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MARY FREUDENBERG 
FOR THE T. TIMES

If you’ve taken a drive 
recently up on the Blue 
Ridge Parkway or hiked 
through the woods around 
Transylvania County, you 
have likely spotted quite 
a few tall, gray, leaf less 
trees.

In fact, our dead hem-
locks are referred to as 
gray ghosts.

These dead trees — 
known as snags—might 
look like eyesores, or per-
haps just firewood waiting 
to be chopped.

But to western North 
Carolina’s incredible bird 
population, a standing 
dead tree is the equivalent 
of a luxury, all-inclusive 
high-rise resort.

According to eBird data, 
291 different species of 
birds have been spotted in 
Transylvania County and 
quite a number call Tran-
sylvania home.

When a tree dies, its 
wood begins to soften, 
making it perfect for pri-
mary cavity nesters.

The following birds do 
the heavy lifting, chiseling 
out completely new homes 
from scratch.

– The Pileated Wood-
pecker: As large as a crow 
with a striking, f laming 

red crest, this forest giant 
needs large, mature snags. 
They hammer out massive, 
rectangular cavities other 
wildlife depends on.

– The Northern Flicker 
and Red-bellied Wood-
pecker: These mid-sized 
neighborhood favorites 
chip-out clean, rounded 
cavities along forest edges 
and suburban woodlots, 
working tirelessly to create 
fresh real estate every year.

– The Downy Wood-
pecker: Our smallest local 
woodpecker, they focus 
efforts on smaller dead 
branches and narrower 
snags to create cozy, com-
pact cavities.

W hen  wo o dp e c ker s 
move on to build a new 
nest the following spring, 
they leave behind a net-
work of vacant apartments.

Because so many song-
birds lack the powerful 
beaks needed to dr i l l 
into solid wood, they are 
entirely dependent on 
these second-hand spaces.

These “secondary cavity 
nesters” include:

– Eastern Bluebirds: The 
brilliant blue-and-rust 
bird relies heavily on old 
woodpecker holes in snags 
found near open fields and 
pastures to successfully 
raise broods.

– Carolina Chickadees 

and Tufted Titmice: These 
little insect-eaters use the 
smaller abandoned cav-
ities, often lining them 
with soft moss and animal 
fur to keep their hatchlings 
warm.

– White-breasted and 
B r o w n - h e a d e d  N u t -
h a t c h e s:  K n o w n  f o r 

walking headfirst down 
tree trunks, nuthatches 
use small snag cavities for 
both nesting in the spring 
and huddling together to 
stay warm during freezing 
mountain winters.

– Eastern Screech-Owls: 
These small owls are per-
fectly sized to move right 

into abandoned Northern 
Flicker holes. 

They use these tight cav-
ities to hide during the day 
and stay safe from larger 
predators.

– Barred Owls: Famous 
for their deep, rhythmic 
“Who cooks for you? Who 
cooks for you all?” these 
owls are incapable of build-
ing their own nests. They 
look for massive, old snags 
where a large branch has 
broken off, leaving a deep, 
hollowed-out top or a giant 
cavity originally started by 
a Pileated Woodpecker.

Snags also provide free 
bird food.

Dead trees are a magnet 
for wood-boring beetles, 
carpenter ants and larvae.

Unfortunately, in back-
yards and parks, dead 
trees are often the first to 
be cut down out of a desire 
for neatness.

While it’s completely 
understandable to remove 
a dead tree which poses a 
legitimate threat to your 
roof, driveway or power 
lines, taking down a snag 
deep in the woods or at the 
quiet edge of a property 
removes a massive piece 
of the local food web.
HOW YOU CAN HELP

Leave them standing. If a 
tree dies on your property 
and it doesn’t pose a safety 

hazard to people or struc-
tures, leave it alone. Let it 
become a natural wildlife
haven.

If a tall snag is a safety
hazard, consider having a 
local tree service “top” it
(removing the heavy upper 
limbs) rather than cutting 
it down to the stump.

