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Preserving the 
Headwaters
A group of scientists works  
to reclaim a vital stream



It is difficult to describe all of the activity that we place in the 
general category of “research” at Appalachian; in fact, we often 
use the terms “research,” “scholarship,” and “creative activity” 
to describe the different but overlapping elements that make 
up this area of faculty work. This issue’s faculty members work 
in areas as diverse as conceptual art and stream preservation. 
How are these activities connected? Although “research” 
is traditionally associated more with scientific inquiry than 

artistic expression, an area of common ground is suggested in the 
perhaps unlikely field of conceptual art. 

For Jody Servon, whose installation art has earned national 
recognition, “art is problem solving,” and I think all the faculty members 
in this issue can be seen as participating in a similar venture. While 
Servon must solve the problem of how to communicate an aesthetic 
idea in a variety of media and spaces, John Whitehead’s problem is how 
to balance the competing demands of commercial and environmental 
interests in the fishing industry. In our main feature, an interdisciplinary 
team of scientists from geology (Bill Anderson), chemistry (Carol 
Babyak) and physics and astronomy (Chris Thaxton) attacks a very local 
problem: how to preserve the environmental integrity of Boone Creek, a 
designated trout stream that runs right through Appalachian’s campus. 

Two other interrelated concerns occupy these problem solvers: the 
direct application of solutions to the local environment and strong 
connections between research and teaching.  The Department of 
Geography and Planning’s Jana Carp involves her students in the 
restoration plans for Boone Creek; they learn first-hand how both 
science and city planning can address a very local environmental 
problem. Michael Windelspecht brings his biological research into 
water quality directly to local K-12 educators. University Writing Center 
Director Beth Carroll’s work in disability studies will help the writing 
center better serve students with a diverse range of needs, and Neva 
Specht engages students and faculty to collaborate with the Blue Ridge 
Parkway on projects in business, science, the humanities and other 
fields.

Two of the most important services our faculty research can provide 
to the region, state and world are the discovery of solutions to specific 
problems, whether in the local ecology or the global economy, and 
the education of students in both the disciplinary knowledge and the 
interdisciplinary agility necessary for the continued discovery of creative 
solutions to the problems of a rapidly changing world. The faculty 
members you will read about here are deeply engaged in both.

 Sincerely,

Stan R. Aeschleman
Provost and Executive Vice Chancellor

Appalachian Explorations is published by Appalachian 
State University’s Cratis D. Williams Graduate School. 
Correspondence and comments should be sent to Robert 
Johnson, Senior Associate Dean, Office of Research and 
Sponsored Programs, Cratis D. Williams Graduate School, 
John E. Thomas Building, Boone, NC 28608. Phone, (828) 
262-2130. E-mail, johnsonrl@appstate.edu.
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Cover photos: A section of Boone Creek, also known as 
Kraut Creek, runs past Appalachian’s steam plant. Inset, 
undergraduate geology major Joey Anderson measures 
stream velocity to calculate volumetric flow. Anderson 
took water level measurements throughout summer and 
fall 2006 to assist a team of faculty with its research.
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For those of us who forget that the world is a fi-
nite entity full of finite resources, John White-
head, an environmental economist in the Walk-

er College of Business, reminds us otherwise.

“Economics is the study of the allocation of scarce re-
sources,” he said. “As an environmental economist, I try 
to estimate the value of those resources in order to pro-
mote sustainability.”

Whitehead got into the environmental 
side of economics because he wanted to help 
protect the environment. A professor in Ap-
palachian’s Department of Economics, he 
says he has found that his research requires 
him to maintain a precarious balance be-
tween protecting scarce and disappearing re-
sources, and the wants and needs of groups 
that consume and utilize those resources. 

“Environmentalists want to shut down a 
certain amount of economic activity so that 
our forests are protected and our water is clean. Peo-
ple on the industry side want to make as much money 
as possible,” he said. “Economists’ prescriptions for the 
allocation of these resources usually come down some-
where in the middle, where none of the groups are too 
happy about it.”

The value of a fish

Whitehead has created a research niche for himself 
in marine recreational fishing. He works with the South 
Atlantic Fishery Management Council on its scientific 
and statistical committee. 

