
we neared the only rapid on the river, a 
place where two boulders on either shore 
force the water into a small, swift chute. The 
boulders create an upstream pool of water, 
and as we eased the canoe into this pool, 
we saw a pair of mating river otters in the 
water. The noise of the rapid drowned out 
any sound from us, and the otters were too 
absorbed to pay much attention anyway. 
We drifted silently a mere six feet away 
from them, and I thought to myself that 
this was the only time I’d seen my children 
sit completely motionless for five whole 
minutes. Then, as my husband cautiously 
reached for the camera, the otters saw us. 
One disappeared down the rapid. The other 
swam right under the boat, and the boys 
surged to their feet in excitement, almost 
turning us over.

South Alabama
During the winter when water levels are 

higher, my husband often kayaks on white-
water rivers like South Saulty, Town Creek, 
and the Little River. As a family, we also do 
regular day trips on rivers like the Mulberry 
Fork and the Locust Fork of the Black 
Warrior, the Coosa River, the Sipsey, and 
the Duck near Cullman. All these bodies of 
water lie in the northern part of the state, 
and we realized a couple of years ago that 
we had entirely neglected Alabama’s more 
southerly streams. Determined to expose 
our children to all kinds of river ecosys-
tems, we turned our attention south. We’ve 
taken trips on the Styx River, the Perdido 
and the Chattahoochee, but the Yellow and 
the Blackwater remain two of our southern 
favorites. In 2004, we did a week-long trip 
on the Yellow River which flows near Anda-
lusia and then down into the Panhandle 
through Eglin Air Force Base. Although the 
river has no rapids or shoals, the current 
is swift and this twisty river is filled with 
downed trees. We were kept busy during 
the day keeping our canoes from washing 
into snags or overhanging bushes.

The banks of the Yellow are almost 
entirely undeveloped and the camping 
was excellent. The Yellow has carved down 
through the sandy ground, leaving a four-
foot bank of sand to be scaled in order 
to get to a good campsite. The ground 
then spreads out in that dead-level south 
Alabama fashion, and you can camp under 
endless groves of live oaks and wild magno-
lias. To help us up the bank, my husband 
would usually tie a rope to one of the over-
hanging trees at the top. Now, if you want 

to make two small boys happy, you give 
them a shady four-foot sandbank with a 
rope hanging down it, the whole thing 10 
feet from the water’s edge.

Having explored the Yellow, we decided 
the next year to move west and sample 
the Blackwater River. The Blackwater is so 
named because of the tannins in the water, 
the same stuff that makes your tea brown. 
Because of the acidity of the tannins, there 
is less plant life in the river, and this makes 
for fewer fish and fewer of the animals 
that prey on fish. But what the Blackwater 
lacked in wildlife it more than made up 
for in camping. We camped every night on 
huge sugar-white sand beaches and made 
campfires with the abundant driftwood. 
It was like having your own private beach 
at Destin but with hardwoods instead of 
condos in the background and the noise of 
crickets instead of traffic.

Benefits to Children
Our children have literally grown up in 

the front of a canoe. This means that they 
have been cold, wet, and tired sometimes. 
But they also are coming to understand 
that this is the price for going to beautiful, 
natural places. I’m biased, but I think they 
are getting something special. My younger 
son, for example, by the age of four had 
an impressive record with catching sala-
manders, crawfish, water striders, and even 
small harmless river snakes. Our older son 
has spent many hours snorkeling through 
small rapids on the Cahaba and on the 
Mulberry Fork.

Rivers run right through our state but 
since most people don’t have the interest 
or the skills to navigate them, these water-
ways remain relatively unexplored. How 
often do you drive over a stream or river 
and never think about the small ecosystem 
that stretches downstream? My husband 
and I continue to paddle Alabama rivers 
because we think it’s important for our kids 
to understand the place where they live. We 
want the boys to situate their daily lives in 
relationship to a larger natural watershed, 
to understand that the water that falls onto 
their school runs into a drain and then into 
a river, to make concrete cause-and-effect 
links between the streets of Birmingham and 
the conditions of water downstream. In my 
mind, the ability to make these kinds of leaps 
between small actions and a larger context 
lies at the heart of truly ethical behavior.

We also want them to have close 
encounters with wildlife that are not medi-
ated through a TV screen, and to grow up 
respecting both the destructive power of 
water and also its ability to nourish and 
renew the land we live on.

Snail Status
In a 2004 status summary of Alabama’s 

wildlife, 42 snail species were reported 
extinct. In addition, 28 snail species were 
deemed to be of high or highest conserva-
tion concern. All 28 species are imperiled 
to the point of requiring protection, or 
they could become extinct.

