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Hello, 
I’m Otter, welcome to RiverWorks Discovery! In the 
following pages, you will find activities that you can 
do to learn about your watershed. 

The earliest people used waterways to explore and 
settle the continent. Gradually these lakes and rivers 
became important highways that today are used by 
barges and ships, carrying grain, coal, petroleum, and 
more. These waterways connect areas of the United 
States with markets around the world.

Lakes, creeks, wetlands, and streams, even those in 
your own neighborhood, provide habitats for plants 
and animals. People also use these waters for many 
important things, such as water 
to drink, bathe, fish, and play 
in. Bodies of water have also 
inspired many works of poetry, 
art, music, and stories as well.

There is so much to learn about your 
watershed. Come along with my 
friend Clam and me. We will begin 
by keeping a log and learning  
what a watershed is.
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 Pilots and  
Captains  
on boats and ships  
keep a log, or an  
account of their journey.

Make a logbook entry for your visit today.
Name:

Location:

Date: Day: Time:

Weather conditions:

Observations:

List any activities as you complete them.
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What is a watershed?
A watershed is an area of land where all the small creeks and streams drain into a 

larger body of water, such as a river or a lake, and eventually into an ocean.

No matter where you live, your home lies within a watershed that is connected to 

other watersheds. What you do in your own backyard has an impact on rivers, lakes, 

streams, and wetlands a long way from your home and on the plants and animals that 

live there. Thus, keeping America’s major watersheds free from pollution begins with 

the small creeks and streams in your own neighborhood. 

What is Going on in Your Watershed?
Log on to the Environmental Protection Agency’s website, Surf Your Watershed 

(www.epa.gov/surf). Enter the postal zip code of your home to obtain information 

about your local watershed, including maps, water quality reports, and names of 

organizations working to keep your water supply safe.
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River of Discovery 
The first people to explore America’s watersheds were nomadic hunters who 
spread throughout the continent long before Columbus arrived. Today, the 
term Native Americans is used to describe the descendants of America’s first 
inhabitants. 
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In searching for a shorter route to Asia, Christopher Columbus stumbled 
upon a continent that we now call North America. Others soon followed and 
explored America’s coastlines, rivers, streams, and lakes.

Some of the explorers of America are shown on the map.
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River of Discovery 
Hernando DeSoto: Spanish explorer who explored the southeast 

coastal area in the early 16th century. He was the first European 

to discover the Mississippi River. 

Jacques Cartier: Mid-16th century French explorer of eastern 

Canada and the St. Lawrence River. 

Francisco Vazquez de Coronado: Spanish explorer who headed 

expeditions in the 16th century into what is today the 

southwestern United States.

Giovanni da Verrazano, Henry Hudson, John Smith: 

European explorers of the Hudson, Susquehanna, 

and other Mid-Atlantic rivers during the 16th and 

early 17th centuries. 

Jacques Marquette, Louis Joliet, and Robert de LaSalle: French 

explorers of the Great Lakes region and the Mississippi, Illinois, 

and Ohio Rivers during the late 17th century.
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George Washington: Besides being a famous general and 

president, Washington surveyed and mapped rivers  

and land areas of Virginia in 1732 through 1746. 

Alexander Mackenzie: In 1793, Mackenzie was the first 

European to complete a transcontinental crossing of North 

America north of Mexico.

Meriwether Lewis and William Clark: American explorers of 

the Missouri, Snake, and Columbia Rivers in the early 19th 

century. Their expedition proved that the fabled Northwest 

Passage did not exist. 

Daniel Boone: Frontiersman who explored and built settlements 

in the Ohio and Mississippi River valleys during the late 18th 

century.

John Wesley Powell: American explorer who led a series of 

expeditions into the Rocky Mountains. In 1869 he explored 

the Colorado River through the Grand Canyon.
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Be an Explorer 
The earliest explorers did not always have maps to follow;  

they relied on verbal descriptions given by people that lived  

in the area and on written accounts such as journals and logbooks. 