“My role on the committee is to work with quota allo-
cation and other issues,” he said. “We have models that 
can be used to estimate the economic value of each fish 
caught. How much fish the commercial industry gets to 
catch versus how much fish recreational anglers get to 
catch is a big issue in marine fishing.”

People have known for a long time that fish species, 
such as king mackerel, snapper and grouper, are di-
minishing, said Whitehead. And, despite regulatory and 
management efforts to protect fish stocks, they contin-
ue to shrink. 

“Our hope is that better management techniques will 
be developed, and that some of these species, like mack-
erel, grouper and snapper, will make a come back,” he 
said. “In the meantime, we try to keep both the com-
mercial and recreational groups happy, which is pretty 
tough. Both want all the fish, and as we know, the fish-
ery resource is limited.”

As an economist, Whitehead’s goal is to balance the 
value of commercially caught fish with the value of rec-
reationally caught fish. 

“For example, dolphin fish, also known as mahimahi, 
are an important recreational and commercial species,” 

he said. “Though this species is not currently over 
fished, the South Atlantic Fishery Management Council 
is taking no chances.”

The council recently instituted new commercial and 
recreational regulations for the fish in Florida: a 20-
inch minimum size limit. The regulation is designed to 
protect the stock of fish and commercial catch.

“As part of a Marine 
Fisheries Initiative project 
I’m involved with, I esti-
mated a demand model 
for dolphin in Florida, 
and simulated the effects 
of the new size limit on 
anglers,” said Whitehead. 
“Preliminary research 
found that the impact 
on anglers is about $15 
for each fish they have 

to throw back. While the total cost to recreational fish-
ing might be in the millions of dollars, the benefit is a 
healthier and more sustainable stock of fish.” 

The economics of climate change 

Other topics on Whitehead’s research roster include 
natural hazards, hurricane evacuation, sports econom-
ics, outdoor recreation, wetlands and water quality. This 
past summer he was involved with a climate change 
study funded by the Bipartisan Policy Center, a think 
tank in Washington, D.C. The project examined the im-
pact of a warmer planet on various parts of the country. 

“My role was to look at the economic impact of cli-
mate change on recreational fishing and beach recre-
ation in North Carolina,” he said. “The current esti-
mates of erosion rates for the southern coast of North 
Carolina are two feet per year. According to these mod-
els, a 100-foot wide beach would be gone in 50 years.” 

When asked if this model applies to the rest of the 
country’s coastline, Whitehead said, “Yes. We’re basi-
cally losing our beaches. And, the damage estimates of 
such a loss for North Carolina alone are extensive. My 
estimates of welfare costs for our fishing and beach rec-
reation industries are between $6 and $17 billion.”

The bright note is we can save our beaches, according 
to Whitehead. “There are options, such as pumping in 
sand from the ocean or the mainland, or moving hous-
es and buildings away from the beach. But, these are 
very expensive options,” he said. 

Sobering data such as these point to the validity of 
Whitehead’s statement that environmental economists 
aren’t able to make everyone happy. But, if this infor-
mation is critical to North Carolina’s future, then it is 
information that must be heeded. AE 

John Whitehead can be reached at whiteheadjc@appstate.edu.

           The    
balance of  

environmental  
supply and 

demand
A professor studies the 

economic impact of 

management and climate 

change on North Carolina’s 

beachfronts and  

recreational fishing. 
By Kate Cahow

“
Damage estimates (due to 
climate change) for our fishing 
and beach recreation industries 

are between $6 and 
$17 billion.” 

– environmental 
economist  
John Whitehead
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Hanging On and Holding Out, 2006. 
Site-specific installation consisting of 
painted walls, projected video, sound, 
drawings, photographs and sculptures. 
10 by 23 by 10 feet.

Image from Contemporary Artists 
Center, North Adams, Mass.

By Linda Coutant

For artist and curator Jody 
Servon, art is problem solv-
ing. She identifies an idea 
or issue, then figures out 
the best way – and most ap-
propriate media – to share 
it with others. Her art might 
fill a room, or hang on 
streetlight poles. It might be 
photographs of relatives’ be-

longings, or merchandise purchased from eBay.

“I don’t think artists necessarily are working in one 
medium anymore,” says Servon, an assistant professor of 
art and director of Appalachian State University’s Cath-
erine J. Smith Gallery.

