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LITTLE SEQUATCHIE COVE 

The Sequatchie River watershed covers an area of approximately 601 square miles and, 
as part of the Tennessee River drainage basin, it has approximately 909.3 stream miles 
(Tennessee, Ch. 1). Technically this watershed begins with a massive spring flowing from 
Devilstep Hollow Cave—a large limestone cavern. However, due to the karst nature of the 
watershed, there are hundreds of feeding streams that come from smaller caves. In particular, the 
section of watershed concerning this plan is the Little Sequatchie River. The Little Sequatchie is 
characterized as 19.6 miles of plateau escarpment by the state of Tennessee (Tennessee, Ch. 2). 
Due to the higher velocity and rockiness of a plateau stream, there is less fishing and recreation 
value in the Little Sequatchie watershed than in the larger Sequatchie watershed. However, it has 
a higher scenic ranking. 
 While fishing and recreation scores are lower, the state of Tennessee still rates it as RM 0 
to RM25, a scenic stream that supports game and fishery. The need for conservation of the little 
Sequatchie area should become more evident as more research is conducted into its impact on 
the greater Sequatchie. Within the 600m2 watershed there are 46 known rare plant and animal 
species (Tennessee, sum.). There are also already a few natural areas in place to protect these 
species, one of which is an eight-acre area around Sequatchie Cave. This cave has been known to 
support three federally and state listed species. Two of the most important are the federally 
endangered Royal Snail (Pyrgulopsis ogmorphaphe), found in only two known sites, and the 
Sequatchie Cadisfly (Glyphopsyche sequatchie) (Tennessee, Ch. 2).  That is just one cave. The 
Little Sequatchie Cove contains many caves, several of which house cave-obligate species that 
require the presence of karst topography to survive, making the Little Sequatchie critical habitat. 
 The vegetation found in the watershed is common to most valley types in Tennessee. In 
the Little Sequatchie the slopes are steeper and are made up of different community types. In the 
ravines and gorges the composition is mostly mixed oak with chestnut oak occurring on upper 
slopes. The middle and lower slopes are composed of more mesic forests such as beech-tulip 
poplar and sugar maples. Streamsides are more commonly populated by river birch and hemlock. 

The combination of caves, the hydrology of the land, and the location of the cove in the 
Southern Cumberland Plateau make for a very diverse ecosystem with recognized endemic and 
endangered species. The geologic features of the area marks the cove as part of the Tennessee, 
Alabama, and Georgia (TAG) cave systems, one of the most abundant and diverse cave systems 
in the world. Its geographic location provides habitat for multiple types of organisms including 
salamanders, birds, fish, insects, snails, cave obligates, and a variety of mammals.   
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Figure 1: The map above identifies the Little Sequatchie River Watershed, which is one of the 
thirteen USGS-delineated sub-watersheds of the 601 square-mile Sequatchie River Watershed. 
The Little Sequatchie River flows through the heart of the Little Sequatchie Cove and eventually 
into the Sequatchie River. This watershed map provides a target area for conservation. While the 
southernmost 10-acres of the watershed are designated as the Sequatchie Cave State Natural 
Area, it only accounts for a small portion of the 30,000 acre watershed.  
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Figure 2: The map above identifies major tracks of land in the Little Sequatchie Cove and the 
land-use types associated with the owners. There are numerous private lots in the cove, so only 
the tracks of land 1,500 acres or larger are highlighted. Table 1 identifies the acreage of these 
larger tracks and specific owner information.  
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Table 1: Tracks of land 1,500 acres and over within Little Sequatchie Watershed 

 
 

Track Size 
(acres) 

Land-use type Ownership 

8,916 Mineral Resources RGGS Land & Minerals Ltd., mining company out of PA  

2,584 Real Estate Land South TN, LLC 

2,352 Timber Resources Walden Ridge, LLC 

2,027 Timber Resources Sequatchie LLC, Timberland Investment Resources 

1,537 Real Estate Land South TN, LLC 

1,513  Private Whitson 

1,500 Other: International, 
Timber Resources 

American Timberland Fund c/o Regions Timberland Group* 

1,500 Private Brown, Bonner 

1,500 Private Wright 
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Ecological Importance of Sequatchie Cove  
Tennessee’s Comprehensive Wildlife Conservation Strategy (TCWCS), a document 

