Campout Report – Carolina Sandhills National Wildlife Refuge – December 4-6, 2015
 

We met at the church on Friday at 5:30pm as usual, and after some coordination, map viewing, and gear gathering headed off about 6:15pm.  Traffic was busy in the Columbia area but quickly dropped off past Clemson Road on I-20.  We went through beautiful downtown Camden and several small towns on US Hwy. 1. 

 

We made it to the “Triple Lakes Shelter” at Carolina Sandhills National Wildlife Refuge about 8:10pm and quickly noted that “it was cold,” at 35 degrees.  Gavin assigned camping areas and we set up tents, some with a little help from fellow Scouts (good job!!).  A huge assortment of Cracker Barrel goodies were soon displayed on one table and the Scout leadership explained the rules about getting one item at a time and then coming back later for more.  A camp fire was started – many thanks to the Refuge staff that left the wood!  Wooden benches were placed around for seating for those that didn’t bring a chair (benches built by Scouts in another troop!). Once a good blaze was established, a few campfire games were enjoyed. Gavin asked all in the circle to name their favorite Cracker Barrel snack and many reported Mr. Bebber’s Smoked Gruyere cheese and crackers.  Most admired the very starry night – that you can’t see at home due to the light pollution.  All headed to bed around 11pm.  Near 1am, we were awakened by 2-3 groups of coyotes that piped off their very eerie howling on various sides of our campsites.  Gavin noted the next day that they were VERY CLOSE.  We hoped they didn’t like the smell of Scouts and Scouters – especially small grubbies.

 

Saturday morning, several Scouts were up before the recommended 7am, most likely a little cold.  It was 32 degrees when most got up at 7am.  Soon breakfasts were being prepared and Scouts trying to pass off a 1st Class cooking requirement were reminded to say grace at each meal.  Mr. Ostergaard treated the adults to 3 lbs of bacon and 3 dozen eggs, along with sweet rolls cooked in orange peels, and of course cut up oranges.  Coffee was also provided and Mr. Reed cooked an excellent Dutch oven cornbread.  Several adults noted the nice pavilion, field, and nearby lake and woods that create such a great campsite.

 

By 9am all was cleaned up and we grabbed the “fire rakes” provided by the Refuge and walked down the path to meet the Refuge Biologist, Nancy Jordan.  We stopped by the Hunt Check Station (where the real toilets were located) and most admired the deer photos posted on the wall.  Ms. Jordan is in charge of woodpecker research on the Refuge and previously worked in TX on the same project.  We walked with Ms. Jordan up to a Red-Cockaded Woodpecker (RCW) nest tree so she could explain about the endangered species and how to rake around the nest trees to protect them when the staff will use a controlled burn to maintain the desired habitat on the Refuge.  She showed us how they use a “peeper” – a video camera/light on a telescoping pole that is used to look down inside the nest cavity in trees.  Ms. Jordan also discussed the local coyotes that have migrated from the west and/or been re-located here by rogue fox hunting groups.  The coyote population in SC has boomed over the last 20 years or so because they are so adaptable to many habitats.  Most likely they live right in your neighborhood and prey on local wildlife (including cats and dogs) and eat food left out for pets.

 

Ms. Jordan gave Gavin maps for areas that we should rake 10-15 foot circles around nest cavity trees. The trees were marked on a map (not a topo) but also had white painted rings around the trunks.  We split into three groups and went searching.  After hiking 6.3 miles, we had completed 21 trees.  There was an elusive tree #27 that two different groups went looking for and the tree was never found.  We also skipped two trees that were across a road into the small game hunting area, after a couple hunters had driven down the road.  The Refuge has over 600 of these marked trees and must rake them all before doing controlled burns with different sections of the forest being burned every few years.  We earned 4 hours service time and most really enjoyed the learning experience and interesting habitat.  We saw a lot of animal sign – deer tracks, coyote scat, owl pellets, and even a small snake that scooted into a hole at the base of a tree.  

 

Back at camp, Scouts prepared lunches as Mr. Ackermann treated the adults to 15-bean soup and French bread. What a treat after a long walk and strenuous raking.  We were all ready for a little relaxation but before long, a game of capture-the-flag was underway and a few Scouts needed some requirements passed off.  Mr. Bebber and Mr. Ackermann worked with Noah Ackermann, Christian Norris, and Randy Reed on Totin’ Chit (ax, saw, and knife safety and use).  Mr. Ostergaard, Mr. Bettles, Mr. Fultz, and Mr. Franklin worked with Noah Fultz, Angelo Gomez, Colin Stalker, Dale Lyon, and Arthur Bettles on orienteering (and another mile hiking).  Hopefully, these Scouts remember to get their books checked off soon.  

 

As the sun was going down, around 5pm, dinners were soon underway and the temp was dropping.  Mr. Reed prepared an excellent Dutch oven meal of roast, potatoes, carrots, onions, etc.,  and au jus, with fresh sourdough bread from the Dutch oven. MMMM!  Reese Petruzzi added part of a blueberry/cherry Dutch oven dump cake for our dessert – also excellent.  Before long, clean up was completed and everyone was around the fire for more campfire games.  Mr. Ostergaard took the adults away from the fire and showed us many stars, planets, and constellations.  What a treat!  It was not as cold this night, but everyone was much more tired after the workday and fun afternoon, so all retired around 10pm.  The coyotes serenaded us again about an hour later but didn’t seem quite as close or scary.

 

Around 7am on Sunday morning, most began getting up and started breakfast or packing up.  Sunday breakfast is traditionally a “quick meal” and Mr. Franklin provided a variety of oatmeal, grits, and little sausages.  Of course coffee and hot chocolate were consumed along with some sweet rolls.  Gear was soon put away and the grounds policed for litter.  Arthur Bettles took charge of hosing down the pavilion and the fire pit was thoroughly watered too.  We drove down Wildlife Drive to a viewing platform in a pretty valley with several lakes to hold our Scout’s Own Service.  Jack Ostergaard did a great job leading the group in prayer and song.  Gavin had us all state our “thorns and roses” for the campout. Many noted the woodpecker work as a rose while the cold was frequently a thorn.  Many also noted the fellowship, starry nights, and good food as highlights of the trip.  Colin Stalker was named Scout of the Campout, an honor that few receive. Congrats to him!  

 

The following attended and should get 6.3 miles hiking and 4 hours service:

Gavin Franklin, SPL

Logan Ackermann

Noah Ackermann

Arthur Bettles (+1mile)

Sam Corely

RJ Dorn

Noah Fultz (+1mile)

Ryan Green

Angelo Gomez (+1mile)

Dale Lyon (+1mile)

Patrick McGuire

Christian Norris

Jack Ostergaard

William Ostergaard

Reese Petruzzi

Randy Reed

Colin Stalker (+1mile)

 

Erich Ackermann

Tony Bebber

Tim Bettles 

Don Franklin

Dave Fultz

Jack Norris

Bob Petruzzi

Dan Ostergaard

Randall Reed

 

It was a great weekend, enjoyed by all, and ably led by Senior Patrol Leader Gavin Franklin!

 

Respectfully submitted,

Tony Bebber

Assistant Scoutmaster