Test your ability as an early explorer
Look around you and pick a destination. Do not tell anyone what it is. Make up  

a route using only words, with references from nature. For example, turn at the 

tree with the crooked trunk. Describe your clues to another member of your group. 

Can they find their way to your secret destination?

Keeping Records
Early explorers kept detailed journals of their travels and discoveries. Here is a 

passage written by Giovanni da Verrazzano in 1524:
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Write a short description of your river trip on the diary 
page. Add drawings or a map if you wish. As you write, 
imagine that someone will be reading your words many 
years from now.
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River of Trade
Trade along rivers has existed since people have lived on them. Indian tribes settled 

along rivers and streams where they fished, hunted, and gathered wild foods. They 

raised crops in small village plots. Since no horses were in America at that time, 

traveling and trading were done on foot over wilderness trails or by water in birch 

bark and dugout canoes. Many of these trade routes extended for hundreds of miles 

along our rivers. People also used waterways as highways to travel from place to 

place. The earliest boats were canoes and rafts. Later, Europeans and Americans used 

flatboats to float goods and people to locations downstream as they began to settle 

the frontier. 

Steamboats were invented in the early 1800s and their use quickly spread across the 

United States. Steamboats could travel both upstream and downstream so goods and 

services could reach people in less time. 

Timeline
  1600        1700        1800      

 Dugout Canoes   Flatboats  Steamboats 
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    1900        2000

 Towboats and Barges  Supertows

Often steamboats towed barges alongside. A barge is a large, rectangular boat with a 

flat bottom and no engine. These barges were filled with grain, ore, and other goods. 

Soon people began tying barges together and pushing them with a special towboat.

Today, the towboat and barges are joined together and called a tow. A common size 

for a tow is fifteen barges and one towboat. Tows carry grain, coal, steel, petroleum, 

and more to ports along large rivers. From these ports, the cargo is transferred to a 

truck, train, or to another boat or ship. It is then shipped to places all over the world.

Traveling by Flatboat
Estimate the square footage of a flatboat that is 40’ x 12’. Pace it off in the area 

around you, one adult pace is about three feet. Now imagine everything from your 

house fitting in the same space. Remember a place for your car.
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From Start to Finish

How Large Is a Barge?

Each barge is 195 feet long and a typical tow 
can stretch a quarter of a mile.
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Today, trade is on a much larger scale. Towboats and barges travel on our inland 

waterways carrying over 800 million tons of grain, coal, steel, ore, petroleum, and 

more each year.  Follow the cargo from raw material to finished product.

In a large area, divide your group in half. Have the groups stand back to back. 
Have each group pace off 200 paces, turn around, and wave to each other. This is 
approximately the length of a tow. Imagine the skill needed to steer such a large 
vessel. How long do you think it would take to stop one?

Imagine if a barge carried milk. Draw your own chart below.

+ + + =
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Barge Works
Hopper Barges are built to carry “loose” products such as grain, salt, rock, sand, 

cement, and scrap metal. Most are covered with lids to protect the contents. Some 

hoppers are built with straight ends (like a box), while others have sloping ends  

to make moving through the water easier. 

Tank Barges are specially constructed to carry liquid products such as chemicals, 

oil, diesel fuel, and gasoline. 

Deck Barges have flat tops on which machinery may be placed. For example, some 

deck barges have cranes mounted on them for handling cargo. Others are used as dry 

docks for repairing vessels, and to carry large, bulky objects. 

Hopper Barges  
Covered and Uncovered

A new barge being built. Notice the man standing nect to the barge.

Deck BargePetroleum 
Tank Barge
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Tows
Towboats carry a small crew 

consisting of a captain, pilot, engineer, 

cook, mates, and several deckhands. 

Each position has important duties  

and responsibilities. Safety is 

everyone’s concern because the work 

can be dangerous. Crews work in  

six-hour shifts in fair and foul weather 

with no days off for 28 days.  

Then they have the next 28 days off.

Do you think you  
would like to work 
on a towboat?

What sounds  
good about it?

What would  
be the hardest 
part?

Did You Know? 
Inland shipping offers a wide variety of employment opportunities.

