Meanwhile, the original Holly Hill sawmill sold to Georgia-Pacific continued to experience difficulties. Initially closed, as noted above, for modernization and expansion, it remained closed for months after the sale due to poor market conditions for pine lumber. When the sawmill finally reopened in June 1982, it remained vulnerable to permanent closure, being much less efficient than Georgia-Pacific’s high technology, computerized operation at Ellabell, Georgia, near Savannah, and considerably less safe than other G-P facilities, as measured by its rate of time-lost accidents. The adjacent fiberboard plant at the Holly Hill complex was in better shape, having opened in 1975 with mechanized controls. It was later upgraded by G-P with more sophisticated equipment. For Georgia-Pacific, 1983 looked like it would be a turnaround year, if the economy picked up and interest rates stayed low. And it was.33




Legacy of Holly Hill Lumber Company


Page 143 →Throughout much of its existence, the Holly Hill Lumber Company was at the forefront of innovation and trends in the forest products industry. As the post–World War II industry expanded from lumber to engineered wood, shifting increasingly to pulp and paper as a major source of its profits, Holly Hill actively built new state-of-the-art facilities to meet the national and international demand for Southern wood products. Its accomplishments over five decades are impressive for a privately held company. In the end, however, it lacked the financial resources to remain independent.

Holly Hill was hardly unique in falling to the Georgia-Pacific juggernaut. Founded in the same year as Holly Hill, Georgia-Pacific owned one million acres of timberland nationally by 1960. Its acquisition of small plywood concerns was so aggressive that in 1972 it was forced by the Federal Trade Commission to spin off 20 percent of its assets into a new company, Louisiana Pacific Corporation. Still the acquisitions continued. Three years after it acquired Holly Hill, G-P purchased a Kraft paper and linerboard mill in Monticello, Mississippi, from the St. Regis Paper Company. The acquisition brought with it over 300,000 acres of forestland. In 1988, G-P acquired Brunswick Pulp and Paper Company’s pulp and paperboard mill in Brunswick, Georgia, plus three sawmills and more than 500,000 acres of Georgia forest. These are but two examples of many that could be cited. G-P’s acquisition activity was enormous, and nationwide. By 1997, it owned nearly 6 million acres of timberland, most of it in the US Southeast.

For all its acquisitions, Georgia-Pacific was neither the only, nor the biggest, forest products company to jump on the growth bandwagon in the last half of the twentieth century. Weyerhaeuser, Champion International, Westvaco, and International Paper were just some of the other players seeking to grow as large as possible to compete in national and international markets. Weyerhaeuser, for example, owned around 750,000 acres in South Carolina by 2016, including the former Holly Hill/Georgia-Pacific lands adjoining Congaree National Park. Today, much of the US timber industry is dominated by multinational corporations, real estate investment trusts (REITs), timber investment management organizations (TIMOs), and Master Limited Partnerships (MLPs). That said, the majority of South Carolina timberland remains in the hands of approximately 100,000 nonindustrial private landowners.34

A major part of Holly Hill’s legacy is its approach to forestland management, which Georgia-Pacific continued and later modified. For years, Holly Hill was a major supporter of tree farming as a way to assure a sustainable Page 144 →supply of timber in South Carolina and the region, and its view of trees as a farmable crop—held in common with many others—took hold across the Southeast in the second half of the twentieth century, particularly on industrial forestlands. Over time, the tree farm evolved into the pine plantation, as Holly Hill and others converted many natural pine and mixed pine-hardwood forests into row after row of planted pine. The upshot was that the timber shortages feared by Holly Hill and others never materialized, and not just because Canadian lumber imports began to flood the market in the 1980s. The increasing volume of wood from regenerated and plantation forests in the South meant that by the first quarter of the twenty-first century, the South had the potential to supply more coniferous roundwood than traditional markets (wood pulp, lumber, panel products, poles, and pilings) were expected to require for the foreseeable future. The concern today is how to cope with a “wall of wood” hitting the market as plantations reach harvestable age. For South Carolina growers of pulpwood, concern has already turned to fear, with major paper mills in Georgetown, Charleston, and Savannah, among other places, closing for good in 2024 and 2025.35

A more intangible, yet lasting, legacy of Holly Hill Lumber Company’s five decades is the role it ultimately played in the protection of significant natural lands in South Carolina. Almost by happenstance, Holly Hill assembled a large timber base that adjoined two of the most important natural areas in the state, namely, the mature and old-growth forests owned by the Beidler family at Congaree Swamp (15,138 acres) and Four Holes Swamp (3,415 acres), both legacies of SRCLC. As events transpired, the preservation of those two areas, discussed in succeeding chapters of this volume, did not pose an immediate threat to timber supplies or employment opportunities in the state, as Holly Hill management and others had feared. But preservation of the Beidler family/SRCLC lands, in and of itself, was not enough to ensure their long-term protection and ecological integrity. For that to happen, additional large tracts of buffering land were needed, and former Holly Hill lands were there to help meet that need. Today, just over 22 percent of Congaree National Park’s almost 27,000 acres consists of former Holly Hill land, most of it naturally regenerating bottomland forest. Likewise, a substantial portion of the 18,000-acre Francis Beidler Forest at Four Holes Swamp consists of cypress swamp once owned by Holly Hill. For generations to come, the people who visit these preserves, not to mention the wildlife and plants that thrive in protected habitats, will be the beneficiaries of the land acquisition program of the Holly Hill Lumber Company.
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Chapter 6 Conservation in Four Holes Swamp


Page 149 →Norman Brunswig and Beidler Forest

– T. Robert Hart –

Each spring prothonotary warblers brighten the old-growth cypress-tupelo swamp at Beidler Forest Audubon Sanctuary in South Carolina’s Four Holes Swamp. Weighing less than a half ounce and measuring only five inches, these olive and yellow birds make an incredible journey of five thousand miles from Colombia as part of the warbler wave that brings a pulse of color and song to the forests of North America. From April to September these brightly colored birds, colloquially known as “swamp Canaries,” fill the swamp with their familiar tweet, tweet, tweet, tweet. When the singing pauses, they fill their bellies with caterpillars, beetles, spiders, mayflies, and the occasional lizard. At least some of this fare, however, is returned to moss-lined nests to sustain their young. Prothonotary warblers are one of only two warbler species that nest in cavities, and in Beidler Forest that often means cypress knees. To these nesting sites, the migratory prothonotaries show remarkable fidelity. The males return annually to secure and aggressively defend their territory from all comers and prepare the way for courtship and successful reproduction. Unfortunately, since the 1960s the prothonotary persistence and fidelity have been met with habitat loss and forest fragmentation, leading to a nearly 50 percent decline in their numbers and making the conservation of cypress-tupelo swamps and bottomland forests the only means of ensuring the species’ survival.1

The prothonotary’s plight is indicative of broader environmental changes transforming American forests and wetlands. Likewise, the Beidler Forest Audubon Sanctuary exemplifies recent shifts in thinking about the protection and future of the nation’s forests and wetlands so that species like the Page 150 →prothonotary and the ecosystems that sustain them can thrive. Beidler Forest lies at the heart of Four Holes Swamp, a vast, multilayered, bottomland hardwood forest where cypress and tupelo, ash and sparkleberry, dwarf palmetto and switch cane alternate in a quilt-like pattern with undulating ridges of oak and pine. The swamp’s main channel bulges and constricts as it snakes through sixty miles of South Carolina’s interior, drawing as much water from a dozen tributaries as rain and humans allow before giving its dark, tannic waters to the Edisto River. Within the wetland complex dwell furtive bobcats, river otters, barred owls, and alligators. Even Four Holes’s name evokes mystery, originating either from the four main east-west passageways through the swamp or, some believe, from four deep, bubbling springs at its core. Variably, the swamp might be bone-dry or flood stage, giving advantage to flora and fauna well-adapted to changing conditions; and its geographic location, thirty-five miles northwest of Charleston, makes it vulnerable to frequent and powerful thunderstorms as well as the occasional hurricane. Four Holes has been—and continues to be—a dynamic place more subject to change than permanence.

The National Audubon Society has played an important role in American conservation historically, but its work in Four Holes Swamp has thus far been neglected by historians. Working with The Nature Conservancy, Audubon saved one of last remaining old-growth bald cypress stands in the world and opened the Francis Beidler Audubon Sanctuary in 1974. It then made a fortuitous decision to hire a young biologist, Norman Brunswig, to manage its new property. Over the last half century, no one has done more to ensure the survival and reimagine the future of Beidler Forest than Norman Brunswig. During that time, Brunswig’s passion for the environment, diplomacy in dealing with neighboring landowners, dedication to educating the public, and creative thinking for protecting habitat has allowed the Audubon sanctuary to expand from its original 3,415 acres to over 18,000 acres by 2024. His work at Beidler and the Audubon’s Society’s role in Four Holes Swamp provides an instructive example for conservation in South Carolina if sustainability and biodiversity are to replace extraction and exploitation as models for forest management.2



Four Holes’s Past


When Brunswig arrived, he entered a world scarred by a history of exploitation and extraction, yet one poised for a new commitment to conservation. For thousands of years, humans relied on Four Holes’s bounty. Indigenous people fished, hunted, and gathered medicinal plants in the Page 151 →bottomlands. They cleared patches of forest and planted small fields on high ground. On occasion, they set fire to the swamp. Yet, their footprint remained light compared to the European colonizers who drove them away and settled the land, bringing with them enslaved Africans, who toiled in Four Holes’s forests cutting cypress and cedar for timber and shingles, tending cattle, and planting crops. Some enslaved people, like James Mathews, found refuge in the swamp by escaping, for a day or more, the burdens of forced labor. Mathews eventually found freedom by fleeing to Charleston and then stowing away on a ship bound for the North. More often, escape was temporary, and exploitation of nature and humans was the order of the day.3

Slavery ended with the Civil War, but the exploitation of Four Holes Swamp continued, as the timber industry commanded a growing share of the New South’s economy. By the late nineteenth century, the South still contained vast stands of longleaf pines, bald cypress, and hardwoods; prime timber land could be purchased for less than a dollar an acre from states or landowners looking to sell forest acreage they did not have the capital or workers to render profitable. Under these favorable conditions, northern lumberman shifted their attention from the cutover lands of the Midwest to the untapped forests of the South, including Four Holes Swamp. The Minnesota Land and Timber Company, for example, purchased thousands of acres and timber rights there at the turn of the twentieth century. The company was founded by George and Albert Lammers and their partners William O’Brien and Edward Putnam. The Lammers brothers were sons of Frederick Lammers, who immigrated to Minnesota from Germany in the 1850s and started a profitable logging operation. George and Albert expanded the family business in the St. Croix River Valley and by the 1890s cut some 150,000,000 board feet, mostly white pine, from the Red Lake Indian Reservation. With timber supplies declining at home, the Lammers began buying land in the South and in the Bahamas. In Four Holes, their landholdings extended from Dean Swamp in the east to the Bend near present-day Beidler Forest in the west and northward to Cow Castle and Providence Swamps. Some of their lands, after acquisition by the Holly Hill Lumber Company (chapter 5, this volume), would pass in time to Beidler Forest.4

Joining them in the southern timber rush was Chicago lumberman Francis Beidler, who bought large stands of South Carolina’s cypress along the Congaree, Wateree, and Santee Rivers, and in Four Holes Swamp. According to family lore, Francis Beidler first became interested in forestry during a honeymoon trip to Yellowstone National Park. Captivated by the Page 152 →beauty of Old Faithful and the majestic scenery of America’s first national park, his son would later write that Beidler decided to devote his life to conservation and engage in forestry on the model advocated by Theodore Roosevelt and Gifford Pinchot. His record in South Carolina, however, shows little regard for old-growth forests other than their monetary value. With business partner Benjamin Ferguson, he established the Santee River Cypress Lumber Company (SRCLC) and built a large sawmill at a site along the Santee River below Eutaw Springs. They named the site Ferguson and constructed houses for the workers as well as a hotel, hospital, and commissary. Workers labored in the Southern heat to cut giant bald cypress and float logs downstream to the mill at Ferguson, and they often succumbed to malaria, workplace injury, and drowning. Yet, SRCLC continued to process logs. One former manager estimated a total cut of over a billion board feet before Ferguson mill closed in 1916. Afterward, SRCLC retained its land but sold its timber rights to other companies, who continued to log South Carolina forests for another half century. Still, a 3,415-acre parcel in the Beidler family’s Four Holes Swamp holdings remained more or less intact (including 1,783 acres of old-growth cypress-tupelo forest), and news of its impending doom resulted in a campaign to save what Charleston environmental writer Farley Smith described as “virgin forest, timeless and undisturbed, [it] contains what are the finest quality virgin cypress trees in existence anywhere.” It was this campaign that ultimately led to the creation of the Beidler Forest Audubon Sanctuary.5

The movement to save the old-growth cypress-tupelo stand in Four Holes reflects the significant role that national environmental organizations played in the conservation of South Carolina’s forests. One of these organizations, the National Audubon Society, owes its existence to a late nineteenth century campaign to end the widespread destruction of the nation’s birds. At the time, most Americans saw birds as little more than another resource to be used for food and fashion. Each spring, eggers emptied nests of their contents to fill their own bellies or ship them to Europe where they were turned into glue. Market hunters shot millions of waterfowl and shorebirds and sold them to restaurants up and down the coast or salted them for shipment to inland consumers. They were joined by anglers who ruthlessly destroyed gulls and pelicans they viewed as competition and ornithologists who killed millions of birds each year for their collections. The plume trade, however, resulted in an extraordinary waste and the taking of over five million birds annually. In Victorian America, feathered hats were high fashion, and milliners paid big money to men for the plumage needed to make them. As a result, plume hunters Page 153 →descended on rookeries along the nation’s coastlines and wetlands where they shot every bird in sight.6

In reaction to this combined assault, bird lovers in New York and Massachusetts formed state Audubon societies in 1886 and 1896, respectively, and proposed laws that would make nest-robbing and the shooting of non-game birds illegal and regulated the feather trade. Despite stiff resistance from the millinery industry, Congress passed the Lacey Act in 1900, prohibiting commerce in birds and other wildlife killed in violation of state laws. During these early years, the Audubon societies established bird sanctuaries in critical breeding grounds off the coast of New England and in Florida. They also hired wardens to guard them and to enforce state bird laws. Given the money involved in the feather trade and general resistance to laws infringing on the right to kill, bird protection was a dangerous game. In 1905, plume hunters murdered Audubon warden Guy Bradley in the keys off Flamingo, Florida. Three years later, Pressley Reeves, who served as the Audubon warden for an area that included Four Holes Swamp, was gunned down near his home in Branchville, South Carolina.7

Reeves was murdered only a year after the state Audubon organization received its charter. During the early years, Audubon South Carolina focused on educating the public about the value of birds by giving lectures, distributing literature, visiting schools to instruct children about the importance of birds, and advocating for wildlife conservation. In keeping with other states, South Carolina’s General Assembly passed legislation that distinguished between non-game and game birds, banning the hunting of the former and regulating the hunting of the latter. The state also placed restrictions on the sale of birds to restaurants and milliner dealers, outlawed the disturbance of nests, and imposed more stringent fines for hunting without a license. Moreover, South Carolina began to crack down on fishing with illicit traps, poison, or dynamite. Audubon wardens were charged with enforcing these new measures in a state where the populace had for years hunted and fished as they pleased. The Edisto River, into which Four Holes Swamp flows, was notorious for its “fish pirates,” and the Audubon Society was quick to blame them for the murder of Warden Reeves. Critics of the new restrictions, on the other hand, argued that the new restrictions were thinly veiled attempts to disarm the citizenry and that the regulations placed an undue burden on hunters and fishermen who only wanted good sport and the meat it provided. Still, the conservation movement, inspired by the Audubon Society’s efforts, grew in strength.8

Page 154 →By 1910, the National Association of Audubon Societies (renamed the National Audubon Society in 1940) had established organizations in thirty-seven states. It advocated for the Migratory Bird Treaty that Congress passed in 1918 and lent its support to waterfowl protection in the 1920s and ’30s. During the interwar years, Audubon also lobbied for the protection of birds of prey, which were still being gunned down across the nation. The creation of sanctuaries, however, remained a key component of bird protection. In 1954, for example, the Society established the Corkscrew Swamp Audubon Sanctuary after a campaign to prevent the logging of its old-growth cypress trees. Just east of Naples, Corkscrew was one of the last intact sections of Florida’s Big Cypress Swamp and served as an important site for wood stork nesting. Audubon had received considerable financial assistance from John D. Rockefeller, Jr., but public sentiment had also played an important part in preventing the swamp’s destruction. For this reason, Audubon decided to open the sanctuary to the public and to build a 5,600-foot boardwalk (now over two miles) to provide visitors access to the swamp. Corkscrew soon became the “crown jewel” of the Audubon sanctuaries and, in part, a model for Beidler Forest.9

As with Corkscrew, conservationists became alarmed when the Beidler family resumed timber operations in Four Holes Swamp in the late 1960s and quickly mounted an effort to prevent further destruction of what many saw as primeval wilderness. That Audubon joined the effort was in part due to the influence of Peter Manigault, a conservationist and owner of Charleston’s leading newspaper company, who held a seat on the board of directors for the National Audubon Society. The organization also recognized Four Holes Swamp’s beauty, significance as an ecological treasure, and value to wildlife. Audubon and The Nature Conservancy noted the heron rookeries, Mississippi and swallow-tailed kite nests, and the potential for Bachman’s warblers and additional wildlife such as black bear, bobcat, and alligator. When botanist and ornithologist John Dennis and ecologist Charles Wharton surveyed the swamp, they were awed by what they found. “It excels any other swamp I have ever seen,” Wharton stated, “Among southern swamps it is a jewel of a system.” In his report, Audubon’s site planner for nature centers saw in Four Holes, “an outstanding natural area [that] should be preserved for public use and enjoyment” due to its “ecological, educational, and aesthetic” value.10

These descriptions were important because saving Four Holes required money and potential donors needed to realize the value of their donations. The Beidlers wanted $1.5 million to compensate for the land and the market value of the standing timber. In turn, the Audubon Society sent letters to Page 155 →growing lists of members and wealthy patrons near and far, resulting in small gifts from hundreds of patrons as well as more sizeable gifts from charitable foundations. Significant financial assistance also came from The Nature Conservancy, an organization that had emerged in the 1930s when a division occurred within the Ecological Society of America, an organization founded in 1915 to support scientific research. An activist faction within the Society wanted to preserve threatened natural areas for ecological research. After contentious discussion, they formed the Ecologists Union in 1946, and four years later, changed the name to The Nature Conservancy, better representing a direct-action approach to environmental protection. In 1955, The Nature Conservancy saved a sixty-acre hemlock forest in New York’s Mianus Gorge, and during the 1960s bought land in California and coastal Georgia. The Nature Conservancy was just making inroads into South Carolina when it began working with the National Audubon Society in its efforts to preserve the old-growth cypress-tupelo forest in Four Holes Swamp. Together the two national organizations raised the money to complete the purchase in 1969. Four years later, the Beidler Forest Audubon Sanctuary opened. One of Audubon’s first moves was to hire a young wildlife biologist named Norman Brunswig. 11




Norman Brunswig’s Early Years at Beidler Forest


Brunswig’s formative experiences are essential to understanding his work at Beidler Forest. Born in 1946 in Rock Island, Illinois, on the tall grass prairie, Brunswig grew up playing in cattail marshes where he trapped and skinned muskrat, mink, and raccoons and then sold the pelts to earn a little extra spending money. Those days in the marsh gave Brunswig a deep appreciation for the ways of the animals around him, and as he dutifully caught and studied snakes and turtles, he dreamed of a career as a game warden. Then, two weeks at a Southern Illinois University summer camp exposed the young trapper to the world of wildlife biology, influencing his decision to enroll in Auburn University on the plains of southern Alabama. Here he gained a solid foundation in biology and wildlife sciences before graduating in 1968.12

Degree in hand, Norman soon married and moved to Brooksville, Florida, where, as a high school biology teacher, he was given “great latitude in both content and technique” while he “attempted to make students aware of their natural environment and the abuses of it.” During the summer, Brunswig also worked as an interpretive naturalist at the Big Cypress National Preserve in nearby Naples and not far from the Audubon’s Page 156 →Corkscrew Sanctuary. There he might have remained had he not been offered a research position at the University of Georgia’s Natural Resources Institute. Yet, the two years in Florida were formative for Norm because he gained valuable experience as an educator and naturalist, both of which required communicating the importance of environmental stewardship to the public. His time at Big Cypress also gave him insight into the ecology of southeastern cypress swamps. 13

When Brunswig arrived at the University of Georgia, the pioneering work of Eugene Odum and Herbert Stoddard was revolutionizing the fields of ecology and southeastern forestry. Odum, who joined the university’s faculty in 1940, devoted much of his career to developing a unified theory of ecosystems. His influential Fundamentals of Ecology (1953), a widely used textbook and the only one in ecology for more than a decade, called for a more holistic, integrated approach to studying how ecosystems function, assessing the impact of human disturbance on them, and solving contemporary environmental problems. At the same time, Herbert Stoddard was challenging traditional forestry methods. An ornithologist, who originally came to Georgia’s wiregrass region to study quail, Stoddard soon became an advocate for using fire and selective cutting to manage longleaf pine ecosystems sustainably. In 1958 he cofounded the Tall Timbers Research Station in Tallahassee, Florida, where he continued as a pioneer in forest management. As his biographer Albert Way notes, Stoddard “developed a multiaged system of forestry based on a sustained-yield, selective-cut harvest that not only maintained the health of the longleaf-wiregrass environment but also enhanced it in many cases.”14

With these innovative approaches to forests and ecology shaping the curriculum, Norm devoted himself to working under the supervision of Professor Sydney Johnson and soon found himself, like Stoddard, studying quail. In the 1960s lumber companies, the Forest Service, and private landowners were converting southern fields and forests into monoculture loblolly plantations to produce pulpwood, and Brunswig was tasked with understanding the response of quail populations to this change and to the concomitant practice of clear-cutting. As he noted, “clear-cutting and conversion to pine monoculture is extremely damaging,” and “the management schemes currently being used by forest industries in the southeast are shamefully shortsighted.” Certainly, these practices were not good for quail, as Brunswig’s research demonstrated. This willingness to challenge traditional land management practices as well as his work ethic earned him the respect of Johnson and members of his thesis committee. As Johnson wrote, “Mr. Brunswig is deeply concerned about environmental Page 157 →problems and has the idealism that I think a conservationist should have, yet he is practical in his thinking and has the technical knowledge required to evaluate the complex and emotionally charged issues of the time.” It is not clear how much this letter contributed to the National Audubon Society hiring the young Norm Brunswig to steward its new sanctuary in Harleyville, South Carolina, but this combination of idealism and pragmatism guided Brunswig’s management of Beidler Forest for the next forty years and set a new course for the future of Four Holes Swamp. Indeed, Johnson’s letter was so prescient in its characterization that it might be used in a retrospective when considering Norm’s success at Beidler.15

Despite his childhood in the marsh, experience as a naturalist in Big Cypress, and graduate research at the University of Georgia, the move to Four Holes Swamp presented Brunswig with challenges. The new sanctuary was isolated, with limited access and resources. The nearest towns were Harleyville and Holly Hill. Both towns had small grocery and hardware stores for necessities and family doctors and dentists offered quality services, but more complicated medical procedures required a trip to Orangeburg or Charleston. Even finding a place to live proved difficult because what little available housing existed had been taken by workers, who were building Interstate-26. And then there was the challenge of managing a swamp. Brunswig’s priority was to familiarize himself with the 3,415 acres that constituted the original sanctuary. This meant spending countless hours exploring, by canoe and on foot, the main channel of Four Holes and the bottomland hardwood forest surrounding it (see fig. 6.1). He credits Audubon’s flexible oversight with allowing him to dedicate as much as one-third of his time to exploration in those early years, and his wife Beverly’s patience in allowing him to stay in the swamp late into the night. “I made her promise,” he recalled, “not to call the cops until the next morning if I did not come home.” Brunswig preferred a night with the forest denizens over the embarrassment of locals knowing that the new Audubon manager had gotten lost in his own woods.16

Boundary disputes and local hostility toward conservationists also plagued Brunswig’s early years. As sanctuary manager, Norm was charged with posting “no trespassing signs” and keeping poachers off Audubon property. This was no small task in an area where hunting, fishing, and trapping provided recreation and sustenance for locals who had a tradition of using the swamp as commons and an ability to shoot accurately. Additionally, two and a half centuries of land transactions and surveys that used trees to mark boundaries made determining property lines difficult. Deed-in-hand neighbors often challenged Audubon’s access to its Page 158 →own land. Moreover, locals did not know quite what to make of the “bird refuge.” The Audubon effort had gained support from some nearby residents; however, many rural Dorchester County folks, who earned their living through farming or working for cement plants and lumber companies, held deep reservations about the environmental politics sweeping the nation in the early 1970s. The success of Beidler Forest would require diplomacy and the kind of level-headedness that Brunswig’s academic advisor had praised in this letter of recommendation.17


[image: A man in a work jumpsuit leans against a large tree in a forested area.]

