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The North Carolina State Highway Patrol filed
charges July 16 against the dump truck driver who
veered across the center lane of N.C. 251 July 1, killing
two Asheville cyclists and wounding another.

Cody Dale Mundy, 34, of Alexander, faces two
counts of misdemeanor death by vehicle and driving
left of center, Trooper Clint Crane told the Citizen
Times July 16. Crane, who investigated the crash,
said Mundy was released on an unsecured bond and
has been “cooperative” throughout the investigation.
His first appearance in Madison County District
Court is scheduled in September.

Five miles outside the Buncombe County border
just before 6:45 p.m. July 1, officials say Mundy
veered left of center on N.C. 251, striking three cy-
clists head on. Crane said they do not suspect impair-
ment to be a factor in the crash, but they are waiting
on blood test results. If toxicology comes back posi-
tive, there would be an additional charge against
Mundy based on the district attorney’s discretion. 

That evening, seven cyclists started out on what
many local riders refer to as “Tuesday Night Worlds,”
a weekly cycling route on the “scenic byway” along
the French Broad River. Shortly after the group’s turn
back toward Asheville, Griffin Tichenor, the third rid-
er injured in the accident, said he looked up from
glancing at his bike computer seconds before the
truck clipped his back wheel.

Jacob Hill, 32, and Leonard “Lennie” Antonelli, 27,
both of Asheville, died in the crash. Over the next
week, hundreds of Asheville cyclists took to the
streets and collected in bike shops to commemorate 
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See CHARGED, Page 3A

WASHINGTON – The Republican-controlled
House of Representatives early July 18 passed Presi-
dent Donald Trump’s $9 billion funding cut to public
media and foreign aid, sending it to the White House
to be signed into law.

The chamber voted 216-213 in favor of the funding
cut package, altered by the Senate this week to ex-
clude cuts of about $400 million in funds for the
global PEPFAR HIV/AIDS prevention program.

Only two House Republicans voted against the
cut, Reps. Brian Fitzpatrick from Pennsylvania and
Mike Turner from Ohio, along with Democrats.

“We are taking one small step to cut wasteful
spending, but one giant leap towards fiscal sanity,”
said Rep. Aaron Bean, R-Florida, advocating for a
similar spending cut package from the White House
every month.

House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries, D-New
York, countered that the funding cut “undermines
our ability to keep our people safe here and to project
America’s soft power all over the globe,” and argued
rural Americans’ access to emergency information on
public radio will be diminished. The funding vote was
delayed for hours amid Republican disagreements 
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When visitors come to explore Great Smoky Moun-
tains National Park, they have access to a wealth of
knowledge highlighting the diversity of plants, ani-
mals, and ecosystems found in this special place.
Among them are lichens — a lesser-known group of
species whose members were largely undiscovered as
recently as two decades ago. Since then, the Smokies
have grown into a hub of lichen discovery and docu-
mentation, with the number of species in the park
nearly tripling from 340 to 965.

Created by a mutually beneficial relationship be-
tween fungus and either algae or cyanobacteria, li-
chens are complex organisms, with no two being ex-
actly the same. The fungus makes up the primary li-
chen structure that grows on trees, rocks, or the
ground. The secondary organism, either algae or cya-
nobacteria, provides food for the fungus via photo-
synthesis, allowing the lichen to grow. With their
unique composition, lichens can display a wide varie-
ty of forms and colors.

Yet few scientists study them. James Lendemer, a
leading lichenologist and coauthor of “Field Guide to
the Lichens of Great Smoky Mountains National
Park” who serves as curator of botany at the New York
State Museum, pointed out that research often focus-
es on larger, more noticeable species.

“All these little things are super diverse, and we
know comparatively little about them,” he explained.
“The lichens are really unusual because they’re visu-
ally large enough and conspicuous enough that the
average person can see them. They are one of the last
frontiers of things we can study that are visible to the
naked eye, and yet, they are poorly documented.”

Although more research is still needed to fully un-
derstand the roles lichens play in the environment,
data collected so far shows that they fulfill crucial
roles within their respective ecosystems. In fact, they
can do a little bit of everything. One of lichens’ most
important functions is their role in sequestering and
cycling nitrogen, a vital nutrient for all manner of liv-
ing things. Lichens absorb and hold nitrogen while
they are alive, and some species fix it into a form other
organisms can use. When lichens die, they fall to the
ground and rot, releasing nitrogen that is sent back 

James Lendemer and Erin Tripp rest on boulders in a stream during a lichen collecting trip in northeastern
Alabama. PROVIDED BY ERIN TRIPP/THE SOUTHERN APPALACHIAN LICHENS DIMENSIONS TEAM
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understudied organisms
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Lichen researchers James Lendemer, left, and Laura
Boggess survey for high-elevation lichens in Great
Smoky Mountains National Park.
PROVIDED BY BEN NELSON

Lungwort, Lobaria pulmonaria, grows on tree bark
and mossy rocks and contains nitrogen-fixing
bacteria, which convert nitrogen from the air into a
form that is useful to other organisms in the
ecosystem. PROVIDED BY ERIN TRIPPSee LICHEN, Page 4A
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into the atmosphere or absorbed by oth-
er living things.

