
It is not the Garden of Eden.  Instead, 
the Cherokee Sink Tract of Wakulla 
Springs State Park is 1800 acres of 
ógnarly woodsô, remnant long-leaf 
pine ecosystem, and disturbed land 
that had been clear-cut of all of its 
merchantable timber in 1987-88.  
What existed in January of 2000 
when the park acquired it (in hopes 
of conserving the ground water lead-
ing to Wakulla Spring) was a property 
in need of tender loving care.  Former 
Park Manager Sandy Cook and cur-
rent Park Biologist Scott Savery initi-
ated the recovery and resource man-
agement plan for the property.  In 
many ways, it was like working with a 
patient riddled with cancer and suf-
fering from heart disease.  The task 
would involve lots of surgery and re-
construction.  
 

Early work was focused on the prop-
ertyôs heart ï Cherokee Sink.  Over 
the years prior to park ownership, 
tons of debris had been cast into the 
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depths of the sinkhole lake, including 
the grave markers from the Casseux 
Cemetery.  OPS Ranger Glenn Kiefer 
matter -of-factly reminded people, ñThe 
park took one or more of every item 
found in the Sears & Roebuck catalog 
out of that sink.ò  The park also worked 
very hard to re-vegetate the badly erod-
ed slopes of the sink. They greened up. 
The sinkôs waters werenôt as murky. 
 
People loved it ï maybe too much.  
Steps led down to a little beach area so 
that foot traffic would not erode the 
slope.  There was even a dive platform 
with a ladder.  Summer crowds enjoyed 
the warmer sinkhole lake water.  But 
high levels of undesirable bacteria cre-
ated a health threat forcing the park to 
remove the site as a designated swim-
ming area.  The heartôs óbloodô had be-
come septic. 
 

Today people can still enjoy viewing 
Cherokee Sink.  It is the reward that 
comes with the completion of a leisure-
ly mile  walk or bike ride.  A few intrep-
id hikers still take a quick dip into the 
80 foot deep sinkhole lake even though 
they do so at their own risk at a place 
no longer designated for swimming. 
 
The remaining body of the property 
was replete with tumors of gnarly 
woods composed of hawthorn, crabap-
ple, and plum thickets.  Hardwood in-
vasives such as laurel oak, black cherry, 
and sassafras metastasized among a 
few scattered, single, and small longleaf 
pines.   

The seedling longleaf pines on a 

155 acre tract of restored longleaf 

pine ecosystem at Cherokee Sink 

have come a long way in 11 years.  

(Continued on Page 2) 
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Prescribed fire, the tool of choice in the management 
and restoration of longleaf pine ecosystems, was ineffec-
tive in the destruction of the unwanted vegetation.  The 
meager leaf litter and lack of herbaceous plants and 
grasses to support and carry any fire at all, let alone one 
hot enough to ignite the targeted trees, meant that the 
gnarly woods and unwanted hardwoods were immune 
from the treatment.  
 

A new prescription was required to jumpstart the return 
of a longleaf pine ecosystem.  By 2003, Park Biologist 
Scott Savery had settled upon a 155 acre section of the 
Cherokee Tract that might be receptive to a major resto-
ration effort.  Gyro -Trac (a large tank-like machine with 
a spinning front drum having sharp metallic teeth) oper-
ation began in March reducing unwanted vegetation to 
mulch.  Succeeding burns and targeted herbicide treat-
ment better prepared the land and improved access for 
tree planting.  
 
By late January of 2004, 75,000 containerized longleaf 
pine seedlings were planted on the 155 acre site in just 
two days by a crew of 20.  They were planted randomly 
with about 500 trees per acre.  The weather cooperated.  
It rained.  The seedlings grew. 
 

In fact, they grew remarkably well.  Twelve years later, 
approximately 400 longleaf pines per acre tower as 
much as 20 feet tall.  After 3 successful prescribed burns 
of the 155 acre zone and many hours of continued re-
moval and targeted treatment of hardwoods by both 
park staff and volunteers, the zones continued progress 
is encouraging. 
 

One of the pluses of the restoration has been a resur-
gence in gopher tortoise numbers and activity.  There 
may now be over 30 adult tortoises present.  There are 
also smaller burrows providing evidence of population 
growth.  Other wildlife such as fox squirrels may be ben-
efiting from the habitat restoration as well. 
 