Figure 6.1. Norman Brunswig in the early days of Francis Beidler Forest. Photograph courtesy of National Audubon Society.



Over the first decade, he achieved small victories like the early friendship he formed with Tom Mims and the campaigning he did through fishing clubs. Mims, who owned hundreds of acres next to Beidler Forest and whose family had been in Four Holes since the Revolutionary War era, sold Audubon fifty acres that allowed them access to their property from a main road and the high ground needed for a visitor center. Eventually, Audubon purchased additional acreage from Mims on the bluffs overlooking Mellard Lake, but Tom Mims’s friendship was even more important because he became a local advocate for the sanctuary and proved always willing to lend a hand or a tractor when a staff vehicle got stuck in the mud.18

Page 159 →Fishing also served to improve public relations. In the early years, Brunswig realized that the exclusive fishing clubs that controlled access to Mims and Mellard Lakes presented the perfect opportunity to build diplomacy. During his early years at Beidler, Brunswig joined and became president of both clubs and then applied membership rules equitably, avoiding the favoritism that dictated the clubs’ operations previously. Members also had to come to the Beidler Forest office to pay dues and attend a meeting annually. These meetings as well as informal conversations near the water provided Brunswig an opportunity to “proselytize” for Audubon and get to know the locals better. Even if he was still regarded as an outsider, Norm’s handling of fishing affairs gave him the reputation as fair, honest, and credible. This reputation eventually carried over to negotiations concerning boundaries and future conservation efforts.19

While he worked assiduously to improve public relations and patrol boundaries, Brunswig developed a deeper understanding of Four Holes Swamp’s biodiversity. An encounter with ornithologist Paul Hamel contributed to his growth in this regard. Hamel, a recent Clemson University graduate, was searching for the elusive Bachman’s warbler, which was believed to be nearing the fate of the Ivory-billed Woodpecker and Carolina parakeet. First observed by John James Audubon’s Charleston friend Reverend John Bachman on the Edisto River in 1832, the beautiful yellow and brown warbler had reemerged in ornithological eyes in the late nineteenth century after a fifty-year absence. Fearing its extinction, Charleston naturalist Arthur T. Wayne searched for and located a small population along Florida’s Suwanee River in 1894, and remarkably, to modern sensitivities, proceeded to shoot fifty of them for sale and to enhance his own collection. Some two decades later, Wayne located more of Bachman’s warblers in I’On Swamp near Charleston only to steal eggs from their nests and later shoot the adults for museums. Others were less successful, achieving only scattered sightings in Kentucky, Missouri, Alabama, and again in I’On just after World War II. By the time Hammel met Brunswig in Four Holes Swamp, ornithologists were gravely concerned about the bird’s existence, much less its future. Beidler Forest certainly contained the right habitat for the warblers, which preferred to nest in cane thickets prevalent in bottomland hardwood forests. Still, Hamel and Brunswig spent a week looking for the Bachman’s to no avail.20

Despite their failure to find the rare warbler, Brunswig recalled time with Hamel as significant because it gave him a crash course on bird songs and a deeper understanding of warbler habitat when considering management strategies. Within a few months, Norm could identify by song Page 160 →and sound most of the birds in Four Holes Swamp. This was no mean feat, and in a forested habitat where seeing elusive interior birds proved difficult, it was an essential tool for recognizing species diversity and population size. After Hamel’s visit, Brunswig established two transects for censusing birds: one in the 1,700-acre old-growth cypress stand and another in the 1,700-acre stand that the Beidlers logged before selling their land to Audubon and The Nature Conservancy. These transects provided quantitative and comparative data, and as expected the numbers in the old growth exceeded those in the cutover. Within a few years, however, birds returned to the cutover in surprising quantity and variety, and Brunswig soon realized that reforested lands, though perhaps not as charming as old growth, had potential for conservation strategies moving forward. This realization and his deepening awareness of ecosystem complexity was transformative. As Norm later recalled of his arrival at Four Holes, “I thought the job would be about snakes, alligators, turtles, and big trees,” but he soon discovered that birds would be a primary focus of management, and that second- and third-growth lands could play an integral role in their conservation. Both discoveries would shape his future thinking about land acquisition.21




Inspiring the Public


For Beidler Forest to succeed, however, Audubon needed to open the sanctuary to the public. Education had always been a cornerstone of Audubon’s mission, and with Florida’s Corkscrew Swamp as a model, the organization planned a visitor center with nature exhibits and a boardwalk to make the swamp more accessible. This required yet another fund-raising campaign with letters to potential donors describing the ecological significance of the “virgin” cypress-tupelo forest and noting the chance to see alligators and perhaps even a cougar. Civic organizations and individuals were urged to “buy a board” to help fund the boardwalk project (see fig. 6.2). Meanwhile, Brunswig wrote letters and took patrons on canoe trips and hikes. Fortunately, donors responded positively, including the Beidler family, who continued to make large, sustained contributions to the sanctuary, some earmarked for the new visitor center which, like the sanctuary, would be named for Francis Beidler when it finally opened in October 1977.22

It would be hard to overstate the value of the interpretive center and boardwalk in advancing Audubon’s mission. When Beidler Forest’s 1.75-mile boardwalk opened, it transformed the visitor experience by offering access to a small but significant piece of the swamp’s beauty. Because of Page 161 →its elevation, the boardwalk took the public above the mud and water. For those unfamiliar with swamps, this made the experience palatable and ensured a pleasant stroll through an old-growth ecosystem that otherwise would have seemed daunting. The boardwalk also marked yet another step in the continued evolution of Brunswig’s thinking about Beidler Forest. Given his background as a former biology teacher and interpretive naturalist at Big Cypress, Norm recognized the boardwalk’s potential not only to build community relations and generate revenue but also to inspire people to care more deeply about the environment. “If you want to make true believers, you have to let them in,” and “create as rich of a nature experience for them as you can,” he believed.23


[image: A wooden boardwalk winds through a forest of tall trees and green foliage.]

Figure 6.2. The boardwalk at Francis Beidler Forest. Photograph courtesy of National Audubon Society.



To provide this kind of experience, Brunswig authored a guidebook for visitors at the interpretive center. His goal was not just to relate nature facts, but to “tell a story and help them feel what was there.” Guests were encouraged to “look carefully here and elsewhere for lizards and salamanders, for the swamp and surrounding woods abound with many species.” Curiosity piqued, walkers entered the cypress-tupelo swamp where, if they continued reading, visitors could see evidence of past fires, seasonal flooding, and the variety of smaller trees that gave the ecosystem its vertical layering. “High in the crowns of these ancient cypress trees,” the Page 162 →guidebook instructed, “exists a world few ever see. There a variety of plants grow on decaying mosses and ferns accumulated for hundreds of years.” “These gardens in the sky,” it added, “are home for many animals.”24

Lest the swamp walk become bogged down in ecology, the public was cautioned to be wary of the eastern cottonmouth, commonly known as water moccasins. Often seen hidden in stump hole dens or basking on logs, these venomous snakes sometimes made their way onto the boardwalk, adding a sense of excitement, anticipation, and danger to the outing. The observation deck at Goodson Lake marked the halfway point and provided the public an opportunity to observe wading birds, turtles, and occasionally alligators. Though gators were more abundant in other parts of Beidler Forest, they were emblematic of swamps in popular culture and, like water moccasins, an element of authenticity for neophytes. River otters also captivated audiences with their playful nature. Otters had been trapped extensively throughout North America since the colonial era, and pollution and habitat loss further reduced their numbers. Beidler Forest’s watery landscape offered a refuge for the otters and a buffet of crawdads and fish. For many, a trip to this Audubon sanctuary was their best chance to see these elusive animals.25

The second half of the walk continued past small ridges with spruce pines, found only on the coastal plain, and large overcup oaks. The guidebook also referenced the tannic water, ecotones, and cypress knees. Those cypress knees that studded the forest floor particularly fascinated visitors. Scientists still debate the exact function of the knees but believe that they either anchor the tree, store starch, or provide gas exchange between the air and roots. Debates aside, enthusiastic observers found them magical and otherworldly. “Everywhere are cypress knees, like forests of ninepins, rising to heights of three to five feet and taking on a variety of sizes and shapes,” swamp chronicler John Dennis wrote. “A knee near the boardwalk reminded me of a rabbit, with two ears rising from a round head. Another looked like a large wave cresting before it was about to break and roll up on the beach.” But enchantment extended beyond the cypress knees, and the comments in the visitors log at Beidler reveal the general excitement that came with observing nature from the boardwalk. On May 17, 1981, for example, visitors reported seeing prothonotary warblers and downy woodpeckers “feeding their fledged young on tree branches.” The same day another couple watched “an active pileated (woodpecker) nest high in a cypress” where “adults were feeding at least 2 young which stuck their heads out of the hole and showed their full crests and colors.”26

Page 163 →Visitor enthusiasm for birds, wildlife, and preserving the environment was shared by the small staff at Beidler, and the naturalist notebooks kept during the 1980s bear witness to the swamp world of Four Holes. There, they recorded weather and water levels, the arrival of spring neotropical migrants and the blooming of wildflowers. Northern parulas and hooded warblers mixed with bloodroot and Atamasco lily in the profusion of spring. Summer entries noted leaf-footed bugs, caterpillar frass, and emerging yellow flies. In fall the ruby-crowned kinglets arrived. Bobcats often slipped across an access road and sometimes killed young deer. Though many observations were made while exploring the forest on foot, canoe trips through the swamp also stirred excitement. On September 20, 1981, naturalists counted over 200 white ibises along with a variety of other wading birds on Mellard Lake, but what came next was even more memorable. “As they watched from a canoe about 100 yards away, they noticed a pair of long-legged birds circling several hundred feet over the ibises,” they recalled. “The birds turned out to be wood storks. Each successive large circle brought the storks lower and closer to the ibises. After 5 or 6 such circles, the storks landed in the trees with the ibises. … After landing in the treetops, the storks remained out of sight and were never seen again. This is the first confirmed sighting of wood storks in Beidler Forest.” The excitement on January 20, 1982, was even more palpable. While watching otters from a canoe, two men saw a “small, dark brown, weasel-like animal … scampering along a log.” Once the creature dove in the water and swam off, the two men paddled closer to get a better look when it stood and looked at them. “It was then that we saw that its otherwise uniformly dark fur had white markings under its chin and throat and that its head and nose and tail were too sharp and fine to be an otter’s. This was the first confirmed sighting of a Mink in Beidler Forest.”27

The boardwalk experience seemed even more magical because it gave visitors a window into the biodiversity of bottomland forests at a time when similar landscapes were rapidly disappearing in South Carolina. The Santee-Cooper Project had destroyed a vast stretch of river bottoms during the 1930s to produce hydroelectric power, but other smaller projects, like Clark’s Hill on the Savannah, had also played a part in the loss of riverine habitat. In his essay “Our Vanishing Bottomland Forests,” environmentalist and Sierra Club member Bob Gale lamented that “the loss of floodplain hardwood forests has been this country’s parallel to the destruction of South America’s emerald-green rainforests.” Only five of the original twenty-five million acres of bottomland remained, and South Carolina’s share was losing ground, and water, quickly. Gale argued that a key factor Page 164 →in this decline was spray irrigation, which robbed these ecosystems of the water that sustained them. As he wrote, “a Salkehatchie River swamp was drained at such a rate its natural flow reversed.” Though Four Holes Swamp never reversed flow, every tributary that fed into the main channel was bordered by farms, many of them relying on irrigation by the 1980s.28




Expanding Conservation in Four Holes Swamp


Concerns for the plight of bottomland forests and the species that inhabited them also influenced Norm Brunswig’s thinking about the future of Beidler Forest, and he recognized that preserving the integrity of the sanctuary’s cypress-tupelo core meant expanding and protecting its borders. He had already mounted strong opposition to the Soil Conservation Service’s Horse Range Watershed Drainage Project because of its potential impact on Four Holes. In that effort, he succeeded, but Brunswig knew that land acquisition was necessary for more permanent preservation goals. In 1979, for example, The Nature Conservancy purchased an additional “90 acres of swamp and high ground in Berkeley County” from the Georgia-Pacific Corporation to augment the Beidler Forest holdings. This was an important first step, but in the 1980s Brunswig lobbied Audubon for additional funding to purchase eight more tracts totaling just over 2,000 acres. One parcel, the 98-acre Moorer property, bordered the sanctuary’s entrance and presented the threat of “disruptive or unsightly development” as had taken place on the edge of Corkscrew much to Audubon’s regret. Portions of the Moorer farmland might also be traded to local farmers for their forest land closer to the swamp’s core or used to establish a colony of endangered red-cockaded woodpeckers. Brunswig also urged the purchase of the “Mims Swamp Property.” Tom Mims had already sold some land to Audubon in the early years and proved a good neighbor and friend to Brunswig, but it was feared that he might sell his floodplain and upland forest adjacent to Beidler Forest to developers.29

Five parcels in Brunswig’s land acquisition report to Audubon belonged to Georgia-Pacific and represented a different threat. Holly Hill Lumber Company had expanded its timber harvest and production significantly during the 1960s and 1970s before selling its sawmill, fiberboard plant, and landholdings to Georgia-Pacific in 1981. As one of the nation’s largest pulpwood and paper producers, the company focused on converting forests of all varieties to pine plantations and, in Four Holes, logging what little was left of the merchantable timber that Holly Hill Lumber had not taken. Among the Georgia-Pacific parcels, Brunswig viewed the 1,686 Page 165 →acres closer to Beidler Forest as a critical upstream buffer for the sanctuary. As his land acquisition report stated, “swamp logging today involves the construction of high-fill roads, with the associated silting and hydrologic alteration.” Acquiring the Georgia-Pacific property also made sense from a management perspective because it gave Audubon a way to monitor poachers, maintain boundaries, and employ fire lines. The purchase price for all the tracts combined was around $1.5 million. To raise money, the National Audubon Society appealed to donors by sending out a brochure, which highlighted the beauty and ecological significance of Beidler Forest. The brochure noted that, “Ancient groves of cypress tower over clear pools and blackwater sloughs and form a natural cathedral of buttressed trees.” It highlighted rare plants like the dwarf trillium and green-fly orchid and a wide variety of animals in the forest and emphasized the importance of Beidler Forest for scientific research and educating the public about the value of old growth cypress swamps. Eventually, the fund-raising campaign was successful in expanding Beidler Forest to almost 6,000 acres.30

The brochure and Norm’s acquisition report also reveal a deeper understanding of buffers and emerging science on habitat fragmentation. Paramount to preserving biodiversity was ensuring water quality and flow by protecting buffer zones along the main channel and branches that fed it. It was especially important to preserve the seeps that trickle through the limestone bluffs and give damp sanctuary to amphibians and invertebrates during dry spells. The limestone bluffs on the Mims tract contained dozens of these seeps, creating microhabitats that were as essential to biodiversity as the majestic cypress trees. Buffers also provide migratory forest interior birds protection from “hostile edges” and encroachment from agriculture as well as residential and commercial development. Given the Audubon Society’s origins, birds remained a top priority. In an analysis of breeding censuses one study found that Beidler Forest had the fourth highest density of nesting pairs of songbirds per acre and ranked first in sites east of the Mississippi. These findings were reassuring, but they also placed added pressure on the sanctuary to maintain and expand buffer zones through land acquisition and by embracing the principles of landscape ecology becoming more prevalent in bird conservation.31

Ornithologists had long been interested in the best way to manage ecosystems for healthy bird populations. As early as the 1930s, James Tanner, who spent years searching southeastern swamps for the Ivory-billed Woodpecker, argued that birds inhabiting old-growth forests required a core of preserved habitat surrounded by sustainably managed bottomlands. Thirty years later, Tanner’s concerns were confirmed by Page 166 →the emerging theory of island biogeography, which helped transform the way ecologists understood the destructive impact of habitat fragmentation on biodiversity. Meanwhile, scientists produced works on edge effects, patch dynamics, and the importance of corridors to sustaining wildlife populations. By the 1980s, when Audubon began expanding its reach in Four Holes, a clearer understanding of landscape ecology was emerging. In the case of birds, habitat fragmentation leads to lower species richness, reduced fertility, and an increased vulnerability to disease. Small, isolated populations simply have a lower chance of survival. For forest interior birds, fragmentation also increases exposure to hostile edges. The best ways to mitigate habitat fragmentation are through preserving large, complex ecosystems and establishing wildlife corridors that allow safe passage for birds and other wildlife. Patches produced by natural disturbances such as hurricanes or fire can also add complexity and provide valuable resources for birds that specialize in early successional habitat. Likewise, some species of birds thrive on forest edges. As one landscape ecologist wrote, “preserving these specialized species requires large, interconnected expanses of natural habitat … large enough to support a full range of successional stages, from newly disturbed areas where the vegetation is regenerating, to long undisturbed sites where the vegetation is relatively stable.” Or, as Norm Brunswig says, “When it comes to birds, bigger is better.”32

These ideas were validated by the impact of Hurricane Hugo, a Category 4 storm that ravaged South Carolina in 1989. Hugo made landfall just north of Charleston on September 22 with sustained winds near 140 miles per hour and headed northwestward, leaving a path of destruction in its wake, and severely damaging the Palmetto State’s forests. The US Forest Service estimated the loss of the state’s softwood inventory at 23 percent and hardwood inventory at 6 percent, but in some areas the loss was catastrophic. Francis Marion National Forest in Berkeley County, for example, lost 75 percent of its trees, and Hobcaw Barony, north of Georgetown, lost 90 percent of its longleaf and loblolly pine stands. At Beidler, the hurricane destroyed or damaged 80 percent of the bottomland hardwood forest and took direct aim at the specimen trees in the old-growth tract. Yet, all was not lost. Brunswig observed that some secondary growth forests withstood the storm relatively well. Hugo also left gaps or pockets of damage that young vegetation and cover-loving birds like white-eyed vireos and hooded warblers quickly inhabited. And, in keeping with his ability to learn through experience, Brunswig’s thinking deepened regarding gap dynamics and the role that Page 167 →secondary growth forests could play in creating a resilient conservation landscape. Bigger is better, but size without variety and complexity can be a vulnerability.33

Audubon could not simply purchase all of Four Holes Swamp, however, and magnifying the reach of Beidler Forest to ensure biodiversity and create a resilient landscape required imaginative thinking about environmental preservation to complement land acquisition. During the 1990s and the early 2000s, Brunswig expanded his conservation toolkit to include easements, federal funding, mitigation, and hunt club leases. Brunswig especially has credited conservation easements with transforming the vision of habitat preservation and bringing private landowners on board with Audubon’s mission throughout the Four Holes Swamp watershed. Conservation easements became increasingly popular for environmental protection and land stewardship in the early 1980s after the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) made them tax deductible. In most cases, these easements involved an agreement between landowners and conservation organizations that restricted certain uses of the land in exchange for a tax deduction. Easements allowed families to retain ownership and continue to use land for hunting and fishing but prevented sale, subdivision, and development. Easements also allowed private landowners to maintain traditional land uses, such as farming and timber harvesting. In this way, Brunswig and landowners in the Four Holes Swamp watershed developed a cooperative relationship in the name of conservation. Water quality and valuable habitat were preserved, but so was the cultural landscape that rural South Carolinians treasured.34

