
No one is sure where the Canadian 
River got its name. In his book 
Native American Placenames 
of the United States, scholar 
William Bright speculates it may 
come from Río Canadiano, the 
Spanish form of the Caddo name 
káyántinu’, which was the tribe’s 
name for the nearby Red River. 
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WADE IN 
THE Water
TWO WOMEN—ONE WRITER, ONE ARTIST—FOLLOW TWO OKLAHOMA 

RIVERS, THE CANADIAN AND THE KIAMICHI, TO DISCOVER WHAT 

SECRETS, SPECIES, AND SIGHTS LIE ALONG THEIR BANKS AND 

TO MEET THE OKLAHOMANS WORKING TO PROTECT THEM.

B Y  S U S A N  D R A G O O   |   I L L U S T R AT I O N S  B Y  D E B B Y  K A S PA R I

KNEE-DEEP IN WATER, two young biologists drag a seine 
through the Canadian River near the I-35 bridge in Norman. 
They’re untroubled by the steady current and unsteady footing, but 
the riverbed feels like it’s washing away, and I wonder if this is the 
fearsome quicksand described in historical accounts. I step back to a 

more solid sandbar, realizing the disappearing sands are being replaced in a ceaseless 
flow. Standing still, I let the sand shift beneath me, and happily, I don’t sink. Much.

Trevor Starks and Curtis Tackett heft the fifteen-foot net out of the water, and 
a pile of silvery treasure wriggles in its center. Matt Fullerton of the Oklahoma 
Department of Wildlife Conservation stands nearby—also nearly up to his waist 
in water—with a clipboard. He records the number of Arkansas River shiners, their 
bellies shimmering white, and then Starks and Tackett either return the fish alive 
to the river or drop them into a formalin-filled plastic jar for later classification. A 
fourth researcher, Brent Bristow of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, measures 
the depth and velocity of the water and the width of the channel and reports those 
numbers to Fullerton, who copies them onto his clipboard. The four repeat the haul 
process fifteen times—along the bank, on a shallow bar, in riffles, in deep holes, and 
in a pool of stagnant water near the remains of a 1918 toll bridge, where a red-eared 
slider turtle is caught in the net but escapes the jar. 



The Canadian River enters Oklahoma 
from Texas near the Antelope Hills, 
where it once crossed the boundary 
between the United States and Mexico.
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This is the team’s third stop on a 
four-day journey along the Canadian 
River. They’re evaluating the relative 
abundance of the threatened and pro-
tected Arkansas River shiner minnow, 
which historically lived throughout the 
Arkansas River basin but now appears to 
exist only in parts of the Canadian. Their 
eggs drift for more than a hundred miles 
before they hatch, so if they settle out in 
a reservoir, they get covered with silt and 
suffocate. Dams have wreaked havoc on 
the fish’s spawning success.

ABOUT 167,600 MILES of 
rivers and streams carry water 
across the state, providing 

drinking water, recreation, transporta-
tion, food, and more. Their riparian 
zones—the zones of life on the rivers’ 
margins—protect water quality and 
provide a habitat for wildlife. 

Every Oklahoma river but one—the 
Glover—is dammed at some point, 
and the state’s man-made reservoirs 
contain a biological diversity that is, 
according to the Nature Conservancy, 
exceptional on a global scale. Segments 
of seven Oklahoma rivers—the Blue, 
Washita, Cimarron, Lee Creek, Glover, 
Mountain Fork, and Kiamichi—are on 
a National Park Service list of free-
flowing river segments with significant 

natural or cultural value. And many of 
the state’s watersheds—including the 
Upper Little River, the Lower Neosho, 
and the Kiamichi—are designated as 
critical for conservation of at-risk fish 
and mussel species.

Naturalist and artist Debby Kaspari 
and I have set out on a quest along two of 
these rivers to understand their benefits 
and the threats they face: the Canadian, 
which braids through 906 miles that in-
clude Colorado, New Mexico, and Texas 
and bisects Oklahoma before emptying 
into the Arkansas; and the Kiamichi, 
which flows for 177 miles through 
mountains and prairies before emptying 
into the Red River south of Hugo. 

ONE HUNDRED FIFTY 
miles northwest of our seining 
spot in Norman as the crow 

flies, the Canadian enters Oklahoma 
just west of the Antelope Hills. Nearby, 
at the Four Canyon Preserve near Ar-
nett, Debby and I hike through prairie 
grasses made lush by ample rain to an 
outcrop of red sandstone and gypsum 
two hundred feet above the flood plain. 
The river glimmers in the distance. 