Look at what people can be!

Divers, welders, equipment operators, dispatchers, 
meteorologists, and more.
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Environmental Benefi ts of 

155 miles

413 miles

576 miles
Compare how much pollution each type of transportation makes. Because barges float, 

they require less fuel to move the cargo. Therefore, shipping by barge creates less 

pollution. 

On the same amount of fuel,  
how far can one ton of cargo travel? 
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 Shipping by Barge

1 Barge 16 Jumbo Rail Cars 70 Semi Trucks

one barge
(1,750 tons)

one rail car
(110 tons)

one large semi-truck
(25 tons)

Equivalent Units (based on 1,750 tons)

Compare Cargo Capacity
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Navigating on the River
Towboat captains must spend several years learning about river navigation. They must 

be able to keep their tow safe in the main channel of the river. To do so they must learn 

every twist and turn, every lock and dam, bridge, and buoy on the river. They also must 

be on constant watch for snags and other obstacles in the river.

This is an example of buoys that mark the navigational channel. As you look 

downstream, the red nuns will be on your left. The green cans will be on your right. 

The main channel is between them. 

Draw an arrow  
to show the direction 
downstream.
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Standard Marine Navigational Markers

Starboard Side - Green
(These markers are  
to your right as you  
head downstream.)

Port Side - Red
(These markers are  
to your left as you  
head downstream.)
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Locks and Dams
Natural rivers have uneven sloping bottoms, shallow places, deeper pools, and areas of 

rapids and waterfalls. Rivers drop in elevation as they flow downstream. Sometimes a 

river bottom drops suddenly, as in the case of a waterfall, making boat traffic impossible. 

People have made changes to rivers to make them usable for boating and shipping.

Dams hold back enough water to keep the main channel of a river at an appropriate 

depth for navigation. Locks are enormous chambers beside a dam that act as elevators 

for moving boats and barges from one elevation to another. The water level in the locks is 

raised or lowered by gravity so boats can travel up and down the “stairway”.

Half Hitch Activity
Mariners commonly use knots called Half Hitches. Use your pencil and a piece of string, 

or the end of your shoelace, to see if you can tie this knot.
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Locking Through
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Natural Wonders  
of Our Watersheds
It is not only people  
who use the rivers  
and streams of our  
watersheds. Many animal  
and plant species also depend upon 
them in a variety of ways. 

Fish live in water all of their lives. Some insects or amphibians need water in order to 

complete a part of their life cycle. Certain birds and mammals don’t live in water at 

all, but need to live near it in order to survive.

Plants and animals depend on one another and on the habitat (home) around them to 

breathe, drink, eat, make shelter, and reproduce. Tiny aquatic plants are feasted upon 

by baby mosquitoes, which make a nice bit of lunch for a dragonfly. That dragonfly will 

be part of dinner for a frog. The frog will be a midnight snack for a raccoon. This is 

called the food chain.

In any habitat, there are living things (plants, animals, fish, and birds) and non-living 

things (dead logs and leaves, rocks, mud, and sand). The relationship between 

living things and non-living things in a particular habitat is called an ecosystem. For 

example, plants in a river habitat depend upon rocks and soil to support their roots. 

They gather nutrients from decaying wood and leaves. River animals use mud, limbs, 

sticks, and brush to make homes. Everything in an ecosystem, living or non-living, has 

a role to play.

 

mal
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Fish
River systems form different kinds of habitats for fish. The main channel of a river 

is fed by smaller rivers and streams called tributaries. The main channel has deep 

water and swift currents. Off-channel waters are relatively calm portions of a river’s 

tributaries. Off-channel waters also include backwaters such as ponds, sloughs, and 

other marshy areas created when rivers overflow their banks. Because off-channel 

areas are warmer, calmer, and have more nutrients, they make ideal nursery habitats 

for baby fish. 

American rivers and streams support dozens of fish species including sunfish, carp, 

catfish, perch, pike, walleye, crappie, muskie, and several kinds of bass and trout. 

Saltwater species such as bluefish and flounder are found in estuaries near the ocean. 