Another way that Brunswig merged environmental and cultural preservation was through hunting club leases. Hunting had long been a staple of South’s Carolina’s culture landscape as exemplified by the works of writers such as Archibald Rutledge and Havilah Babcock. In Orangeburg, Dorchester, and Berkeley counties, driving deer with dogs was the preferred method of hunting due to the social nature of the orchestrated drives and the excitement of the chase. Hunting with dogs required large acreage, and few local landowners held pieces of property large enough to accommodate the tradition. Even for still hunters, clubs allowed access to a wider deer population by collectively leasing large tracts of land. In Four Holes Swamp, hunt clubs often leased land from timber companies, and as Beidler Forest expanded its landholdings, Brunswig recognized this practice as an important way to generate income and regulate trespassing. Hunt club members also maintained and improved access roads and fire lines. In this way, Brunswig formed local partnerships to benefit the goals Page 168 →of Audubon in Four Holes Swamp while also contributing to the protection of cultural landscapes.35

The USDA’s Wetland Reserve Program (WRP) proved fundamental to Brunswig’s plan. The WRP had its origins in a 1980s compromise bill between fiscal conservatives and environmentalists, which denied farm subsidies on crops grown on wetlands that had been converted to agriculture. Resistance to the lost subsidies was strong, so rather than focusing on subsidy restriction, the WRP attempted to slow the conversions by paying farmers to retire their wetland acreage from production for ten years. The WRP program also extended to wetland restoration projects. For example, much of the original land Audubon and The Nature Conservancy purchased from the Beidlers contained elevated logging roads that impeded the natural flow of water through Four Holes Swamp. With WRP funding, Audubon and the Natural Resources Conservation Service lowered the old roads and restored the natural hydrology of the swamp and placed more than 6,000 acres in conservation easements.36

Additionally, Brunswig recognized the importance of mitigation, a tool often used by the US Fish and Wildlife Service to offset lost waterfowl habitat due to the construction of dams and reservoirs across the nation. Mitigation, as applied to wetlands, allows infrastructure and/or development projects in violation of the Clean Water Act to mitigate the damage by paying to protect wetlands somewhere else. Mitigation gained popularity as an environmental management tool in the 1970s and expanded during the 1980s under the Army Corps of Engineers because, as historian Ann Vileisis has noted, “Reagan’s regulatory relief agenda pushed the Corps to speed its processing of permits, [so] consulting agencies felt they had no alternative but to recommend mitigation.” On the surface, mitigation appeared a good compromise for industry and developers looking to fill, dredge, or alter wetlands and the environmentalists who hoped to protect as many of these ecologically significant areas as possible. Though mitigation sometimes results in creating artificial wetlands that do not function well, when done strategically mitigation has allowed organizations like the Audubon Society to enhance their holdings around Beidler Forest as the threat of Charleston’s growth and expansion northward proceeds at a rapid pace. Although mitigation may seem antithetical to environmentalism, (too much like making a deal with the devil) when combined with land acquisition, easements, and public and private funding it has led to Beidler Forest’s growth to over 18,000 acres and extended conservation to private lands beyond its holdings.37




Brunswig’s Legacy


Page 169 →Protecting Four Holes Swamp is still a work in progress. In 2024, the Beidler Forest faces threats from sand mining, climate change, and the relentless sprawl of commercial and residential development emanating from Charleston (see fig. 6.3). These challenges will require continued resourcefulness and outreach if biodiversity and cultural landscapes are to be preserved and past exploitation addressed. Beidler Forest, for example, is now designated a carbon sink, which allows the sanctuary to sell carbon credits in the global effort to combat climate change. Likewise, recent efforts to designate Beidler Forest as a stop on the Underground Railroad mark a major step toward recognizing the importance of the swamp for freedom seekers. As environmental historian, Mark Fiege has written, “if preservation is to have any use … it must revive and deepen its democratic roots. The act of saving and protecting need not be imagined as serving only a separate, nonhuman end.” In this spirit, a canoeist on a paddle through Beidler in 1991 noted, “we entered as intruders, talking in loud voices and swirling up mud … but the forest absorbed us and we were now speaking softly, attentive to the bark-covered pillars around us.” She later reflected that “the stillness was unruffled, and I realized that as the Beidler sanctuary, on a night walk, had once taught me about the darkness of night untainted by city lights, now it was offering the balm of seclusion.”38
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Figure 6.3. Norman Brunswig speaking at the fiftieth anniversary of Francis Beidler Forest, 2024. Photograph by Sydney Walsh. Courtesy of National Audubon Society.



Page 170 →The history of Beidler Forest and Norm Brunswig’s work offers a model for what might be accomplished through collaborative conservation as environmentalists seek to create space for non-human species to thrive and for humans to connect with them. It also reveals the importance of the individual in affecting environmental change at the local level. Justifiably, historians have focused on the life and work of figures such as Rachel Carson and Aldo Leopold or on the important regulatory legislation of the 1970s in producing environmental change. These approaches to the movement have often failed to recognize the significant work performed at the grassroots or cypress-knee level by pragmatic visionaries like Brunswig. Limited by budgetary concerns and constrained by local ambivalence toward environmentalism, Norm relied on those traits his academic advisor Sydney Johnson recognized in him even as a graduate student: idealism balanced with practical and technical knowledge. His diplomatic skills assuaged tensions with most of Beidler Forest’s neighbors, persuaded Audubon’s real estate division to support his acquisitions, and facilitated easements and leases that made expansion of conservation in Four Holes successful. His trial-and-error approach to land management exemplified a willingness to learn and commitment to getting things right. Most importantly, Norm’s devotion to sharing nature and making Beidler accessible to the public inspired visitors, including the author as a young boy, to become passionate about the environment.39




Notes



	1. Lawrence Walkinshaw, “Life-History of the Prothonotary Warbler,” Wilson Bulletin 65, no. 3 (September 1953): 152–16; Charles R. Blem and Leann B. Blem, “Composition and Microclimate of Prothonotary Warbler Nests,” Auk 111, no. 1 (January 1994): 197–200; James E. Lyons, “Habitat-Specific Foraging of Prothonotary Warblers: Deducing Habitat Quality,” Condor 107, no. 1 (February 2005): 41–49; William E. Davis and Oliver Komar, “Prothonotary Warbler Eats Lizard,” Wilson Bulletin 115, no. 1 (March 2003), 102; Jared D. Wolfe and Erik I. Johnson, “Geolocator Reveals Migratory and Winter Movements of a Prothonotary Warbler,” Journal of Field Ornithology 86, no. 3 (September 2015): 238–43; Jeffrey P. Hoover, “Decision Rules for Site Fidelity in a Migratory Bird, the Prothonotary Warbler.” Ecology 84, no. 2. (2003): 416–30; Matt Johnson, “Geolocators Provide Clues About Prothonotary Warblers, and How to Protect Them,” https://beidler.audubon.org/.

	2. At the time of this writing, Francis Beidler Forest owned 17,939 acres in the Four Holes Swamp watershed and an additional 406 acres on the Edisto River. On key principles for reconstructing conservation in the twenty first century, see Rolf Diamont, J. Glenn Eugster, and Nora J. Mitchell, “Reinventing Conservation: A Page 171 →Practitioner’s View,” in Ben A. Minter and Robert E. Manning, eds. Reconstructing Conservation: Finding Common Ground (Island Press, 2003), 313–26

	3. “Recollections of Slavery by a Runaway Slave,” The Emancipator, August 23, September 13, September 20, October 11, October 18, 1838, https://docsouth.unc.edu/. This source is believed to be written by James Matthews though no author was originally attributed to the article. David S. Cecelski, The Waterman’s Song: Slavery and Freedom in Maritime North Carolina (University of North Carolina Press, 2001); Kathryn Elise Benjamin Golden, “Through the Muck and Mire: Marronage, Representation, and Memory in the Great Dismal Swamp,” (PhD diss. [unpublished], University of California, Berkeley, 2018); Scott Giltner, “Slave Hunting and Fishing in the Antebellum South,” in Dianne D. Glave and Mark Stoll, eds., “To Love the Wind and the Rain:” African Americans and Environmental History (University of Pittsburgh Press, 2006), 21–36; Londa Schiebinger, Secret Cures of Slaves: People, Plants, and Medicine in the Eighteenth-Century Atlantic World (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2017);

	4. Ann Vileisis, Discovering the Unknown Landscape: A History of America’s Wetlands (Island Press, 1997), 166–28; Phillip Hoose, The Race to Save the Lord God Bird (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2004), 29–34.; “William O’Brien, George A. Lammers, Albert Lammers, and Ernest B. Putnam to Minnesota-South Carolina Land and Timber Company, Conveyance of Real Estate and Timber Rights of Way, etc. 12 February 1912,” Halsey Lumber Company records, 1904–1909, Theodore Dehon Jervey Family Papers, 1869–1947, South Carolina Historical Society; M. J. Forsell, “The First Swedish Bride in Minnesota,” Swedish American Genealogist 21, no. 4 (December 1, 2001); “Stillwater Lumberman George Lammers,” October 25, 2007, https://www.presspubs.com/. Also see, Donald Empson, “Heirloom Home: George and Ida Lammers House,” http://www.stillwater-mn.org/.

	5. “Letters from Fred R. Seeley, manager of the Santee River Cypress Lumber Mill, Ferguson, SC, to attorney and conservationists Henry Savage, Jr., Camden, SC,” May 4, 1953 and May 27, 1953, South Caroliniana Library, Columbia, SC; Post and Courier (Charleston, SC), January 24, 1971; Francis Beidler II to W. Carlyle Blakeney, April 25, 1974.

	6. Frank Graham, Jr., The Audubon Ark: A History of The National Audubon Society (Alfred Knopf, 1990), 14–40; Hoose, The Race to Save the Lord God Bird, 35–58; Vileisis, Discovering the Unknown Landscape, 151–56.

	7. Though all bird feathers were valuable, breeding plumage of wading birds like the snowy egret were most highly prized. Stuart B. McIver, Death in the Everglades: The Murder of Guy Bradley: America’s First Martyr to Environmentalism (University Press of Florida, 2003); Graham, The Audubon Ark, 55–67; Watchman and Southron (Sumter, SC), September 30, 1908; Bamberg (SC) Herald, September 24, 1908; Second Annual Report of the Audubon Society of South Carolina (Gonzales and Bryan State Printers, 1909), South Carolina Department of Archives; Third Annual Report of the Audubon Society of South Carolina (Gonzales and Bryan State Printers, 1910), South Carolina Department of Archives.

	8. Second Annual Report of the Audubon Society of South Carolina; Third Annual Report of the Audubon Society of South Carolina.

	9. Page 172 →Graham, Audubon Ark, 193–95.

	10. News release from The Nature Conservancy, January 10, 1971, NASR, NYPL; Post and Courier (Charleston, SC), January 24, 1971.

	11. Graham, The Audubon Ark, 250–52; No author, “Partnership for Preservation,” South Carolina Wildlife, May-June 1974, 34–39; https://www.nature.org/.

	12. The following content on Norm Brunswig’s life and work comes from series of interviews conducted with the author between September 2022 and December 2023.

	13. Norman L. Brunswig to John M. Anderson, December 6, 1972; Norman L. Brunswig Resume; Charles H. Callison to Robert Boardman, August 15, 1973, in National Audubon Society Records (NASR), New York Public Library (NYPL).

	14. Way, Albert, “Herbert L. Stoddard,” New Georgia Encyclopedia, last modified Aug 17, 2015, https://www.georgiaencyclopedia.org/; Donald Worster, Nature’s Economy: A History of Ecological Ideas, 2nd ed. (Cambridge University Press, 1994), 364–70; Betty Jean Craige, Eugene Odum: Ecosystem Ecologist and Environmentalist (University of Georgia Press, 2001).

	15. Brunswig Interviews; Brunswig to Anderson; A. Sydney Johnson to John M. Anderson, December 15, 1972, NASR, NYPL.

	16. Brunswig Interviews; Brunswig to Anderson; A. Sydney Johnson to John M. Anderson, December 15, 1972, NASR, NYPL.

	17. Brunswig interviews; Richard Bishop to Elvis Stahr, May 20, 1976; Charles H. Callison to Richard Bishop, May 24, 1976; R. Markley Dennis, Jr., to Richard Bishop, June 24, 1976; Charles H. Callison to W. Carlyle Blakeney, Jr., October 19, 1975; Patrick Noonan to Charles H. Callison, in NASR, NYPL.

	18. Brunswig interviews.

	19. Brunswig interviews; Norman L. Brunswig, Kenneth J. Strom, and Stephen G. Winton, A Plan for the Management of The Francis Beidler Forest a National Audubon Society Sanctuary, July 1, 1981, Francis Beidler Audubon Sanctuary.

	20. Brunswig Interviews; Paul B. Hamel, Bachman’s Warbler: A Species in Peril (Smithsonian Institute Press, 1986); Scott Weidensaul, The Ghost with Trembling Wings: Science, Wishful Thinking, and the Search for Lost Species (North Point Press, 2002), 17–18.

	21. Brunswig interviews.

	22. “An Invitation to Buy a Piece of the Boardwalk at Four Holes Swamp,” undated document; Francis Beidler III to Charles H. Callison, June 12, 1975; Charles H. Callison to Elvis Stahr, November 24, 1975; W. Carlyle Blakeney, Jr. to Grant Simmons, Jr., January 15, 1976, Louis Hyde to Norm Brunswig, March 4, 1977; Walter F. Pate and James Paddock, “A Visitor/Interpretive Center for National Audubon Society, Francis Beidler Forest, Four Holes Swamp, Dorchester, South Carolina,” May 19 1976, in NASR, NYPL.

	23. Brunswig interviews.

	24. Norman L. Brunswig and Stephen G. Winton, The Francis Beidler Forest in Four Holes Swamp: A Self-Guided Tour of the Boardwalk (National Audubon Society, 1978). I draw from the 1970s edition, which was used throughout the 1980s.

	25. Brunswig and Winton, The Francis Beidler Forest in Four Holes Swamp.

	26. Page 173 →Brunswig and Winton, The Francis Beidler Forest in Four Holes Swamp; John Dennis, The Great Cypress Swamps (Louisiana State University Press, 1988), 69–70; “Visitor Comment Book,” Francis Beidler Audubon Sanctuary.

	27. “Naturalist Notebooks,” Francis Beidler Forest Audubon Sanctuary.

	28. Bob Gale, “Our Vanishing Bottomland Forests,” South Carolina Wildlife, May–June 1986, 38–45.

	29. National Audubon Society, Report on Field Review of the Sanctuary System, September 1, 1986; National Audubon Society, The Francis Beidler Forest Land Acquisition Fund.

	30. National Audubon Society, Report on Field Review of the Sanctuary System; National Audubon Society, The Francis Beidler Forest Land Acquisition Fund.

	31. National Audubon Society, The Francis Beidler Forest Land Acquisition Fund; Memo, The Nature Conservancy, September 20, 1977; Ernest Brooks, Jr. to George H. Taber, December 8, 1977, NASR, NYPL.

	32. Robert A. Askins, Restoring North America’s Birds, Lessons from Landscape Ecology (Yale University Press, 2000), 99–130, 229–45, quote on p. 238; Jodi A. Hilty, William Z. Lidiker, Jr., Adina M. Merenlender, Corridor Ecology: The Science and Practice of Linking Landscapes for Biodiversity Conservation (Island Press, 2006); Lenore Fahrig, “Relative Effects of Habitat Loss and Fragmentation on Population Extinction,” Journal of Wildlife Management 61, no. 3 (1997): 603–10.

	33. Raymond M. Sheffield and Michael T. Thompson, Hurricane Hugo: Effects on South Carolina’s Forest Resource (Southeastern Forest Experiment Station, June 1992); Brunswig interviews.

	34. Brunswig interviews. Brunswig’s work has been complemented by the important work of the Lord Berkeley Conservation Trust, which holds an easement on 1,232 acres at the headwaters of Four Holes Swamp.

	35. Brunswig interviews.

	36. Brunswig interviews; Ann Vileisis, Discovering the Unknown Landscape, 300–305.

	37. Vileisis, Discovering the Unknown Landscape, 323; Catherine Owen Korning and Sharon M. Ashworth, Wading Right In: Discovering the Nature of Wetlands (University of Chicago Press, 2019), 196–218.

	38. Mark Fiege, “The Democratic Promise of Nature Preservation,” in Ben A. Minter and Stephen J. Pyne, eds. After Preservation: Saving American Nature in the Age of Humans (University of Chicago Press, 2015), 114–22; New York Times, May 12, 1991.

	39. The author extends his gratitude to Norman Brunswig and Beverly Brunswig for their generosity and hospitality as well as the staff at the Francis Beidler Forest Audubon Sanctuary for their assistance and time.








Chapter 7 “Redwoods of the East”


Page 175 →Conservation, Ecology, and the Meanings of History at Congaree, 1930–76

– Thomas M. Lekan –

On October 18, 1976, the US Congress designated the Congaree Swamp as a national monument under the administration of the National Park Service (NPS). According to the establishing legislation, the purpose of the new national monument was to preserve and protect “an outstanding example of a near-virgin Southern hardwood forest situated in the Congaree River floodplain in Richland County, South Carolina.”1 The protected land, also known as the “Beidler Tract,” was an approximately 15,000-acre stretch of mature, old-growth forest owned by the Beidler family of Chicago. The tract was a remnant of land the Santee River Cypress Lumber Company had ceased to log actively in 1914 due to a glut in the cypress market, which offered the bottomlands a chance to recover from industrial logging. But rising timber prices and fiduciary obligations to family members led the Beidlers to resume logging operations in 1969, resulting in a groundswell of public outcry over the prospect of losing this forest of champions.2 The report that accompanied the legislation directed the National Park Service to acquire the Beidler Tract and to identify for possible inclusion any adjacent parcels that might be necessary to protect and administer the core tract.3 Local and national preservationists cheered the decision to safeguard the champion cypresses of the floodplain—trees that many young activists labeled “Redwoods of the East”—along with the astounding diversity of other semitropical vegetation and wildlife found in the protected zone.4 Subsequent boundary revisions in 1988 and 2003 augmented and buffered the Beidler Tract, increasing the park’s size to 26,776 acres and designating certain lands as wilderness for management purposes. The monument was redesignated Page 176 →Congaree National Park in 2003 in the same legislation that expanded the park boundary.5

When the activists of the 1970s compared Congaree’s stately bottomland trees to California’s mighty redwoods, they situated their homegrown fight to outmaneuver the forestry industry into a noble cause that echoed John Muir’s references to Yosemite conifers as “Cathedrals of Nature.”6 Such references to Muir’s sublime nature reveal the important debate between the scientists and students who sought to protect Congaree Swamp, on the one hand, and the timber industry representatives and landowners who opposed them, on the other.7 Environmentalists’ success at Congaree reflected the 1960s upsurge in wilderness ideals which, as Elizabeth Almlie notes, “privileged ecological values in addition to aesthetics and recreation, and [showed that] outdoor clubs like the Sierra Club were becoming organizationally sophisticated political advocates on a national level.”8 As park advocates embraced ecological science as an environmental management tool, they transformed “the Swamp” from a landscape associated with disease and danger into one of unparalleled biodiversity and ecosystem functions. To be sure, sublime experiences remained important to Congaree advocates, yet their most potent arguments focused on wetlands’ role in regulating the “earth’s life support system” by sheltering endangered species, filtering pollutants, regulating microclimatic conditions, and offering a baseline for the study of intact biotic communities.9

Though ecological arguments propelled Congaree Swamp briefly into the national spotlight, the groundswell of public support came mostly from the local level, where central South Carolina’s bottomland hardwood forests and upland pine forests had already attracted the attention of sportsmen and naturalists in previous decades. As environmental historian Mart Stewart has noted, centuries of European settlement in the South had left multiple human traces in such areas, ranging from dikes built by enslaved laborers to pine trees sliced for turpentine, which befuddled traditional conservationists like Muir who were looking for pristine, transcendental landscapes.10 By the 1950s, however, the search for the endangered Ivory-billed Woodpecker, last seen in Louisiana in 1944, gave new meaning to this forgotten corner of Richland County.11 Local hunter and newspaper columnist Harry Hampton teamed up with Richard Pough, the former president of The Nature Conservancy, to convince the NPS to investigate Congaree’s potential as a federally recognized protected area. This effort culminated in the NPS’s 1963 Specific Area Report, which encompassed emerging ideas of pristine nature along with new ecological management practices that sanctioned renaturing derelict sites with biodiverse potential.12

Page 177 →As Elizabeth Almlie has shown, preservationists’ enthusiasm for the report’s descriptions of Congaree as a “near-virgin” forest nevertheless encountered trouble as the area’s agricultural past haunted the Congaree Swamp National Preserve Association (CSNPA) and other local advocates. Naturalists in South Carolina’s Midlands had long known that Congaree contained myriad traces from its bygone plantation and ranching eras, including cattle mounds, dikes, and sloughs. Yet the Specific Area Report compelled preservationists to frame the Beidler Tract as old-growth forest that remained largely unaffected by human activities.13 This language of purity was risky because it allowed opponents to argue that such a “disturbed” landscape hardly qualified as a natural landmark on par with Yosemite.14

These critiques emboldened preservationists to adopt a more expansive definition of history, heritage, and landscape that tied Congaree’s history to a bicentennial narrative of Anglo-European exploration and rebellion. Building on Almlie, I argue that the movement’s attention to historicity led the CSNPA to call for a multiuse “national preserve” surrounding the core old-growth tract, replete with historical markers and public hunting grounds that honored both natural and cultural integrity rather than sealing off the area as wilderness.15 Nonetheless, both preservationists and their opponents sadly ignored the historical activities, cultural affinities, and vernacular land uses of legacy communities living right outside the proposed monument boundaries—Native Americans, African Americans, and working-class white Americans—for whom the Congaree bottomlands had long served as resource commons.