It is stunning to realize the Canadian 
once occupied the entire valley below. 
It’s only about 10 percent of its historic 
width, a consequence of damming and 

withdrawal of ground water upstream in 
New Mexico and Texas. 

The river is languid here; frog eggs 
drift slowly in the slight current, and 
tadpoles scatter as I approach. River cane 
and cattails border the shore but give 
no shade at midday. A green pool near 
the bank holds a dozen fish, including 
a foot-long catfish. I wonder if they’re 
trapped here until the water rises. 

“Even with the river as it is, degraded 
and this narrow little ribbon of water, it 
still supports species like Arkansas River 
shiners and least terns,” says Chris Hise, 
director of the Four Canyon Preserve. 
“There are a lot of migrant waterfowl 
that stop over here. You see sandhill 
cranes and bald eagles occasionally. It’s 
still important for the Great Plains.” 

That importance is hard to glean for a 
public that faces challenges when access-
ing the Canadian River. 

“Most people don’t know much about 
these sandy Oklahoma rivers,” says 
biologist Bill Matthews, a fish ecology 
specialist with the University of Okla-
homa. “The Canadian is a wonderful, 
complex, natural ecosystem, if people 
would go look at it.” 

To that end, in 2015, Norman voters 
approved a measure that will include a 
park along the Canadian River. That proj-
ect likely will not begin for a few years, 



The Kiamichi River begins in the 
Ouachita National Forest in Arkansas 
and enters Oklahoma in LeFlore 
County. It travels nearly 180 miles 
before joining the Red River near Hugo.
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but a few miles downriver, in Lexington, 
a ten-dollar daily fee allows public access 
to the river bank. That can be a double-
edged sword for a river’s ecosystem. 

At Sundog Trails, a Lexington ATV 
park along the river, conservation biolo-
gist Priscilla Crawford of the Oklahoma 
Biological Survey has worked with 
landowners for a decade to protect nests 
of endangered interior least terns. Much 
of the bird’s breeding habitat has been 
lost to reservoir construction, but this 
relatively rare species still nests on sand-
bars in Oklahoma rivers. Unfortunately, 
these same sandbars also are popular 
for ATV users, and sometimes the two 
conflict. Crawford has placed what she 
calls “psychological fencing” including 
signage and other visual cues around 
nesting sites, and Sundog Trails owner 
Greg Snow has asked ATV riders to 
avoid disturbing the nests. 

“We had good cooperation this year,” 
says Crawford. “Very few people broke 
through the barriers.”

As it flows east, the Canadian is 
crossed by historic bridges. Between 
Wanette and Byars, the Old Santa Fe 
Railroad Bridge connects Pottawato-
mie and McClain counties with three 
camelback trusses. There are small 
unofficial parking areas on both ends of 
the 1903 bridge with river access for the 
sure-footed. Here, the Canadian’s sandy 
expanse is cut by a narrow channel along 
the southern bank, and fishermen are a 
common sight. Downstream near Calvin 
early one morning, Debby and I visit an-
other historic bridge now closed to traffic. 
Sunrise turns standing water into pink 
reflecting pools and makes artwork of the 
mud sculpted by wind and waves.

The Canadian rolls on and reaches its 
only impoundment in Oklahoma at Lake 
Eufaula, the state’s largest lake. It flows 
again for a short distance below the dam, 
ending its long journey in the Robert S. 
Kerr Reservoir, which subsumes the 
confluence of the Canadian and Arkan-

sas rivers. Here, the Sequoyah 
National Wildlife Refuge 
protects habitat for water-
fowl and other migratory 
birds like the bald eagle, 
the yellow-crowned 
night heron, and the 
white-faced ibis. 

SOUTH OF THE 
Sequoyah wildlife 
refuge, open floodplain 

gives way to the pines and rugged 
mountains of southeastern Okla-
homa and the Ouachita National 
Forest. Here, the Upper Kiamichi 
River Wilderness protects 10,000 acres 
of land surrounding the river. At its 
headwaters, the river dwindles from a 
powerful flow to a trickling brook.

The Kiamichi becomes deeper and 
darker as it flows downstream. We take 
in the view at steel truss bridges where 
county roads cross the river near towns 
like Muse and Whitesboro and walk 
along the bank at K River Campground 
on State Highway 2 near Moyers. 