A sturdy 15-to-20-foot
dead trunk is perfectly 
safe and still provides pre-
mium nesting habitat for 
bluebirds and chickadees.

Provide a backup option. 
If you absolutely must cut 
a dead tree down, consider 
installing a cedar nest box 
nearby to replace the lost 
real estate.

Next time you’re out
enjoying the crisp moun-
tain air, and you see a bare, 
weathered trunk reaching 
for the sky, don’t see it as 
a loss. 

See it for what it truly is:
affordable housing for our
feathered friends.

Mary Freudenberg is the 
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Dead trees (snags) provide affordable housing for birds
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An immature male Pileated Woodpecker takes up 
residence in a snag, or a standing dead tree.

DESTINI PETITT 
FOR THE T. TIMES

Transylvania County sees 
approximately 210 sunny 
days a year.

Many of us live on sloped 
land and experience differ-
ent localized sunrises and 
sunsets.

Some of us, like myself, 
live in completely forested 
locations and never experi-
ence full sun at our homes.

Others live on slopes 
where our homes face north 
and the sun transects behind 
our homes. 

The opposite is true for 
south facing homes.

Watching and understand-
ing the path our sun moves 
across the horizon in dif-
ferent seasons can lead to 
important discoveries. In 
reality the sun is stationary 
and Earth orbits around it 
over 365.25 days; we account 
for those 0.25 days by cele-
brating leap year every 4 
years.

As you spend time out-
side paying attention to the 
sun, you will notice that day 
length, the time that sun is 
above the horizon, changes 

as we progress through the 
year.

As we orbit the sun, we are 
also tilting on our axis and 
spinning on that axis. One 
revolution around our axis 
takes 24 hours giving us day 
(facing the sun) and night.

Day length reaches its 
maximum during the sum-
mer solstice, on June 21, and 
its minimum during the win-
ter solstice, Dec. 21.

This length is directly 
related to the tilt of Earth’s 
axis (23.5 degrees) and our 
position in the annual sun 
orbit.

These relationships are 
essential for life on Earth 
as they regulate the amount 
of solar energy that hits the 
surface at any given area, 
called insolation.

Solar energy is the basis of 
our food web, water cycling 
and all ecological processes.

Here in Transylvania 
County, insolation dictates 
where the first spring wild-
flowers emerge, which slopes 
support dense forest canopy 
versus open meadow, and 
when our growing season 
begins and ends.

A south-facing hillside 

may receive enough solar 
energy to support plants 
weeks ahead of a nearby 
north-facing hollow, creating 
entirely different ecosystems 
within just a few hundred 
feet of each other.

Hill slopes further amplify 
these differences by stretch-
ing the growing season on 
south-facing slopes and 
mountain tops while short-
ening it in north-facing 
hollows and valleys.

Next time you enjoy a 
meal or consider planting 
a garden, building a house, 
or installing solar panels, 
you may be working with or 
against these same forces 
that determine where a 
trillium blooms or where 
a forest gives way to open 
landscapes.

Keep in mind that these 
patterns flip entirely when 
you cross from the Northern 
to the Southern Hemisphere, 
a reminder of how intricate 
and universal the system 
truly is.

Destini Petitt holds a doctorate 

and is the owner of iNDe 

Ecosystems LLC in Brevard. 

She provides erosion control 

and landscape restoration 

services across western North 

Carolina, using native plants 

and low-impact techniques 

to protect and revitalize the 

places people love. For more 

information email her at 

destini@erosionwnc or visit 

erosionwnc.com.