Harry Hampton and the Origins of the Congaree Preservation Movement, 1930–59


The Visitor Center at Congaree National Park rightly honors Harry R. E. Hampton (1897–1980) as the “driving force” behind the first efforts to preserve the Congaree bottomlands as a nature reserve (see fig. 7.1). As a member of the Cedar Creek Hunt Club and associate editor for The State newspaper in Columbia for over forty years, Hampton wrote eloquently about the natural wonders of the “Swamp” and made the first calls for its preservation in his Woods and Waters column, which was published between 1930 and 1964. Born in 1897, Hampton was the great-nephew of Governor Wade Hampton (1877–1879) and grew up in an affluent family that split time between Columbia and Charleston.16 A passionate sportsman who had hunted, fished, and hiked the bottomlands for decades, Hampton Page 178 →used his column and other writings to present an intimate portrait of a unique landscape that his readers had never visited, describing in lyrical prose its “cathedral-vaulted oaks” as a place where “a dogged God breaks trail to me.”17


[image: View of the entrance to a national park visitor center.]

Figure 7.1. The Congaree Visitor Center honors Harry R. E. Hampton as the one of the most important early spokesmen for the Congaree preservation campaign.



Hampton parlayed his position at The State to gain conservation support from his colleague Peter Manigault at the Charleston Post and Courier, who also began to publicize the natural wonders of the Swamp and the need for its protection.18 Fearing that logging would one day return to the Congaree, Hampton and Manigault teamed up by contacting government officials who might support their call to set aside the Beidler Tract as protected public land.19 Recalling his early years of advocacy on behalf of Congaree, Hampton noted that “[t]he area had not been a ‘working forest’ for more than half a century, and now and then someone would ‘wave checks’ at the Beidlers seeking to buy the timber, according to the scuttlebutt.”20 Already in 1954, Hampton contacted The Nature Conservancy describing the need for preservation, as well as Edward Bourke, the representative of the Beidler Trust in Chicago. Hampton soon learned that The Nature Conservancy lacked funding to help with Congaree protection; in time it Page 179 →would focus its attention instead on helping the Audubon Society acquire Beidler land in the Four Holes Swamp near Orangeburg.21 Bourke, meanwhile, rebuffed Hampton outright, arguing that the Beidler family had been cheated of a fair price for the 60,000 acres the government had acquired in the 1930s for the New Deal Santee-Cooper Power and Navigation project, which resulted in Lakes Marion and Moultrie.22 Bourke contended that the submergence of valuable timberlands left the Beidlers with a bad feeling toward “any of Uncle Sam’s land-managing agencies, the National Park Service included.”23

At the height of the preservation campaign in the 1970s, journalists who interviewed Hampton about his early advocacy on behalf of Congaree encountered a man as “tall, stately and dignified as the trees in the Swamp,” who spoke in a “quiet drawl heavily laced with accentuations” and who attributed his successes largely to “bullheadedness.”24 National media delighted in images of “Old Harry” wiping mud off of his boots dressed in camouflage, evoking romantic images of this moss-draped Southern wilderness for readers beyond the Midlands.25 Yet such imagery belied Hampton’s political savvy and ignored the decades-long conservation efforts that preceded the Congaree campaign.26 Early in his years at The State, Hampton used his Woods and Waters column to advocate for wildlife protection laws and lobby for the formation of the South Carolina Game and Fish Association. Established in 1931, this association advocated for requiring hunting and fishing licenses and establishing closed hunting seasons for numerous species; it later became the South Carolina Wildlife Federation. Hampton served as its president in the 1950s, hounding the legislature to pass stricter game and fish laws and to form a State Wildlife Department.27 Hampton called on every “right-thinking individual within our borders,” whether hunter or not, to support the measures, noting that the “preservation of our wildlife is important to every man, woman, and child in this state.”28

The association members valued the Congaree Swamp and other bottomlands for their lack of development, natural beauty, and unparalleled access to game species for sport hunting.29 As historian John Reiger has aptly noted, “gunners and anglers” such as Hampton “looked upon themselves as members of a fraternity with a well-defined code of conduct” toward the nonhuman world (see fig. 7.2).30 They were also among the first to document precipitous declines in animal populations due to overdevelopment and toxification of their habitats. Hampton’s experience shows that recreational sportsmen—not lone transcendentalists such as Henry David Thoreau—were the “real spearhead of conservation” in the Deep South.31


Page 180 →
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Figure 7.2. Harry Hampton used this tree as an example to politicians, citizens, and the National Park Service to show what would be lost if a “Natural Preserve” were not established. One of the park’s larger trees, the cypress has a height of 133 feet, and a circumference of twenty-three feet, nine inches. Courtesy of the National Park Service.



Page 181 →Yet, by the 1950s, Hampton turned increasingly toward scientists, not his fellow anglers and hunters, to create an advocacy coalition with pull at the national level.32 Hampton brought naturalists to Congaree who hoped that this vast tract of relatively undisturbed hardwood forest might harbor nesting sites for the iconic Ivory-billed Woodpecker, which at that time stood on the brink of extinction.33 Among them was James Tanner, a zoologist from the University of Tennessee, who was among the last to band and study the fabled woodpecker while working at Louisiana’s 81,000-acre Singer Tract before that land tragically fell to the buzzsaw. Hampton invited other key figures to view the area’s natural wonders: Richard Pough, first president of The Nature Conservancy; John Dennis, a Maryland botanist who conducted the first systematic vegetative and ornithological surveys of the swamp; and William Robertson, the park biologist for Everglades National Park.34 Pough, whom Hampton characterized as “probably the best ecologist in the country,” was astounded by the landscape he encountered at the Congaree.35 He later reverently described his encounter: “Here at last I have found trees that matched the descriptions of early botanists and naturalists.”36 Congaree soon drew botanists and wildlife biologists from the University of South Carolina (USC) and Clemson University alongside “garden clubs, bird clubs … [and] … writers and photographers from other states,” all of whom marveled at the unparalleled natural diversity and geological significance.37

Hampton’s gradual shift from a sportsman’s valuation of the swamp to a naturalist’s view of it as an ecological relic embodied a broader emphasis in mid-century American environmental politics that prioritized nature’s intrinsic value over its sustained use. This bifurcation in the conservation movement, which can be traced to John Muir’s failed early-1900s effort to stop the damming of Hetch Hetchy Valley in Yosemite National Park, lies beyond the scope of this essay, but Hampton himself was clearly aware of shifts—and had mixed feelings about how preservation might curtail his own wanderings.38 Hampton faced backlash from hunter friends and colleagues who valued their cherished stalking grounds for providing both supplemental protein and what Reiger calls sportsmen’s “repositories of fond memories and keen anticipations.”39 “Someone called my brother,” Hampton recalled in 1975, telling him he should be “ashamed of me for trying to tie up the swamp which, possibly, was providing for them and others with livelihood and income from self-helped fish, game and hogs.”40 Many hunters felt that their recreational practices enhanced wildlife diversity and resented the “outsiders” who spoke on behalf of swamps. Such tensions Page 182 →signaled the growing rift between Hampton’s earlier game management perspective and the ecological concerns that animated preservationists.




Ecology, Preservation, and the National Park Service


Given the lukewarm reception of both The Nature Conservancy and the Beidler family toward his proposals for a nature reserve, Hampton likely recognized that scientific appeals to ecology and preservation would garner more sustained and broad-based attention than the hunting traditions of his youth. Ecology offered a way of overcoming many of the negative connotations of “Swamp,” which associated such landscapes with disease, snakes, and psychological terror. “Many people have the impression that a swamp is gloomy and treacherous, a place to be avoided,” Dennis noted, and recounted a story told by Hampton about a “veteran woodsman” who got lost in the swamp for several days and “became so deranged by the experience that he ran in the opposite direction when approached by rescuers.”41 Yet both the Everglades in Florida and the Okefenokee Swamp in Georgia had achieved the status of federally protected areas, largely by emphasizing the amazing biodiversity of their watery landscapes.42

Indeed, Congaree’s foreboding swamp was a welcoming shelter for relic animals and plants, including a number of ancient trees, among them a 250-year-old loblolly pine. Dennis also hoped to find a specimen of the Ivory-billed Woodpecker for which he had searched decades in vain.43

The transformation of swamps from landscapes of terror into vulnerable ecological relics reflected a series of four emerging priorities within national environmentalism and federal conservation policy in the 1960s.44 The first was a new wave of wilderness advocacy that culminated in the 1964 Wilderness Act. As environmental historians such as Roderick Nash and Alfred Runte have noted, wilderness advocates had long drawn inspiration from nineteenth-century romanticism and transcendentalism in their call for protecting “pristine” landscapes. This call had become more urgent around 1900 as the perceived “closing of the frontier” led many conservationists to call for national parks that might provide respite from an increasingly urbanized and industrial society as well as reinvigorate nationalist values and masculine character.45 National park advocates had also worried about the extinction of the buffalo, a concern that eventually led to the creation in 1956 of Theodore Roosevelt National Park in North Dakota as a park devoted to protecting this iconic mammal’s habitat. Congaree nature lovers shared this concern for protecting endangered species, noting that both the rare Mississippi kite and Swainson’s warbler inhabited Page 183 →the swamplands.46 But they also played up the exotic and masculine qualities of the Congaree wild lands, noting that the region was full of “giant rattan vines that would make Tarzan drool.”47

A second motivation of wilderness advocates reflected unease about post–World War II industrialization, suburbanization, extractive industries, pollution, and overpopulation, particularly in the wake of Rachel Carson’s landmark 1962 book Silent Spring.48 Wilderness areas took on another layer of significance as laboratories for testing out how to coexist with the nonhuman world and redesign urban and agricultural systems according to the cybernetic principles of energy flow, homeostasis, and self-equilibration that were in vogue in the ecological sciences at the time.49 As the environmental movement grew, notes Samuel P. Hays, “a host of natural systems became objects of environmental action: lakes and free flowing rivers, southern swamps, prairies in the western mid-west, areas of unique plants and animals.”50 Charles Wharton, a specialist in swamp ecology from Georgia State University, portrayed this terrain as an ecological baseline for broader land-use planning: “Let’s look at the Congaree not so much … as a prospective memorial to the southern swamps now nearly vanished, but rather as a laboratory for the future welfare of the common man.”51

These scientists represented a third trend in postwar environmentalism: a growing reliance on expert rather than recreational knowledge in setting conservation priorities. Scientists were instrumental in bringing Congaree’s wonders to the attention of the NPS. American Museum of Natural History director Pough was among the conservation leaders who advocated for Congaree protection. In a 1959 letter to the NPS director, Conrad Wirth, Pough “put in a word for the preservation of a sample of the wonderful hardwood forest,” hinting that the Francis Beidler Charitable Trust of Chicago might be “vulnerable” to an appeal from the National Park Service.52 Hampton no doubt delighted in Pough’s ability to pull strings at the national level to advocate for his beloved Congaree. In 1959, in fact, representatives from the Southeastern Office of the National Park Service agreed to conduct a suitability study of the swamp for possible designation as a national monument, thereby supplementing Pough’s ongoing investigation of the scenic, scientific, historical, and recreational values of the area with federal support.53 Emboldened by the possibilities of monument designation, Hampton and Pough cofounded the Beidler Forest Preservation Association in 1961, whose goal was to “preserve the Beidler tract in perpetuity.”54 The Congaree was the “number one preservation goal east of the redwoods,” Pough exclaimed, a wonderland of champion-sized trees, Page 184 →rare birds and insects, and moss-draped vegetation that would allow future visitors to overcome their misconceived stereotypes of bottomlands as snake- and mosquito-infested wastelands.55 Scientists interested in rare and endangered species “ecologized” bogs, marshes, and swamps, transforming former “wastelands” into vestige habitats worthy of public attention.56

The increasingly ecological orientation of the national environmental movement coincided with the fourth and final trend: changes at the NPS that signaled an agency-wide shift from tourism development to scientific resource stewardship.57 As the environmental historian Richard Sellars has noted, since its founding in 1916, the NPS had functioned more as a tourism and development agency than a wilderness protection organization, building lodges, erecting concession stands, and cutting new roadways to scenic overlooks across the country, all in an effort to accommodate America’s increasingly motorized population.58 This effort to expand automobile access had always made some environmentalists uncomfortable. Indeed, the wilderness movement, with its focus on identifying auto-free zones and protecting them from human manipulation alongside shielding primitive recreation areas, stemmed from the perceived imbalance between visitation and nature protection. Howard Zahniser, an officer of the Wilderness Society and key proponent of the Wilderness Act, advocated for the zoning of parks between the “front country” and wilderness backcountry, as well as placing a premium on roadless areas as places of special public resort and ecological regeneration.59 The NPS “Organic” [establishing] Act’s original charge to protect cherished spaces “unimpaired for the enjoyment of future generations” gained some traction over ever-expanding public use and motorized enjoyment.60

Emboldened by the successful effort to stop the damming of Echo Park in Dinosaur National Monument in Utah in 1956, Zahniser and others pushed Congress to pass the Wilderness Act in 1964.61 The act set a new standard for how wilderness areas on public lands should be designated and treated, underscoring that such terrains should be “untrammeled,” “natural,” “undeveloped,” and possess “outstanding opportunities for solitude or a primitive and unconfined type of recreation.”62 The text of the Wilderness Act does not deny the historical presence of humans on the land—indeed, it explicitly recognizes that wilderness may contain “other features of scientific, educational, scenic, or historical value.”63 Yet Congress still directed federal agencies to manage such landscapes passively to allow natural processes the dominant role, furthering tensions between natural and cultural resource management.64

Page 185 →Though the Wilderness Act called for “passive” management within wilderness, some NPS advocates moved toward hands-on “purposeful management” to restore and sustain other parklands as wild animal habitats. In what one historian has called the “Leopold Era,” Aldo Starker Leopold—son of famed Wisconsin conservationist Aldo Leopold—published a landmark 1963 assessment of park management policies that pushed the agency to use ecological principles to intervene, where necessary, to assist “biotic communities” in making their way through “natural stages of succession.”65 Leopold recognized that most of the world’s national parks would never be self-regulating ecosystems: they were fallowing islands in an expanding sea of land development. For him, “purposeful management” of habitats meant implementing prescribed burns to restore savannas or even culling “excess” grazing ungulates to sustain grasslands.66 Unlike Zahniser, Leopold also enumerated myriad historical activities that had impacted parklands or even destroyed entire species and topographies, including “logging, burning, livestock grazing, hunting and predator control.” No park could escape history, yet Leopold insisted it was possible to cultivate a “reasonable illusion of primitive America” that evoked the sensory world that “prevailed when the area was first visited by the white man.” In his view, park managers should be ready to hide or remove unsightly historical features, such as shacks and dams, “ration” tourists, and proscribe further roadbuilding.67 The Leopold Report made it possible to think of a future Congaree preserve as the nucleus for wider renaturing efforts.68

Though Congaree would not be designated a “wilderness” park until 1988, the challenges of balancing ecology, primitiveness, and tourism were already quite evident in the 1963 Specific Area Report: Proposed Congaree Swamp National Monument that called for federal recognition. William Robertson, who headed the team from the Southeast Regional Office that wrote the Specific Area Report, concurred with Pough’s “sense of urgency” about acquiring Congaree Swamp as a potential national monument “for future generations” to enjoy.69 Echoing the many biologists who had visited the region, Robertson stated, “Today the forest within the study area exists in a near virgin state. This magnificent forest of ‘specimen’ trees is a rare remnant of what was once typical of southern river bottom lands.”70 The 1963 report enumerated significant aspects of the park that gave the region its “intrinsic” biological and geological value. These values included the unique river bottom hardwood forest associated with the “swamp-like” floodplain with varying topography and vegetation; the remarkable size of tree specimens (some of which reached 160 feet and measured 21 feet in Page 186 →circumference at breast height), and swamp ecology with relatively unspoiled fauna. According to the 1963 report, these features put the Congaree area “clearly in the scientific category,” rather than being a park defined by scenic vistas, expansive recreation, or historic resources.71

Visitor access remained a priority for Congaree, but not of the scale or scope often associated with the camping and hiking at the more well-known parks of the American West such as Yosemite or Yellowstone. Robertson and his team noted that the Congaree bottomlands were “at once remote and accessible: remote in atmosphere, yet easily reached within a day’s drive by over 1.5 million people, including the metropolitan areas of Atlanta, Charlotte, and Savannah as well as Columbia, all facilitated by the planned construction of Interstate 26.”72 Given the ecological fragility of the swamp and the periodic flooding, humidity, and mosquitoes, the 1963 report anticipated a park where most visitors would experience the bottomlands in a boat rather than on foot. The authors foresaw allotting space to a Cedar Creek concessioner who might rent or operate shallow draft boats equipped with low-power electric motors for short trips into the creeks and sloughs, leaving the rest of the stream for otters and other wildlife.73 The NPS team argued that limited fishing and boating would be wholly compatible with forest protection. Whether visitors would find the swamp “scenic,” the authors argued, would depend on the eye of the beholder. Beyond the river, Robertson noted, open vistas were lacking, but the dense forests offered “stirringly beautiful … [and] … tranquil dark views gained from a john-boat while floating silently down Cedar Creek.”74 Beyond the ever-present threat of resumed logging, Robertson and his team worried about Army Corps of Engineer proposals to widen the Congaree channel for shipping, which might destroy the hydrological mechanisms that kept the floodplain forest intact. They hoped monument status might delay or deflect such proposals until the federal government could document Congaree’s “nationally significant” features.75

Robertson and his team considered the human context in which the Congaree floodplain exists, but they did not deem this cultural connection to be significant: this was to be a “natural” landmark. The 1963 report stated, “Principal fringe area developments are small farms, plantations, an occasional store and gas station, churches, and school houses. Some farm activity has become established along the banks of the Congaree River. However, the periodic flooding of the land limits the agricultural operations but permits considerable ranging of cattle and hogs.”76 The report also referred to hunting clubs in the area, whose unimproved roads and small two-story houses, one assumes, could be easily removed once the area Page 187 →was designated a monument. The authors assumed that “tourist courts” and restaurants would set up shop in the immediate vicinity of the park but otherwise anticipated that the area would remain rural: “remote but accessible” to scientists and more distant, urban populations.77

Echoing the Leopold Report’s emphasis on restoring a “first contact” sensory experience, the 1963 report omitted entirely the historical memories and recreation practices of Black residents who would become the monument’s neighbors. The NPS authors referred to the area’s residents as “tenant farmers and day laborers,” rather than the land-owning descendants of African American farmers, some of whom had purchased parcels from the Reconstruction-era Land Commission and established farmsteads across lower Richland county.78 Many of these residents had long used the nearby Beidler Tract for fishing and hunting as well as staging baptisms and community events that enhanced spirituality and sociability.79 Such nonexploitative practices, as historian Mart Stewart has observed, were legacies of a historical landscape in which enslaved people had experienced wetland environments as zones of limited freedom “outside the banks and in the interstices of the grid,” allowing for supplemental hunting and fishing, traveling to see family from other plantations, and even temporarily escaping the horrors of their bondage.80 Such uses and memories fell outside the scope of the NPS report, which envisioned the ideal visitor to this “gem” as those seeking escape from “urban noise and confusion” and a “desire to get close to nature by guided and unguided walks.”81

Unlike other regions of the country, where scholars have shown that African American residents had often expressed a distaste for swamplands associated with slavery and Jim Crow-era lynchings, Congaree’s floodplain forests have elicited warm oral history memories among locals.82 The self-described “outdoors people” who appear in Janae Davis’s work enjoyed fishing, trapping, gathering, and boating on Beidler lands before the restrictions on motorized access put in place by the 1988 wilderness designation.83 These residents’ vision of place saw unsettled land as an extension of the utilized, familial, and familiar landscape. Such vernacular uses reveal a deep and abiding affinity for naturalized landscapes that fell outside the scope of the traditional conservation-preservation binary and challenged the standards of “primitiveness” that undergirded the Specific Area Report. Such inattention to African American landscapes, foodways, and social networks ensured that local residents remained invisible, too, among the both the proponents and opponents of monument designation in the 1970s.84

Page 188 →Despite these gaps, the Specific Area Report became the ecological baseline study that preservationists and government agencies cited to justify securing the Swamp as a national monument. In May 1963, the Department of the Interior sent copies of the report to the South Carolina legislative delegation in Washington, DC, and to Governor Donald Stuart Russell’s office. Soon thereafter, University of South Carolina botanist Wade Batson initiated a natural landmark theme study of the Beidler Tract, noting especially the number, variety, and size of the remnant loblollies.85 The Beidler Forest Preservation Association also used the report’s recommendations to lobby federal and state officials, make presentations to conservation and sportsmen’s organizations, and submit newspaper editorials in favor of monument designation. With sponsorship from both the Charleston Museum and The Nature Conservancy, John Dennis continued uncovering ever-more champion trees and diverse populations of birds.86 However, wider public awareness of the swamp’s natural value was limited and many of Hampton’s audiences raised strong objections to the land being taken out of private ownership.87 In the meantime, The Nature Conservancy did negotiate where it could to protect wetlands, acquiring Four Holes Swamp—a “magnificent relic stand of virgin cypress” thirty-five miles northwest of Charleston—from the Beidlers in the late 1960s (see chapter 6, this volume).88

The NPS state coordinator, Ben F. Moomaw consulted regularly with the Beidler Forest Preservation Association to monitor threats to the swamp, most especially logging and river channelization. All acknowledged the Beidlers’ continued hostility to a large-scale monument and federal intervention—indeed, the most that the family would agree to set aside was a 500-acre parcel, not the 22,000 recommended in the report. Moomaw was frustrated by the Forest Association’s failure to arouse public support, with many area residents believing that the proposed monument would weaken the state’s important wood products industry.89 Hampton and Pough’s organization struggled on for six years before it disbanded due to lack of public support.90 Pough seemed resigned to the situation: “I know the Beidlers all feel they got a very dirty deed from some agency of government when the land they owned in the Lake Marion basin was condemned and the timber destroyed.”91 The preservation movement needed a broader base of support to convince the federal government to follow through on the 1963 recommendations.92