“People are doing many different things. Just as 
there’s a mixing of cultures, I think it’s a lot more nat-
ural for people to make different kinds of work. This 
younger generation is using sound, and including vid-
eo, photography, sculpture – it can all work together,” 
she said.

Servon, a recipient of two North Carolina Arts Coun-
cil grants in 2006, is highly regarded for incorporating 
all these elements into what is known as installation art. 
Her work has been included in exhibitions, public proj-
ects, and screenings throughout the United States and 
Canada, including the Museum of Contemporary Art in 
North Miami, Fla.; Tucson Museum of Art in Arizona; 
Contemporary Museum in Baltimore, Md.; Avampato 
Museum in Charleston W.Va.; McColl Center for the Vi-
sual Arts in Charlotte; Kimball Visual Art Center in Og-
den, Utah; and Exit Art in New York.

Her “Hanging On and Holding Out” project – which 
reflects her revelations following the death of her father 
– consisted of painted walls, projected video, sound, 
drawings, photographs and sculptures. Its venues have 
varied from six large windows in downtown Charlotte, 
to a corner in a group museum exhibition, and an en-
tire gallery for a solo show.

“I think of installation art as like a painting or draw-
ing in space.  It doesn’t make sense for me to paint a 
chair if I can use a chair. For me, it’s three-dimensional 
drawing,” she said.

“It’s a different way of working, because you really 
think about the floor, the ceiling, even the smell some-
times,” she said. “I think about the materials that make 
the most sense for my idea. I don’t limit myself, my 
work can be all over the place.” 

For “Items Matching [ART],” she explored Ameri-
cans’ inherently personal definition of art by filling a 
room with more than 130 items purchased online from 
eBay, all under $10.  A New York Times review de-
scribed the exhibit as “an absorbing slice of American 
life.”  

In the public art project “Illume,” she solicited volun-
teers to photograph details of their daily life and work 
in Delray Beach, Fla. Their images were mounted on 
18.5-by-6-inch fiberglass and displayed on 32 streetlight 
poles throughout the city.

In “Above and Below,” she created a 22-by-31-foot 
shadow of an airplane by placing grass carpet at the bot-
tom of a hotel swimming pool that is in direct line with 
traffic from Palm Beach International Airport, thus “si-
lencing” the disturbance under rippling water.

Servon is equally known as a curator, having orga-
nized numerous exhibitions focused on contempo-
rary art. Exhibition reviews have appeared in ARTnews, 
South Florida Times, The Miami Herald, Neural Online 
and El Pais. 

As a teacher, Servon enjoys encouraging Appalachian 
students to think creatively and to find just as unique 
ways to express themselves and their ideas. 

“I want students to be creative thinkers and effective 
problem solvers, and to be culturally aware that you 
have the possibility to excite people with interesting 
ideas no matter what you do,” she said.  “Art doesn’t al-
ways have to be in a museum. It can happen in all sorts 
of places.”  AE 

Jody Servon can be reached at servonjm@appstate.edu.

Jody Servon: 
conceptual artistRub, 2002. A video still of a belly, from single channel 

projection with sound.

Items Matching [ART], 2000. Folk art wishbone people, 
one of 130 objects purchased as “art” from eBay.

Family Colors, 2005. Latex paint and vinyl on museum 
walls, with paint colors derived from body parts, such as a 
toenail, stretch mark or mole. 10 by 22 by 10 feet. Image 
from Avampato Museum, Charleston, W.Va.

Illume, 2003. One of 32 digitally printed images mounted 
on fiberglass. 18.5 by 6 inches. Each image was installed 
on streetlight poles throughout Delray Beach, Fla.
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Researchers 

contribute to 

Boone Creek’s 

healthier future
By Kate Cahow

Through downtown Boone and 

Appalachian State University’s 

campus, a gentle creek winds its 

way past businesses and academic 

buildings. Boone Creek bears little 

resemblance to the idyllic stream in 

Robert Redford’s film “A River Runs 

Through It,” but it is a designated 

trout stream. And, many proponents 

A

CReek
Runs  
ThRough  
IT

Bill Anderson, assistant professor 
in the Department of Geology
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Carol Babyak of the Department  
of Chemistry with student assistant

Storm drains pour runoff into Boone Creek.

A CReek Runs ThRough IT

in the area want to see it restored to a more natural 
condition.