drafted by the Tennessee Wildlife Resources Agency (TWRA), cites the Sequatchie Valley as 
one of the most unique features of the Cumberland Plateau (TCWCS 11). A major part of the 
TCWCS is the Selection of Greatest Conservation Need (GCN) (TCWCS 30). Species are 
ranked by global and local status with G1 denoting critical global impairment with 5 or fewer 
occurrences worldwide, G2 denoting general global impairment with 6-20 occurrences, and G3 
denoting very rare or restricted populations throughout a species range with 21-100 occurences. 
The Tennessee Natural Heritage Inventory lists these species and denotes their range within the 
state. There are 51 rare species potentially located within the Sequatchie Valley or Sequatchie 
River watershed. Types of species include crustaceans, mollusks, cave-obligate invertebrates, 
fish, amphibians, and small mammals. Three species, the toothy coil mollusk, blowing cave 
beetle, and Sequatchie caddisfly are ranked G1. Eight species rank G2. There are also various G3 
species and species ranked as high priority on a state level (TNHI 2014). Many of these species 
are endemic to the area or have an otherwise limited habitat range. Two observed examples are 
the Sequatchie blenney darter (Etheostoma blennius sequatchiense), a subspecies of blenney 
darter endemic to the Sequatchie River, and the snail darter, a species with fewer than 10 extant 
populations (NatureServe 2013). 
Fish Diversity in Sequatchie Cove 
 The Tennessee River drainage harbors roughly 205 native fish species, impressive when 
compared to the 136 native fish species of the much larger Mississippi River drainage (Etnier 
and Starnes 1993). The Sequatchie River Basin, a section of the Tennessee River basin, may only 
be a small section of this speciose region, but makes up for its size with its endemic and 
threatened species. A fish species sampling trip in the Sequatchie Cove occurred in the early 
spring of 2014. The area sampled showed gravel/boulder substrate with gentle to fast-moving 
ripple areas and slow-moving sand substrate areas. Twenty-nine fish species were sampled 
within a 200m area (Table 1). A wide range of fish were found in this small stretch, from the 
primitive looking mountain brook lamprey to the game fish, rock bass.   
  

This high number of sampled species is note-worthy when compared to other states that 
have less than 50 native fish species in the entire state (Nevada,  Colorado, Arizona, Utah, etc) 
(“Nevada’s Fishes” 2014). When it comes to freshwater fish fauna, Tennessee has the richest 
with species representing 29 families and 18 orders (Etnier and Starnes 1993). Four species of 
fish, such as the harelip sucker, are extinct from Tennessee waters (Etnier and Starnes 1993) and 
roughly 57 species are at risk (“Species” 2014). In regards to the Sequatchie River drainage, 
specifically, 46 species are recognized by the state or federal government as being threatened of 
extinction (TDEC 2008).  
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Table 2: List of fish species sampled in Little Sequatchie Cove in early 2014.  

Fish Species 
Greenside Darter Mountain Brook Lamprey 

Black Darter Spotted Sucker 

Rainbow Darter Northern Hog Sucker 

Redline Darter Blacknose Dace 

Snubnose Darter Bigeye Chub 

Stripetail Darter Rock Bass 
Bluside Darter Red Breast Sunfish 

Whitetail Shiner Long Ear Sunfish 

Striped Shiner Large Scale Stoneroller 

Telescope Shiner Banded Sculpin 

Spotfin Shiner Mottled Sculpin 

Mountain Shiner Log Perch 
Blunt Nose Minnow Green Sunfish 

Black Spotted Top Minnow Northern Stud Fish 

Bluegill - 

 
Cave Diversity in Sequatchie Cove 
 

 Caves provide essential habitat for a variety of invertebrate and vertebrate species in the 
United States. Some species are temporary visitors of caves, living seasonally or occasionally in 
the entrance and transition zones of the cave. Others, however, are cave-obligate, meaning they 
spend their entire life in the dark zone of the cave, and are unable to adapt to surface habitats. 
Additionally, many of these species have limited distributions, and some are endemic to a single 
cave. As a result, conservation and management of these habitats is incredibly important. 
Sequatchie Cove is a part of the geographic region where Tennessee, Alabama, and Georgia 
meet, commonly referred to as TAG. Within this region, over 15,000 caves have been reported 
and it is likely that many others exist. In the Little Sequatchie Cove, there are six named caves 
providing home to nine different cave-obligate species. These include Mandys Cave, Ship Cave, 
Wine Cave, Dancing Fern Cave, Butterfly Cave, and Sequatchie Cave (Zigler, personal 
communication). 