With the exception of one species, all 
of the snails listed as extinct are endemic 
to Alabama, which means they are found 
nowhere else in the world, and most are 
confined to the Mobile Basin. Placing a 
species on a list of extinctions is not a 
matter taken lightly, but is of necessity an 
inexact science. Substantiating the contin-
ued existence of a species is straightfor-
ward, though often difficult, requiring only 
documentation of one or more live snails. 
However, proving that something is extinct 
is usually quite impossible, especially 
for species that live in riverine habitats 
that place limitations on their study. The 
majority of snail species that were deemed 
extinct were done so because no live indi-
viduals had been observed since the rivers 
were impounded. A few of the species were 
confined to small, isolated habitats, such as 
springs, that had been made unfit for snails 
by human alterations.

Though many snail species are obvi-
ously critically imperiled, the status rank 
assigned to some result from conclu-
sions made by biologists based on habitat 
changes. Unlike some other groups of 
animals such as birds, mammals and fish, 
snails are often overlooked by the conser-
vation and scientific communities. This 
lack of concern and effort on their behalf is 
the result of several factors. Some snails live 
in problematic or dangerous habitats that 
make their study difficult. Other species are 
very small, so they are often overlooked in 
general faunal surveys or ignored because 
there is a perception that they are diffi-
cult to study. Occasionally, these conclu-
sions prove to be wrong and species once 
deemed extinct are found alive.

Rediscovery
Three species formerly believed to be 

extinct were rediscovered in Alabama 
during the summer of 2004. One of these, 
the Cahaba pebblesnail (Clappia cahaben-
sis), was found by Dr. Stephanie Clark, who 
is carrying out postdoctoral work on snails 
at the University of Alabama. She is visiting 
this country from Australia.

The Cahaba pebblesnail is a small 
species, seldom exceeding four millimeters 
in length, and is believed to be found only 
in the Cahaba River System. It has been 
mostly overlooked since Alabama snails 
have been studied, dating back to the first 
half of the 1800s. The Cahaba pebblesnail 
was not even formally named by scientists 
until 1965. 

The two other rediscovered species were 
found in the Coosa River below Logan 
Martin Dam by personnel of the Alabama 
Division of Wildlife and Freshwater Fisher-
ies Division and the Geological Survey of 
Alabama. These are the teardrop elimia 
(Elimia lachryma) and cobble elimia 
(Elimia vanuxemiana), which historically 
occurred in shoals of the Coosa River. 
However, when dams were built on the 
river the shoals were destroyed. This, along 
with the fact that the snails had not been 
collected for at least 50 years, resulted in 
their inclusion on the list of extinct species.

The area where teardrop elimia and 
cobble elimia were found is about 20 feet 
deep with very swift water. It is difficult 
to collect snails from such habitat because 
visibility is usually two feet or less. There-
fore, the habitat had not been sufficiently 
surveyed since the dams were built during 
the first half of the 1900s. 

Conclusion
Other snail species may await rediscov-

ery. The listing of certain snails as endan-
gered species by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service has brought attention to the plight 
of snails in general. As study and conserva-
tion actions for those species get underway, 
many other species benefit. One benefit 
may be the rediscovery of additional 
species once thought extinct.

Alabama’s snails 
rank among the 
most unique and 
diverse in the world. 
A total of 175 species of 
freshwater snails are found in 
the inland waters of Alabama. 
However, they have not 
responded well to modern 
habitat changes, especially to 
impoundment of our major 
rivers. Recently three species 
thought to be extinct in 
Alabama were found in the 
Cahaba and Coosa Rivers.

By Jeffrey T. Garner, 

Alabama Division of Wildlife 

and Freshwater Fisheries

Rediscovering
Tips for 
Paddling 
with Kids
■ Make safety a priority. ALWAYS

make your child wear a lifejacket 
that properly fits. Adults should set 
the example by always wearing their 
lifejacket as well.

■ Kids will be happiest in a lifejacket 
if it’s reasonably comfortable. This is 
not the place to skimp on money.

■ Every single time you get on the 
water, assume that this is the day 
when you’ll flip over or your kids 
will fall out. Don’t forget a change 
of dry clothes.

■ Do not dress your kids in cotton, 
which saps body heat when wet. 
Instead, dress them in synthetic 
fibers (like nylon, acrylic and fleece) 
or in wool. Always have one extra 
dry sweater on hand. 

■ Point out things along the way that 
your children might not spot on 
their own.

■ Let the kids find their own “toys” 
along the way. Beaver sticks, 
rounded pebbles, and clam shells are 
favorites.

■ Kids love to have their own paddle, 
even if it’s just used for trailing in 
the water.

■ Pack lots of small snacks. These are 
wonderful mood-lifters and can be 
quickly whipped out in the canoe.

■ Shoes must be worn at all times. 
Sandals that stay on when swim-
ming and dry out quick are the best.

Family-Style
Continued from Page 15 444
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For More Information
To learn more about snails and mussels in 
Alabama, visit the Alabama Department of 
Conservation and Natural Resources Web 
site at www.outdooralabama.com.
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