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n evening chill was setting in as a breeze
Aswept down Chastine Creek in north-

eastern Jackson County in western
North Carolina, but I wasn’t ready to leave.
Goosebumps and a few shivers were not
enough to drive me from the sound of running
water. I sat down beneath a paper birch,
pressed my back against the peeling bark, and
rested sunburned arms across my knees. Tree
frogs called from just beyond the bank, but as
soon as I shifted their chirping cut to silence.

I heard the mammalian wings of a little
brown myotis slapping through leaves over-
head. It wouldn’t be long before the serenity
of the daytime forest transformed into the
madness of predation when Appalachia goes
dark. The bat cut tight flips around tree limbs
as it snatched baetis mayflies too absorbed
with a last ditch effort to breed to dodge the
bite. I stared into the trees, my head leaned
against the birch, and tried to focus on the bat
catching flies, but it maneuvered quickly be-

fore my eyes could adjust.
Something rustled beneath the dried
leaves along the bank to my right, and
the sound immediately drew my
attention back to the ground.
The animal slipped from be-
neath a crinkled poplar leaf
and moved onto the back
of a moss-covered stone.

- I could see it taking tin
= g tiny
B Vg steps from its sanctuary
» beneath  streamside

stones across the ball
of rock, the creature’s
feet making no im-
pression on the green
fur of moist moss. The
salamander began its
search for dinner.

I lurched slowly to
my hands and knees
& and crept in for a closer

look. My movement, as

stealthy as I may have

thought, was enough to

again silence the frogs and

send the salamander scatter-

ing down the rock and across

the tops of dried leaves. Still, I

managed to inch close enough to

see the frightened amphibian lying
flat against the forest floor.

A blackbelly salamander lay motion-

less beneath the stem of a maple leaf. Its

bulbous eyes were set like peppercorns atop its
angled head, and black pupils haloed in brown
watched me as I tried to remain motionless. A
mottled pattern the color of wet clay barred its

back and faded down along its slate gray belly.
Specks of white freckled its throat, and two
lines of white dots ran parallel the length of its
body and across slits used to breathe.

The blackbelly salamander is the largest of
all dusky salamanders, occasionally reaching
lengths more than seven inches. The salaman-
der I watched was at least six inches in length,
fully grown and knowing Chastine Creek in a
way I could never understand. This salaman-
der had been laid beneath a stone in this stream
one spring, had hatched in late summer, and
spent four years in the larval stage before reach-
ing its adult frame. This was not its first sum-
mer, and I wondered how long it had taken to
get this big.

It was a lungless species, using glands along
its body rather than internal organs to absorb
oxygen from the air. For this reason, it could
never venture far from the stream. It needed
constant moisture to wet its body and breathe.
I dared not touch it, but knelt, fascinated by its
ability to survive years of harsh winters in a
stream that often dipped below freezing.

I held my breath and tried to tighten into
stone like a gargoyle crouching over the bank,
but it was too much. In an instant, the blackbelly
slithered beneath the fallen flora, its slick body
sliding back onto wetted sand and in between
cobble edging the streambed. It was gone.

The name salamander comes from the Greek
salamandra meaning, “a lizard-like creature that
is supposed to live in, or to be able to endure,
fire.” Philosophers and poets from Aristotle to
Shakespeare alluded to the mythic qualities of
this reptile in their writings. It was thought to
be born in fire, live in flames, and hold the
power to extinguish the blaze.

Some legends said that salamanders were
created when glass blowers stoked their fires for
seven days straight. Yet a more logical conclu-
sion stems from the places where they rest.
Salamanders often find refuge inside the
crevices of fallen timber. When early humans
tossed logs onto campfires, salamanders awoke
from sleep, the smoke and fire bringing them
out of their burrows, and seemingly they
emerged from flames.

The myth spawned connections with sin,
damnation, and the fires of hell. In 1681, John
Flavel wrote in The Method of Grace that,
“Sin like a Salamander can live to eternity in the
fire of God’s wrath.” Similarly, Charles Kings-
ley described the path of the condemned in his
1864 lectures, The Roman and the Teuton: “He
will henceforth follow the example of a sala-
mander, which always lives in fire.”

The connection with the wretched was
enough to condemn the animal for a past of
which it knew nothing. The streams where
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they prospered were not Dante’s river of
Acheron. Eggs were laid in streambeds,
ponds, and on land, and the salamanders
emerged, making the moist earth and streams
home. Our human ignorance, no longer based
solely on superstition and faith, but rather
from a lack of land ethic, has driven many near
extinction. Still, salamanders find sanctuary in
parts of Appalachia.

I thought that summer heat had brought on
hallucinations the first time I saw the monster.
I'd been fly fishing the Tuckaseigee River a mile
above the Highway 107 bridge in Cullowhee,
North Carolina, when the dragon curled
around the felt toe of my wading boot and down
under the fissured rock where I stood.

My parents—born and raised flatlanders—
laughed as I described it over the phone. It was
a lizard with a head the size of a Copenhagen
can, slack skin waving off its body like loose fit-
ting leather and the tail of a sea snake. My de-
scription sounded as ridiculous as the
illustrations of Conrad Gessner from the 1500s,
depicting monstrous beasts with the bodies of
clergy, fins of fish, and scales of a serpent at-
tacking ships. Nonetheless, I saw it and the
thing was near two-feet long.

My folks thought it was an Appalachian tale
I was passing along to the Piedmont. But an
old timer on the bank, a man in his 6os with
dirtied Carhartt britches, white Elvis side-
burns, and a rusty looking trucker cap, told me
I'd seen a snot otter. He laughed when I looked
confused, and I wasn't quite sure which one of
us was crazy.

I didn’t have a choice but to take his word for
it, but the words snot otter sounded grossly for-
eign to me. Flashes of runny-nosed children and
mucus-covered muskrats blended in my mind
as he repeated the name. Those words were
meaningless jabberwocky. He couldn’t be right.
What I had seen was no mammal. It looked like
some kind of giant lizard, but fifth-grade biology
told me it had to be a salamander.

The only reference point I had were the words
the old man had given. I expected no results from
the search, but soon found a homepage for the
largest salamander in North America.

Names like snot otter, mud devil, devil dog,
and mollyhugger were all colloquial nicknames
for the same thing: Cryptobranchus alleganien-
sis, the hellbender.

Research verified everything I'd seen. Hell-
benders were the third largest salamanders in
the world, growing to more than two feet, only
surpassed by two Asian species that could grow
to six feet. Often living over 30 years, their flat-
tened bodies absorb oxygen into their lungs
through capillaries along gill-like frills, and they
stay submerged their entire lives.
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