Additionally, many caves are home to cryptic species— morphologically similar species 
that have not yet been described. This is problematic because cave species that are believed to 
cover large geographic ranges or are considered low conservation priority might actually be 
comprised of multiple species with restricted geographic distributions. The southern cavefish 
(Typhilichthys subterraneus), a cave-obligate species found in four of the caves in Little 
Sequatchie Cove, was previously believed to have the largest distribution of all known 



 

9 

subterranean fish species. Still, it was named “Vulnerable” by the International Union of 
Conservation of Nature (IUCN) in 1996. A recent study, conducted by Niemiller et al., found 
there to be at least ten cryptic species named T. subterraneus, all of which have much smaller 
distributions and some of which are restricted to separate watersheds. Threats affecting T. 
subterraneus include groundwater pollution from agricultural runoff, urban wastewater, and 
household sewage, commercial development of caves, and habitat degradation as a result of dam 
construction. These threats, however, vary for each of the cryptic lineages and must be better 
studied to fully understand their impact on individual species (Niemiller et al 2013).  

Sequatchie Cave, also known as Blowing Springs, is located in Marion County, five 
miles north of Jasper in the heart if the Sequatchie Cove. The area is rich in biological and 
cultural significance. Water runs through the Sequatchie Cove, creating the Owen Springs 
Branch that flows through the mouth of Sequatchie Cave. The cold mountain spring water and 
cave create a unique home for two federally endangered species: the royal snail & Sequatchie 
caddisfly. This cave is the only known home of the Sequatchie caddisfly and one of two 
locations where the royal snail is found. The area is also home to cultural history. For many 
years, this cave provided clean drinking water for the 
small, unincorporated establishment of 
Sequatchie.  Pipes, green with age, can still be seen at 
the entrance. Old community stories reference the cave 
as a sort of community center, where locals would 
gather for a picnic or a spot where kids can play. Elders 
in the community recall watermelons and cold 
beverages chilling in the ice-cold water on a warm 
sunny day. Today, ATV enthusiasts often enjoy the 
recreational value of the landscape. Because of this 
biological and cultural significance, the state of 
Tennessee designated the cave and the surrounding 10 
acres as the Sequatchie Cave Class II Natural-Scientific 
State Natural Area.  This is an important stepping-stone 
to preserving the surrounding area of Sequatchie Cove, 
and will serve as one of the centerpieces of the future 
success and preservation of the larger area.  The 
preservation of Sequatchie Cove is important because 
the water that provides life to the species that rely on 
the cave for habitat is gathered as runoff from the rest 
of the cove.   

 
Sequatchie Cave, as well as the many other caves in Little Sequatchie Cove, provide 

essential and limited habitat for both endangered and cryptic species. Because few studies have 
been conducted on undescribed cryptic cave species, these lineages may be at greater risk of 
extinction than we know. If this water is not protected, then the future of the wildlife, especially 
the endangered species, is put in jeopardy.  
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Recreational Use of Sequatchie Cove 

 
The Sequatchie Cove is an important area of recreation for locals and tourists alike. 

People use the cove to connect with nature and find a sense of place through off-road exploring, 
camping, hiking, canoeing, and fishing. All terrain vehicle (ATV) use in the cove is the most 
popular form of recreation for the local population, while tourists frequent the area mostly for 
camping. The cove truly facilitates a wide variety of activities that could all be accessible and 
become a possible source of economic revenue for the area with proper conservation. 
 
All Terrain Vehicle Use 
 
Currently, off-roaders use the many driving access points in the cove, where activity is generally 
unregulated. The Jeep Club, however, founded in the 1960’s, owns five acres of land for 
members to recreate in ATVs and jeeps. The town of Coalmont, located just above the 
Sequatchie Cove, has recently received an $800,000 grant to expand off-highway vehicle parks. 
The town is currently in the process of 
purchasing a 125-acre tract of land 
that would lead to the creation of 
trailheads, encouraging activity within 
the cove and producing revenue 
through access fees. In collaboration 
with TDEC, water quality standards 
would be monitored in the region as a 
part of the project. Having the support 
of the local community, there is an 
active effort to responsibly and 
sustainably increase recreational use 
in the region, while benefiting the 
local population and ensuring the 
well-being of the Sequatchie Cove.  
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Chimneys Scenic Park 
  

Commonly known as the 
Chimneys, the Chimneys Scenic Park 
is a 33-acre State Natural Area that 
provides wildlife habitat and public 
recreation. In 1999, the  U.S. Steel 
Corporation donated the land to the 
state. The Chimneys area boasts a 
pristine creek and gorge, as well as the 
namesake two 200-feet tall sandstone 
towers. Recreation consists of short 
hiking trail, a gorge overlook, and 
entrance parking, though there are no 
developed trail systems through the 
park. Management of the natural area 
falls under the Chimneys Scenic Park 
Association of Marion County and 
the Tennessee Department of 
Environment and Conservation 
Natural Areas Program.  

