Carolina Sandhills National Wildlife Refuge Campout Report

12/02-04/2005

We met at SSSJ church at 5:30 pm on Friday evening and after some coordination of supplies and scouts, we were off by 6:10 pm (need to work on that!).  The trip to the refuge was mostly uneventful but we did notice how the number of lighted areas decreased the farther past Camden we went.  Of course, we enjoyed the various Christmas decorations along the way.  
We made the turn at the refuge into the campsite road near Lake Bee, only to find the gate locked.  Mr. Bebber made several phone calls but only had office numbers.  He asked the others to hold tight while he went searching for ranger residences only to find them all dark with no cars (administrative cuts are evident).  On returning and conversing, it was decided to hike the 200 or so yards into the campsite and leave breakfast gear and vehicles at the Lake Bee Recreation Area.  We knew we’d be in contact with a ranger the next morning as we were to provide a service day to them.
Most had packs and carried what they needed.  Others made a couple of trips.  But we were soon set up, some in the field and some in the nearby woods.  A Cracker Barrel got underway including everything from Bavarian pretzels and gummy-fish to chips and summer sausage.  Sitting in the field watching the stars under no moon was an amazing sight that most took advantage of.  The cold crisp night caught up with us though and we retired by 11 pm.  

The morning came early and cold (about 30 degrees) but most began arising around 7 am (sorry no Polar Bear Award!).  We had to hike out, cook breakfast, and be ready to work by 9 am.  Those in the field noticed the heavy frost on their tents.  Back at the Rec Area, breakfast was soon underway.  The adults, SPL, and ASPL were greeted with an excellent scrambled egg, sausage, cheese, green pepper, and onion mix from Mr. Lee, along with real grits with cheese, coffee, and juice.  A good warm breakfast!!  Some others didn’t fare so well trying to cook pancakes without butter or eating pop tarts.  
Ranger Doug Mason appeared shortly and apologized for leaving us locked out but noted some communications were obviously missed with another ranger on vacation.  He opened the gate and Mr. Lee dropped the trailer at the campsite.  We then followed Ranger Mason to Pool D to begin our workday.  When we stopped, a huge flock of ringneck ducks landed on the lake, followed shortly by several flights of wood ducks.  While we waited for the Shorts and Ward to drive in from the Headquarters, the Ranger explained the work detail to Mark, Chip, and Kyle, who would be leading the two work groups.  Ranger Mason also explained that the purpose of the refuge was to protect the Red Cockaded Woodpecker, an endangered species, and that nest trees are identified by white rings around the trees.
Our task for the morning was to follow two different trails (hence the need for two groups) that went along and around lakes.  We moved big sticks, watched for litter to pick up, and kept a list of fallen trees that needed to be sawed along the trails.  We also noted bridge repairs needed at one location.  We had sufficient scouts on both trails to make the work simple, and even wrestled a few major blowdowns out of the way that could have been sawed.  When we completed these trails, we met back at the cars and the Ranger suggested we break for lunch and meet up with another scout troop in the afternoon to complete some wire grass planting.  

We went back to Lake Bee and those that didn’t eat their lunch at the worksite had their lunch. Mr. Bebber treated the adults, SPL, and ASPL to “build your own” turkey/ham/cheese sandwiches with lettuce, tomato, mustard, mayo, chips, carrots with ranch dressing, snickers cookies, and can drinks.  Many assisted in the set up and clean up.  We waited around for the ranger for a while and some walked back to camp for additional gear.  Soon Ranger Mason came by and told us we were free for the day, since the other troop worked through lunch and completed the project.  He suggested taking a late afternoon drive around some of the roads to see wildlife in planted areas.  He also said it was ok to have a fire, and loaned us a fire rake to clear a sufficient fire ring to protect the refuge.  
We decided to visit the headquarters building (all the way across the refuge) to see the interior displays, not realizing it was closed on Saturday, and all of the staff were out with work groups or gone for the day.  So the Shorts and Ward headed back to Columbia and the rest of us headed back to the campsite.
Play was soon underway.  Some went to the nearest lake to make a footbridge at a spillway.  Some experimented with Mr. Albert’s mountain board, some played Bocci, and some played horseshoes (these were Mr. Albert’s too).  Of course, football and Frisbee were played too.  At some point, Mark asked all to retrieve firewood of a certain size and to avoid pine.  Since this was not a park campsite, downed wood was plentiful.  About 4 pm, we took a ride to one of the nearby wildlife viewing blinds.  We saw a few turkeys in the road and as we climbed the tower, a deer crossed a field about 500 yards away.  Scouts decided to race up the hill in the field and then played hide and seek on the way back.  From the viewing tower, we could see the action, but in the head-high field scouts could not always locate each other.

We soon headed back to camp.  Jesse undertook fire building and instructed a number of scouts in cutting/breaking wood which was stockpiled under the shelter since rain appeared to be approaching.  Dinner was prepared under the shelter.  The adults, SPL, and ASPL feasted on Mr. Clamp’s Brunswick stew (lots of meat and vegetables – yum!), rice (yes it rained), tossed salad with dressing, with a honey bun for dessert.  Jesse’s fire was one to remember, a hardwood blaze that required us to retreat from the ring several times.  Rain sprinkled several times and all were retired by 9pm.  
Overnight, the temperature unexpectedly rose substantially and most woke up sweating in our cold weather gear.  Since we retired early, movement came early too.  We were not in a hurry to break camp since we were closer to home than on most campouts, but more rain threatened and most were packed up soon.  Breakfast was of the quick variety as we usually do on Sunday morning.  Mr. Albert provided the adults and SPL with oatmeal, grits, and granola bars.  Remaining coffee and juice were also consumed.

The campfire area was covered, cooking area picked up, and whole site policed for litter and belongings.  Daniel ably led the group in the Scout’s Own Service.  A few announcements were made and Timmy Lee was named Camper of the Campout.  Mr. Albert had us all pose for a couple of timed pictures.  We loaded up and decided to tour the Mays Lake area as suggested by Ranger Mason.  Few additional wildlife sightings were made but we stopped occasionally to check out lakes and review the map.  Road improvements were underway and a few stretches were quite muddy, but thankfully no mishaps occurred.  
Heading out of the Refuge, we took Hwy. 1 to Camden and stopped for lunch at Wendy’s.  We returned to the church before 2 pm and unloaded the trailer.  Troop tents and the kitchen box were assigned to certain users to clean/dry so they would be ready for the next outing.  All scouts were soon picked up and SPL/adults got to go home too.
The following participated and should receive 2 nights camping and 2.5 hours service:

Mark Bebber (SPL)

Kyle Bedenbaugh

Chip Bowman (ASPL)

Tyler Cook

Warren Croom

Austin Davis

Timmy Lee

Chanley Malovic

Dylan Richards

Jesse Richards

Ryan Smith

Daniel St. John (acting Chaplain’s Aide)

Mr. E. Albert

Mr. Bebber

Mr. Clamp

Mr. Lee

The following attended the work day portion and should get 2.5 hours service:

Matt Short (and Deborah and Ryan Short)

Ward Mungo

For more information on the Carolina Sandhills National Wildlife Refuge, go to http://www.fws.gov/carolinasandhills/.  The South Carolina Wildlife Federation sponsors the annual workday at the refuge in December to help the small staff manage the large refuge.  Thanks to all who participated.  
Yours in Scouting,

Tony Bebber, ASM