“This is a designated trout stream right on campus that 
can, theoretically, be fished in trout season,” said Bill  
Anderson, an assistant professor in the Department of 
Geology who assembled a team of researchers to moni-
tor and assess the creek’s condition. In Boone Creek’s 
current condition, it’s unlikely anyone would be caught 
fishing there. But, Anderson and his colleagues, Carol 
Babyak of the Department of Chemistry and Chris Thax-
ton of the Department of Physics and Astronomy, hope 
their findings will make a difference in the creek’s future.  

“Part of our vision for the stream is to see it restored to 
a condition that can sustain naturally occurring habitats, 
like trout,” said Anderson. “Our goal is to provide data 
that can be used to correct what’s been done to the creek 
over the past 100 to 150 years.” 

Since spring 2006, Anderson, Babyak and Thaxton 
have been collecting data on the creek to get a handle 
on its current condition. They recognize the value of the 
creek as a natural laboratory that just happens to flow di-
rectly through campus. They also recognize that what has 
been detrimental to the creek— its proximity to down-
town Boone and the university—may ultimately be its sav-
ing grace.

“One of Appalachian’s primary initiatives is to become 
the environmental school in the UNC system,” said Thax-
ton. “This type of directive resonates quite nicely with our 
work on the creek.

“We have the opportunity to become a leader in how 
communities treat their urban streams,” said Thaxton. 
“Of course, we’re not going to get the stream back to the 
condition it was in before Boone grew up. But, there are 
things that can be done to greatly improve the health of 
the creek.”

The creek’s path
Boone Creek, commonly referred to as Kraut Creek, is 

a high-grade or steep headwater stream in an urban envi-
ronment. Its path through downtown Boone and Appala-
chian’s campus begins west of town, near the Cooperative 
Extension office. It flows east along Rivers Street, much 
of it underground, channeled and in pipes, and joins up 
with Hodges Creek and Winkler Creek near Wendy’s res-
taurant, eventually flowing into the South Fork of the 
New River. 

Jana Carp, an assistant professor in the Department of 
Geography and Planning, has worked with students in 
some of her classes to design restoration and enhance-
ment plans for the creek. Anecdotal information she and 
the students collected shows the creek got its nickname 
because of its proximity to a local sauerkraut packaging 
plant.

“Effluent from the factory was released into the creek, 
which made it smell like sauerkraut. Hence the name,” 

Carp said. “We also found a 1940 Sanborn fire insurance 
map that indicates insecticide storage near the creek. In 
general, the creek collects a lot of trash. It has not been 
used as an asset for the town.” 

According to Anderson, there are more than 70 pipes 
along the creek used primarily to dump storm water run-
off into the stream.

Carp believes the creek’s fate today has a more prom-
ising outlook, and one lots of people in the High Coun-
try support. Carp and her students’ efforts resulted in the 
formation of the Kraut Creek Committee, a group con-
sisting of Appalachian administrators and faculty, local 
business owners and landowners, the Boone Area Cham-
ber of Commerce, the Downtown Boone Development 
Association, Mountainkeepers, Cooperative Extension, 
The Boone Town Council, the National Committee for 
the New River, and the Town of Boone Public Works De-
partment.  

“All kinds of people are excited about the possibility of 
doing something good for the creek,” she said. “We (the 
Kraut Creek Committee members) now have a planning 
grant from the Clean Water Management Trust Fund 
to do a feasibility study addressing property stabilization 
along the creek, improving water quality, and beautifica-
tion of the creek. We hope that the area will become a 
green corridor that would link the town and the universi-
ty in a beautiful way.” 

Gathering baseline data 
The work by Anderson, Babyak and Thaxton add scien-

tific data to the creek’s portrait. They’ve set up monitor-
ing stations on the creek near the Cooperative Extension 
Office, at Jimmy Smith Park, and at Appalachian’s steam 
plant. Financial support from the university has pur-
chased monitoring equipment and paid for one student 
per researcher to help with the monitoring, collection 
and analysis of data.
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“The primary reason for collecting this type of data 
is to understand the impact of external forces on the 
creek,” said Babyak, whose work as an environmental and 
analytical chemist focuses primarily on monitoring water 
quality.

