What is a champion tree?
A champion tree is one that is judged to
be the largest of its species according to a
standard formula. The formula is a point
system based on trunk circumference,
height and crown spread. To be eligible,
trees must
be native or
naturalized
to the United
States. The
authority for
champion
trees in
South
Carolina is Dr.
Sweetgum
Vic Shelburne at Clemson
University. The authority for National
champion trees is American Forestry
Association. These organizations can be
contacted at the web sites listed below.
Both web sites can be used to obtain
champion tree lists, tree nomination
forms, learn how to measure trees, and
determine how to identify trees.
A National list of champion trees can be
found at: http://www.americanforests.
org/downloads/bigtrees/2008 NB Tree
Reg.pdf
A South Carolina State list of
champion trees can be found at:
http://www.clemson.edu/champtree/
SouthCarolinaChampionTree.htm

Why are there so many
big trees in the park?
Congaree National Park has a recipe for
big trees. The first ingredient is a relatively
long and warm growing season. Next, add
moisture and nutrients, which are provided
annually by flooding from the Congaree
River. Because there has been little human disturbance over the past hundred
years, the result is a natural, old-growth
bottomland forest. This natural forest
has trees ranging in size from seedlings
to champions. Because there are 11,000
acres of old-growth forest, there is plenty
of room for champion trees. Some experts
estimate there is an average of one “big
tree” per acre in
the Park. That
means there
could be 11,000
“big trees” out
there! Currently 25 champion
trees have been
documented in
the Park. No
area in North
Bald Cypress
America has a larger concentration of champion trees. Congaree
National Park is noted for being one of the
tallest temperate, hardwood forests in the
world. Loblolly pines can be as tall as a 17
story building. Sweetgum trees may be 15
stories high. Check the program schedule
if you would like to join a ranger for a “Big
Tree Walk”.

How to score a champion
The formula for scoring a tree is:
+ Circumference (inches)
+ Height (feet)
+ ¼ Average Crown Spread (ft.)
= Total Points

The trunk circumference is measured 4.5
feet above the ground. Height can be
measured using a number of devices, the
simplest being a right triangle. If you are
viewing the top of the tree at a 45 degree
angle, the distance between you and the
tree is the same as the height. The average
crown spread is determined by measuring
the widest and narrowest dimensions
of the “umbrella” formed by the upper
branches.
State champion trees scoring within 5% of
one another are considered co-champions.
National champion trees scoring within 5
points of one another are considered cochampions.

Are there more to be
found?
Congaree National Park was first surveyed
for Champion Trees in 1977, by Dr. Chick
Gaddy. He found 30 champion trees. The
next survey was conducted between 199395 by Dr. Robert Jones. He found 29 champions, but only 2 of those were among the
original champions found by Gaddy. Most
of the Champion Trees found by Gaddy had
vanished. That’s because Champion Trees
are typically at the end of their normal
life-span and, being the largest trees in the
forest, are subject to storm damage. According to Dr. Jones, less than 50% of the
“big trees” in the Park were visually inspected in past surveys. The last survey was
conducted 13 years ago. So there are likely
many more out there waiting to be discovered. Perhaps you would like to help us
find more champion trees. If so, please

check with the volunteer coordinator at
the Park.
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