Fishing by the Numbers
Before Otter went fishing, he got a license and a book of regulations. He caught a 

trout, a bass, and a pike. In the regulation book, he read that a trout must be at least 

7 inches long, a bass 15 inches, and a pike 18 inches or he would have to release 

them. When he got out his ruler to measure them, he found that it was divided into 

centimeters rather than inches. Luckily, he knew that 1 centimeter = .39 inches, so he 

measured them in centimeters. Help Otter figure out if he must release any of his fish.

Trout = 25 centimeters = ________ inches     Release? __

Bass = 35 centimeters = ________ inches     Release? __ 

Pike  = 47 centimeters = ________ inches     Release? __ 

ers
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Amphibians: Frogs, Toads, 
and Salamanders 
Frogs and toads have a lot in common, but frogs generally live in or near water, while 

toads live mainly on land. Frogs have longer legs and slimmer bodies for leaping and 

swimming and their skin is smooth and slippery. The dry, warty skin of toads helps 

them blend in with the rocks and plants in their habitats. 

Salamanders have slender bodies, short legs, 

and long tails. While they may resemble 

lizards, they are most closely related to frogs 

and toads. About 500 species of salamanders 

are known today with wide differences in 

appearance, size, and habitat.

Did You Know? 
Because the skin of amphibians is sensitive to changes in the environment, they are 

the first to be affected by pollution and diseases. Thus, amphibians provide an “early 

warning system” when all is not well within their habitats.

Leopard Frog

Salamander 

American Toad 
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Aquatic Reptiles: Turtles, 
Crocodiles, and Snakes  
Turtle sizes range from tiny specimens to giants weighing hundreds of pounds. Some 

turtles are aquatic (water habitat), some are terrestrial (land habitat), and still others 

are at home in either situation. 

Aquatic turtles have webbed feet and other 

physical features necessary for a life in the 

water. A turtle cannot breathe under water, 

so it holds its breath when submerged. 

Turtles are cold-blooded and must surface 

occasionally to warm themselves. 

A small number of crocodiles make their 

home in the swamps of Everglades National 

Park, Florida. Although similar to alligators, 

crocodiles are easily identified by their long 

slender snouts. 

Water snakes are strong swimmers that 

hunt frogs and other prey along the water’s 

edge. Some species hang from tree branches 

above streams to catch their prey. Like turtles, 

aquatic snakes must come out of the water 

every so often to warm up.  

Florida Redbelly Turtle

American Crocodile

Northern Water Snake
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Aquatic Mammals
 Adult beavers weigh about 45-60 pounds and 

can reach four feet in length. Their hind feet 

are webbed for swimming, and they use their 

wide, flat tails as rudders. Beavers build their 

nests in lodges near the edges of streams and 

rivers. They build dams with mud, sticks, and 

even small trees that they gnaw down with

their sharp teeth. Beavers are herbivores whose diet consists of aquatic plants, tree 

bark, and cambium (a layer of soft tissue underneath the tree bark). 

Muskrats resemble beavers, but are much 

smaller, weighing only two to four pounds. 

They are well-equipped for life in the water 

with thick waterproof fur, long scaly tails, and 

partially-webbed hind feet. Some muskrats 

build their nests in burrows along the banks of 

streams and rivers. Others live in swamps in 

nests made from plants. Muskrats are omnivores.  

Their diet consists mainly of plants, but they  

sometimes eat fish and small aquatic animals as well.

Beaver

Muskrat
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River otters have sleek, streamlined bodies 

and strong tails that make them excellent 

swimmers. Adults weigh 15-25 pounds and  

grow up to four feet in length. Both hind and 

front feet are webbed and equipped with 

claws. They build their nests in riverbanks, 

using the empty burrows of other animals. 

River otters are carnivores, eating other  

animals such as fish, insects, mussels,  

frogs, turtles, birds, and rodents.

Raccoons are easily recognized by their black 

facial masks and striped tails. Adults vary in 

weight from 8-20 pounds. Raccoons do not live 

in water, but make their homes near streams 

and marshes. They are omnivores, eating 

worms, insects, fish, plants, fruits, and nuts. 

