Finding Charms Of Oyster River
Nature Struggles Amid Pollution
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OLD SAYBROOK — Launching a kayak into the murky waters of the Oyster River alongside teeming Route 1 and next to McDonald's parking lot would not seem the most auspicious start to a boating venture.
This is especially so since this trip was organized by the newly formed Oyster River Coalition to show off the river's vulnerable[image: http://images.intellitxt.com/ast/adTypes/icon1.png] beauty.
[image: http://articles.courant.com/images/pixel.gif]
True beauty shines through a tarnished -- or murky -- surface, however, and by the time this little voyage for kayakers and canoeists was through, the participants were champions for the Oyster River.
People just driving through Old Saybrook can see the fast food eateries, gas stations[image: http://images.intellitxt.com/ast/adTypes/icon1.png], chain stores and traffic snarls that mark Route 1.
But in this town there is also the water: the salt marshes, the Connecticut River and its tributaries, the coves, estuaries, vernal pools and Long Island Sound.
One of these waterways is the Oyster River which now has a consortium of environmental groups formed to help[image: http://images.intellitxt.com/ast/adTypes/icon1.png] the small river hold its place.
So, as police sirens wailed and birds called from the trees overhanging the river, we set out behind Judy Preston, who works for the Nature Conservancy and heads the town Conservation Commission and the coalition.
No sooner had we started in a ragged line of small boats than Preston sank the pointy bow of her kayak into a mud bank, reached her hand into the opaque water and pulled out a ribbed mussel.
She marveled at how they can live in the marsh in high tide and on land in low; how they can completely close up when exposed to the air.
And then she described the kinds of grasses that grow on the river banks and we could see them all, golden in the setting sun, swaying in the breeze, red-winged blackbirds dancing[image: http://images.intellitxt.com/ast/adTypes/icon1.png] among them.
Up ahead stood a snowy egret, motionless, and behind it as a backdrop-- the rear parking lot of Ames Department Store.
``Is that a nest with eggs in it?'' asked a boater squinting into the grasses that separate the river from the parking lot.
[image: http://articles.courant.com/images/pixel.gif]
No. It was a little pile of crushed plastic soda[image: http://images.intellitxt.com/ast/adTypes/icon1.png] bottles.
Preston parked her kayak in an inlet behind Ames and disappeared around the bend to poke her fingers into the inlet waters.
There was a slick of oily residue on the water surface, and she explained that if you put your finger in it and the residue breaks up, it's organic in nature; if it doesn't, it's petroleum-based.
To her surprise, this slick broke up.
``What's that out there?'' asked the same person, peering into the grasses and hoping for wildlife. A pile of mangled shopping[image: http://images.intellitxt.com/ast/adTypes/icon1.png] carts, it turns out.
Preston heads into another bank. This time, she yanks out the rhizome of a phragmites, looking exactly like a section of black plumbing pipe.
She explains that the phragmites, back lit in blazing glory by the last of the sun's rays, are wiping out diversity in this and other waterways.
And, then around the bend with Route 1 far behind us by now and the rush of cars[image: http://images.intellitxt.com/ast/adTypes/icon1.png] a memory, we're in time to witness the Acela, Amtrak's new fast train, zip by in a blur.
The railroad tracks begin to run along the river at this point but they are largely hidden by growth.
``Let's go around this next corner and see if we can see some cattails,'' suggests Preston.
[bookmark: _GoBack]We fall into a single file[image: http://images.intellitxt.com/ast/adTypes/icon1.png] with our boats as the river narrows and the bulrushes grow thick along the banks.
There are clearings though for backyards and in one a man is grilling steaks. We can just hear the distant traffic[image: http://images.intellitxt.com/ast/adTypes/icon1.png] from I-95 now.
And then, we spot the cattails.
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