This stalemated situation remained in effect until a group of naturalists exploring the swamp discovered a clear-cut tract of about 500 acres in 1970. All hardwoods on the site, as well as the beautiful cypress, had Page 189 →vanished. Preservationists soon learned that a timber company had cut the trees in 1969 and that the Beidlers had quietly been leasing timber rights on the 15,000-acre core tract since 1967 to generate income for the family trust beneficiaries.93 Between 1969 and 1975, in fact, sixteen contracts were issued to Georgia-Pacific and Council Brothers, among others, to harvest almost 3,000 acres.94 Preservationists began to see a pattern of block-by-block cutting—a slow loss that would prevent protesters from a massive sit-in or demonstration.95 Such a protracted rate of cutting was considerably less destructive than timber operations in other Southern bottomlands in this period—a reflection of the Beidler family’s commitment to sustained-yields.96 Nonetheless, from the family’s perspective, Congaree’s big hardwoods, such as ash and sweetgum, were already “overmature” as the timber would soon be past its prime for furniture and other wood products. “Locking up” the trees in a national preserve, they argued, would violate those conservation principles that advocated for the efficient use and replanting of timberlands.97

The Beidlers assured the public they would leave the “champion trees” on their lands intact. But ecologists argued that such isolated remnants could never recompose the “synergistic complexity” of the climax forest they treasured. One preservationist compared it to receiving a “fine heirloom” and then discovering that the “settings with the stones” had been removed.98 The discovery of the clearcuts on the Beidler tract unleashed a growing anxiety that without sustained political pressure, the bottomland forests might disappear in a piecemeal fashion. Many of the scientists and explorers of the swamp in the 1960s were young, and they infused their outrage at renewed logging with both scientific insights and the culture of grassroots activism common in that era.99 To save the Congaree Swamp, they knew that lobbying politicians and government administrators was not enough: they were in a battle to “educate the public” before it was too late.100




Congaree Action Now! Student Activists in the 1970s Campaign


On December 9, 1974, at the height of the effort to save the Congaree, Sierra Club member Ann T. Snyder wrote a letter to the editor at The State, noting that “[t]hose who know the Congaree Swamp know we have a forest that rivals the redwoods.” Except for the removal of cypress sixty years before, Snyder noted, this tract of land was “virgin.” Time was running out for the Redwoods of the East, however, as logging was underway in the Beidler Tract. Instead of record trees, she lamented, South Carolinians would soon Page 190 →be faced with “record stumps” without immediate action.101 Numerous parallels existed between the majestic cypress trees and the giants of coastal California, not the least of which was their shared economic value. “The Congaree is a beautiful forest. And its beauty is matched to a great extent by its worth as timber,” noted Sierra Club leader Edgar Wayburn. “As John Muir once said about the redwoods, ‘As timber it’s too good to live.’”102

By connecting their effort to Muir and the Redwoods, Congaree preservationists highlighted the parallels between their local battle and one of America’s most iconic environmental crusades. The leaders of the local battle included three naturalists: John Cely, a graduate student in biology at Clemson University; Richard Watkins, a chemical engineer from the town of Camden; and, James Elder, a biology teacher at Dreher High School in Columbia.103 In 1972, the trio founded the Congaree Swamp National Preserve Association (CSNPA), an ad hoc group of preservation supporters closely allied with the South Carolina Environmental Coalition (SCEC), a local chapter of the Sierra Club, and the Audubon Society.104 The CSNPA sprang into action at a challenging time. The Beidlers appeared unwilling to sell their lands and calls to reduce federal spending in Washington, DC, had created a decidedly “anti-park” attitude in the Nixon and Ford administrations.105

To shore up support for Congaree’s magnificent eastern Redwoods, the CSNPA launched a public awareness campaign that included dozens of news and magazine articles, 40,000 brochures, and hundreds of letters to political leaders.106 It organized tours for novices to the wonders of the swamp and even led a delegation to Chicago to bring the group’s concerns directly to the Beidler family.107 The Association also renewed local ties with the NPS, organizing a two-day outing to the swamp in February 1974 that included NPS director Ronald H. Walker and State Representative Alex Sanders.108 In honor of the occasion, the Bachman Group of the Sierra Club presented the NPS with a proposal for a 70,000-acre “national preserve” encompassing the Congaree, Wateree, and Upper Santee bottomland systems, underscoring the new appreciation for the “beauty, solitude, and untamed wildness of swamps” among the “general populace.”109

Young Democrats and other student groups at USC also enthusiastically supported the CSNPA effort. “With such a potential source of natural, long-lasting beauty,” noted Don Laney III, president of the Young Democrats, “how can one even start to think of letting the Congaree Swamp further deteriorate because of man-made monstrosity?”110 Both the CSNPA and the SCEC knew that the youth were vital to the environmental cause and worked with college students to let their peers know about the Congaree’s Page 191 →champion trees. A group of USC geology students circulated petitions drawn up by SCEC calling for the swamp preserve and requesting that their fellow students write to their congressmen to protect the tract, particularly Congressman Floyd Spence, whose Second Congressional District encompassed the proposed national monument’s terrain. As geology graduate assistant Phil Astwood put it, “This is a virgin forest that is the same way now as it was when the Indians were here. It is the only climax forest in the Southeast and for that reason it should be preserved.”111 USC students thus connected their love of a primitive hiking ground with a growing understanding of ecology to press the preservationist cause.

National media soon followed. In 1974, NBC featured both the Congaree and Santee swamps in their Wild Spaces special, lending public attention to the plight of bottomland forests.112 A 1975 article in The New York Times referred to the Congaree as a place where “the 700-year-old cypress lives next to the pine as tall as a 15-story office building and the oak as thick as the column on a bank.” Despite such natural treasures, the author noted, one could detect “from somewhere … . the buzz of a chain saw,” bent on destroying the “forest of champions.”113 The portrayal of the two wetlands in tandem was no accident. By 1971, the South Carolina State Public Service Authority had proposed new logging in the Upper Santee Swamp, near the headwaters of Lake Marion. This bottomland, also located on former Beidler land, was popular for its abundant fish, waterfowl, and small game. The South Carolina Audubon Society had helped to curtail timber harvests at Santee but the wetlands remained vulnerable.114 To ensure that both areas were protected for a broad-based coalition of outdoor enthusiasts, the CSNPA endorsed the Bachman Group’s proposal for a multipurpose preserve much larger than the NPS national monument proposal—almost 70,000 acres, modeled on the recently designated Big Thicket National Preserve in Texas.115 As Jim Elder noted, the preserve concept offered a more flexible notion of preservation attuned to recreational needs, one that would allow hunting in select zones while keeping the core Beidler tract intact.116

Despite growing public support, when South Carolina governor, James B. Edwards visited the Swamp in 1975, his entourage consisted largely of forest products industry members—a sign that Edwards’s sympathies lay with the state’s largest industry, whose leaders remained hostile to the proposed preserve.117 In response, the SCEC held a Congaree Action Now! rally on September 20, 1975, that attracted prominent environmentalists as speakers, including Brock Evans, the Sierra Club’s national director, and Gary Soucie, former executive director of Friends of the Earth, who had written Page 192 →an influential piece in Audubon on behalf of the coalition’s cause (see fig. 7.3).118 Many USC students attended the rally. “Since Monday, a table has been sitting outside of Russell House displaying a bright orange poster with the phrase ‘Preserve Congaree Swamp,’” noted one Daily Gamecock article.119 Students were an essential part of the broad coalition needed to push NPS and Congress to protect a treasured local swampland.
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Figure 7.3. Congaree Action Now! Pamphlet, 1975. USC students and other area youth were critical to the Congaree campaign’s success.



More than 700 people—almost double the number that organizers had expected—attended the rally; the SCEC was able to collect over 10,000 signatures from citizens as far away as New Hampshire and Iowa.120 Local environmentalists also garnered support from important national associations, including the Sierra Club, the National Audubon Society, and Friends of the Earth, which bolstered the SCEC’s reputation and put pressure on local legislators to support its initiatives.121 Congressman Floyd Spence, who was originally “a little pokey getting on the Congaree bandwagon,” suddenly found himself inundated with visitors who made “pests of themselves” to get him to introduce protectionist legislation.122 Spence noted that no other issue—not even the Nixon impeachment proceedings—had produced more mail. Senator Fritz Hollings commented on the support as well: 15 to 1 in favor of the “swamp.”123 Surprised by the groundswell of popular endorsement, Governor Edwards agreed to appoint a fact-finding committee to assess the economic and environmental significance of the Congaree Preserve proposal.124

Page 193 →Yet even in the wake of the rally, Congressman Spence was not yet sure he would introduce legislation calling for the estimated $30 million to protect the Congaree lands. “There are so many other pressing demands for money,” Spence told The New York Times. “I’m waiting for some studies of the swamp that various state and federal agencies are making. I favor preserving something, but the issue is how much. I just can’t decide whether to put in a bill until everybody has been heard.”125 Governor Edwards offered lukewarm support for the proposition, noting that he would only support proposals to secure a portion of the 21,000-acre area if property owners were willing to sell the land and received a fair price. “I just cry,” commented Brion Blackwelder, the head of the SCEC. The public had been waiting since 1963 for a preserve, he noted. “We had a mass rally in Columbia a few weeks back that was attended by 700 people, but still the destruction goes on.”126

Preservationists encountered stiff opposition from timber interests, the furniture industry, the hunting lobby, fiscal conservatives, and local landowners. These opponents warned that Congaree protection would be a job killer that cost the state millions in revenues, all for a bunch of college-educated “do-gooders” who wanted to watch birds or commune with mother earth.127 Professional foresters and representatives of the timber industry in the Society of American Foresters (SAF) and the South Carolina Forestry Association (SCFA) led the opposition’s anti-preservation public awareness campaigns and political appeals. SCFA members bemoaned the prospect of “1,200 people” losing their jobs and plummeting property tax revenues if the Congaree forests were taken out of the timber market.128 Robert Scott, SCFA’s executive director, lamented that the South had already lost too much of its timberland to recreation and urban development to meet the country’s needs heading into year 2000, when the demand for forest products was expected to double. “We’re not against nature and conservation, but we draw the line at condemnation and government seizure when it is not related to national interest, such as a highway route or airport site.”129 Like many forestry industry representatives of the time, Scott equated “conservation” with the wise use of a renewable resource—not the “intangible benefits” of a forest held solely in “inviolate preserves.”130

Following the wise-use philosophy, timber interests argued that the state could have its forests and harvest them, too—with measured extraction yielding economic and ecological sustainability.131 The SCFA distributed a brochure in 1975 warning that the national preserve would “only be used by a small number of citizens as a scientific laboratory with limited Page 194 →access and use by the general public for whom it was intended.” William H. Davis McGregor, chair of the College of Forest and Recreation Resources at Clemson University, argued for leaving the swamp under multiple-use management. McGregor ridiculed the notion that it “be set aside just to be looked at and admired by the relatively few individuals who can afford the time or money.”132 Through such publications, the forestry industry portrayed preservationists as elitists who disregarded the public interest. Preservationists countered that the SCFA ignored the potential tourism benefits for the Midlands. According to preservationist Robert Janiskee, the Santee Swamp received nearly 70,000 visitors in 1973, while Okeefenokee in Georgia drew 350,000 in 1974—a clear sign that “swamps” provided significant opportunities for recreation and aesthetic enjoyment. The creation of the national monument, he added, would spur employment in construction, hotels, restaurants, and other services. He also described the Swamp as a “vast natural laboratory” for USC and high school students—an educational asset worth far more than the Beidler parcel’s current “50 cents per acre in school-supporting tax revenues.”133

The SCFA also allied with the Beidler family and neighboring landowners in opposing the new park. By 1974, the Beidlers had already hired a lobbyist to oppose any Congressional bills to create a Congaree national park or preserve and their statements to the press emphasized the family’s long-term stewardship over the timberlands that they believed would be ruined by federal control.134 “We are harvesting over-mature trees on a selective basis which would be lost if not saved,” noted the Beidler Trust’s representative Edward Bourke in a letter to Richard Pough. “This is according to our long-term harvesting program for hardwoods on our Congaree lands … to prevent South Carolina hardwood mills and employment from closing.”135 In a 1975 article in Audubon magazine, Francis Beidler II told Gary Soucie that the Congaree Swamp had escaped large-scale clear cutting because his father had instilled in him a sense of responsibility for this “national asset.” Beidler II described his father as a lifelong conservationist who, like Gifford Pinchot, has studied sustainable, uneven-aged management in Europe.136 This scheme involved demarcating and cutting only high-quality trees (at least 40 inches in diameter at breast height) in sixty-year cycles—a rotation made possible by the vast number of acres held by the Beidler family.137 For Beidler, the flooding of their former Santee Swamp lands in the 1930s was a moral outrage. The rotting cypress at the bottom of Lake Marion, he exclaimed, “violated the very premise of the forest-conservation philosophy.”138 The Beidlers supported a 500-acre reserve and promised to preserve the record trees and to set Page 195 →aside “a small portion of the over-mature trees for scientific study and public use,” but remained emphatic that their land stewardship was superior to any federal agency.139

Echoing Francis Beidler II’s insistence that multiple-use, private forestry yielded better conservation results than federally protected preserves, the SCFA put out a brochure in 1975 that told a history of sustained-yield lumbering in parts of the Congaree Swamp. The brochure stated that “parts of the 70,000-acre tract have been harvested, replanted, or regenerated naturally, and harvested again for at least 150 years.”140 As Almlie has shown, the SCFA used images from historic maps and property plats to show a long history of human use, including “dikes, wagon trails, agricultural fields, and fences,” to cast doubt on the wild character of the proposed national park lands. The organization informed South Carolina legislators that very little “virgin” territory was left in the swamp; the rest had been logged, again and again. Indeed, Congaree’s forests only appeared “natural” due to foresters’ careful replanting.141 Such histories of benign, sustainable use—real or imagined—presented a cultural and political challenge to discourses of ecological integrity and purity and forced the CSNPA to shift rhetorical gears as the sound of chainsaws drew nearer.142




The Politics of History and Memory in the Swamp


While Governor Edwards and Congressman Spence dragged their feet on the issue, state representative William Campbell took the lead on the Congaree Preserve proposal. In July 1975, Campbell introduced a South Carolina General Assembly resolution to protect a 21,000-acre tract—a move that prompted a series of public hearings in which opponents almost succeeded in killing the measure. Many state senators opposed the resolution as well. Thomas O. Bowden of Sumter lambasted the “bird watchers and snake hole watchers” who favored safeguarding a “mosquito-infested” swamp that provided 32,000 jobs in his community.143 In February 1976, the South Carolina House passed an amended version of the resolution that was sent to each federal representative, a move that put pressure on the state’s national representatives to shepherd a protectionist bill through Congress.144

The legislative hearings drew CSNPA supporters into a heated historical debate with local landowners who attributed the Congaree’s “near-virgin” appearance to centuries of private care, which they argued had created a blossoming cultural landscape that a federally protected area would destroy.145 In October 1975, the South Carolina House’s Agriculture and Natural Page 196 →Resources Committee held a packed hearing about the Congaree proposal that revealed starkly different landscape ideals. Brion Blackwelder, Jim Elder, and former state representative, Alex Sanders, pushed legislators to focus on the Specific Area Report’s assessment of Congaree’s ecological significance.146 As Sanders noted passionately, “This may be your one opportunity to do something that will be remembered 100 years from now.”147 Nonetheless, local landowners vociferously opposed the legislation, with many claiming provenance back to the days of colonial South Carolina.148 This cohort characterized the preservationists as day trippers who lacked the deep connection to working lands that came with ownership—even though few provided concrete documentation of their families’ holdings or the extent or impact of previous harvesting activities.149 Such opponents claimed that their families had owned land in the swamp since revolutionary days and did not need federal oversight to harvest timber sustainably.

In response to testimonies that cast doubt on Congaree’s wilderness character, preservationists expanded their own rhetorical toolkit to encompass cultural heritage, historical significance, and attachments to place, framing the big trees and swamplands as botanical witnesses to a patriotic story of European exploration, frontier expansion, and independence.150 To be sure, preservationists had long known about the many historical uses of the Beidler tract. Richard Pough, for example, was puzzled by the extent, size, and persistence of shade-intolerant loblollies in the Congaree bottomlands. “Some people questioned whether the swamp was virgin forest,” Hampton noted, “since loblolly pine has to start on a fairly open site” and should have died off in favor of hardwoods under normal processes of succession.151 Dennis had theorized that they had established themselves after a non-anthropogenic breach in the canopy, perhaps from a big hurricane or due to dry conditions that allowed lightning-induced fires to spread across the forest floor.152

The loblollies piqued Dennis’s curiosity about the human history of the area, however. In a 1972 article, he surveyed the many historical uses of the swamp in his discussion of forest ecology, including the construction of Native American mounds, the planters’ use of enslaved labor to build dikes for rice and indigo fields, and the remnants of “mounts” that sheltered cattle escaping rising waters as well as bootleggers seeking as safe spot for their stills.153 Yet most proponents saw these features as ephemeral and transient, not worthy of serious documentation or analysis, largely because efforts to “settle” the swamp had failed. The Erskine College botanist Ross T. Clark testified that the swamp “shows only extremely localized evidence of disturbance”—nothing that threatened the health and integrity Page 197 →of the overall ecosystem.154 On a more practical level, and in line with the more historically attuned Eastern Wilderness Act of 1975, preservationists characterized Congaree as a “fine old heirloom” and marveled at the forest’s ability to regenerate itself if its core ecosystem remained intact.155

John Cely, a founding member of the CSNPA, took on opponents’ arguments about the previous human use directly, acknowledging that Congaree was not pristine in a conventional sense. Using old surveyors’ maps, Cely showed that agriculture during the antebellum period was confined to the river’s edge since, “Planters were reluctant to reclaim the swamps because it involved investing a considerable number of expensive slaves working in a disease-ridden environment to construct the elaborate system of dikes required to protect the crops from periodic floods.”156 He then dug into dendrochronological data, archival land plats, traveler descriptions, and logging records to show that lands in the proposed reserve had never been extensively cultivated right up to the point where Beidlers consolidated the 15,000-acre tract in 1910. By 1915, when operations stopped, the Santee River Cypress Lumber Company had indeed removed most of the original cypress, he asserted, but the rest of the hardwoods on the tract remained intact and ecologically healthy—over 80 percent of the tract was thus “pristine” in his estimation. Cely’s analysis offered ample justification for including the Beidler tract as the nucleus for rewilding under the Eastern Wilderness Act.157

As Congressional deliberations moved into 1976, preservationists expanded their notion of heritage even further to argue for the Congaree’s significance to the bicentennial story of frontier settlement and wars of independence. In this rendering, Congaree’s ancient trees became sentinels to critical events that anchored the story of American character in ancient landscapes.158 That story began with the first European explorers, such as Hernando de Soto and Juan Pardo, whose many encounters with Native Americans set the stage for trade and conquest in the centuries that followed.159 After the 1975 rally in Columbia, Brock Evans told The New York Times that “cutting down the trees in the Congaree would be like cutting down the Liberty Bell, melting it down and selling the metal for spoons and forks.”160 These and similar arguments augmented the natural character of the Swamp, especially in comparison to the “urban crisis” afflicting American cities at the time.161

Proponents also hyped the Swamp as the setting of Revolutionary War skirmishes that the “Swamp Fox,” General Francis Marion, had used to outmaneuver the British—even though there was not much concrete evidence of such tactics inside the proposed park lands. Still, the stories Page 198 →heightened the park’s colonial heritage at a time when public interest in patriotic stories from the Revolutionary War-era were at their height. As Gary Soucie put it, “while the Congaree was not a major battleground, at least it can remind us of the Swamp Fox and the southern Sons of Liberty.”162 Locals also drew on this imagery of American frontier settlement to advocate for the Swamp’s significance, with Snyder calling it “the forest the Spaniards met in their conquests West, the forest our pioneer fore-fathers cleared and settled, the forest in which the Swamp Fox eluded the British.”163 Dennis became so excited about Swamp’s historical potential he suggested a new name for the Preserve: The John Lawson National Historical Park was one, Congaree National Historical Park, the other.164

Galvanized by such arguments, South Carolina’s political leaders moved closer to preservationist legislation. Governor Edwards called on Congress to provide the $20 million necessary to purchase the 15,000-acre Beidler Tract—a strong about-face from his earlier reticence about the proposed monument.165 But the Swamp’s fate “ultimately was in the hands” of Congressman Spence and Senators Strom Thurmond and Fritz Hollings, who had to move the legislation through Congress.166 In May 1976, Spence and Senator Thurmond drafted separate bills, with the purchase of the land to come from the Land and Water Conservation Fund and estimated to be at $31.1 million (over $165 million in 2023 dollars).167 Once Spence had joined the Congaree “bandwagon,” noted local reporter Jan Stucker, he “worked like a Trojan for his bill—testifying eloquently for it … and moving it along the House calendar.”168 Congress passed the act establishing Congaree Swamp National Monument on September 21, 1976, just a year after the CSNPA rally. On October 18, President Gerald Ford signed the bill creating Congaree Swamp National Monument and providing the framework guiding its management.169 NPS negotiations with the Beidlers over sale of the tract soon failed, however, prompting the Park Service, at the request of the Beidlers, to file a “declaration of taking” that passed the title to the federal government in February 1980.170

Newspapers congratulated Spence, Hollings, and especially Thurmond, who had used his political heft to get the bill onto the floor for a vote. Stucker lauded Thurmond for his hard-nosed tactics—which included rounding up colleagues “from various haunts throughout the Capitol” to assemble the necessary quorum for moving the bill out of committee. Thurmond, “whose reputation for zeal concerning pet causes is well known,” she added, “outdid himself on Congaree.”171 Environmentalists also had much to celebrate, as the campaign had shown the power of local coalitions to mobilize public opinion, “joust with the forestry industry,” and keep legislators feet to Page 199 →the fire.172 As Stucker put it so well, there was no “nicer way for South Carolina to celebrate its Bicentennial than with Congaree Swamp National Monument.”173
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The campaign to save the Congaree Swamp from the timber industry had many characteristics of a “classic” preservation battle of 1970s environmental activism: a long history of previous recreational use by hunters, birders, canoers, and naturalists who had become patrons of the landscape in the early decades of the twentieth century; the threat of losing champion trees thought to harbor one of the twentieth century’s most iconic endangered species; a coalition of local and national advocates buttressed by youthful activists interested in protecting the Southeast’s last “virgin timber;” and the growing influence of ecology and ecological functions over aesthetic or even recreational use as the prime motivation for preservation. Yet the crusade retained its local and regional flavor, as preservationists understood that this was a Southern wilderness with a long history of human uses and memories. For opponents of the monument, who included both representatives of the timber and wood products industries and nearby landowners, such historical landscape traces served to de-legitimize a preservationist campaign focused on “virgin” landscapes and “untrammeled” spaces.

