
Hellbender, an Appalachian Treasure 
 
 
As fall approaches, we will start to see the landscape around us change in breathtaking ways. The 
leaves will begin to turn their autumn colors and become what looks like an artist’s canvas with 
the reds, yellows, and oranges popping from the mountainsides. The crisp, cool breeze will make 
its way through the valleys as the animals scramble to prepare for winter. The rivers will become 
a bit cooler and clear, and if we look close enough we will see a magnificent sight beneath the 
water’s surface.  
 
With the tip of the 
cool temperatures, a 
variety of aquatic 
species will begin 
their fall 
moratorium. Native 
brook trout will 
become more 
vibrantly colored and 
start to dance around 
the reds that they 
have prepared for 
their offspring’s 
arrival. The fallen 
leaves that rest on 
the river bed will 
provide shelter to 
species such as 
crayfish and other 
benthic invertebrates. Hidden in beds under the river rocks, we will find a true mountain treasure, 
a species that notifies us of good water quality and pristine river conditions. By weight it is the 
largest salamander in North America, and can grow up to 29 inches long. With nicknames like 
mud puppy, water dog, lasagna lizards, and Allegheny alligators, we know it best as the Eastern 
Hellbender Salamander (Cryptobranchus alleganiensis).  
 
Hellbenders hold an important place in the ecosystems of our rocky and clear creeks, playing its 
part as both predator and prey to other river species. They breathe approximately 90% through 
their skin, and for this reason, they need cold, well-oxygenated, flowing water to survive. 
Hellbenders breed from late August to mid-September and nest through early November. Males 
defend their nests, which are under flat submerged rocks or fallen trees in the water, from 
predators and other hellbenders. Unfortunately, hellbender salamander populations are declining. 
The N.C. Wildlife Resource Commission has designated them as a species of Special Concern, 
and because of this it is illegal to kill, harm, harass, collect or sell them. Many people are 
frightened of them due to their large and slimy appearance, and there are false myths that they 
are poisonous or harmful. Hellbenders are in fact harmless and contribute greatly to the overall 
wealth of the environments that they reside in. 



This giant salamander has begun to disappear from many of our local streams because of 
declining water quality, over-collection and persecution. They are extremely sensitive to silt and 
other pollutants in their habitat. Many land use practices can alter their habitat in such a way that 
it becomes inhabitable. Loss of vegetation along stream banks, poor land use practices, moving 
rocks within the stream, and building dams can all change their habitat for the worse.  
 
Fortunately, much of the hellbender habitat in North Carolina falls within national forest land 
which protect the streams and watersheds that they live in. This nearly-threatened species is now 
finding itself with less habitat than ever, but the U.S. Forest Service is working to place signs 
along creeks to inform people not to move rocks.  
 
These large salamanders have remained largely unchanged for millions of years, and have found 
a home in the waters of Appalachia. When visiting our streams and rivers, we can all be 
conscious of how we are affecting these areas that we coexist in, leaving them cleaner than we 
found them so that these incredible creatures can live on to inhabit these fresh mountain streams 
for many years to come.  
 
If you accidentally catch a hellbender on hook and line, gently remove the hook if possible or cut 
the line as close as you can and let the hellbender go unharmed. If you happen to see a hellbender 
out and active, we encourage the public to call the North Carolina Wildlife Resources 
Commission headquarters office and report the details of the finding. 919-707-0050. Or, people 
can report to Lori Williams, Wildlife Diversity Biologist, by email: lori.williams@ncwildlife.org  
	  
Toe Talk is a monthly article series sponsored by the Toe-Cane Partnership highlighting 
watershed and community news. The Toe-Cane Partnership is working to improve water quality 
and gain associated economic benefits in the watershed by providing education and technical 
resources and implementing on-the-ground projects. For more information, see us on Facebook: 
http://www.facebook.com/ToeCanePartnership/  
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