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THE MOLLUSK FAUNA OF THE NORTH FORK
HOLSTON RIVER AT SALTVILLE, VIRGINIA

David H. Stzmsber:y
THE OHIO STATE UNIVERSITY, COLUMBUS, OHID MUSEUM OF ZOOLOGY

A combination of extensive deposits of valuable
chloride salis at the site of the headwaters of one
of the richest freshwater fauna regions of the
warld has made Saltville, Virginin, a focal point
of coneern to biolopists and water poliution auth-
orities alike. For some 75 years the Olin Chemical
Corporation has maintained a soda ash operation
Lere with its chloride wasltes going into the rela-
tively small North Fork Ielston RRiver. The Hols-
ton River proper is one of the largest headwater
lributaries of the Tennessee River which originally
had an endemic fauna of 24 species of naiads
alone, Unfortunately the chemieal industry had
been in operation for at least seven years before
the first observatlons were recorded on its affects
on aquatic life, Adams {(1915:18), in his classic
work on Jo, notes that in August, 1900,

“At and below the alkali works the refuse
flowing into the river has covered all the rocks
and the bed of the stream with a whitish coai-
ing., Natives reporied that fish had been killed
in great guantities by this refuse. Had this
factory been lecated a few miles farther up-
stream, Io would have become extinet in all this
portion of the stream. Such influences show the
importance of studying the animals of our
sireams before such pollution.”

Adams had collecied a fine series of fo fluvialis
{Say, 1825y from the river ahove the polluted
area. Collections in 1968 did not reveal the pres.
ence of Jo at or anywhere above Saltville or at
Holston, 20 miles downstream. The only
pieurocerid snails found at ihat time came from
above the Olin Corporation outfall. Abundant
populations of Oxylrema (Pleurocerad wuncigle
{(IHaldeman, 1841} and Leptoxis (Anculosa} sub-
globosa (Say, 1825) extended from within the
Saltville city limits for miles upsiream.

The {irst extensive collection of naiads made
at Saltville proper was by Ortmann. He lists
{1918:608) 15 species taken by himself in 1812 and
cites 9 species coliected there by Peterson in 1917
making a total of 16 different species. Dr. William
J. Clench and I collected at Saltville in September

45

1968, and added two more unionid species bringing
the list up to 18 Five species previously recorded
{sce table) were not found, however, indicating
a fauna depreasing jn species diversity,
Adams (1915:18), in his search for 1o, made an
effort to eollect it at Holston in 1901, He found
“ - the river apparently afforded an excel-
lent habitat for Jo. The water was shallow,
about a foot deep, with an abundance of large
rocks covered with a slimy algal growlh and
varied current from eddy to that of moderate
swiltness. The water was clear, and yet no shells
were found, I then examined the river for about
a mile upstream . .. no Jo were found except an
old weathered shell. T was told by a vesident
that occasionally the “alkali” refuse came down
in such a guantily as te give the river a milky
color, . . . Unionids were present, however, as
shown by the bivalves on the banks where they
had been opened by raccoons or muskrats.”
The. naiad shells collecied by Adams at Holston
hecame part of the Walker Collection and were
listed by Ortmann (19i8:609). There were 14
species in this collection and efforts by Clench and
myself to find any of these forms at Holston in
1868 failed gompletely. The North Fork at Holston
still Jooked much the same as it did to Adams
fn 1960, bul the only mollusks found were a fow
Physa sp. in a pool alongside the river. It appears
that the entire river fauna has been eliminated
from this site,
Recent attempis to collect the North Fork as

far downstream as Rotherwood, only one mile

above its mouth, did not reveal any living species
of river mollusks, najads or pleurocerids. Ortmann
{1818:610) took 34 species of najiads at Rother-
wood in 1913, It appears that the North Fork is
devold of mollusk life from Saltville as far down

as the point where it joins the South Fork forming %

the Holston proper. What effect this badly pol-
luted tributary has on the main stream is not
known,

Just recently the Virginia Water Control Board
established strict new standards which make the
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sublamily Anodontinae
Straphitus wnduliius ternnesseensis Frierson, 1927 X O O - O O s
Alasmidonta marginata Say, 1818 X O O [ O )
Alusmidonia viridis (Rafinesque, 1820) X O O O O S
Pegias fabule (Lea, 1836) X X O X 0O .
Lasmigona costata (Rafinesque, 1820) X O O X O
Subfamily Ambleminae
Musconaia cdgariana (Lea, 1840) O O 1 | X O
Huscomaia barnesiong (Lea, 1838) X X 3 3 X O
Lexingtonia dolabelloides (Lea, 1840) X X 1% s X O
Plewrobema oviforme (Conrad, 1834) X X 3 5 X O
Eiliptio dilatatus (Rafinesque, 18201 O O 8] s X O -
Subfamily Lampsilinae
Pliychabranchus fusciolaris (Rafinesque, 1820) O O 1 -+ 8] O S
Plychobranchus subientin {Say, 1825) x X 12 S X O -
Actinonwias pectorosu (Conrad, 1834) X O O X O
Torolnsina [ Hvidin (Rafinesque, 1820) O X O - X O
Medionidus conradicns (Lea, 1834) X X 15 s X L8]
Conradilla eaciafa (Conrad, 1834) O O O 3 X O
Villusa iris nebulosa (Conrad, 1R34) X X 22 s X O -
Vitlosa vanuxemit (Lea, 1838) X X 9 S O O 3
Lean psilis vontricose (Barnes, 1823) X O 1 S O 9] S
Lampsilis jasciola (Rafinesque, 1820) X O 4 S X O
Total Naiad Species Recorded 15 9 11 14 o
Faunal Change in Numbers of Species -2 -14

X = species present
O = none laken

A = species added

- = speckes removed
5 == game

continued operation of the Olin Corporation plant
at Saliville economically unfeasible. Present plans
are to phase out by December 1972 {Newcombe,
1971, but operations may stop before that time.
Just how rapidly and to what extent the biota of
the Norvth Fork Ifolston can recover remains to
be seen, The principle purpose of this paper is to
summarize the changes which have occurred in
the mollusk fauna up to the present time and to
serve as o basis for comparison with such im-
provements as may hopefully occur in the not-
too-distant future,
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