The natural area lies in the 
Sequatchie Cove watershed, a short distance from Sequatchie Cave and other sites discussed. 
Conservation of Sequatchie Cove could potentially connect the sites, creating a larger scope for 
recreation and wildlife conservation. This integrated conservation would create a wildlife 
corridor, connecting the protected sites to sustain biodiversity in the area.  Wildlife corridors 
reduce habitat fragmentation that limits species, an important land-use issue in the unusually 
diverse Cumberland Plateau. Integrated protection of the Chimneys and Sequatchie Cove would 
also expand recreation opportunities to a larger population on a larger scale. Connecting the 
Chimneys provides the recreational infrastructure of a currently protected area; the site is 
recognized by authorities and the public, and already attracts visitors despite its lack of 
developed trails. Protection of Sequatchie Cove would be accomplished with greater benefits and 
fluidity by establishing a relationship with the Chimneys State Natural Area. 
 

Cultural and Historical Significance of the Sequatchie Cove 
 
History 
 

In the 1930s, the Sequatchie Cove, also known as Bryants Cove, was a self-sufficient 
community of seven houses located in between Tracy City and Palmer, TN. Before any major 
highways as well as roads were developed, many people, especially those working in the 
Sewanee Coal Seam, used the cove as a rite of passage as it was the best way to get from one 
town to the other. The cove became a larger community, not only made up of those that lived 
within it, but also those who used the Cove as a special place or for recreation.  
 
 

Sandstone Towers in Chimneys Scenic Park 
Photo Credit: Tennessee Department of Environmental 
Conservation  
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Interview with Ms. Bivens 
 

Ms. Bivens discussed her time through a personal interview about living in the Cove and 
the impact it had on her life. Born in 1928, Ms. Bivens moved into the Sequatchie Cove in 1935 
and lived there for four years. Her father worked in the Palmer Coal Mines for forty years and 
would walk every day through the cove to get to work. She attended Bryant's Cove School, the 
only school in the Cove, with about twenty other 
children. The building, used for both the school and the 
church, was one room that housed all students from 
first to eighth grade. Twenty years ago, the building 
was rebuilt into the church that it is today, where there 
continues to be services on the last Sunday of every 
month. Ms. Bivens and her family still attend these 
services as one of the many reasons to return to the 
Cove. 
 

Similar to the other families who lived in the 
Cove, Ms. Bivens’ family got all their resources 
directly from the land. They had cows and chickens as 
their families source of protein as well as gardens and 
fruit trees to provide fresh fruits and vegetables. 
Furthermore, the Bivens family used the local stream 
as a resource for fresh water. The Sequatchie Creek ran 
directly in front of their house serving as a source for 
water as well as recreational purposes. 

 
“We had so much fun, we would play ball… 

would go down to the spring to get water and we would yell and all these people would come. 
We would play ball and forget to bring the water back.” Ms. Bivens told about the many groups 
of people who would come down to the creek together to swim, fish, and celebrate the land. 
When talking about her years in the Cove, Ms. Bivens said “It was just wonderful to live there, 
we had no needs of anything. I am so thankful the lord allowed me to live in that place.” 
The Cove is a historical place. The old school and church that Ms. Bivens attended and grew up 
next to was an integral part of many lives in the Grundy County region. The families that lived in 
the Cove during the mid 1900s used the land for survival. They grew crops, herded cattle, and 
raised chicken on their land. They hosted travelers and invited strangers into their home to enjoy 
the atmosphere of the Cove. They wanted to introduce the spirit of the Cove and the importance 
of living with nature to all who passed through.   
 

Even today, many families use the Cove for recreation and a place of solace. Ms. Bivens 
said during her interview that she regularly walks into the cove to visit her husband's grave. He is 
buried at Bryant Cemetery, which is a very peaceful and beautiful place. During her interview 
she said, “this is where my husband lives,” referring to the cemetery.  She smiled knowing the 
place he rests in peace is one where they found such joy. Her husband was a minister who had 
dreams of living in the Cove and returning to wilderness. Throughout the interview with Ms. 
Bivens, many neighbors, friends and family entered the house and contributed to the stories 
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about Sequatchie Cove. The Cove is a place to bring community together. On holidays you can 
find hundreds of families taking advantage of the Cove. Jeeps and other vehicles will ride 
families down the valley where they will picnic and children will play in the streams all day. The 
Sequatchie Cove has been a significant place for the families of Grundy County for hundreds of 
years and demonstrates the necessary relationship between nature and mankind. 

