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ON A !""# THRU$HIKE I CLIMBED THE STEEP, 
mud-slick ascent of Sarver Ridge and walked along 
the windy crest that creaked in the haunting, dense 
fog, half-fallen trees, and large rock piles. With the 
last vespers of light piercing the mist, everything I 
passed seemed to look back at me, and I relished the 
company I would !nd once I descended the fresh side 
trail to the new Sarver Hollow Shelter. I arrived at 
the full shelter, dropped my pack, and grabbed my 
water bottle.  

I eased my bottle into the spring-fed pool and 
quickly recoiled at the sight of a crustacean in my Ap-
palachian waters. "e crawdad scuttled backward and 
out of sight, and I dunked my bottle as I marveled at 
my newfound discovery. I had always considered 
craw!sh (also called cray!sh) synonymous with the 
Cajun cuisine of the Mississippi Bayou, but never had 
imagined they lived in the fresh water springs and 
rivers of Appalachia. 

It was six years after my !rst Appalachian crawdad 
sighting until I saw another one on the Trail. It wasn’t 
in the water; instead, it traversed the soaked ground 
in its mud-cloaked camou#age between the picnic 
table and Doc Knob Shelter. I almost missed seeing 
the slow advance of the aptly nicknamed “mudbug,” 
but my hiking partner spied it. Hikers who encounter 
cray!sh along the Trail can be assured that they are a 
natural and important part of the ecosystem. Since 
forests along the Appalachian Trail include the head-
waters of $% major watersheds there is ample terri-
tory for them to live. The Cambarus species is the 
primary one found in the Appalachian mountains; it 
is one of more than &'( species in North America, 
most of which are found in the southeast. 

These ten-legged critters are in the same class 
(Crustacea) and order (Decopoda) as crabs, shrimp, and 
lobster — most closely resembling the latter, only 

smaller. Crawdads are one to six inches in length and 
can vary in color and body markings based on the 
species, subspecies, geographic territory, burrowing 
instincts, and preferred aquatic habitat: spring, river, 
pond, lake, swamp, or subterranean waters. Cray!sh 
generally live between two and four years, but may 
live as many as ten. Female cray!sh carry between )( 
and *(( eggs during their gestation on the underside 
of their tails. During this time, female cray!sh are 
referred to as “in berry” since the cluster of eggs looks 
like a large blackberry. After cray!sh are hatched, they 
stay near the mother for up to four months before 
becoming independent. As cray!sh grow, they must 
occasionally molt their outgrown shell; this most 
frequently occurs in the !rst year of life. 

As aquatic fauna, crawdad’s feather-like gills fa-
cilitate under water breathing, antennae help “taste” 
the water to sense for food, and the fan-shaped tail is 
swept underneath it to propel it backward for a quick 
retreat. "eir jointed-legs place them in the phylum 
Arthropoda, and if a hasty retreat should fail resulting 
in loss of limb, it can be regrown though it may be 
smaller or misshapen. Cray!sh serve as a vital link in 
the aquatic ecosystem, in part, because their oppor-
tunistic feeding habits improve water quality. "ey 
dine on most anything, including algae, living and 

decaying vegetation, as well as living and dead ani-
mals, like worms, small !sh, or other cray!sh. In turn, 
they are eaten by a wide array of predators, including 
large !sh, birds, reptiles, amphibians, and mammals. 
Trout, bass, herons, ducks, turtles, water snakes, 
salamanders, bullfrogs, raccoons, and black bear are 
among more than )%( wild animals that eat cray!sh. 

"e greatest threat to native cray!sh is the disap-
pearance of habitat and competition posed by non-
native cray!sh species released into their territory. 
Since Crustacea are sensitive to the presence of metals 
and pesticides, monitoring cray!sh may serve as an 
early warning indicator of pollution or environmental 
degradation. "e presence of cray!sh in our Appala-
chian waters veri!es that the ecosystem is healthy 
and balanced. "e ongoing preservation of the A.T. 
and its +*,((( streams, +(( rivers, and *' lakes ensures 
the enduring haven for this endemic fauna of the Ap-
palachian range. 
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