Proponents of the monument, meanwhile, tended to relativize the extent and impact of previous human “disturbances,” noting that the Beidler Tract was as “near virgin” as one could find in the Southeast. As they confronted those who challenged the monument’s designation, preservationists embraced bicentennial historical memories for their own purposes. The giant cypress trees of Congaree, they claimed, had sheltered some of the first European explorers in North America and witnessed key revolutionary maneuvers that were part of the wars of independence. Indeed, many preservationists equated the idea of a multiple-use “preserve” with a recognition of the landscape’s historical significance. They envisioned different zones for hunting, recreation, conservation, and preservation as the best way of reconciling competing interests, uses, and memories in this landscape. This forgotten “middle ground” of the 1970s shows that the Congaree Action Now! Campaign had a pragmatic and accommodationist side that looked beyond a one-size-fits-all Yosemite model. Neither preservationists nor their opponents, however, considered those who had resided in the Congaree bottomlands in the greatest numbers and over Page 200 →the longest time since the onset of European colonization: the African American residents of lower Richland County. These residents became the monument’s—and later national park’s—neighbors, yet none of the groups involved in the debate over the national monument solicited their voices or mobilized their political energies. The “storied wilderness” of Congaree remains incomplete without their deep knowledge of the bottomland forest and their visions of the park’s future.
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Chapter 8 Seven Hours of the Santee Cooper Century


Page 209 →Cycling Through the “Wood Basket of the World” on the Palmetto Trail, March 2024

– Kent B. Germany –


He didn’t know that it was already behind him, somewhere back in that vast obscurity beyond the city, where the dark fields of the republic rolled on under the night.



F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, 1925

The day began with fog. A fisherman walked up the middle of an old bridge. He climbed toward its first crest, rising slowly above a flooded river. Beside him to the south were other bridges. They belonged to Interstate 95, the superhighway connecting Maine to Florida that is used more than any other road in the United States.1 Headlights snapped by at eighty miles per hour. If this day were an average day, 40,000 automobiles would cross over here, 28 of them per minute.2 It was an early morning in early March 2024. I was on the Santee side of South Carolina.

It was a place in the middle of the vast, historic “Wood Basket of the World” explored in this book, a bridge over the burials, the harvests, the departures, the remnants, the destruction, the conflicts, the profits, the growth, the renewal, the conservation, the manufacturing, the consumerism. Those things were not obvious in the fog, but the chapters in this book let us know layers of history in these lands—and under these waters.

Heavy storms had recently dropped heavy rain. It was still winter, but it was warm and humid. The fisherman’s pole was in his right hand, his five-gallon bucket in the other. He wore long sleeves. He looked back briefly and kept on his way. The bridge in front of him was almost two miles long. For people who like to walk on water, it is a rare two miles.

Page 210 →His feet were on a relic from the Cold War era. In July 1947, two years after the US government exploded the first atomic bomb in human history (with South Carolina’s James F. Byrnes serving as secretary of state at that end stage of World War II), this bridge—now open only to pedestrians—opened to automobile traffic on US Highways 301 and 15. Named the Francis Marion Bridge after the Revolutionary War officer, its construction process began in 1941 but was delayed because of World War II. Costing $1.2 million then (approximately $26 million in 2024 dollars), it provided an automobile route over the newly created Santee Cooper hydroelectric project that stretched for over fifty miles (see fig. 8.1). That project’s lakes, in a remarkable bit of historical timing, began filling in 1941 just before Pearl Harbor and began producing energy soon after that attack.3

Lake Marion was here at Highway 301/15, Lake Moultrie was downstream, and they were joined by a deep diversion canal. In the 1940s, the bridge was celebrated because it was tall enough for certain ships to pass under, opening up the possibility of a long-dreamed-of fast commercial water route to the state capital region. A commercial boat, advocates estimated, would be able to make that trip from Charleston to Columbia in forty-nine hours.4 Today in clear traffic, a truck can make it in about two hours.

The water collected in this rural world made energy for an urbanizing nation on its way to becoming a metropolitan-dominated global superpower. Its energy helped better connect America and the American South to the world. That water also divided its own world, permanently splitting the lower third of South Carolina in half.

As a flooded ancient river crossed under that 301 bridge, a new America crossed over it. The new road and new waterway became legacies of mid-century American ambition. President Lyndon B. Johnson, a New Dealer to the core, later summed up the attitude, “Hell, we can do it all.”5 Those projects were part of an emerging American imagination where the love of speed and power helped its people dream beyond the Great Depression. In South Carolina, mid-century Americanism produced a mid-century modern landscape.6 It flattened lines, hardened surfaces, restructured personalities, and rearranged nature around fast cars and cheap energy.

Four decades later, in February 1987, that Highway 301 bridge was so obsolete that it closed to motor vehicles, a few years before the collapse of the Soviet Union closed the Cold War era. On that day, locals borrowed a hearse from a mortician to lead several dozen cars in a mock protest-funeral parade over the bridge. An hour later, it shut down. They liked the Page 211 →bridge because it was slower, more comfortable, and more convenient to them than the national superhighway next to it.7 The interstate bridges that had opened here in 1968 had made the 301 a quaint throwback almost immediately.


[image: Field of water-filled tree stumps stretching toward the horizon.]

Figure 8.1. Santee Cooper landscape in transition, March 1941. Photograph was presumably taken near Bonneau, South Carolina, in the area that became Lake Moultrie. The photos before and after this one in Lot 1533 have labels for Bonneau. Jack Delano, photographer, “Cut-over land in the Santee Cooper Basin,” March 1941. Farm Security Administration, Office of War Information Photograph Collection, Library of Congress.



In motorized, consumer-driven Cold War America, history happened fast. New could become old almost overnight. Because of that, a major part of the story of the Santee Cooper century and this part of the Wood Basket of the World is about what found a place to grow, what found a place to hold on, and what found a place to be left behind.



Corridors


I saw that fog over that bridge through a car windshield. Parked on the side of the road, I had a mountain bike strapped on the back. As a historian of the American South who was teaching a class at the University of South Page 212 →Carolina in Columbia called “History Outside: A Field School in Finding America,” I had come to scout a possible place for students to use bicycles to explore history outside, to experience what I thought of as the Santee Cooper century.

This part of the world had become known nationally by another name, “The Corridor of Shame.” A widely viewed 2005 documentary film with that title exposed the poor conditions of education systems in the I-95 region. Presidential candidate Barack Obama used the term as a way to highlight needed changes in American schools.8 As a historian of the Civil Rights Movement, I knew this area mostly through histories of Clarendon County, the jurisdiction on the northern side of the 301 and I-95 bridges. That county has been an essential part of modern America’s historical identity. Its local struggle over liberty, equality, and racial segregation helped define the national one. Clarendon’s school desegregation case, Briggs v. Elliott, was a central part of the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision by the US Supreme Court that ended the “separate but equal” doctrine that had anchored the Jim Crow system of white supremacy. I had not considered seriously enough, though, the history of the area’s land and its trees.

After all, Levi Pearson, the African American father and farmer who filed a critical school bus equalization case prior to Briggs had to cut his timber in an attempt to generate operating capital because white lenders denied him credit. Then white operators would not buy his logs. What he wanted was for his children not to walk nine miles to school.9

This area’s timber-dominated landscape had been obviously and profoundly transformed by the massive hydroelectric project that began as legislation in 1934 and was still going strong ninety years later. A controversial development of the New Deal, it had a bureaucratic name, the South Carolina Public Service Authority, but the popular one that stuck was Santee Cooper.

The Santee Cooper project created a 160,000–180,000 acre equivalent of a freshwater inland sea (the Dead Sea, for comparison, is approximately 150,000 acres).10 Covering 300 square miles, it forced several thousand people, most of them African American, to abandon their lives and leave for higher ground.11 In geological time measured in thousands and millions of years before humans, this land had been underwater for a very long time.12 In the human age, according to the Indigenous-led Native Digital Land nonprofit, the general area has been home to numerous Indigenous groups, including the Santee, Winyah, Cherokee, Congaree, Wateree, Catawba, and Sewee.13 In the 1700s and 1800s, it was dominated Page 213 →by planters, particularly French Huguenots that had begun to arrive in the 1600s, many of whom farmed it with many thousands of enslaved people. The Industrial Revolution, though, triumphed and turned America into a land of machines needing energy, and in the 1930s, the Santee Cooper century began.

My corridor through this part of “Santee Cooper Country” was part of a larger green and watery wedge of South Carolina south of Columbia and Sumter. In 2023 in a lovingly restored old opera house in Sumter, I heard historians and community members unwrap the stories of the people and these timber-dominated lands. Represented here in the chapters of this book, their research has opened that basket in rich, new ways.

I knew of those lands not as the location of raw materials for global capitalism but as places of recreation, mostly because the Palmetto Trail ran through them. The Palmetto Trail is a mountains-to-sea route founded in 1994. In 2024, the trail included 380 miles of finished passages. If it is completed, it is expected to be an uninterrupted path through 500 miles of South Carolina, from Walhalla near the Blue Ridge to Awendaw at the coast.14 A remarkably scrappy conservation effort, it makes it permissible to access those lands, and it offers a fascinating place to hike or ride a bicycle. Its route from the state capital of Columbia offers a human-powered opportunity to experience the diverse forests, fields, and small towns of South Carolina. From Columbia, a traveler on foot or bicycle can look at a solitary longleaf pine at the State Capitol Grounds and head toward the sea. That tree lives in a grove in between the James F. Byrnes Monument, the African American History Monument, and the Revolutionary War General’s Monument. Its needles are longer than my forearm. I measured one. It was 14.7 inches. They flow with the wind, bending in the way a student choreographer might ask a fellow dancer to move despite it being impossible for a human. The tree can do it, though. It used to dominate this land.15

A few miles downhill from there, a traveler can glance at a lake named Katherine that was the longtime home to James Dickey (the poet and author of the novel Deliverance) and then pass through the war machines, training facilities, longleaf pines, and hardwood bottoms of the US Army’s Fort Jackson—mostly within sight of a busy highway. In the new Boyd Passage beyond that, travelers can inhale the sweet molder of a massive trash landfill while traversing sandy pine lands, ascend Cook’s Mountain to peer across the Wateree River towards Sumter and Shaw Air Force Base, and descend through earth carved at one time by enslaved people at a plantation called Goodwill. During the Civil War, almost 1,000 enslaved humans reportedly lived there.16

Page 214 →Hikers or bikers can go past a paper mill and the Kensington Plantation before the Palmetto Trail’s Wateree Passage begins. It passes along the edge of a coal-fired energy plant, crossing the river on an old steel bridge a few miles above the swampiness where Lake Marion begins to spread out. On a bike, the fist-sized rock ballast of an old rail line offers a jarring rhythm for watching the river bottoms of the Manchester State Forest roll out from the steep embankments. After a few miles, a traveler can rise through hills and gulleys into the once-white-only Poinsett State Park. The Palmetto Trail goes though deep, difficult sand in the High Hills of Santee not too far from the Millford Plantation until entering the once-African American-designated Mill Creek Park.17

After that, it settles into a path near Lake Marion’s shore, carrying a hiker or biker past the access landing for Sparkleberry swamp, cutting between the lake and the toxic landfill disaster of the Pinewood Site. After a long meander close to the lake, the trail arrives at the Highway 301 bridge and the two miles to the town of Santee.




Memory Is an Action Word


I pedaled slowly for seven hours southeast of Santee, paralleling and occasionally intersecting the shoreline of Lake Marion. I began in the morning and rode approximately thirty miles, then turned around in the afternoon, retracing a line back to the start. My route followed two sylvan sections of the Palmetto Trail: the Santee Passage and the Eutaw Springs Passage.

I found myself mostly on isolated public dirt roads in an area with few people but seemingly endless amounts of clean air, pine trees, sand, dogs, roadside death, and trash.18 Weaving in and out of industrialized pine tree farms, agricultural fields, orchards, small towns, and wildlife management areas, I got turned around multiple times and took several wrong turns. I questioned my sense of time and my feelings about history. I tested my memory.

Memory, after all, is an action word. Moving in the woods, along sandy roads, and through empty fields, for me and many others, is an endlessly active process of remembering. It is also one of not forgetting. I cannot explain why, in a place I had never been, I got tears in my eyes from smelling pine straw, from looking at live oaks, from watching water move in unrehearsed ways. Somehow, they tell time to my mind, tell me my lost loved ones are still somewhere alongside me, and tell me not to worry about other things that disappear. Everyone experiences the land in their own ways, imagining and reimagining how they fit in.

Page 215 →On this day in March, I fixated on things that my friends and family might have ignored. By that I mean that I spent seven hours thinking about ditches, trees, death, fast cars, and southern history. The Santee Cooper project created a big ditch (Lakes Marion and Moultrie) fed by thousands of smaller ditches.19 These specific ditches, trees, and trailsides from Santee through Eutaw Springs highlighted the ironic conservation consequences of creating a massive water barrier when the automobile was about to fundamentally dominate the American landscape and consciousness. Destroying rural land here almost certainly accelerated urbanization and suburbanization, literally siphoning its water and electricity to fuel the post–World War II boom.

One of the underplayed realities of the Santee Cooper project is how much it is has been a major obstruction for regional transportation and for the connectivity demanded by modern capitalism. In its near-century of existence, the project has generated enormous amounts of energy and related economic development, particularly tourism, but one of its consequences is its inconvenience.20

Oddly, what stood out in my time in Santee Cooper country was not the water. It was the role of roads and the power lines as corridors to speed things through as quickly as possible. A central story of the Santee Cooper century is about the triumph of portable power, how automobiles and motorboats have separated our experiences outside the home into private spaces shared only by a few and how those boundaries carry over into our minds, too.21 The spectacularly creative engineering of the outdoors helped drive us indoors. It often has made us more alone.

What I found along the Palmetto Trail in this part of the “wood basket” was an often mysterious, mostly dirt-road world made up of the discarded, of the wildness that somehow thrives in the margins, of the things that live and die at the edges. It was a place designed for production and for speed. Behind its pine curtains, though, a slower story is underway. Its hints are out there in the land.

Almost one hundred years ago, only a few years before the beginning of the Santee Cooper project, F. Scott Fitzgerald in The Great Gatsby wrote about the fictional Jay Gatsby’s attempt to reconcile his early life in rural North Dakota with the one he created for himself in a rapidly changing and urbanizing America. Gatsby struggled to understand his dream. “He did not know that it was already behind him,” the book’s narrator explained, “somewhere back in that vast obscurity beyond the city, where the dark fields of the republic rolled on under the night.”22




Accelerating Through the Santee Cooper Century


Page 216 →The reason for all of this is the great Santee River.23 Collecting water from much of the Carolinas, its watershed is the third largest in the United States along the Atlantic coast.24 It is the center of what the historian Robert Hart, Jr. calls a “great hydraulic machine” that emerged with the manipulations of rice planters in the 1700s and expanded through the centuries to include duck hunters and engineers. Beginning with a federal license in 1926, the Columbia Railway and Navigation Company tried to do a private version of the Santee Cooper hydroelectric project, but it took the New Deal to make it happen, overcoming the protests of conservationists and powerful landowners.25

For the past eighty-plus years, the river has slowed to pool stages contained behind approximately forty miles of dams and dikes. In 1944, these pool stages, formerly known as the Santee Reservoir and Pinopolis Reservoir, were renamed to honor two prominent slave-owning leaders of the American Revolution, “The Swamp Fox” Francis Marion and William Moultrie. The locations of homes belonging to Marion (Pond Bluff) and Moultrie (Northampton) lie beneath those pool stages.26 Today, a “rule curve” determined by the US Army Corps of Engineers sets the target elevation of Lake Marion at 72.0 feet in winter, 75.5 feet in summer.27 By design, some of that water goes back into the Santee below the Lake Marion dam. The rest flows into Lake Moultrie and out either to the Cooper River through the electric-generating Pinopolis Dam or back to the Santee River through an electric-generating rediversion canal built in the 1980s to reduce silt accumulation in Charleston Harbor. According to a 1970s navigation study, 85 percent of the Santee ended up in the bowl-shaped Moultrie.28

Those massive, controversial lakes were, in part, a national response to the need for local electricity. Highway 301 was a response to the need for speed. It became one of those muscular thoroughfares that made modern America. South Carolina had the good fortune of being located between New York and Florida, and when the construction of the 301 began in South Carolina in the early 1930s, it made the state essential to American consumers in ways that few other things could. National politicians saw the South as a major problem. In fact, in 1938, President Franklin Roosevelt called the region “the nation’s number one economic problem.”29 Massive federal investment was one way to address it.

Santee Cooper fit into a much larger effort to remake the American landscape and to squeeze more productivity from it. The planners for Santee Cooper wanted it to light up the rural night and make room for ships Page 217 →to head far upstream from the coast. They envisioned it spawning factories and taming floods. They believed it would help save democracy and win a world war.

It grew deer, ducks, fish, and fun. It did not grow cities, at least not in Santee Cooper country. Population boomed elsewhere. Growth requires connections, and cities need other cities. One of the best examples is the economic boom later linked to Interstate 85. The regional vitality of that road made the metropolitan areas along it into anchors for the US economy, connecting Atlanta to Charlotte to Raleigh-Durham-Chapel Hill and eventually to Richmond.

After the 1930s, the American future lay in metropolitan areas and inside its cars. The bridges of the 301 and then I-95 funneled the future as fast as possible through the Clarendon and Orangeburg County line. The 301 bridge made it possible to cross two miles of otherwise impassable water in about two minutes. In the economic boom of the post–World War II era, that highway, and its ability to get people and products across a permanently flooded valley, temporarily anchored dozens of small towns in South Carolina that catered to travelers.30

The heyday for Highway 301 was brief. It was fast for the 1940s, but not fast enough for the 1960s. Since then, I-95 has become the most powerful thing in this part of South Carolina, especially if one lumps it with Interstate 26 that it intersects fifteen miles to the southwest. The two miles of I-95 across the lake at Santee might be its most important section in the mostly rural six hundred miles between Richmond, Virginia, and Jacksonville, Florida. If those bridges were closed, the detours to get to the opposite shore would be measured in hours instead of seconds. The shortest route around to the south would take about eighty miles of driving, to the north almost 90. The planners for I-95 specifically put its route through this spot, refusing to bow to enormous pressure to have it curve toward Charleston by passing just south of Lake Moultrie.31

By the 2020s, the Interstate 95 bridges were proving that they, too, had become too slow, too narrow, too dangerous, a national-level problem for the next phases of modernization. Miles traveled by automobile in the United States has tripled over the past fifty years, growing from 1.1 trillion annual vehicle miles traveled (VMT) in 1971 to almost 3.3 trillion in 2019 (before a temporary drop from COVID-19).32 Designers currently are getting ready for a new bridge that is bigger and faster, as dreams of electric-powered self-driving cars attract hundreds of billions of dollars in investment. In 2023, transportation planners said they wanted to start building the new I-95 bridge in Summer 2025. The cost was estimated at $350 million for six Page 218 →lanes, four shoulders, and a 14-foot-wide pedestrian-bicycle shared use path on the southbound side.33 To compare funding, the original Santee Cooper project construction was $31 million, approximately $690 million in 2024 dollars.




The Santee Cooper Barrier


Today, what remains of the 301 bridge is a two-mile by two-lane public park. Midway, a giant striped bass on a billboard highlights the attraction under it. “*Not Quite Actual Size” describes the fish whose fins are too large for the frame.

Engineers closed it to pedestrians in 2017 after determining it to be unsafe for large crowds expected to view a total solar eclipse. It remained closed for approximately six years until a complicated effort resulted in its reopening in late 2023. Its long closure showed how dominant motor-travel had become to American minds and how walking had come to be seen as a luxury, as recreation. So few people needed to cross a flooded, fifty-mile stretch of South Carolina on foot or bicycle that it took the state government six years to fix the bridge and make it legal for footsteps again.34 Without the 301 bridge, crossing Lake Marion was illegal unless one did it in an automobile, a boat, an aircraft, or a freight train (or by swimming). The nearest pedestrian-legal crossing upstream was thirty miles away, downstream over twenty-five miles away.

The area’s longtime US representative, James C. Clyburn, a local civil rights leader who had ascended the political ranks in the early twenty-first century to be the Democratic Party whip in the House of Representatives, had highlighted for years the ways that the Santee Cooper project cut the state in half and made it difficult for local people to go from one side to another. His late-1990s to early-2000s plan for a nine-mile road across Lake Marion included an almost three-mile bridge upstream near the crossroads town of Rimini on the east side and Lone Star on the west. The census tracts for both sides of the lake in that area have some of the lowest population per square mile in the state. They also have some of the highest African American-to-white population ratios in the state. Detractors called it “the bridge to nowhere.” The State newspaper in Columbia called it “The Great Divide.” Reporting by them and the New York Times revealed yet again the power of race to define South Carolina and its social and economic divisions. The Clyburn Connector was never built, and according to reports, its potential funding was eventually redistributed to other road projects.35




Beyond the Bridges, Behind the Pine Curtains


Page 219 →The town of Santee shares its name with Santee Cooper, but its automobile bridges put it on the map. In fact, it was not officially on the map until 1949 when it became an incorporated town. A 1921 topographic map shows a few paths near Chapels Branch where Santee is today, but no Santee. The closest named place was Milligans on the Atlantic Coast Line Railroad.36 In 1927, the first bridge crossing the Santee there was one of several Santee River bridges built in the 1920s, ushering in the east coast automobile age. That 1927 crossing was the last key link in the Lafayette Highway that was supposedly “the shortest route from the North to Florida,” and it set the location for future bridges.37

Now, two I-95 interchanges deposit traffic into Santee. In 2024, US Highway 301 at Exit 97 was big and almost empty. It was part of the Palmetto Trail official route. It looked dangerous for a bike, despite a speed limit of 45 mph. At the end of my trip, I rested on the shoulder there for a few minutes. I counted two cars and decided to give it a go.

