Opposite: The winter sun rises over wiregrass in a stand of longleaf pine trees at
Sandhills Game Land. Clockwise: Piedmont
EcoRegion Supervisor Chris Dawes mans a
drip torch during a prescribed burn. A dead
longleaf pine tree burns into the ground as
part of this natural ecosystem process. A
prescribed burn on the Sandhills Game Land
as seen from the air; locals should expect to
see smoke during these seasonal burns.
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I

arrived at Sandhills Game Land 24 years ago, fresh out
of N.C. State University, as a seasonal burn technician.
I never left.
Perhaps no one is more surprised than me by my long-term relationship with the 65,000-acre
game land in south central North Carolina. I can often be found at Sandhills seven days a week—
either for work or personal recreation—and have come to appreciate everything this unique mix
of habitats has to offer.
My ﬁrst impression of Sandhills, however, was not love at ﬁrst sight. Instead, what I saw when I
arrived here in the winter of 1993 were merely pine trees and yellow grass, leaving myself to wonder:
“How can you get interested in that? There’s nothing here. It’s a biological desert.” I couldn’t have
been more wrong. Now, you can’t get me out of the woods.
Sandhills Game Land is part of one of the most diverse ecosystems in the state. Sandhills longleaf
pine forests are home to more than 900 species of plants, rivaling rainforests in diversity, and the
hundreds of types of insects and invertebrates include several that are unique to the region. These
facts may not be apparent to the untrained eye—they weren’t to mine, at ﬁrst. The key to appreciating Sandhills is knowing where to look and what to look for. Here’s a hint: keep your eyes
focused down. Much of the diversity at Sandhills is found below the waist, in the ﬁre-dependent,
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early-successional habitat that I originally
thumbed my nose at 24 years ago. There is so
much to see that even someone who spends
as much time at Sandhills as I do is still learning and coming across new things.
This guide to things you may not know
about Sandhills will provide a brief tour of
what makes this gem of our game land program unique, and why it is so important.

Fire!

It may sound strange, but ﬁre is the key ingr
edient to wildlife diversity at Sandhills. When
it comes to much of the habitat at Sandhills,
the use of ﬁre through controlled burns is
at once destructive and restorative. Without
ﬁre, the whole system falls apart.

In 2016, our forestry program burned
17,000 acres and replanted 210 acres of
longleaf pine trees. On average, the program
burns 20,000 acres each year as part of a
“thin and burn” forest management goal: thin
the canopy and put ﬁre back in the system.
Thinning the canopy allows sunlight to reach
the forest ﬂoor and brings to life a variety of
species that would otherwise have been left in
the dark.
An example of the dependent relationship
many plants and animals have with ﬁre can
be seen in the longleaf pine habitat that has
thrived at Sandhills since we began a regular
prescribed burning program here over two
decades ago. Sandhills is home to one of the
largest high-quality stands of longleaf pines in

the Southeast—without prescribed burning
the forest would otherwise be overtaken by
faster growing hardwood trees.
Fire to the longleaf is like rain to the
rain forest. The abundance of longleaf pines
at Sandhills provides habitat for over 170
family groups of red-cockaded woodpeckers. These federally endangered birds
create nesting cavities in live longleaf pine
trees. They feed on the diverse population
of insects—including ants, spiders and
wood roaches—found under the bark of live
longleaf pines. These tree-living insects
also rely on a healthy groundcover layer
enhanced by regular burning.
Prescribed ﬁre is the most ecologically
and economically appropriate management tool for maintaining and improving
wildlife habitat in most southern forests,
including Sandhills Game Land. It is our
most important tool in the toolbox. It
manages the pine needle and oak leaf fuels
on the ground and controls hardwood
competition for light and water resources.
And the groundcover response is amazing.
The day of the burn, right after a ﬁre goes
through, the landscape becomes kind of
black and ugly. However, this residual ash
is an important natural source of nutrients
for plant recovery in a system that provides
harsh growing conditions. Less than three
weeks later, the invigorated groundcover
has completely responded and come back
to life.
In fact, many plant species will not ﬂower
or set seed without periodic ﬁre. They will
only fruit after a ﬁre and can sit dormant for
years and years until they are burned. Then
they will ﬂower, go to seed and germinate in
the mineral soil exposed by the recent burn.
These plants, as well as the ﬁre-dependent
creatures, come in all shapes and sizes and
help make Sandhills Game Land unique.
winc | 2017 fall outdoor guide
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Frogs, Lilies and Sparrows (Oh My!)