“For example, there’s been talk of restoring the creek,” 
said Babyak. “But, how can we know what type of restora-
tion design will work best if we don’t know what needs to 
be fixed? How will we know if the restoration is successful 
if we don’t have pre-restoration data to compare it to? By 
gathering baseline data we can acquire a picture of how 
the stream typically functions. This information will help 
us answer these and other questions.”

The research team has discovered that the creek is, in 
many ways, like other streams in a high-grade urban envi-
ronment. 

“Headwater streams in steep areas are flashy,” said An-
derson. “This means that during rainfall events, water 
from the surrounding area flows into the creek to make it 
rise to a peak and then drop quickly, or in a flash, as the 
flood wave moves through.”

According to Anderson, Boone Creek’s flashiness is just 
one of a variety of stream dynamics for which he, Babyak 
and Thaxton are monitoring and collecting data. Others 
include stream temperature, turbidity (the murkiness of 
the water), levels of dissolved oxygen in the water, alkalin-
ity, the presence of metals, and the stream’s rate of flow.

“By dynamics we mean understanding how various 
parameters vary over time. For example, how does the 
stream respond to a three-inch rainfall that occurs in two 
hours? How does the rising and falling of the water level 
affect the stream bank’s stability during a high-flow event? 
By understanding these and other dynamics we can offer 
advice on how to lessen impacts on the creek,” said An-
derson. 

Babyak and some of her students have been taking 
monthly samples to identify levels of alkalinity and the 
presence of chemicals and metals in the creek. They’ve 
found the creek’s levels for metals, such as iron and man-
ganese, are below detection levels at most of the sites, said 
Babyak. But, the creek’s alkalinity level, or its ability to 
neutralize acid, is consistently at the low end of the nor-
mal range.

“This is part of the creek’s character,” she said. “It 
doesn’t have naturally occurring elements, like limestone 
or other minerals, to neutralize acids. And, though the 
creek is not currently impacted by acid, if something oc-
curred to contaminate the creek with acid, it would have 
difficulty neutralizing the contamination.”

Stream temperatures, dissolved oxygen and turbid-
ity levels are consistently near or beyond acceptable lim-
its, which is of concern to the researchers primarily be-
cause of the creek’s designation as a trout stream. Trout 
require water that is relatively cool and infused with oxy-
gen. Babyak, Anderson and Thaxton have found that the 
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continued on page 14

Bridging science 
and environmental 
understanding

While his colleagues study a stream’s 
health, Michael Windelspecht works to con-
nect people more deeply to their water 
source.

“My interest in water quality and environ-
mental education is an outgrowth of my com-
mitment as a concerned citizen,” said the as-
sociate professor in the Department of Biol-
ogy. 

“As a scientist, I take the information and 
knowledge I have and try to form a bridge 
between the scientific community at the uni-
versity and the local community,” he said.

Windelspecht’s environmental education efforts benefit groups such 
as the National Committee for the New River and the Watauga River 
Conservation Partners. 

“I also teach workshops for local K-12 educators on how to do wa-
ter quality monitoring, and then show them how to bring that informa-
tion into the classroom,” he said. These workshops have been fund-
ed by organizations such as the Z. Smith Reynolds Foundation, Project 
Aware, and the National Committee for the New River.

“The teachers are so grateful to have this kind of information to 
share with their students. I work actively to get them resources and 
money for such projects, and to encourage them to use the university 
as a resource.” 

In addition to the community service aspect of Windelspecht’s re-
search, he monitors water quality of local wetlands. Wetlands in the 
High Country act as reservoirs of water, he says, and purify minerals 
coming into the streams. He and a graduate student located wetlands 
in the area that have been threatened by encroaching development. 
They are attempting to ascertain what happens to wetlands when the 
soil surrounding them is disturbed.  

“Wherever wetlands and humans collide, wetlands don’t fair well,” he 
said. “The disruption of soil around them releases metal ions into the 
water, which causes bacteria to bloom, which kills off aquatic insects, 
which leads to the death of everything else in that ecosystem. We’re 
trying to figure out the basis for the disturbance we’re seeing, and how 
it’s affecting aquatic organisms in those wetlands.”

Windelspecht’s work with wetlands is a natural link with the Boone 
Creek project. In fact, he, Anderson, Babyak and Thaxton are search-
ing for funding opportunities to collaborate.