The Ecology Corner: How the sun shapes life in Transylvania

In observance of
INDEPENDENCE DAY

our office will be closed
Friday, July 3rd
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Editor’s note: This is the 
second of four installments 
from Craig Robert Gral-
ley’s “Echoes of Eden in 
Western North Carolina: 
The Johnstone Settlement, 
1852–1864,” to be pub-
lished by McFarland and 
Company this August. It is 
the untold story of a com-
munity, its people — free 
and enslaved — and events 
that ultimately ended the 
settlement.
A HOME BY 
THE RIVER

Deep in the forest, a 100-
foot waterfall still tumbles 
over the same rocks it did 
175 years ago — the same 
falls a Charleston rice 
planter once turned into a 
marvel of mountain engi-
neering. A year before 
Johnstone Set t lement 
founder Francis With-
ers Johnstone set foot in 
the French Broad Valley, 
his brother McKewn had 
already staked his claim 
there. He called his prop-

erty Glen Cannon Farm.
Back in Charleston, 

McKewn’s family had expe-
rienced great tragedy. In a 
one-month period he and 
his wife, Martha, lost four 
children to diphtheria. The 
doctors said their new son 
“born sickly” required a 
“higher altitude.” To protect 

their remaining children 
McKewn and Martha left 
coastal South Carolina, 
and its yearly yellow fever 
epidemics, for a permanent 
home in the mountains of 
western North Carolina.

In 1851 McKewn’s broth-
er-in-law, Thomas Webb, 
bought eight contiguous 
tracts along the French 
Broad River and William-
son’s Creek — more than a 
thousand acres in all — and 
deeded them, free of any 
mortgage, to his sister Mar-
tha. By early 1852, McKewn 
had raised a five-room cot-
tage on the land, along with 
cabins for the 23 enslaved 
men, women and children 
he had brought west from 
the family’s South Carolina 
rice fields to his Glen Can-
non farm. When the family 
matriarch, Anna Maria 
Pinckney, v isited that 
summer she wrote home 
that her son and his wife 
seemed “quite accustomed 
to their quiet situation.” 

The farm would eventually 
grow to 1,370 acres — heavy 
timberland mixed with 
fertile bottomland. One 
traveler described a wind-
ing approach road leading 
to a hilltop home with “an 
almost boundless horizon.”
POWER FROM 
THE FALLS

McKewn had learned the 
mechanics of water power 
years earlier while help-
ing to invent and market 
rice-threshing equipment 
in the Lowcountry and 
overseas to China, and he 
turned that knowledge on a 
100-foot waterfall tumbling 
behind his new home. 

By 1851 he had harnessed 
it to turn a 28-foot overshot 
wheel generating roughly 
150 horsepower, enough 
to run a sawmill and grind 
45 bushels of corn meal in 
under an hour.

One awed visitor wrote 
that Johnstone’s “genius 
and enterprise” meant the 
falls were never “allowed 

to run to waste.” The mill 
supplied lumber and meal 
not only to Glen Cannon but 
to the growing Johnstone 
Settlement taking shape 
around Dunn’s Rock.
BUILT ON BONDAGE

None of it happened 
without the forced labor of 
nearly two dozen enslaved 
Africans McKewn brought 
to the mountains — men 
who plowed fields, cut tim-
ber and ran the mill saws; 
women who cradled grain 
and spun wool from the 
farm’s sheep; an enslaved 
carpenter who helped raise 
the barns and the John-
stone home itself. 

By 1860, seven children 
had been born into slavery 
at Glen Cannon, the young-
est just 6 months old — a 
quiet reminder that the pic-
turesque farm so admired 
by passing travelers was 
sustained entirely on the 
backs of people who had no 
claim on its land.

What became of Glen 

Cannon, its families — free 
and enslaved — and the 
mill that once roared with 
the power of the falls is a 
forgotten story. 

“Echoes of Eden” is
drawn from unpublished
family letters and dia-
ries, court and Civil War
records, and forgotten 
newspaper accounts that 
bring this lost mountain 
settlement back to life.

Echoes of Eden is avail-
able for preorder now from 
Highland Books in Brevard 
(highlandbooksonline.com)
and other stores.

For more on Gralley and 
his work, visit craiggral-
ley.com, which also offers
a free Echoes of Eden dis-
cussion guide for schools, 
churches and community 
programs. Gralley’s roy-
alties will be shared with 
Black organizations in Bre-
vard.

Next article: Life in the 

Johnstone Settlement

OUTDOORS

Glen Cannon Farm: McKewn Johnstone and those who built it

A photo of Mckewn 
Johnstone made available 
by the Johnstone Family.


