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1998 national champion trees of
Great Smoky Mountains NP
* indicates cochampion

Species Circ. Ht. Spread Pts
Striped maple* ‘97 44" 77' 31' 129
Red maple ‘94 276" 141' 88' 439
Yellow buckeye ‘95 229" 136' 53' 378
Allegheny serviceberry ‘96 77" 101' 36' 188
Devils-walkingstick ‘96 23" 74' 16' 101
Bitternut hickory ‘96 153" 146' 74' 318
Red hickory ‘97 84" 140' 62' 240
Cinnamon clethra ‘95 10" 33' 12' 46
Cinnamon clethra* ‘97 9" 29' 10' 41
Fraser magnolia ‘93 113" 110' 59' 238
Fraser magnolia* ‘81 116" 107' 55' 237
Carolina silverbell ‘95 152" 103' 45' 266
Carolina silverbell* ‘95 151" 104' 40' 265
Carolina silverbell* ‘95 155" 96' 39' 261
Mountain laurel ‘97 48" 25' 18' 78
Sourwood ‘94 106" 96' 28' 209
Red spruce ‘86 169" 123' 39' 302
Red spruce* ‘97 144" 146' 34' 299
Black cherry ‘97 210" 134' 70' 362
Chestnut oak* ‘96 221" 144' 78' 384
Northern red oak ‘97 257" 134' 81' 411
Eastern hemlock ‘95 202" 165' 38' 377

APPALACHIA

Champion trees
of the Smokies

During a project to identify
and map old-growth forests in
Great Smoky Mountains Na-
tional Park (GRSM—Tennessee
and North Carolina), survey notes
on big trees revealed that some
compared favorably to those
listed as state and national cham-
pions. Subsequent surveys located
new record-setting trees for over
90% of the park’s common tree
species based on a 1978 list. In ad-
dition, with the use of an infrared
laser rangefinder and a clinom-
eter, accurate tree heights were
collected for the first time in the
Smokies; thus, nearly 100 poten-
tial national and state record trees
have been located and measured
so far. Maintaining and promot-
ing the park champion tree list
helps to instill a sense of appre-

ciation for what the park
preserves, as no com-
parable region exists

anywhere in the United
States, not even within the

southern Appalachian biore-
gion.

The American Forests Organi-
zation maintains a national listing
of the largest known examples of
many U.S. trees in the National
Register of Big Trees. A national
champion is a specimen that has
the most points for its species. The
point scale is based on circumfer-
ence, height, and crown spread.
One point is given for every inch
in circumference of the trunk at
4.5 ft (1.4 m) above average
ground level, every foot in height,
and one-quarter of the average
crown spread in feet. A tree can
be listed as a cochampion if it is
within five total points of another
tree of the same species.

In the 1998 edition of the Na-
tional Register, the park contained
22 national champion trees (five
are cochampions) representing 17
species (Table). This figure is
highly significant in that over 15%
of our common native trees are
currently the largest known of
their species in the country. The
potential exists to increase this fig-
ure to over 20%. While the Great
Smokies recorded more national
champions in 1998 than any
other unit of the national park sys-
tem, the park was followed
closely by Big Bend National Park
(Texas) with 11 champs of 10 spe-
cies, and Olympic National Park
(Washington) with 10 champs of
six species.

In spite of its relatively small
size, but with nearly ideal grow-
ing conditions, high tree diversity,
and protected ancient forests, the
park likely has the highest con-
centration of record trees any-
where in the continental United
States. The champion trees of the
Smokies provide the best living
approximation of the quality and
size of trees that once existed in
presettlement southern Appala-
chian landscapes. Several trees
recently located now represent
the maximum dimensions ever re-
corded for their species. It is ex-
tremely important to realize the
value of forests that in 1999 still
set new standards and shatter his-
torical records.

NATIONAL CAPITAL

Hummingbirds succumb
to vegetative “Velcro®”

Last September, birders at Rock
Creek Park (Washington, D.C.)
discovered four ruby-throated
hummingbirds ensnared in the
Velcro®-like seed heads (photo) of
common burdock (Arctium mi-
nus), a nonnative weed that had
invaded a natural area near the
park maintenance yard. Three of
the hummingbirds were dead, but

the group was able to free one that
was still alive. Resource manag-
ers removed the 50-60 burdock
plants, which can grow over 6 feet
in height, and plan to control the
species in the future.

The occurrence came as a sur-
prise to park staff and even an ex-
pert on burdock, leading to an
investigation into the nature of
the phenomenon. Could a log-
gerhead shrike have been the
cause? Although the shrike is well
known for impaling its prey on
sharp objects such as thorns, the
hummingbirds were not impaled;
the recurved barbs of the seed
head would have made this im-
possible. More importantly, the
shrike is rare in this part of the
country and at this time of year.
A more likely scenario is that the
tiny birds had been feeding at a
nearby sunflower, lit on the bur-
dock for a rest, and got entangled,
sealing their fate.

An electronic note posted on
the NPS Natural Resource Bul-
letin Board and a scientific litera-
ture search generated some
answers. Other accounts of wild-
life being caught and killed in bur-
dock in North America are on
record. According to Martin Mc-
Nicholl, an ornithologist in Brit-
ish Columbia, this plant species
has been reported to occasion-
ally kill small birds and brown
bats (Science News 154(16):244);
indeed, a resource manager at
Wind Cave National Park (South
Dakota) reported the death of a
little brown bat in burdock at the
park more than 10 years ago. And
the problem also occurs in
Eurasia, the native home of bur-
dock. Most of the information,
however, is anecdotal; a cursory
literature search turned up very
little scientific work that quanti-
fies the impact of noxious weeds
on birds and other wildlife.

Common burdock was first
documented in this country in a
flora published in 1672 and is now
widespread in the United States
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