“They’re a great team of researchers, and I’m confident we’ll find the 
right funding source,” said Windelspecht. “They’ll be out there collect-
ing data with their elaborate monitoring devices, and I’ll be slugging 
through the creek collecting insects, which is what I like to do.”  AE Chris Thaxton of the Department 

of Physics and Astronomy

Michael Windelspecht



The proximity of the Blue Ridge 
Parkway to the Appalachian State Uni-
versity campus means it’s an easi-
ly accessible “lab” for faculty and stu-
dent research. In the past, projects 
have been conducted by faculty in 
marketing, management, biology, an-
thropology, geography and planning, 
and history.

To provide a central contact for re-
search and project partnerships be-
tween the two organizations, Appala-
chian has appointed Neva Specht of 
the Department of History as liaison 
between the university and the Blue 
Ridge Parkway. 

“The overall goal is to find mutual-
ly beneficial projects on which we can 
collaborate,” said Provost and Exec-
utive Vice Chancellor Stan Aeschle-
man. “We bring faculty expertise and 
students who are eager to work on 
such joint projects.” 

“Having another institution look-
ing at the parkway from a different 
perspective will generate new ideas 
for us,” said Bambi Teague, the Blue 
Ridge Parkway’s chief of resource 
management and science.

Teague said the university’s appli-
cation-oriented research will help the 
parkway with programs and activities 
that it wants to accomplish.

Specht recently taught a graduate 
class in public history that focused 
on the Moses Cone Estate, located 
along the parkway outside Blowing 
Rock. “We researched different ways 
to interpret the history of the house,” 
Specht said. As a result, the students 

created a notebook with 
information about Cone 
Manor, completed in 
1901, and the wealthy 
textile family that lived 
there, for park rangers 
to use in their public pro-
grams. An interior de-

sign graduate student is creating ren-
derings of how the estate’s rooms 
may have looked during that time pe-
riod.   AE 

Humanities ‘clusters’ spark 
interdisciplinary research 

Writing Center Director Beth Car-
roll sees students with various types 
of learning disabilities and physical 
challenges struggle with their writing 
skills. As someone who teaches stu-
dents to work as writing consultants 
and teachers, she wants to know how 
to best prepare them to respond to 
all individuals in the most helpful way. 

A new research program at Ap-
palachian is giving her the tools she 
needs.

Carroll joined a Humanities Re-
search Cluster this fall with six faculty 
from diverse disciplines exploring the 
broad topic of disability studies. With-
in it, she’s learned more from her Ap-
palachian peers in philosophy and reli-
gion, English, education and counsel-
ing than she had from the existing lit-
erature within her own field.  

“I’m learning there’s not a typical 
‘able’ person,” said Carroll, an assis-
tant professor in the Department of 
English. “It’s made me think of what I 

can do to better accommodate a di-
verse population of students with a 
variety of needs.”

The College of Arts and Scienc-
es started five Humanities Research 
Clusters this fall. The purpose was 
to spark interdisciplinary research 
among faculty who may not have 
seen similarities within their fields.

Coordinator Susan Staub, a profes-
sor of English, describes the program 
as an opportunity to keep the humani-
ties innovative.

In addition to the disability stud-
ies group, faculty members formed 
clusters examining comics and narra-
tive art; mixed media and the Middle 
Ages; life writing; and performance 
studies and new media. 

Each cluster meets monthly to 
share ideas and discussions. Their 
work is leading to new teaching op-
portunities, published papers and 
grant applications.

“Whenever you can bring people to-
gether to develop ideas for research 
and teaching, and support them finan-
cially for the necessary books and 
materials, it generates all kinds of 
new directions,” said Kim Hall, an as-
sociate professor in the Department 
of Philosophy and Religion who facili-
tates the disability studies cluster.

“The Humanities Research Clusters 
are an excellent opportunity to show 
what the humanities can contribute 
to many areas of the university, and I 
am grateful for that opportunity,” Hall 
added.

Carroll plans to publish some of 
what she’s learned in a journal, but 
more importantly, apply it to helping 
her students become better writing 
teachers. “I want to be able to help 
my students see that they may have 
students in their classes with a dis-
ability but who don’t look like some-
one with a disability. I want to prepare 
them to feel confident that they can 
work with all students,” she said. 