River Otter

Raccoon

River Otters by the Numbers
River otters can dive to depths of 55 feet  
and can hold their breath under water for  
up to four minutes.  How many times will  
a river otter have to come up for air in one hour?
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Bird Habitats
Different birds require different habitats. Some birds live in wetlands such as swamps 

and marshes. Others live in forests. Some species live in meadows or grasslands. No 

matter where a bird lives, it must have water to drink, food to eat, shelter from the 

weather and from predators, and a safe place to raise its young.

Look around you. Can you see any birds? 

Are there any clues to tell you what they might eat? 

Where might they sleep? 

Is there a good place for shelter nearby? 

Where might they have a nest? Is it somewhere near or in a faraway place?

Can you see more than one type of bird? How do they differ from one another?

Draw a picture of a bird  
you see and its surroundings.
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Beaks and Feet
You can tell a lot about the food and habitats of birds by looking at their beaks and 

feet. Working backward, if you know what a bird eats and where it lives, you can 

probably determine the kind of beak and feet it has. 

Below are descriptions of the food and habitats of some birds of the rivers. Below that are 
pictures of their beaks and feet. Your task is to match the descriptions with the pictures.

Which bird wades along riverbanks and marshes looking for fish and frogs 
to spear and eat? Beak number, Feet letter:___ , ___

Which bird skims along the river watching for fish to scoop up. It nests on riverbanks 
and often floats and paddles on the water?  Beak number, Feet letter:___ , ___

Which bird nests in trees and clings to tree trunks to dig and eat insects from the bark? 
Beak number, Feet letter:___ , ___

Which bird circles high above the river from its tree nests, watching 
for small animals to grab and eat? Beak number, Feet letter:___ , ___

3.

2.

1.
4.

a.

b. d.c.
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Plants of the Watersheds
Many different kinds of animals use plants that grow in and around rivers for food and 

shelter.  Plants are also important to river ecosystems because their roots help prevent 

soil erosion.

A balanced diversity of plants grow in and around the river and its backwater habitats.  

Some plants, such as Wild Celery, are completely submersed in water, while others, 

like American Lotus and White Water Lily, float on top of the water’s surface in ponds 

or sloughs. Cattails, slender rushes, and spiky sedges grow along the banks of rivers 

and ponds. Water-loving trees such as Eastern Cottonwood, Swamp White Oak, 

American Sycamore, and Black Willow grow in the forested flood plains. 

Cattails
Geese and muskrats like to eat the roots and young stems of cattails.

Rushes
Rushes provide seeds for songbirds 
and waterfowl.

Weeping Willow
This graceful tree is often found on riverbanks where it 
provides shelter for wildlife and helps prevent soil erosion.
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Water-Loving Insects
Water Striders (also called skaters, scooters, 

and skimmers) have specially adapted feet 

and legs that do not sink through the surface 

of the water. Some species have wings to 

move from pond to pond.

Dragonflies begin their lives under water where they remain up to five years in a larval 

stage before changing into flying insects. Dragonflies are predators. Their diet, which 

includes mosquitoes and flies, is valuable for pest control. Over 5,000 species of 

dragonflies exist.

Did You Know?
Watersheds depend upon aquatic insects to stay healthy. Each species has its own 

role to play, such as filtering the water to keep it clean. They also become food for 

other species in the food chain.

Water Strider

Dragonfly
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Threatened and  
Endangered Species
Ninety-three percent of species  
protected under the Endangered 
Species Preservation Act  
either become stable  
or increase in numbers.

In 1966 Congress passed an Endangered Species Preservation Act to protect certain 

animals and plants from extinction (dying out). Currently, over 1000 animal species, 

and more than 300 plant species in the United States are listed. 

Winged Mapleleaf Mussel 

America’s rivers used to support a great 

variety of freshwater mussels, but over-

harvesting, siltation, water pollution, and 

locks and dams have taken a heavy toll on 

them. The Winged Mapleleaf Mussel is one 

of many mussel species on the endangered 

and threatened lists.
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Interior Least Tern 

These small gull-like birds nest on river beaches and islands. Changes in river 

channels have greatly reduced their numbers. The barge industry is helping save them 

by reconstructing sand bars and islands used for nesting.

