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Goals: 

Identify and facilitate 

protection of natural 

resources, important 

cultural and historical 

areas. 

Identify lands to form 

greenways within the 

watershed and to join 

protected lands with 

adjacent greenways. 

Educate the public 

about the watershed. 

Educate landowners, 

public officials and  

citizens in the impor-

tance of  protecting 

open space lands. 
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  ñWithin 12 hours, the river level at the Old Mill Dam 

went from six feet over the dam to nothing,ò says Eric Orff, an Epsom resident who is a 

retired New Hampshire Fish and Game wildlife biologist and also vice chairman of New 

Hampshire Friends of the Suncook River conservation organization.  

   The rocky riverbed near the Old Mill Dam now looks more like a rocky road. The  

pedestrian bridge that straddled the Suncook River and linked to Bear Island is no longer  

necessary. In fact, with water now only flowing down the eastern side, Bear Island is not 

even an island anymore! 

   The abrupt change in the riverôs course even captured the attention of NASA, which  

reported it as ñthe most dramatic change in a New Hampshire river course in recorded 

history.ò  

   A day or two after the water retreated, N.H. Fish and Game Nongame and Endangered 

Wildlife Program biologist Kim Tuttle, US Fish & Wildlife Service endangered species 

biologist Susi von Oettingen, and two other biologists headed out to see how this  

engorged part of the river had become nearly bone dry. As if changing course was not 

shocking enough, the Suncook River had another surprise. Amid the crows and blue jays 

snatching up dead fish on the dry riverbed, Tuttle and von Oettingen spotted the  

greenish-brown shells of state-endangered brook floater mussels poking out of the sand. 
   

(continued on p. 2) 
  

 

SUNCOOK RIVERôS ROCKY ROAD 
Fast Action by Biologists Saves Endangered Mussels 

By Linda Saucerman 

   When weather forecasts called for more than eight inches of rain to fall during 

Motherôs Day weekend in 2006, many residents in Epsom, New Hampshire, knew there 

was a good chance the Suncook River could swell and possibly overtake yards and even 

homes. In fact, the Suncook River did rise during the weekend flooding, but the real  

surprise came after the rain stopped falling.  

   Before the flood, the river split and meandered down 

and around a parcel of land that came to be called Bear 

Island. When the bloated river raged past a gravel pit 

that weekend in May, it began eating away at the loose, 

sandy bank, loading the water with sand and silt. The 

usually peaceful waterfall of the Old Mill Dam at the 

Elks Lodge in Epsom became a torrent, but almost as 

quickly as the water rose, it then completely retreated 

from this stretch of the river. The massive amounts of 

rain, and possibly the loose soil at the gravel pit, had 

caused the river to stop short of snaking around Bear 

Island. Instead, the river carved a new, more-direct 

channel on the eastern side of the island ï leaving the 

dam and more than two miles of riverbed almost com-

pletely high and dry. 
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Rescue Mission 

   ñWe knew they were in the river, but we didnôt know they were in this particular stretch 

of the river,ò says von Oettingen.    

   ñWe first saw two that were in the sand above the water line, and they were just toast. It 

was awful.ò 

   Among the mussels that had roasted in the sun or choked to death on sediment, how-

ever, the biologists also found ones that were still alive. Acting quickly, the foursome 

gathered up mussels, then ran down to the part of the river that still had deep water, and 

threw in the survivors.  

   ñWe kept finding more and more. We were working so fast, I couldnôt tell you how 

many brook floater mussels we saw that day, but I do know that I was shocked by how 

many we were finding. Usually you find them in smaller numbers,ò says von Oettingen. 

   While the biologists hoped their efforts could save some brook floaters that day, they 

knew more were probably hidden in the sand and in shallow pools. For the brook floater, the 

change in the riverôs course was another challenge to this unassuming creature that is con-

sidered by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service as ña species of concern.ò The same listing is 

applied in Maine, while in New Hampshire and Massachusetts the brook floater is consid-

ered endangered, in Vermont it is threatened, it is listed as endangered in Connecticut and it 

is most likely extinct in Rhode Island and Delaware. In fact, this species is listed as endan-

gered, threatened or of special concern in state Wildlife Action Plans along the East Coast 

from Maine to Georgia. 

   With the regionôs brook floater population already in peril prior to the flood, the biologists knew they needed a better rescue 

strategy. So they contacted Kyle Flannery of the federal fish hatchery in Nashua to see if they could ñmussel inò on his tanks. 

   ñIt is just amazing what Kyle accomplished in 24 to 48 hours. He had to come up with a food source, so he had algae shipped 

from a hatchery in West Virginia; he had to redesign his holding facilities and create a flow-through system with sand and peb-

bles; he had to make sure they had the right temperature and the right amount of oxygen; and he had to make sure they werenôt 

going to be overcrowded,ò says von Oettingen. ñI am just in awe of him and what he pulled off. And he did it without asking 

for any money -- this came out of his budget. He just did it because he saw there was a need and that he could get it done.ò 

   After securing the hatchery as a safe haven, the biologists returned to the Suncook River with more state and federal employees 

and a volunteer crew that included Dr. Barry Wicklow, a professor at Saint Anselm College in Manchester who studies brook 

floaters. While the rescue mission was a long, backbreaking day, for Wicklow and the others, the effort was a labor of love. In the 

end the volunteers were able to save 1,200 brook floaters from this stretch of the river. 

No Place Like Home 
   ñWhen you pick a brook floater up out of the water, youôll see they have a bright orange foot; itôs a beautiful salmon color,ò 

says Dr. Wicklow. ñTheir shells are a range of yellows and greens and sometimes you get one with a beautiful, darker shell.ò 

   One of the reasons this orange-footed mussel is an important species is because it serves as a food source for otters, raccoons, 

muskrats and aquatic birds. According to Wicklow, the brook floater mussel most likely got its name from the mechanism it 

uses to escape from these predators. 

   ñWhen the mussel is picked up by an animal such as a raccoon, the valves will gape. So if the raccoon accidentally drops it back 

into the water, the mussel is able to float away and disappear in the current,ò says Wicklow. 

   To carry out this escape plan, the brook floater needs to be in water that is fast enough to carry it away. The rocky-bottomed 

areas of the Suncook River at the Old Mill Dam provided ideal habitat for these mussels, as well as for trout, perch and other 

fish. 

   Along with its distinctive foot and gaping shells, this filter feeder, like many other freshwater mussels, is considered the  

canary in the coal mine when it comes to water quality. 

   ñSome mussels are very hardy, but brook floater mussels are very sensitive to water quality changes, and itôs assumed thatôs 

why their numbers have gone down,ò says Wicklow. 

   The fact that 1,200 brook floaters were collected in the Suncook River, plus an untold number that were not so lucky to be saved, 

suggests that this portion of the river was in great shape to support such a population. (continued on p. 4) 

Suncook Riverôs Rocky Road (continued from page 1) 

Our Website continues to be updated thanks to Bill Provencal of Pittsfield! 
Check it out! 

Newly tagged endangered brook 

floaters 
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