Old Number 6 Highway at Exit 98 to the north was the opposite. It was full. It may have had as many signs per square foot as it had storefronts. This congested place had all of the fuels, oils, candies, and high-caffeine sugar drinks a modern American traveler expects. It had a Holiday Inn, a new Hilton-brand hotel, a Hampton Inn, and several other lower-cost brands. It offered a Starbucks, a Cracker Barrel restaurant, a large grocery store, and fast-food restaurants. One convenience store had a local feel, the Santee General Store. A whole section was stuffed with cast-iron pots and pans. Its massive candy aisle had high-protein and sugar-rich bars with bright orange price tags stuck individually to each one.

Santee has more price tags than people. In 2020, the US Census located 797 residents, down 17 percent from the 961 in 2010. Of the 797 people in 2020, 527 identified themselves as African American and 208 as white.38

In 2024, the Palmetto Trail sent users off the 301 bridge and south through the commercial hub. Golf courses flanked each side just beyond view from the trail. The trailhead for the Santee Passage was a mile or so down the road at a large public park that was also home to the local government. It was connected to a convention center, ball fields, and a popular water park.

It was surrounded by a pine curtain.39 In the distance to the east, a large red rectangle stood alone above the pines. A billboard for Chick-fil-A, the massive Atlanta-based chain, alerted drivers to keep driving for twenty minutes northbound. In Santee, though, it was “Bo-Time.” A franchise of Page 220 →the massive Charlotte-based chain, Bojangles Famous Chicken and Biscuits, was a half mile from the Chick-fil-A sign. I saw logos from both on wrappers and cups all day on my bicycle, mixed in with the leaves that drifted along the side of the road.




The Outdoors as Historical Source


Two hours after sunrise, the mist still kept the light in grayscale. Recent rain, enough to put the Congaree River into flood stage upstream at Congaree National Park, had darkened the soil on the dirt roads that started a few hundred yards from the trailhead. The trash started there, too. Every day, the only places I did not see trash were the places where automobiles could not go. The American roadside is an outdoor archive of American life.

I have lived in the South my whole life, and I have seen trash in its countryside my whole life. I have a deep, emotional love for that country-side. I am connected to it in ways that cannot be explained, only felt. I know to expect the trash to exist next to the beauty. I know that sometimes the pollution can have a haunting allure. Flickering acres of an oil refinery at night or the relentless yellow of a burn-off gas flare in the near distance at dusk are core memories from an earlier time of life. The litter and the pollution are, to my specific world that began in the early 1970s, inseparable from the grandeur. It is a traditional theme of the South. Southern literature is filled with things that are both sacred and profane, destructive and redemptive. Growing up in the rural South, I could learn that toxic lesson everywhere I looked.

In early childhood I lived for a while in a trailer in a pecan grove at the edge of a town of 1,000 people. Our beloved green and white mobile home was next to a drainage ditch that connected the Trinity River to one of the largest electric-generating plants in Texas. It was a time of some of my favorite memories. I was a little kid fishing under trees with a cane pole cut by my father, watching ducks and cows, mesmerized by the ways cattail plants never fell down and snakes never drowned. I am still in awe of the three enormous coal smokestacks that were across the fence 250 yards away. They were built in the 1920s. As a child, I did not understand exactly what they did, but I got the message that they mattered. Everyone I knew talked about those smokestacks like family. They were how people understood where they were.

In South Carolina, near Santee, almost five decades later, the first trash pile of the day had a feeling of home. Not my home, but it had to have been part of someone’s home at some point. A living room was dropped into the Page 221 →roadside scrub. A large sectional couch-recliner in mauve-colored fabric was broken into separate pieces. If put back together, it could have seated six adults comfortably. An ice chest was nearby, painted bright pink. Down the way a bit, diapers bulged from the rain.

A railroad track crossed a few hundred yards away, as did a tall electric power transmission line. They continued to run alongside or intersect with parts of the Palmetto Trail route for miles. The railroad is now part of the CSX Corporation but had its beginnings in the late nineteenth century. A wave of consolidation around the turn of the twentieth century made it part of the Atlantic Coast Line Railroad. That company operated it until merging in 1967 with the Seaboard Air Line to form the Seaboard Coast Line. This section of rail comes south from Sumter, crosses Lake Marion near Rimini and shoots down to this point outside Santee before pushing on through Vance. At Eutawville, it turns sharply south and continues toward Holly Hill. A now long-gone spur in Eutawville once split northeasterly toward the sawmill town of Ferguson at the Santee River. Along its route, the trains on that spur skirted the edge of the historic site for the Eutaw Springs battlefield from the Revolutionary War.40 Hikers and bikers on the Palmetto Trail follow the historical momentum of those rail lines for almost thirty miles.

Close to the railroad crossing, a large power substation stood out near a farm field covered in small purple flowers. Close by, too, were concrete culverts, contoured catch basins, and a pond, parts of a relatively new water management project. The infrastructure was here to complement the two major high-speed highways. The land was prepared for growth.

Ducks on the pond were easy to hear. Several mallards spooked as I rounded a corner, and I heard that familiar muscular fluff from birds taking off from still water, the last drops of liquid leaving a ripple-line as they cleared the shore on their way to resettle beyond the trees. Around a bend, cutover timber lands began to alternate with flourishing pine sections.

Most of the pines seemed to be doing what obedient subjects do in authoritarian regimes. They grew in the ways they were allowed. They fit a pattern. They had their purpose. They blended into the background, tall and straight. They were good at seeking the sun and spreading their roots, crowding out the sky, their aggressiveness making a stronger group, prioritizing the good of the whole, adhering to the logic of the saw blade.

Bright orange plastic posts warned of a fiber optic cable crossing. Yellow flower blossoms marked the toxic Carolina Jessamine that grew in lines to the tops of the pines. Jessamine has been the South Carolina state Page 222 →flower for a century. I understood why it got that honor. It has good timing. Producing yellow trails of blossoms is a gift at a time of year when the world is bare and gray. While resting under them, I started to hear loud frogs in a pond I could not see.

I did not see much trash on this stretch of sand until I rounded a corner. A blue trash dumpster sat beside the road in a turnaround. “SC WASTE” it read in all-caps. It was directly underneath two power lines that crossed paths, each going in different directions. They passed through a mowed and maintained high-line right-of-way. Fifty yards away a tea-tannin ditch flowed full under the road and through the woods. A dense foam curdled on top as water rushed out one side.

It was all there: water, sand, trees, trash, electricity, and ditches, the Santee Cooper century on a soft, slow road, obscured but not invisible. The attempts to control nature and human nature, the containment of energy in wires and waterways, and the opportunities to shape the future—they all operated in the landscape almost by themselves, almost as if it had been designed that way. Around another corner was an elevated deer stand that offered occupants clear sight lines to fire hunting rifles along the road. I soon stopped hearing the frogs.

I was in a land focused on outcomes. It was built for harvest.




The Palmetto Trail of Sand


The downpour from the previous days had compacted the seemingly never-ending sand that made up most of the dirt roads of the Palmetto Trail’s Santee Passage. There is so much sand in the lower half of South Carolina that the entire trail from Columbia to the coast could be retitled the Palmetto Trail of Sand (see fig. 8.2). This landscape is a sandscape.

That sand is the long story of Santee Cooper country, the leftovers from being a seafloor. Chipped off, broken off, worn down, submerged for so long, pushed and crushed by water and wind and tectonics, these grains mixed with whatever was here to form the slow-moving soil. They mark time in a way that challenges the human clock and encourages human experience as a substitute for the exacting time counted with atomic precision on all of our devices.

As measures of time, grains of sand are infinite increments on the move, heading somewhere subtly. Old Testament writers liked to use sand to explain unexplainable things, a way to calculate the incalculable. “The sand of the sea, which cannot be counted,” says Genesis 32:12 in the New International Version. “Joseph,” according to Genesis 41:49, “stored up huge Page 223 →quantities of grain, like the sand of the sea; it was so much that he stopped keeping records because it was beyond measure.”


[image: A standing clock and scattered debris sit in a sandy grassy field.]

Figure 8.2. Ten minutes until four is the time according to this clock stuck in Santee Cooper’s sands in March 1941, 83 years before the seven hours explored in this chapter. Presumably, this area was flooded not long after this photograph was taken. Jack Delano, Negro Graveyard on Abandoned Land in the Santee-Cooper Basin near Moncks Corner, South Carolina, March 1941. Farm Security Administration, Office of War Information Photograph Collection, Library of Congress.



A sandy lane at the beginning of my ride near Santee passed under I-95. It shook every few seconds from tractor trailers hitting seams overhead. Those vibrations were not as precise as ones from a ticking clock, but they were as relentless. Cycling through the soft roads of the Santee and Eutaw Springs Passages was like riding through acres of kitchen sponges. The trail took my calories and spread them outward into the ground, keeping the energy while taking more.

Sand is good at that. That is what it does. It drains.

As the morning warmed, tiny damp crystals crunched under my tires, almost squeaking. A pedal turned a shaft that pushed a rubber tire that compressed them into stillness. Something else would eventually come along to force them along again. The process is not new. The sand has always been secondary in our stories. The hourglass has been what matters. Page 224 →It is how we measure what is beyond measure, how we fit the infinite into our attention span.

Much of this sand adjacent to Lake Marion has defied modernization. Isolated here on the margins of capitalism, there is far more supply than demand. Without a shell of asphalt, this sand forces a traveler to slow down and adapt to the uncertainty. It is one of the gifts of the Palmetto Trail. Our bodies become actively engaged in determining how we experience time, how we decide our own angle of repose.41

On this ride on an officially winter day in early March that reached almost eighty degrees, the sand roads were beige, off-white, and gray. In a few places, they were dark and muddy. For some stretches they glowed with an orange tint, the color of beach that wealthy people tend to avoid. The farther south that I rode, the color of the trail seemed to get more gray, almost as though it were aging alongside me.

The sun did that. The brighter it got, the harder it was to see what lay ahead. The fog burned away, and an hour before noon the clouds started to glow. Slants of bright light poked through repeatedly. I could almost feel my pupils constrict in their evolutionary defense, narrowing in order to survive.




Small Towns and Community


The sand roads changed to paved ones a few miles from the small town of Vance. A white-painted cinder block church with a white steeple sat where the dirt road ended. “How you treat others will return to you” was the advice on the marquee of the Refuge New Cavalry COOLJC Inc. Church. COOLJC stood for “Coming of Our Lord Jesus Christ.” A black and white plastic yard sign declared “Only One Way To Heaven.”

The one way to Vance was clear. It is literally called Vance Road and takes a person to Vance in about a mile (three miles in the other direction, Vance Road crosses I-95). Just before the CSX railroad track crossing in Vance, the town sign proudly announces it to be the home of Mike Williams, a star National Football League wide receiver who played at nearby Lake Marion High School and then Clemson University. In 2010, around the time of his high school days, Vance had 170 residents. By 2020, that number was down to 128.42

Small towns are the backbone of rural America, despite their being described by scholars as worlds lost, hollowed out, and left behind.43 Vance has a post office, a Family Dollar store, a locally named restaurant, and a small locally named gas station. It is thirty-one miles from the nearest Page 225 →Wal-Mart (and sixty miles to the nearest Amazon distribution center—a gargantuan complex that the chain box stores could not stop from locating in South Carolina).

It is almost six miles to the nearest Dollar General and grocery store (of the IGA chain that specializes in small town locations). They are in Eutawville. The Palmetto Trail route heads that way, passing the Vance-Providence Elementary School on the way out of town. That school, in the year of the 70th anniversary of the Brown decision, had approximately 230 students. Almost 90 percent of the students identified as African American. Students who identified as white accounted for less than 6 percent. Almost 65 percent of students had family incomes that qualified as free lunch eligible.44

In the six miles from Vance to Eutawville, I followed the sand through a large farm of tall, mature pine trees with black singe lines from regular prescribed burns (see fig. 8.3). The view is similar to the geometrical pinescape found in South Carolina’s Sumter and Marion National Forests, with an open, grassy understory that offers a savanna feel despite the scientific spacing of the one-crop tree garden. Sliding my bike tires back and forth between ruts, I saw ahead of me the first car on a dirt road that day, a late model grey sedan with a faded USC Gamecocks sticker. The driver was going half my speed, and I eventually passed her. She dangled a lit cigarette out an open window. We waved. She was looking at the pines.


[image: A dirt road runs through even rows of pine trees on both sides.]

Figure 8.3. Fire-managed pine lands divided by a sand road. Duckenfield Drive between Vance, South Carolina and Eutawville, South Carolina. Santee Passage of the PalmettoTrail. Author photograph, March 4, 2024.



Page 226 →The approach to Eutawville was dominated by peach orchards. The peach trees were beginning to bud out. I worried it was happening too early. The rhythm of pines and peaches between Vance and Eutawville gave way at one point to a field of mostly empty, apparently abandoned mobile homes. A bent and weathered sign at the edge of the field described a USDA-linked demonstration project in “plasticulture” that the sign identified as a “Conservation Survival System for Small Farmers.”

Seeing mobile homes in the rural South is common. They are essential for providing affordable shelter. Seeing abandoned ones was uncommon on this route. They are a big business in rural South Carolina. For Orangeburg County from 2017–2021, mobile homes were an estimated 31 percent of the total housing units. Across the lake in Clarendon County, the number was 37.5 percent (the second-highest in the state, behind neighboring Williamsburg County at 39.7 percent). For South Carolina as a whole, the percentage was 15 percent, a decline from almost 20 percent in 2000 when the state led the nation. The lowest percentages for 2017–2021 were in the urban counties of Greenville, Charleston, and Richland (home of Columbia, the state capital), at 8.2 percent, 5.5 percent, and 4.9 percent respectively.45

The pattern of alternating pine-peach-pine stopped abruptly at a turn onto a deceptively busy two-lane highway into Eutawville. Across the ditch in front of a fence-deep line of pines, two waist-high white crosses held the top of the ridge. Sunflowers were in the middle of the crosses. Solar lights were inserted beside blue and white fabric flowers, ready to illuminate the names of two young men killed there in a car crash on Halloween in 2020. One was twenty-eight years old. One was thirty-two. They had grown up in the Eutawville community and had large, grieving extended families.46




Eutawville


“Eutaw” is reportedly a Catawba word for “pine tree.” The city seal of Eutawville has a pine cone in it, and as the legend goes, the name comes from that connection. In the nineteenth century, it was considered a place of reprieve from Low Country mosquitoes and what we know of today as their deadly bloodborne pathogens.47 One major public health development after the 1940s was the end of malaria in the Santee Cooper area, which was perhaps the deadly parasite’s last remaining holdout in the United States.48 In the mid-nineteenth century, Eutawville grew into a small commercial anchor for the plantation-centered economy and culture in the Santee region. Place names throughout the area reflect the intermarried quasi-aristocracy of the plantation elite, many tied to the French Protestants Page 227 →who dominated the Lowcountry before and after the American Revolution. Limestone deposits in the soil were reputed to have made the local lands more fertile, encouraging large scale landowning and slaveholding.

As the historian Robert Hart chronicles, those families established a plantation culture that was the principal shaper of the landscape until Santee Cooper surpassed them and their control of the land. He captures that change poignantly in a scene from 1936, two years after the Santee Cooper project began, as the old families carried on a favorite pastime, a medieval-flavored jousting match with thirteen knights. “Charging down the field,” Hart writes, “Berkeley Palmer, the Knight of Etowah, dressed in a black velvet coat, collected eight two-inch rings on his eight-foot lance to win the competition.”49

Eutawville thrived as a small town well into the post–World War II era. It had handsome buildings and a tidy Episcopal chapel. In 2024, at first glance, its thriving time had passed. While the post office was busy, downtown was mostly vacant. Immediately beyond the highway sign for St. James Gaillard Elementary School was an empty storefront, solid brick with its glass intact.50 It advertised a rare combined service—bicycle and gun repair.

Across the street, a defunct cold drink machine with a rusted front leaned beside a vacant, brick building with broken upstairs windows. At one point in the past, the machine had offered Sprite and Coke, and presumably a smile. The electric meter for the building was gone, and the wires descended to nothing. A sign on the structure signaled that it was once a place of hope as the location of the “Full Gospel Deliverance Headquarters.”

The population of Eutawville has declined from 315 in 2010 to 235 in 2020. The number of white residents has dropped from 193 to 139, African American residents from 114 to 75.51 One of the buildings with its lights on was the Dollar General chain store that has built its business by milking profits from isolation, selling common goods on the geographic margins of in-person consumer capitalism. But the days of dollar stores might be numbered. Our new digital-machine age makes it easy to buy and sell without storefronts, further eroding the infrastructure for sustaining a sense of community.

People who live in Eutawville undoubtedly can see beyond what appears to be the gradual vanishing of their town and know the sense of community they feel, but it is much harder for a traveler without the ties of family or land or personal memories.52 I did see some clear signs of community. Men at the grocery talked and laughed as they leaned against Page 228 →the bed of a pickup truck. The word “Community” was literally in the sign of the Eutawville Community Center. The center appeared to be well-maintained. It had bathrooms and a ball field. A home run to the left side could easily hit the railroad tracks a few feet away.

The curve of those tracks goes back over a century. Part of the old Atlantic Coast Line (now the CSX) I crossed earlier, it has made its sharp turn to the south along that outfield fence for generations. The city’s water tower still stood over the intersection by the ball park. A rail station had once operated close by it. The foundation of an old building remained visible in 2024.

A 1972 photograph shows that building with a sign of the Kerr-McGee energy corporation, a once booming petrochemical-nuclear company whose name slipped away amid mergers in the early twenty-first century.53 It is probably best remembered now for the toxic pollution its facilities left behind and its role in the case that became the nuclear contamination story for the film Silkwood, starring a young, Oscar-nominated Meryl Streep.54 Robert S. Kerr was a founder of that company in the Oklahoma boom days of the late 1920s. He became Oklahoma’s governor in the early 1940s, and then in 1948, was elected to the US Senate as a Democrat.

Joining Kerr as a first time US senator that year was Lyndon B. Johnson, the future president who became known as “Landslide Lyndon” after winning in 1948 by only eighty-seven votes. One of his proudest accomplishments had been bringing electricity to his beloved Texas Hill Country by damming up the Colorado River. South Carolina’s senators that session of Congress were also Democrats, as were the vast majority of southern elected officials. Olin Johnston had been elected in 1944. His colleague as the senior senator from the Palmetto State was Burnet Maybank, the former mayor of Charleston, former chair of Santee Cooper, and former governor of South Carolina who was perhaps the state’s single-most aggressive and persistent proponent of the Santee Cooper project.

Maybank was elected to the US Senate in 1941, the same year that the Santee Reservoir (Lake Marion) began to fill. He replaced James F. Byrnes, another crucial advocate for Santee Cooper. Byrnes had resigned his senate seat to join the US Supreme Court. Bringing power to the people was a good way to get elected, and reelected—and to rise.

Other changes in 1941 shaped the landscape in other ways, too, and ultimately made this 2024 ride through the land possible. In November 1941, the Atlantic Coast Line asked the US Interstate Commerce Commission for permission to abandon the almost six-mile branch railroad line that had connected Eutawville to Ferguson. The once-thriving mill town Page 229 →of the Santee River Cypress Lumber Company had been flooded by Santee Cooper, and the lands owned by that company’s owners made up about a third of the acres purchased by the government project.55

Today, the Palmetto Trail flows in the general direction of the now-gone Ferguson spur, though not on it as a converted rail-trail. It leaves it and comes back to it, hugging its edges, raising questions about what vanished here and what remains. A series of topographic and aerial maps from the 1920s through the 1940s shows the 5.6-mile spur leaving the mainline near what is today 1st Street and 2nd Street in Eutawville and crossing today’s Gaillard Street at its 90-degree bend and then heading into the countryside. Its old path seems to be near what is today Bounty Road adjacent to the Palmetto Trail through the Gardensgate section. (Before 2016, the Palmetto Trail followed Bounty Road). That old rail route passed just south of the Eutaw Springs battlefield monuments before shifting northward toward Ferguson.56

With the glaring exception of the Ferguson railroad spur being gone, the field and forest configuration of the Gardensgate section of the Eutaw Springs Passage has held for at least ninety years (see fig. 8.4). The 1921 Eutawville Quadrangle map and a series of aerial photographs from 1937, 1948, and 1973 capture forests, fields, and ponds similar to how they appear now.57
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Figure 8.4. Moss-draped oaks bending away from a fence line. Palmetto Trail through the Gardensgate section of the Eutaw Springs Passage. Author photograph, March 4, 2024.



Page 230 →This section through the privately owned Gardensgate property builds backward in time toward war and revolution from 250 years ago. In March 2024, its surface was thick with soft leaves and downed branches. The section began in familiar pine forest, but as the trail climbed a few feet, a thick, bare oak appeared. More oaks around a corner populated a rise in the land, forming an edge. Soon, Spanish moss hung from a line of oaks that grew at a sharp angle toward an open field. Boy Scouts had built a campsite with a fire pit. As the trail turned to share the fence line with the sand path called Bounty Road, the Palmetto Trail became a moss tunnel. A wire fence was covered with it on one side. Trees with arcing limbs were covered with it on the other. The tunnel only lasted a couple hundred feet, but it was unforgettable. I wanted to believe train cars once passed close by with passengers witnessing some of these same trees.




Witness Trees


Trees tell time. Trees are increments of time. Children learn about their rings early in life. Some trees are called “mother trees,” which help govern the forest over long periods. Scientists can use their contributions to chart the story of the soil as a community.58 Some experts can analyze human history from the way trees have reacted. Other experts can cut them down in a few seconds. Landscape scholars can find “wolf trees,” solitary trees so different from the trees around them that they stand out like lone wolves.59 A full canopied oak alone on a ridge surrounded by tall pines suggests that the oak had grown in an open field there long ago.