Beach Amaranth

This useful plant helps stabilize the soil of sandy beaches. It also provides cover for 

shore birds. Construction of homes and recreational areas on many beaches have 

placed it on the endangered list.
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Success Stories
       Now for the 

 good news!

Florida Manatees, also known as sea cows, 

are large, slow-moving marine mammals. 

Their numbers steadily declined from 

boat accidents and habitat loss. Due to 

stricter waterfront construction and boating 

regulations, their numbers have doubled.  

Eggert’s Sunflower is a rare species that 

grows wild in only a few places. Botanists 

are testing it, hoping its genetic makeup can 

be used to improve other sunflower species 

grown for food. By 2005 it had recovered and 

was removed from the list.  

Manatee

Eggert’s Sunflower
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Whooping Cranes are large migratory birds 

found only in North America. Adults are five 

feet tall with a wingspan of seven-and-a-half 

feet. Only 20 birds remained in 1965 due to 

hunting, habitat loss, and pollution. Today their 

numbers have increased to over 500.

The Bald Eagles’ recovery is an outstanding 

success story in the lower 48 states. By 

the 1960s, pesticides, water pollution, and 

loss of habitat had reduced their numbers 

to less than 1000 birds. By 2007, Bald 

Eagle numbers had increased to 20,000, 

making it possible to remove them from the 

endangered and threatened lists.  

Whooping Crane

Bald Eagle

Did You Know? 
Besides being our national symbol,  
the Bald Eagle lives only in North America.
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Alien Invaders
Some animals and plants 
cause problems for  
other species by moving, 
or being moved, into  
different habitats.

Asian Carp were brought to the U.S. from China to help 

clean algae from commercial fish ponds. They 

eventually escaped into our river systems, where they 

compete with native species for space, oxygen, and 

food. Because Asian Carp reproduce rapidly and have 

big appetites, they are winning the battle in many 

places. One of these is the Illinois River system which 

empties into the Great Lakes. A major challenge today  

is keeping Asian Carp out of the Great Lakes. 

Fighting Back
At the place where the Illinois River empties into Lake Michigan, engineers erected an 

experimental “fence” in 2002. The fence is a set of electrified steel rods placed across 

the channel opening. When fish swim toward it, they become uncomfortable and turn 

back. So far, it seems to be working. 

Asian Carp
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Brazilian Waterweed is an underwater 

plant native to South America, and is 

sold in pet stores for home aquariums. 

It was accidentally introduced into U.S. 

waters. As it grows, it forms thick mats 

and blocks sunlight to other plants 

below. This waterweed spreads easily 

because a small part of it can grow into 

a new plant. 

Zebra Mussels were accidentally carried into 

American rivers by an ocean-going vessel. 

These mussels reproduce quickly, and they 

stick to boats, docks, native mussels, and 

each other. They clog irrigation water systems, 

power plants, and water treatment plants 

along rivers.

Brazilian Waterweed

Zebra Mussel

Zebra Mussels by the Numbers: Zebra Mussels can live to 
be five years old.  A female Zebra Mussel can produce 
40,000 to 1,000,000 eggs per year.  How many eggs might 
a Zebra Mussel release over her lifetime?

Minimum:  Maximum:
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River of Words
In spite of  
challenges facing 
our watersheds,  

there is something about  
rivers, lakes, and streams  
that inspire writers, poets, 
and artists. Perhaps your  
visit to such a place will  
inspire you as well. 

Samuel Clemens, better known as Mark Twain, 

is author of two of the most popular books ever 

written, Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn. Both 

stories are set along the Mississippi River where 

Twain lived and worked as a young man. He also 

wrote Life on the Mississippi, a nonfiction book 

about his own experiences working and traveling 

on river steamboats.

Many books about rivers are written especially for children. 

