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RETURN TO XKECK'S CREEK, ARKANSAS

by Paul Ribitzki, Tulsa, Oklahoma

#s I admired the new fish that I had just intreduced to my aquarium,
I thought of how smoothly everything had gone compared to my previous vislt
to Keck's Creek. This small stream is loceted in northwestern Arkansas
Just south of Huntsville.

It =1l began two years ago while on vacation at my mom!s house
north of Ozark, Arkansas. It was mid-July and I had decided to visit
e friend in Huntsville, fifty miles to the north. On the way back, I
stopped at a smsll creek that crossed Highway 23 just to iook eround.
As I approsched the water, I noticed dozens of small fish trying to
ascend a small waterfall, The water was clear, shallow, and barely
flowing. I didn't have a net with me,so I took off my Ragorback base-
bail cap and seined it through the school. Much t. my surprise, I had
caught one. It was 2 silvery minnow about three inches long with a
subterminal mouth. I guickly finlished the Pepsi I was drinking and
rinsed out the bottle. He fit just fine. I looked into a shallow pool
underneath the overpass and ssw that it was crawling with darters.
Darters are my prime obsession in collecting natives., After & minor
panic, I decided to return to the little roadside grocery store whers
I had purchased the soda a few miles back. When I got there, all they
had tc offer was a glass galion plickle jar. I accepteds I returned to
the creek snd wahed the jar the best that I could and left it out in the
sun.

The site at the bridge consisted of two large pools connected by
small rapids. The pools were formed on giant flat rocks rimmed with
gravel. Une of the pools was spproximately thigh-deep at its deepest
point and about 60! long. The other was about a foot deep and 35' long.
Both pockets were epproximately 15' wide. The large pool contalned schools
of small surface and bottom fishj however, I couid not get close enough
with my cap to mske an attempt to catch any of them. The small pool
became my prime target.

The darters there were not afraid of me or my red ballcap; however,
‘convincing them to swim into it wes a different story. 1 tried seversi
methods, but plecing dead leaves and sticks in my cap and herding them
into it worked best. In approximately an hour, I had 12 of the most
beautiful fish I had ever collected. They were Orangethroat Darters
(Etheostoma spectabile). I ailso caught seversl vlain-looking darters
that I could not identify. During one of my ettempts et herding, I raised
a large, flat rock and poked my fingers underneath it. VWhen I examined
the leaves in my hat, I was surprised to see a long, slender catfish
abot three inches long with a mouth as blg as his body. I later
identified it as a Slender Madtom (Noturus exilis). I caught one more
later in the day using the same technlque. I changed the water in my
Jars and put the two madtoms in the Pepsi bottle just in case they
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got hungry on the way home. I left for home already making plans for
my return in two weeks to Keck's Creek. ’

The day of my return had finally arrived; however, instead of the
two-week wait I'd planned, it had been two years. Things never seem to
go as planned. With all that behind me, I was determined to be prepared.
I had two long~handled nets and two one-gallon buckets. My goal was
to replace the darter school that had been gradually decimated by the
less~than—-compatible denizens of my 125-gallon aguarium.

It was June 28, a very pleasant, partly cioudy day. I arrived at the
creek shortly after 1 p.m. Things had changed a lot in two years. The
gravel bars had shifted and covered all of the flat rocks that had covered
the bottom of the pouls. The terrain had become pretty typlcal o mountain
streams, with narrow, gravel-bottomed stretches of fast water and wide,

r cky pools of slow water. This made locating the darters very difficult,
compared to my last trip. It aslso destroyed my idea of hauiing in darters
like a tuna fisherman. The water was alive with very small minnows.
Bvery time I made a puss with the net through the fast water or the pools,
I seemed to catch a couple. I brought & few home for identification, but
I could not positively identify them. They are slender and about 17
maximum in iength. They also have a brilliant copper stripe aiong their
lateral line when the sun shines on them, It appears bluish in the
asquarium. They reminded me of WMississippl Sillversides (Menidia saudens),
bu. their dorsal fin is slightly shead of the anal fin.

As I was dragging my nets through the leaves and debris along the
banks, I netted a small, chocolate~bended sunfish. Even though this
fish is only an inch long, he is fully colored, the three brown bands
ttimped with white. This fish is not recognizable from my reference
books, but he is beesutiful juit the same.

The darters were down in the rocks and geemed to be lsughing at
wy fruitless attempts to scoop them up., Herding them with my fingers into
the nets was the on’.y thing that worked, asnd it was a slow process. There
were several very large darters, approximetely four incres in length,
swimming in the pools; however, I could not get close to them. In the
four hours or so that I was there, I caught approximately two dozen darters
in various shapes and sizes. I iater identified four species and still
have three types that I centt identify. The identified species are as
follows: Orangethroat Darter; Speckled Darter (Etheostoma stigmeeum);
Stippled Darter (E. punctulstum); and Johnny Darter (E. nigrum).

The surprise of the day casme as 1 was pushing the net in frnt of ne
up some sm&all rapids. When I loocked in the net, I saw a long,silver
minnow about three inches long. It looked just like the bottom-feeders
that I had been dumping back all day,so I turned the net up and geve it
8 shake. Fortunately, nothing fell out. I reacned in and pulled out a
moderately compressed speckled minnow with an oddly sheped face. I
quickly put him in a bucket. He looked like a killifish of some type , so
I checked the &rea for more. I spotted a couple of them in one of the -
iarger holes, but I couldn't get close enough to muke an attempt. T
later ID'd the killifish as a Northern Studfish (Fundulus catenatus).
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Rejolecing at my success, I headed back to my mom's house with the spoils.
It appears that my SGCQRd trlp to Keck‘b Creek has been a rousing success.

The reference b00k< that I have fund to be of greet velue in
identifying the fishes of this srea are as follows: The Fishes of
Qizishoms by Rudolph J. Biller end Henry W. Robibon, ocbtained from
Oklahoms ftate University: Key to the Fighes of frkensas by Thomas
M Buchanan, obtained from the srkensas Game and Fish Gc'nmiavion, end

Survey of the Fishes of the Mulberrv River, Arkansas, Water Resources
Reuearch Center Pubiication No. 10 by Olmsted, Hickwan, and Cloutman,
obtsined from the University of Arkansas. These publicetions are useful

in narrowing down the possibilities. Only The Fishes of Qklshoms has
plctures and full descriptions.
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