In other areas of the Cherokee Sink Tract, Scott has 
worked tirelessly to remove invasive exotics (life from 
other areas of the planet not originally found in a locality 
that threaten the survival of indigenous species).  Sever-
al acres in the northwest area of the tract had become a 
bamboo monoculture.  Thousands of stems of bamboo 
were laboriously cut by hand.  Today, a few small scat-
tered sprigs remain ï soon to be removed.  

 
On the southern end of the property, a 
small area of air potato vine still hangs on.  
The vine can grow as much as a foot a day.  
It produces poisonous potato-like tubers 
on its vine which eventually drop and 
sprout a new plant.  Like kudzu, left un-
checked air potato forms a vegetative blan-
ket smothering desirable native plants.  
Scott continues to monitor and remove the 
invasive exotic. 
 

There are encouraging discoveries to be 
found on the 1800 acre Cherokee Sink 
Tract as well.  On the northern end of the 
zone, there is a 50 acre remnant longleaf 
pine ecosystem complete with wiregrass, 
shiny blueberry, and gopher tortoise bur-
rows.  There are longleaf pines present es-
timated to be about 25-30 years old.  They 
were probably seedlings left behind when 
the area was logged almost 30 years ago.  
Scott plans to continue with  prescribed 
burning of the area with the expectation of 
improved habitat.  
 

And so years of tender loving care contin-
ue.  It may not or never will be the Garden 

of Eden.  But it may be a little bit closer to 

its hoped for ideal. 

Park Biologist Scott Savery  sur-
veyôs a 50 acre tract of remnant 
longleaf pine ecosystem.  
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The stockings may not have been hung by the fireplace with care, 
but Melissa and Bonnie did their part  to make the conference 
room in the Admin Building festive and homey.  Sandra and Randy 
brought some delectable chili while everyone else contributed sides 
and lots of holiday sweets. 
 
The fire roared for a while, but a gentle rain eventually snuffed it 
out and forced everyone to the porch or inside.  No matter, Jonah 
kept things hoppinô with his music and everyone enjoyed talking 
and catching up. 
 

Randy, Sandra, Teresa, James, and Jonah 
share in some good times. 

Resident volunteers, Suzy, Jeff, Gary and Linda make them-
selves at home. 

Rachel & 
Jake 
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(Top to Bottom)  
The Biscuit Boys serenade visitors at Cherokee Sink.  
A crowd gathers on the steps of the observation tower to 
listen to a little Cherokee Sink history.  
Resident Volunteers Jill Vigna, Diane Coon, Suzy Berry, 
Linda Seney, and Friends Member MarieAnne Luber 
worked hard but happily to prepare the heavy hors dô oeu-
vres.  
MarieAnne Luber receives the óHelping Handô award. 

The weather on Sunday, February 8 was Chamber of Com-
merce perfect.  The morning was cool and great for a campfire 
outside the parkôs administration building.  As Friends mem-
bers began to arrive at 10:30am they checked in, warmed 
themselves by the fire, and chatted with one another.   
 
By 11:00am it was time to gather those who had registered to 
take the tram to Cherokee Sink.  The tram was filled and glid-
ing its way to Cherokee Sink by 11:10 driven by Resident Volun-
teers Jeff Berry and Gary Coon.  It was a wonderful open-air 
ride down the one and one half mile trail.  
 
Upon arriving, guests were treated to the music of the Biscuit 
Boys and the warmth of hot chocolate.  A short walk led by 
Park Services Specialist Jeff Hugo highlighted some of Chero-
kee Sinkôs history. 
 
When the tram returned to the Admin Building, a repast of 
heavy hors dô oeuvre's artfully displayed on the conference ta-
ble greeted the 100 or so guests of the 20th Anniversary Annual 
Meeting.  The results of the hours of work on the part of park 
resident volunteers Jill Vigna, Linda Seney, Pleas Gay, Diane 
Coon, Suzy Berry, and Friends Members Marie Anne Luber, 
Julie Harrington, and Linda Epler were devoured in what 
seemed moments. 
 
The Annual Meeting followed.  The óHelping Handô Award was 
given to Marie Anne Luber for her conscientious service to the 
Friends over the last year.  Outgoing Treasurer Trudy Thomp-
son was given an award for her valued service over the years.  
And Friends President Madeleine Carr was given the Outstand-
ing Adult Female Volunteer of the Year award from the Friends 
of Florida State Parks. 
 
After the Park Manager Pete Scalcoôs address and the financial 
report, Friends members got caught up on park activities and 
information through a team game put together by Madeleine 
Carr.   
 

Photo courtesy Bob Thompson 