Additionally, lichens help regulate
temperature and humidity by soaking
up any water near them and then slowly
releasing it back into the environment.
They can also be very sensitive and sus-
ceptible to certain conditions such as
the presence of air pollution, which
makes them early indicators of many
environmental issues. Lichens also
serve a more individualized purpose,
with animals using them for nourish-
ment, nesting material, and even hous-
ing.

Only within the last two decades has
lichen research grown significantly, due
largely to the work of a few dedicated li-
chenologists. One of these researchers,
Erin Tripp, associate professor and cu-
rator of botany at the University of Colo-
rado Boulder, pointed to one of the main
reasons lichens were understudied:
“The answer is, in my opinion, a lack of
literature.”

For a long time, there were very few
resources available for studying lichens.
In fact, almost no identification keys or
field guides existed. Lichenologists of-
ten had no choice but to comb through
old scientific papers, looking for clues to
identify the specimen before them. Lit-
tle else could provide them with the in-
formation they needed.

Today this is often still the case,
though some newer pieces of literature
are making identification easier in a few
specific regions. These include “Field
Guide to the Lichens of Great Smoky
Mountains National Park” by Tripp and
Lendemer, as well as “Lichen Flora of
the Greater Sonoran Desert Region,”
which has two volumes, and “Macroli-
chens of the Pacific Northwest.”

The work done by lichenologists like
Lendemer and Tripp has helped to pave
the way for future research, ensuring
more information is available and that
pathways for this field of study are not
as limited as they once were. This new
accessibility is essential in helping oth-
ers learn about lichens and understand
the important roles that these species
play in the ecosystem. Despite long-
standing obstacles to research and doc-
umentation, lichens are surprisingly
easy to research — often requiring noth-

ing more than a small sample dried and
placed in a plastic bag.

But why has the Smokies become
such a hotspot for studying lichens? The
answer lies both in the park’s natural di-
versity of lichen species and the efforts
of Discover Life in America, an official
partner of Great Smoky Mountains Na-
tional Park. DLiA is best known for coor-
dinating the Smokies All Taxa Biodiver-
sity Inventory, which aims to document
every species in the park through the
work of scientists and contributions
from park visitors. Since DLiA’s incep-
tion in 1998, the number of species re-
corded in the park has more than dou-
bled from 10,363 to 22,744.

“The Smokies region is a temperate
rainforest with an abundance of trees
and geological diversity,” said Will
Kuhn, director of science and research
for DLiA. “We’re in lichen heaven! The
age of the Great Smoky Mountains is
probably also a big contributor, giving
evolution plenty of time to work its mil-
lennia-spanning magic on lichens here.” 

The park “functions as a big refuge
for a lot of species,” Lendemer said.

Over the years, many forest ecosys-
tems in North America have been dis-
rupted and altered — primarily due to
human activity — disturbing the areas
where lichens would otherwise thrive.
However, Great Smoky Mountains Na-
tional Park stands out as an area with
some of the largest and most intact for-
ests in the eastern United States. Even
the heavy logging that took place in the
early 1900s wasn’t as destructive as the
disruption other regions suffered, be-
cause the mountains’ rugged terrain
kept logging companies from reaching
certain stands of trees. This history,
combined with the high level of protec-
tion that this park receives today, allows
lichens to flourish, and the park’s vast
size and elevation gradient offer a wide
variety of habitats and environments,
making it an ideal place for studying
these previously overlooked organisms.

In the years to come, these discov-
eries are only expected to continue.

“We’re still in the phase of biodiversi-
ty discoveries with lichens that we have
been long past with other groups,” said
Tripp. “It has taken us a little bit longer
to create momentum, but we’re coming
around. It’s a glorious time to be think-
ing about these organisms and to learn a
lot more about how incredibly diverse
they are even on just an individual lev-
el.”

Help scientists like Tripp and Len-
demer learn more about biodiversity in
the Smokies by logging your observa-
tions using the iNaturalist app. Find out
how at dlia.org/smokiesmostwanted .
Hannah Early is a writing intern for the
29,000-member Smokies Life, a non-

profit dedicated to supporting the scien-
tific, historical, and interpretive activ-
ities of Great Smoky Mountains Nation-
al Park by providing educational prod-
ucts and services such as this column.
Learn more at SmokiesLife.org .
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Discovered for the first time in Great Smoky Mountains National Park and named
in honor of the park’s science coordinator Paul Super, Pertusaria superiana is one
of several recently discovered lichen species named for park staff.
PROVIDED BY JAMES LENDEMER

Eastern candlewax lichen (Ahtiana aurescens) occurs throughout the
Appalachian and Great Lakes regions and can be found on the bark of conifer
trees. PROVIDED BY JAMES LENDEMER