Sandhills Game Land is home to numerous
rare reptiles and amphibians that require a
large, contiguous acreage of healthy longleaf
pine forest. One of these unique critters is
the Carolina gopher frog, including one frog
in particular that we tracked at Sandhills and
nicknamed the marathon frog. He earned
the name by traveling 2.4 miles from his
stump hole home to his breeding pond—a
marathon of sorts for such a small critter.
Carolina gopher frogs are about the size
of a small bullfrog and require seasonal
wetlands that periodically dry up (typically
in the hot summer months) so that they
remain free of ﬁsh that prey on their tad
poles. The grassy habitat that is exposed
when the ponds dry up is maintained by frequent ﬁres. We tracked our marathon frog
for two seasons from one of these breeding ponds to his stump hole by ﬁtting him
with a radio transmitter mounted as a belt
around his waist. Technicians followed him
daily to record his travels. During the ﬁrst
winter, after fall and winter rains ﬁlled his
breeding pond, we followed this frog for
2.4 miles after he bred in the pond back to
his stump hole. The following winter, he
returned to the pond for breeding season.
We then followed him again for 2.4 miles
back to the very same stump hole.
This impressive migration by Carolina
gopher frogs showcases the need for large
tracts of well-managed longleaf pine habitat surrounding these increasingly rare
wetlands. If we’re trying to manage habitat
for these frogs, we can’t just manage the
wetland. We’re talking about providing a
2.4-mile buffer (or more) around the wetland of high-quality longleaf pine habitat
for these frogs to make the annual round
trip from stump hole to pond and back to
stump hole.
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So, you may wonder, how is it possible
that Sandhills’ ﬁre-dependent longleaf
pine system can provide ideal habitat for
creatures as different as the red-cockaded
woodpecker and the Carolina gopher
frog? It’s because they have similar needs.
The longleaf system provides not only
the clay-based ponds that gopher frogs
need to breed in, but also the high-quality
natural groundcover that provides both
hiding places as well as habitat for their
food source: insects. The insect habitat is
well maintained through the use of ﬁre.
Gopher frogs need the breeding ponds for
only ﬁve to six months of the year; the rest
of the time the groundcover layer provides
habitat for the frogs’ food—from mole crickets to katydids.
Over 900 species of woody and herbaceous plants are known to occur in Sandhills
habitats. One of the most impressive is the
Sandhills ﬁre lily (Lilium pyrophilum). This
lily, like many other ﬁre-adapted plants,
stores nutrients in an underground rhizome,
allowing it to respond quickly to a periodic
ﬁre. These frequent ﬁres help to keep woody
shrubs in check that, if left unburned, would
outcompete the lilies for space and eventually cause them to disappear. This lily, which
was believed to be part of a Gulf Coast breed
of lilies before being identiﬁed as its own
species in the early 2000s, is an indicator
of habitat health for wetlands. Just like the
red-cockaded woodpecker is an indicator
for good longleaf pine health, the presence
of Sandhills ﬁre lilies is a good sign for the
health of a wetland system that is surprisingly ﬁre dependent.
The same groundcover that Carolina
gopher frogs and Sandhills ﬁre lilies need for
survival is also critical to the health of a rare
bird called the Bachman’s sparrow. And like
the others, the Bachman’s sparrow requires

Opposite clockwise: A banded red-cockaded woodpecker prepares to eat a wood
roach. Like red-cockaded woodpeckers, the
Carolina gopher frog, Bachman’s sparrow
and luna moth are also dependent upon fire
for favorable habitat. Pitcher plant bogs are
becoming increasingly rare, and they too,
are dependent upon fire.
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sandhills
game land