A classic one is The Wind in the Willows by Kenneth 

Grahame. It tells of the river adventures of Mole, Rat,  

Toad, and Badger.
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During colonial times, a canal was built through the Great Dismal Swamp in Virginia and 

North Carolina. Its purpose was to link rivers and streams for faster trade and travel. Most 

of the work was done by slaves under terrible conditions. During Civil War times, slaves 

used the canal as an escape route to free territory. Harriet Beecher Stowe, author of Uncle 

Tom’s Cabin, wrote a novel about the canal titled Dred: A Tale of the Great Dismal Swamp. 

Dred is a slave who escapes into the swamp where he remains to guide others to freedom. 

Today the canal is a National Historic Park and part of the National Underground Railroad. 

Are You A Storyteller?
Below is an opening paragraph for a story. Read it and take a few minutes to think 

about how you would weave a story around it. Then discuss your ideas with family or 

group members to see how many different plots emerge.

Making sure that no one was watching from the house, Amanda ran 

down the hill to the river. She scrambled through the tangled branches 

that grew along the bank and peered into the sluggish water. A sigh of 

relief escaped her lips. The little rowboat she had discovered the day 

before was still there.
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River Haiku 
Haiku is a form of Japanese poetry. Traditionally, a poet writes Haiku when out in nature. 

Find something inspirational around you and write a haiku poem about it. The pattern for 

haiku is as follows:

Now you try:

five syllables
seven syllables
five syllables

Here is a haiku 
to get you started:

Birds chirp in treetops
Sun warms, wind whispers softly 

Happy waters dance
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River Poetry
Although poetry is difficult to define, most people know what it is. Even when a poem 

doesn’t rhyme, certain rhythms and ways of expressing ideas set poetry apart from 

ordinary writing or prose. 

Sterling A. Brown, author and poet, was born in Washington D.C. in 1901. Many of the 

books and poems written by this son of a former slave were about the lives of ordinary 

black people and written in their own dialect.. In one of his poems, Riverbank Blues, 

Brown expresses the feelings of a man who can’t break away from his river home.

Went down to the river, sot me down an’ listened,  
Heard de water talkin’ quiet, quiet lak an’ slow:  
“Ain’ no need fo’ hurry, take yo’ time, take yo’  
time...” Heard it sayin’—”Baby, hyeahs de way life go...” 
Dat is what it tole me as I watched it slowly rollin’,  
But somp’n way inside me rared up an’ say,  
“Better be movin’... better be travelin’... Riverbank’ll  
git you ef you stay....” 

Try This: Read the poem above out loud. Then explain in prose
(your own words) what the poet said. Can you hear the differences?

Lo

y
(your own words) what the poet said. Can you hear the diffe

Baby, hyeahs 
de way life go
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Rivers of Art 
Being able to capture the motion and colors of flowing water is a special challenge for 

artists. The two painters on this page have met those challenges by using different 

artistic styles.

George Caleb Bingham (BING am) was an American artist known for his paintings of 

frontiersmen, pioneers, and traders on American rivers during westward expansion. 

Bingham’s painting of a group of ferrymen is realistic, almost like a photograph.

Mary Cassatt (ka SAHT), another American painter, used a much different style from 

Bingham’s. Using color and light, Cassatt gives the viewer an impression of two well-

dressed ladies enjoying an afternoon on the water.

Something to Think About 
Which style of painting do you like best, photographic  
or impressionistic?

Ferrymen Playing Cards
George Caleb Bingham
Oil on canvas, 1847

Summertime
Mary Cassatt
Oil on canvas, 1847
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American Indian Art
The kind of art created by Bingham and Cassatt is often referred to as “art for art’s 

sake.” This refers to paintings, sculpture, and other art forms created for display in 

home, museums, and public places. In contrast, Native American art was functional, 

meaning it was used to create and decorate the things they used in everyday life.  

Creating Wampum Beads
Indians along the Atlantic Coast wore necklaces, earrings, belts, and other 

adornments made from beads called wampum. White wampum beads were carved 

from whelk shells, and purple beads were made from quahog clam shells. With no 

metal tools available, making wampum took a lot of time and skill. Items made from 

wampum became symbols of wealth and authority. Designs woven into wampum belts 

often commemorated important events and were regarded as sacred.