The Kiamichi’s biggest treasure lies be-
neath the water. One of the rarest mussels 
in North America, the Ouachita Rock 
Pocketbook, lives here. The only viable 
population exists in the Kiamichi, which 
is home to nearly thirty mussel species. 

“The population declines of mus-
sels in the Kiamichi—including the 
Ouachita Rock Pocketbook—are related 
to drought, which is cyclical, and water 
management, a new stressor,” says stream 
ecology specialist Caryn Vaughn of the 
University of Oklahoma. 

For twenty-seven years, Vaughn has 
studied river mussel populations, and she’s 



Before Europeans came to North 
America, the Kiamichi River valley 
was a key corridor for Caddo and 
Mississippian cultures. More 
than 200 archaeological sites in 
Pushmataha County alone give 
testament to the river’s importance 
to these prehistoric people. 
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Protecting mussels has real-world 
value for humans. These bivalve mol-
lusks filter water, keeping it cleaner for 
drinking and recreation. Historically, 
Vaughn says, residents have done a 
good job of protecting the river. 

“People value the river, and that’s 
one reason it’s in such good shape,” 
she says. 

Charlette Hearne served for seven 
years as president of Oklahomans for 

Nature Conservancy and is open to the 
public on a limited basis. (580) 939-
2220 or nature.org/oklahoma. Sundog 
Trails, 677 West Almond Street in 
Lexington, (405) 305-3504 or facebook.
com/sundogtrails. Lake Eufaula State 
Park, 111563 State Highway 150 in 
Checotah, (918) 689-5311 or TravelOK.
com/parks. Sequoyah National Wildlife 
Refuge, 107993 South 4520 Road in 
Vian, (918) 773-5251 or fws.gov/
refuge/sequoyah. The Upper Kiamichi 
River Wilderness is open year-round in 
the Ouachita National Forest. One mile 
north of Big Cedar on U.S. Highway 
259, then right on Forest Road 6032 for 
three miles. (501) 321-5202 or www.
fs.usda.gov/ouachita. The Ouachita 
National Recreational Trail stretches 
forty-six miles through Oklahoma before 
entering Arkansas, and the Kiamichi 
River is accessible at many places along its 
route. friendsot.org. Sardis Lake, 42160 
State Highway 43 near Clayton, (918) 
569-4131. Hugo Lake State Park, five 
miles east of Hugo on U.S. Highway 70. 
(580) 326-0303 or TravelOK.com/parks.

Responsible Water Policy, a non-profit 
organization dedicated to providing 
facts related to Oklahoma water issues.

“Water is life; it is our birth-
right,” she says. “In Oklahoma, 
it is time to protect it, because 
our rivers are not yet overal-
located like the Rio Grande and 
the Colorado. No one in Oklahoma 
is thirsty—we still have time to do 
it right.” 

THE WATER IS low when 
we visit the northern reaches of 
Hugo Lake. In contrast to the 

forested, mountainous upper reaches of 
the Kiamichi River, here in the coastal 
plain, where the stream’s only impound-
ment begins, it seems barren. Snags 
in the lake add a skeletal aspect to the 
scene, and mussel shells litter the beach. 

We find a lot of dead ends on dirt 
roads as we try to reach the mouth of 
the Kiamichi. The best we can do is 
visit the nearest highway crossing of 
the Red River a few miles downstream. 

Watching the sunset on the Red feels 
like a fitting end to our journey. We’ve 
been to places most Oklahomans never 
see and communed with Oklahomans 
who care deeply about this most pre-
cious of natural resources: water. And 
we’ve seen firsthand how Oklahoma 
rivers teem with creatures we scarcely 
consider but whose existence signifies 
the waters’ purity. The habitat along 
their hundreds of thousands of miles of 
bank adds beauty to the state, shelters 
wildlife, and provides crucial access to 
fresh water for millions. Those who 
venture into Oklahoma rivers—like 
the biologists we followed along the 
Canadian’s sandy banks—know this. 
But how many Oklahomans come that 
close to a river these days?

Maybe that can change. 

The Four Canyon Preserve along the 
Canadian River is operated by the 

concerned about the way water is released 
from Sardis Lake, which dams a tributary 
of the Kiamichi, and Hugo Lake, an in-
stream impoundment of the same river. 

“The years 2011 and 2012 saw the first 
extreme drought the mussel populations 
experienced since the dams were put in,” 
says Vaughn. “Drought conditions got 
worse when water was held in the Sardis 
reservoir rather than being released to 
benefit fish and wildlife.” 