Some trees are actually called witness trees, ones that have been alive so long that they shared the space where something notable happened in history. They can tell us about fence lines and rail lines, and battlefields, too. A few of them stopped time for me outside Eutawville. They had thick trunks and old bends and were tasseled with grey moss that glowed in the sun.

One of the trees on the Palmetto Trail’s Eutaw Springs Passage is specifically celebrated as a “Witness Tree.” A magnificent live oak over 250 years old, its roots were in this soil at Eutaw Springs in September 1781 when the British and the Americans fought one of the bloodiest battles of the Revolutionary War (see fig. 8.5). Its cells may have sensed the concussive ripples from the deadly cannons of both armies. Its leaves may have been engaged in photosynthesis at the moment of human truth when men felt their muscles tighten, their sweat soak into their clothes, and their hands reach for steel. Its bark might have filtered bitter soot from smoke that built toward eventual victory.
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Figure 8.5. The “Witness Tree” to the Battle of Eutaw Springs during the Revolutionary War, Eutaw Springs Passage. In the midst of a “restoration” from being part of the backyard of a private home to anchoring a more natural, park-like stop on South Carolina’s Liberty Trail, it lives directly across Old Number Six Highway from the battlefield’s historic site monuments. Author photograph, March 4, 2024.



More than 300 people on both sides died because of what happened near that tree. The rest lived to die on a different day. Now, a few yards away from that eighteenth-century oak with its wide roots, Old Number Six Highway is so well engineered that cars regularly carry human bodies past at over sixty miles an hour. The pavement is so close that the tree must sense those modern vibrations and machine-made winds.

The Eutaw Springs battlefield site is on a pleasant hill by that busy highway. It is covered in old oaks, pines, and other trees. The monuments, burial memorials, and historic markers anchor a manicured and welcoming place. A peninsula funnels a visitor down to Lake Marion and gives a chance to read historical markers about the old springs, the limestone, the clay, and the caves that drew the interest of scientists like Charles Lyell in their quest to find the origin of human existence in the earth’s subsurface.

I did not know that witness tree was so special. It appeared to be part of a construction zone. As I have learned, it is being preserved as part of South Carolina’s Revolutionary War effort called The Liberty Trail. The American Page 232 →Battlefield Trust has engaged an effort to restore the landscape around the tree from private property to a field more reflective of the 1781 viewscape.60 Witness trees have become subjects of federal preservation policy. The National Park Service initiated the Witness Tree Protection Program in 2006 to systematically identify and preserve notable living memorials.61 The Eutaw Springs battlefield live oak is most deserving of care and protection.




The Ditch as Archive


Past the battlefield, the railroad spur to the lost town of Ferguson disappeared into the land long ago. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, it had connected this part of the world to the great boom of nineteenth and early twentieth century industrial capitalism. A motorized artery of Gilded Age wealth, it drew board feet of lumber from the Santee swamps to build the modern world.62 Now, a dirt road remains in the vicinity. Maps from 1921 show the rail line paralleling a road in the same basic space. In 2024, that road is called Ferguson Landing Way. It cuts through the Santee Cooper Wildlife Management Area and ends at Taylor’s Landing and Campground, a commercial enterprise with places to park small RVs and trailers. Several semi-friendly dogs were out at the crowded camp spots when I pedaled by to look at the lake. The boat launch area had food and kayaks. By boat, one can float over the old town of Ferguson and look at the ruins that remain above the water.63

That dirt road to what was once Ferguson is not officially part of the Palmetto Trail route, but it is an easy, flat 1.7-mile diversion through a picturesque tunnel of trees and Spanish moss. The Palmetto Trail passes by its turn off as the trail heads down an arrow-straight road named Fredcon. It is paved and flat for two miles until it turns to sand. Geometric-industrial pine gardens flank both sides, disrupted by low spots where Lake Marion shows up. Signs declare it officially Santee Cooper country, primarily as a wildlife management area for hunting and population control for wild game.

Where the paved part of Fredcon turned to sand, a dead bat lay on the edge of the road. One wing lay flat. One wing was not visible, either torn off or curled under its small body. Its face was turned toward the earth. Its ears pointed straight out. I assumed that it, like all the other roadside dead, was done in by an automobile. I had never seen a road-killed bat and assumed their echolocation gave them a superpower to avoid it. But, as the scholarship shows, even bat senses can be no match for automobiles. Among many factors possibly contributing to bat roadkill is navigation Page 233 →interference caused by traffic noise. And their bodies are so small, and maybe so delicious, that they do not remain visible long enough for humans to get an effective count.64

The sign beyond the bat said, “End State Maintenance.” Shotgun blasts left pellet marks in the white paint. Fredcon Road narrowed to a grey line. The land around it got wetter, the trees harder, the shrubs denser.

I encountered more wildlife on this two-mile stretch of sand road than on all the other miles of this day combined. The birds there were the loudest of the whole day. A startled deer ran across the sand and splashed away to the right into thick swamp. At the same time, two others went in the opposite direction into brush so dense that the deer vanished except for a brief line of wiggling and shaking as the sound of cracking faded. Overhead, six vultures swirled on thermals.

The wind was gentle. Spanish moss hung from the trees. Carolina Jessamine grew in swaths, continuing to serve as a pre-spring highlight on the trail. It grew thicker here, though, than in any other place.

The trash was multicolored, and it, too, was thicker here than at any other place. It lay at my feet as I watched the vultures and moss sway overhead. Its presence was not a surprise, but this wildest stretch of this Palmetto Trail passage turned out also to be the trashiest. In this postcard-worthy part of Fredcon, the trash was more than litter. It was splatter. It was not a cup here or a chip bag there or a fast-food chicken sack trapped in debris. This stuff was vacation trash: three large, black plastic bags hurled into the ditch.

On display was a solid weekend’s worth of Styrofoam takeout, plastic packets of A.1. steak sauce torn at the corner, Fanta, Sprite, Mountain Dew, Heineken, Nissin brand chow mein noodles, and some kind of Russian cream. A particularly popular beverage was a juice-flavored tea drink with a label that declared “contains 0% juice.” Its logo had a man in sunglasses with a large, curly white mustache that resembled a surfing wave. A message on the opposite side of the bottle from his face commanded users to “Refresh then Recycle.”

The road ran straight to the east from there until it turned sharply to the south. A small culvert passed under the road (see fig. 8.6). In the dark water beyond it, one car tire lay flat, halfway submerged. Another tire was jammed upright into the culvert’s opening, though not enough to stop the current from passing through. The lake was rising that day. A beer can floated straight up and down, its top was open, and its colors were bleached by the sun. Small, dry leaves had fallen atop mounds of floating algae. The flow from the culvert moved them in a slow counterclockwise circle that looked like a hurricane map. The shriek of a red-shouldered hawk persisted for several minutes.
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Figure 8.6 Fredcon Road, Santee Cooper Wildlife Management Area, Eutaw Springs Passage. Photograph taken where Lake Marion crosses under the dirt road through a small culvert. Author photograph, March 4, 2024.


A duck blind stood in the water of a Lake Marion cove. My mind might have imagined that as a duck blind, transposing a common sight from my watery Louisiana and Texas childhood into this moment. It might have just been a tight group of trees too far away for me to see clearly. I wanted it to be a place where people gathered before dawn to anticipate something. I wanted it to be a place where people ate meat from a can, listened for birds, and found meaning in shadows.

Not far beyond, an abandoned house or corporate retreat, once grand, was now in collapse. Pine trees had taken over, the young ones giving a camouflage of evergreen to the dark rust of a downed porch roof. The rural South is full of these buildings slowly dripping back to earth. They decay that way because it must be easier that way. They are symbols of surrender, of burdens borne, of prices paid (or unpaid). Like trees and sand, they provide hints of the past, and they connect observers to the mysteries of unexplained time.

It was here that it dawned on me that these roadside ditches were an active archive of modern America. I suspect the bottles and plastics in them will last as long there as they would in an acid-free box in a humidity-controlled library. The food from the trash was gone. The containers were what remained.




The Edge


Page 235 →Fredcon Road followed the edge of Lake Marion and made a turn onto Nelson Ferry Road. Near the Palmetto Trail marker, brown vines veined around the signpost. Green leaves and Jessamine blossoms fluttered when the wind came. Soon, the dirt road ended abruptly at a paved street, Rocks Pond Road (see fig. 8.7). It is a straight street that leads vacationers and boaters to the Rocks Pond Campground, a fifty-year-old lakeside resort popular with campers who camp in motorized recreational vehicles (RVs).65

I turned to the right and headed away from the lake. A few yards to the south, a common sight emerged. A turkey vulture was on the side of the road, a few feet into the ditch.

This time it was not feeding on roadkill. It was roadkill. Its mass of dark feathers made its red head and tubular neck stand out in the greening grass.66

Fifty yards beyond, as I slow-pedaled and tried to suppress thinking about the irony of that vulture’s life and death, a malnourished dog walked out of tall, dead growth along a fence and watched me from the ditch. It was one of four dogs like that during the day. They all emerged from a ditch, rib cages and loose skin at odds with the momentum of their legs. Floppy and soft-footed, they were the kind of dogs familiar to rural pet shelters and animal control, some blend of hound, terrier, and who knows what else. This one, like the others, was alive for another day, a survivor on the move. One of them back near the town of Vance was clearly a mother, pendulous with milk and wary of what she was seeing.


[image: A paved road flanked by shallow ditches stretches into the distance.]

Figure 8.7. The road, the edge, and the ditch. Rocks Pond Road after the turn from Nelson Ferry Road (a sand road), looking toward Old Number Six Highway. Eutaw Springs Passage. Author photograph, March 4, 2024.



Page 236 →This section of the Palmetto Trail is mostly on rural public roads, and there is an active dog culture. That can be said about any route in the rural South. Most of them this day were contained and well-cared for. A Labrador retriever was at home looking through the open window of a large pickup truck stopped along a sand road. Fun-loving yard dogs ran along chain link fences. Chains attached to collars kept others in their places. At least one Chihuahua stood on a couch, ears larger than its face, and raged behind a picture window.

The most memorable dog was not contained. It was an athlete. Tall and thick, ideally proportioned for rounding up feral hogs, this dog ran after me for over 200 yards on a dirt road holding at least a twenty-three-mile-per-hour pace. I kept turning my head around to look, and it kept being there. At some point it stopped barking and just breathed at cruising speed.

Several dogs had died recently from automobiles along the paved parts of the ride. I got off-track a couple of times (in part to avoid that athletic yard dog on my return) and had to do some extra pavement riding that included the high-speed Old Number Six Highway. Its roadside, in particular, was a morgue. The edge of the road in America holds an endless record of its technological progress.

The animals there are reminders that the people there are in danger, too, whether inside the cars or outside of them. Needing to get back to my own automobile before dark, I turned around and was soon back on Fredcon Road. On the paved, straight, fast portion, a memorial stood out in the pine tunnel a mile and a half from the formal memorials of Eutaw Springs battlefield. I had not seen this one in the industrial-garden-straight-line-grids when I had come through earlier. Six years before, a local high school student had died tragically in an automobile crash.67

A large pine tree surrounded by seedlings had become a shrine to a beloved child and friend. It held a boat paddle, waterproof waders, mallard duck decoys, Mardi Gras beads, deer antlers, and an orange life preserver. An American flag angled out from the tree trunk. Statues of angels were spread out on the ground. Several tablets and stone markers carried messages about loss and love and the quickness of time. Inside a miniature Page 237 →wrought-iron-appearing fence was a large cross with a camouflage background. It held the name of a male child born in the first month of 2001 who had died in the third month of 2018, a few days after the official start of spring.




Darkness


In the final two hours of my seven hours of the Santee Cooper century, I pedaled steadily to try to get back home on time. Riding an out-and-back route gave the chance to replay the day in reverse. Despite having ridden over 50,000 miles on a bicycle in the past decade and spent thousands of hours along the edge of the road, I could not stop thinking about that edge and how it can be a solitary and hazardous place. Being overtaken from behind by a fast car is not a time for community-building and conversation. According to the National Transportation Safety Board, it is, by far, the leading cause of death in car-cyclist crashes, accounting for 51 percent of fatalities in car-cyclist collisions.68 I knew that statistic before the ride and knew I would be sharing some of the route with automobiles, so I was wearing a bright orange vest with a red helmet and had a fluorescent yellow and orange triangle on the rear of my bike. I had a blinking white light on the front and a blinking red light on the back with a car-sensing radar.

Dogs noticed me. Birds noticed me. The nonhuman world clearly reacted to my intruding on their world. The human world was more complicated. Drivers wanted to avoid me, and I wanted to be avoided. We all did it right this day, safely and politely along this American corridor, through this thin thread of this southern wood basket. I cannot avoid wondering, though, about what I avoided and what I failed to see, rolling through these forests and fields, crossing over bones and broken glass.

[image: ]
Back in Santee, when the ride was over, a light-yellow dust covered my bike frame. In these pine lands, pollen season was beginning. In other rides in the Carolina springtime on nearby Fort Jackson’s vast pine forests, I have ridden through enormous clouds of pine pollen suspended in breezes over the road. Yellow fog can last for days. On skin and clothes, the grains can feel like sandy soil.

I blew on the pollen to watch it whirl away as I put my bike on the car. I drank water and coffee. I finished my last orange-sticker-priced protein Page 238 →candy bar and started the car toward home. On a two-lane road, the sun settled to my left, to the west. I ignored the computer telling me the fastest way to return from beyond the city.

I followed the rivers back to Columbia, turning to the left after crossing the Congaree (on a new bridge that had replaced the first one built in 1949).69 The Wateree was to the right, along with a massive coal-sourced energy plant and its three enormous smokestacks. North of that lies a massive paper mill where pulpwood trucks regularly line up for hundreds of yards with their cargo of stacked pines. They thunder down the highway to get there, sending shock waves that can be felt far from the road.

I kept going to the left and passed along the edge of Congaree National Park at twilight, guided by headlights, accelerating into the coming darkness.
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Afterword


Page 245 →– Julian Buxton III –

When I was ten years old my grandfather took me to the Williams Furniture Corporation’s factory and offices in Sumter, South Carolina. It was the first of our many visits there over the ten years to follow. As we approached the towering manufacturing plant, my chest rumbled, both from the deep vibrations the factory threw outside into the ground and the air, and my growing anxiety about what might be happening inside to generate such vibrancy and roar.

With me trailing him, we entered through tall and heavy wood doors. We passed through a plain, paneled wooden corridor lined with cracked open doors to rooms along each side. Busy people occupied them, but I had no interest. My entire focus, all that I wondered about and feared, was directed toward whatever caused the din behind the next set of heavy doors.

When they opened, my hands jumped to my ears—the noise hit me with physical force. My grandfather smiled, which made me feel a little better, but not much. I’d never witnessed so much diverse activity, so many constantly moving parts. After a few yards, he carried me over a mechanized conveyor that ran low and high throughout a cavernous space sweeping upward several stories. The sound was constant and fierce and whopping. He coursed through the factory at a gait that appeared measured, but at times I had to run to keep up with him. He moved with confidence and his face registered intent and purpose. I watched him exchange nods with workers of big machines and stop to answer questions and requests for advice from section managers. He inspected a furniture part fresh out of molding that was about the size of his arm. While holding it Page 246 →with his left hand, he ran his right up it softly and slowly, with a look that reflected reverence. All eyes were on him wherever we went.

That experience marked my initiation into a lifelong fascination with the story of Williams Furniture and its chain of associated businesses, Julian Buxton Sr., and all things related to the historical, political and economic impact of the South Carolina wood industry.

Family lore and professional research often do not intersect. The stories that we tell are essential to the fabric of who we are. And yet, we know these stories are not the whole picture. The chapters of this book bring historical perspective, professional solidity, and grounding. They are not lore, but one stands out like a bridge between lore and research, as more narrative than academic. “Seven Hours of the Santee Cooper Century” takes a reader on a great ride as Kent Germany weaves documented history into a colorful and sensory filled reading experience.

Lore reaches back to oral traditions of the earliest times. Cultural and family mythos string through generations of story. (The American South lives this out in an amplified way—often to the point of blind ancestor worship.) It’s how we tell each other things about ourselves that academic research cannot. It fills in the gaps. Over time, updated research and understanding alter what’s in those gaps. They don’t negate each other even if at times they contradict each other. What we really need is both.

That’s the beauty of what Jessica I. Elfenbein and Mark Kinzer have cultivated in this diverse anthology and throughout the “Wood Basket of the World” project. It gives voice. It’s an integration. It holds the tension between professional work and the passion of the storyteller’s provision of oral history. I suspect the latter is the reason they made room for me among these author researchers, professors, and PhDs. Otherwise, much of what I have to contribute does not fit.

For instance, ghosts intrigue me, always have. The South, and particularly Charleston, my hometown, is filled with them. Some people discard spirits as out of the realm of possibility. Not me. I’ve always loved ghost stories. Even now, their fantastical and supernatural elements fill me with childlike wonder. But from the time I was a boy, and throughout the now six decades that I have lived, something much bigger than ghosts from ages past has haunted me. My whole life, I’ve found it unbearable to have people and their stories fade over time into nothing. Their loves, losses, cherished and terrifying experiences, memories and more … gone. Just writing those last two sentences brings a swell of melancholia. It often interferes with my daily life, not just because of the emotional weight of it, but also because of the constant rush of colorful memories and vivid Page 247 →stories people have told me. Telling or writing stories transforms them from persistent agitation into a stillness that comes with giving voice to what haunts me.

I heard about a submerged ghost town in Lake Marion when I was eleven. Because I found no photos to impede my imagination, I exalted the ghost town into mythical proportions. To stave off melancholy, I pictured apparitions of the many people who once lived and worked there still communicating, as they did in life, albeit with an elegant and exaggerated underwater slowness.

From the South Carolina Room at the Charleston County Library, I discovered that it was a lumber mill town called Ferguson, owned and operated by northern businessmen named Francis Beidler and Benjamin Ferguson. I pictured them striding the floors of their factories and the grounds of their sawmills, much as I’d seen my grandfather do a year before at Williams in Sumter. The library papers filled me with facts that only expanded my romanticized vision. I found lots written about Beidler and Ferguson’s towering ambition and prodigious accomplishments, and nothing about who they were at their core. What constituted their spirits? What forces propelled them? Not knowing, my dreamy boy self-conjured these men into giants—the unknowable, but all knowing and benevolent, Lords of the Ghost Town.

Years later, after my grandfather died (1982) and well into my twenties, the same questions that haunted me about Beidler visited me about him. These men built things. In Beidler’s case, a whole town on nothing but a river island and swampland. They employed thousands of people and built wealth for themselves and others. Was it all driven by an unquenchable thirst for money? Was it the satisfaction of bringing something into the world that had never been? How blind was their ambition—did they treat people under their influence with compassion?

Julian Buxton Sr. was born in October of 1898 and died on July 10, 1982, twelve days after my twenty-first birthday. Francis Beidler was born in 1854 and died in March of 1924, one year before my grandfather moved to Sumter. By some ineffable magic trick of fate, out of all the people in the world that might have become my stepchildren, Henry and Alexandra Colas des Francs are the great-great-grandchildren of Francis Beidler. I hope to someday know about the spirit and character of Beidler. I want to know more about the spirit and character of Julian Buxton too.

I wonder what conclusions they came to when reflecting on their lives in later years. That they were generative and productive is a vast understatement. In countless ways, their impact on the people, economy, and Page 248 →landscape of South Carolina was large and lasting. Yet, with all the abundant and undeniable good their worldly gains generated, how did they grapple with their role in the shadow side of the wood industry: the destructive force it sometimes wrought on our state’s people and forests. Maybe they didn’t struggle with it, but I have a hard time believing that. Regarding Beidler, I only know family lore. In the will that he wrote at the end of his life, he charged his descendants to use the wealth he left them to live meaningful lives that improved the world. As for Julian Buxton Sr., what I know comes from direct experience, and from what I’ve heard.

Six months before he died, I drove with my best friend from New Jersey to Sumter on what would be my last college visit. My grandfather took us on a ride in his green International Scout. He wanted to show us some undeveloped land he owned on the edge of town. Down dirt roads deep into woods of tall, thick pines that obscured sunlight, we eventually came upon a long and wide overgrown clearing. He drove slowly around it, occasionally stopping to look from side to side. After forty minutes of going round and round and none of us seeing the road we came in on, I asked myself how this eighty-two-year-old man could possibly know the way out. Soon after, he said, “At one of these bends, a passage cuts back at an angle that makes it hard to see.” He peered to the right, raised his hand and pointed—“That way.” One hundred yards down this next road the way out was blocked by a thick fallen pine. For a long time, we just stared at it, dreading to go back through the maze we had just left. He stepped out, saying, “Let me take a look.” As he inspected the tree, he touched its bark, and for a short while, gently ran his fingers along it. Next, he straddled the pine and wrapped his big arms around it. We jumped out and ran toward him but got there too late … he’d already pulled and shuffled the heavy pine to the side of the road.

I am still astonished that he possessed that level of strength and determination only six months before he died. He sure didn’t look sick. Stories abound about his character and integrity. I only really got to know him on my visits those last two years. He made every minute count. I wish it had been otherwise, but the amount of wisdom he tried to impart to me at twenty was beyond what I could take in. There was not enough time. I didn’t know that. What I did learn continues to guide me. I grew in substance just by standing near him.

From the tone and content of our conversations, I knew he’d wrestled with the impact his ambitions, accomplishments, and mistakes had on the lives of others. He became less attached to accomplishment and gave away most of his wealth. He sent me articles about how being of service Page 249 →was essential to living a meaningful life. These things confused me. As a young man, his material achievements were what inspired me most. He was in his final years, and I was just starting. Only after life delivered a few severely humbling experiences did I make a sustained effort to integrate his quiet wisdom.

As an integral part of the Wood Basket of the World project, this book coalesces history from a variety of angles and advances understanding about how the South Carolina wood industry impacted South Carolina, the nation and the world. It provides grounding and historical context for family and cultural lore. I hope the dynamic chapters in this anthology stimulate readers to tell their own stories or ones they have heard passed down through generations. And to then contact Jessica Elfenbein so that she and her partners can continue to amplify the power and potential of what they have already actualized.
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