Wampum Belt

Moccasins of the Eastern Woodlands of 
North America decorated with quillwork 
and beads
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Rivers of Recreation
Rivers, lakes, and seashores are 
important for people who enjoy 
nature and outdoor recreation. 
In America, many such places  
have been set aside for public  
enjoyment by national, state,  
and local governments.

Did You Know?
In 1968, Congress passed the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act that today protects 165 of 

America’s free-flowing rivers in 38 states. Many of them offer opportunities for public 

recreation including canoeing, kayaking, rafting, hiking, fishing, and camping.

There’s nothing . . . absolutely nothing . . . half so much 
worth doing as simply messing around in boats. 

     —River Rat to Mole in The Wind in the Willows by Kenneth Grahame
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Plan Your Own Nature Park 
Imagine that you own several acres of wooded land beside a river. You decide to turn 

it into a nature park for the enjoyment of children and their families. What activities 

and attractions will you include in your park? (Remember—this is a nature park— 

NO roller coasters!) Use the space below to make a sketch of your park. Don’t forget 

the river.

My Nature Park...
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Restoring Our Watersheds
Sometimes using waterways can damage habitats. Many people and organizations 

are working to find better ways to care for our waterways so we can continue to use 

them for shipping and recreation while protecting animals and plants. Many in the 

inland marine industry support projects like these along our rivers and waterways.

Many wetlands border 

rivers, lakes, and streams. 

Wetlands supply unique 

habitats and are sanctuaries 

for migratory birds. In many 

areas wetlands are being 

created and restored.

Fast flowing and high 

water can erode banks 

of rivers and streams. 

Plantings can stabilize 

banks helping to prevent 

further damage.
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The barge industry has  

been involved with the  

protection of Interior Least 

Terns by reconstructing  

sand bars and river islands 

that these endangered  

birds prefer to use for 

nesting.

Everyone can participate in a River 

Cleanup. There are many every 

year and probably one near your 

neighborhood.

There are many ways  
to protect our wetlands 
and waterways. Check  
out our Kids for Clean 
Rivers Pledge!
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Protecting the River
At the turn of the 20th century, many navigational improvements had been made on 

the river. However, intensive use of the river and waterway system over the years 

resulted in serious pollution problems.

Clean Water Act
In 1972, Congress passed the Clean Water Act. Its purpose was to repair the damage 

to America’s rivers and restore them to their natural state as nearly as possible. Today, 

many groups of concerned citizens are working toward those goals on the river. The 

American barge industry is one of those groups.

Barge companies are playing a vital role in keeping America’s rivers safe and clean. 

The American Waterways Operators, an association of the tugboat, towboat, and 

barge industry, and the United States Coast Guard have established a Responsible 

Carrier Program to promote “safe, efficient, and environmentally responsible 

transportation.” 

We invite you to do all you can to keep the river safe and clean. You may start by signing a 
Kids For Clean Rivers Pledge.

“ Anything else you’re interested in is not going to 
happen if you can’t breathe the air and drink the 
water. Don’t sit this one out. Do something. You 
are by accident of fate alive at an absolutely 
critical moment in the history of our planet.”

—Carl Sagan, astronomer
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Kids for Clean Rivers Pledge
One person can make a difference. 
Beginning today I, ___________________, promise to protect our 
rivers by doing two or more of the following actions:

  I will learn about the watershed in which I live 
and share my information with others.

  I will participate in watershed projects, 
such as planting trees and cleaning 
up riverbanks.  

  I will clean up after my pets to prevent soil 
and water pollution.

  I will pick up trash and dispose of it properly.

 I will use less water at home and school.

  I will not throw fishing lines, nets, plastic items, 
or trash into or near the water in order to protect wildlife.

 I will do my best to REDUCE, REUSE, and RECYCLE.

My Signature _______________________________________________ 

Today’s Date ______________

Signature of my witness to this pledge ________________________________