The Humanities Research Clusters 
will present their findings at an on-
campus conference April 13.  AE 
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research notes

University partners with Blue Ridge Parkway

Neva Specht

A CReek Runs ThRough IT

creek’s temperature fluctuates a great deal during rain-
fall events, which bring warmer water into the creek from 
impervious surfaces, such as parking lots and buildings.

“When water is warm, oxygen escapes,” said Thaxton. 
“The peak temperature limit for trout is 72 degrees Fahr-
enheit. Our highest daily average temperature has been 
around 72 degrees, and it’s likely the temperature rises 
above that level to create that average.” 

Turbidity, or ‘cloudiness’ of the water, is also an indica-
tor of stress to both the stream and trout, said Thaxton, 
whose research team focuses on sediment transport, and 
is developing computer models to predict the evolution 
of a watershed. Turbidity is greater when there’s rainfall. 
As the stream rises, so does its capacity to erode and de-
tach particles from the bank and streambed, transporting 
this sediment downstream. 

“When the water is turbid over extended periods, it af-
fects trout respiration and hatching rates,” said Thaxton. 
“The cloudier the water the more stressful the stream is 
for trout and the ecosystem in general.” 

Envisioning the creek’s restoration
Though the three researchers’ focus on Boone Creek 

has been specifically to collect data, they are being called 
upon to broaden their role. Their findings on the creek 
are bringing up questions about the creek and its future 
in this high-mountain community.

“It wasn’t our intention to get into the business of rec-
ommending restoration efforts at this time, but it appears 
the momentum from this work is taking us there. And, 
everyone appears to be on board,” Thaxton said. “What 
is essential with regard to the creek is to have a common 
idea of how it should look, for all stakeholders in the 
creek’s future—policymakers and land and business own-
ers—to have synergy based upon a common vision for 
the creek.” 

For Babyak, that common vision must incorporate 
a functional design that resonates with the ecological 
health of the creek, and one that ponders the meaning 
of a beautiful creek. 

“The term beautiful when used with regard to a creek 
is relative, but that’s what we’re concerned with here,” 
she said. “To us, a creek like this, in a very urban environ-
ment, is beautiful when it functions ecologically.”

When asked to identify restoration methods that ad-
dress this concept, the group offered up a list of options. 
For example, riparian buffers, or strips of native veg-
etation such as grasses, shrubs and trees adjacent to a 
stream, hold a stream’s bank in place, prevent erosion, 
and filter pollutants that flow into the stream during rain 
events. Wetlands and bio-retention ponds slow down 
storm water, which helps control the potential for flash 
flooding, filters chemicals, and allows sediment to settle 
out of the stream. 

“It’s easy to speculate that incorporating these and oth-
er low-cost methods along the creek would improve the 
temperature and turbidity problems we’re seeing,” said 
Thaxton. “But, these methods can only help so much. We 
need to eliminate the outfall pipes along the creek, and 
stop treating the creek as a glorified storm drain.” 

Finally, in looking at Boone Creek as a small part of 
the ecological whole, Anderson reflects upon the bigger 
picture of the group’s work.

“This is just one small stream, but it’s a headwater 
stream that eventually flows into the New River,” he said. 
“Every small stream has an effect downstream. We’d like 
to see Boone Creek become a model for the good that can 
be done to improve a small stream in an urban setting.”  AE 

These researchers can be reached at andersonwp@appstate.edu, 
babyakcm@appstate.edu, thaxtoncs@appstate.edu and  
windlspchtm@appstate.edu.

A label from the sauerkraut cannery that gave the creek its nickname.
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His Teeth, 2006. Ultrachrome, 34 by 44 inches

Artist Jody Servon recalls that her grandfather’s dentures were a strange thing to receive in the mail. 
But, her aunt who sent them after cleaning out her late grandfather’s chest of drawers suspected that 
Servon could use them creatively some day. 

This photograph appeared in her installation work “Hanging On and Holding Out,” a collection of im-
ages, sculptures, drawings and more that capture the parent/child/family relationship – what Servon 
describes as “the things you hang on to and the things that you let go of and the memories that you 
have.” (See story on page 7.)

Of this image, Servon says, “The mouth is something so personal. It’s the way to communicate, and 
what happens when you have the device left but not the person who surrounds it? It’s this larger than 
life presence.” 