Fall colors in the Sandhills may not be
as vibrant as those of the Mountains,
but they have a beauty all their own.
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frequent ﬁre to maintain its
year, 61 middle and high
preferred habitat. It is a long
school teams participated in
leaf pine specialist, but if
riﬂe, shotgun and archery
its habitat has not burned
marksmanship, compass
in the past three years, the
orienteering and a hunter
bird will not be present in
responsibility exam.
that portion of the forest.
Sandhills Game Land
Without frequent ﬁre, their
also contains the J. Robert
MELISSA McGAW/ NCWRC
The John F. Lentz Hunter Education Complex is located at Sandhills Game Land and
preferred grassy habitat will
Gordon Field Trial Area.
features rifle, pistol, archery and shotgun ranges.
begin to be dominated by
This nationally acclaimed
woody stems that shade
facility of about 9,000 acres
out the forest ﬂoor, and
provides early successional
Over 300 acres of food plots are planted
the birds will simply go elsewhere to
habitat managed for quail to host bird-dog
each year, including corn, chufa, millets,
look for recently burned habitat.
ﬁeld trials. Retriever trials are also becoming
peas and wheat to beneﬁt species such
So, it is not a coincidence that Sandhills
more popular. The grounds include a clubas deer, turkey, quail, songbirds and fox
Game Land has one of the largest populahouse, stables, kennel facilities and an RV
squirrels. A well-managed longleaf pine
tions of Bachman’s sparrow in the state.
camping area. Special hunting regulations
forest can provide adequate resources for
They were far more abundant at the turn
apply on the ﬁeld trial area, so be sure to
most wildlife to survive, however food
of the 20th century, when there was 90
check the Regulations Digest for more inforplots can provide hunters with increased
million acres of longleaf pine forest in the
mation. Versatile hunting dog hunt tests are
opportunities to harvest game in a normally
Southeast. Now, the Federal Species of
conducted on other parts of Sandhills.
Concern relies on areas like Sandhills Game nutrient poor system.
When Sandhills Game Land was acquired
The John Lentz Hunter Education
Land for high quality longleaf pine habifrom the Department of the Army after
Complex is located on the western edge
tat. These birds are more like mice in many
World War II, the military retained trainof the Sandhills Game Land and provides
ways; they crawl around in the groundcover,
ing rights. Today, a number of different
searching for food and utilizing grass and riﬂe, pistol, shotgun and archery opportu- branches use Sandhills for navigation and
nities to the general public. The range is
branches for protection from predators.
other training due to the remoteness of the
open Tuesday through Saturday, 10 a.m. to landscape. No live ammunition is used in
If you see them ﬂying, it’s to go up on a
5:30 p.m. (Memorial Day to Labor Day) and
branch to sing to annouce their territory.
their training, but you may hear the sounds
9 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. (Labor Day to Memorial
of automatic gunﬁre using blank rounds.
Day). The complex is closed Sunday, Monday Some outdoorsmen have reported seeing
Great for Humans, Too
and on state holidays.
Wildlife are not the only ones that
helicopters overhead and troops in forThe shooting range was renovated in
beneﬁt from Sandhills Game Land. It is
mation, but more often than not you will
2014 and now features a 100-yard riﬂe
also managed for a variety of activities
never even know they were there.
range with six shooting lanes and a 25-yard
geared toward us humans, including
You may not ﬁnd the biggest deer in the
pistol range that can be set up for either
hunting, ﬁshing, hiking, and horse and
state, or grand vistas of the mountains or
three or six shooting lanes. It also offers
dog ﬁeld trials.
the coast, but if you look closely, Sandhills
skeet and trap ranges, as well as a 5-stand
Hunting season typically begins with
Game Land will become a favorite of yours
sporting clays range, a standard archery range as well.
dove season in September, followed by
and a 3-D archery range. It is the site of
deer seasons into December. Squirrel
the annual Youth Hunter Education Skills
Brady Beck is the Southern Piedmont
and quail seasons run into February.
Tournament, the state championship for
management biologist for the N.C. Wildlife
And ﬁnally, a turkey permit hunt ending
pre-collegiate shooting sports. This past
Resources Commission.
in early May wraps up hunting season.
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