The Sequatchie Cove is a place where human culture and the natural environment 
transect. The Cove was a community of people and land intertwined, the interests of the two 
often becoming indistinguishable. The people of the cove lived an agrarian life, one with a local 
focus of the land at hand. There were no broad stroked “one-size-fits all” treatments of the land. 
The people of the cove knew the land, they had walked the land and thus they consulted the 
genius of the land in their interactions with the natural environment. Life in the cove was a life of 
mutual interdependence – the people cultivated and nourished the land while respecting its 
power and their own dependence on the land. The people inhabiting the Cove were widely 
scattered, living near springs on terraces in order to have access to all needed resources. On the 
other hand the people of the cove were not particularly romantic about nature, she was not a 
pristine cathedral to be worshiped, she is nor more perfect or timeless than the people who lived 
within her. Nature has no grand plan but is rather a jumble of contingencies. The people of the 
cove took their place alongside nature and together they worked with the land to create a way of 
life. The people of the cove in fact learned much through their observation of the land. They 
learned what worked best on their land, and where.  They have acknowledged that humans have 
long altered the natural environment in order to survive, and likely always will, but that this does 
not mean that all human intervention is cruel but can be done with respect to her mystery and in 
consultation with the specifics of the area. 

Coppinger Cove Baptist Church Site 

In addition to the schoolhouse, the Sequatchie Cove is home to the Coppinger Cove 
Baptist Church. Nestled in a beautiful setting in the Valley, this church is open during the last 
Sunday of every month for a traditional late morning service. Despite the church closing during 
winter months, one can still enter the church finding money in the offering plate and an open 
bible sitting at the alter. The tradition of attending the Coppinger Cove Baptist Church is one 
deeply rooted in the culture of those towns surrounding the Sequatchie Valley. Not only does 
attending services in this church provide a familial tie to the land, but it also provides a greater 
appreciation for the physical land itself. While engaging in worship individuals develop a 
spiritual responsibility to the health of the habitat and natural environment. This organic 
relationship is deepened by the presence of Bryant Cemetery.  
 
Sequatchie Cove Farm 
  

The Sequatchie Cove Farm is a 350-acre livestock and dairy farm, located at the foothills 
of the Cumberland Plateau. For the past 18 years, Bill and Miriam Keener, their family, friends, 
and seasonal helpers have raised an array of beef cattle, dairy cattle, Katahdin lamb, and are now 
producing award-winning artisanal cheeses. The farm also boasts a seasonal blueberry patch, 
open to the community for “pick your own” berries. 
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The 350 acre farm is nestled between the Little Sequatchie River and Sequatchie Valley 
wilderness. The farm’s animals are grass-fed and antibiotic and growth hormone free; the land 
itself is free of pesticides and herbicides.  

 The Keeners work with other local 
producers to raise beef cattle and lamb with 
environmental and ethical priorities. This sort 
of relationship promotes local economic 
prosperity, environmental safety, and 
strengthened community among Sequatchie 
Cove area farmers. The Keeners and their co-
producers acknowledge connections between 
the farm, product, farmer, and consumer; as 
their website states,  “We raise healthy, 
content animals in order to provide a product 
healthy for our consumption, our environment, 
and our whole human ecology.” 

  
Bill Keener also appreciates the ecological, recreational, and cultural significance of the 

Sequatchie Cove, Sequatchie Valley and surrounding areas. During our discussion, I was able to 
speak with Bill about the future of Sequatchie Cove. While some of the surrounding area is still 
pristine wilderness, there is a great potential for development by logging and rock mining. In 
order to combat this and sustain the land’s recreational use, a collaboration among recreational 
users is needed, including rock climbers, the 4-wheelers, hunters, fisherman, and rock crawlers. 
With this collaboration, farmers like Bill Keener and his family could maintain their own 
lifestyles. The degradation of surrounding areas could lead to the stripping of its natural 
resources, soil and land erosion, and the contamination of its waterways. By protecting the 
Sequatchie Valley, we would provide recreational use to the community and economic vitality to 
farmers today as well as the opportunity for our future generations. 
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