EXPLORING THE HATCHIE

A WILDERNESS HIGHWAY

Last week I rendezvoused with some friends down in Haywood Co. Tennessee to attend the West Tennessee Regional Meeting of The Nature Conservancy of Tennessee.  Our meeting place was a small lake on the Hatchie National Wildlife Refuge.  This 11,500 acre refuge follows the southern bank of the Hatchie River for over 23 miles and is mostly composed of bottomland hardwoods.  But the really unique thing about this refuge and river is this:  The Hatchie River is the largest unchannelized tributary in the Mississippi Valley, and the largest forested floodplain in the state of Tennessee!  Hence the interest in this region by The Nature Conservancy.


After a short introduction to the area and Conservancy projects, our group took a hike along the banks of the Hatchie through some impressive stands of bottomland hardwoods.  As we walked deeper into the forest the air noticeably cooled.  Large specimens of Swamp Chestnut Oak, Water Oak, Sweetgum and other lowland species bordered both sides of the gravel access road.  Bob Ford, our TNC guide, pointed out a Mississippi Kite circling overhead.  A dragonfly did a dance and dip in the shallow waters beneath a buttonbush, laying eggs that would later hatch into larvae that feed on mosquitoes, deer flies and other aquatic pests.   I hope she lays a thousand eggs, I thought to myself, as I slapped at the deerfly on my neck probing for a free sample of Type A negative.


The Nature Conservancy (TNC) is a non-profit, science-based conservation organization founded in 1951.  With offices in all 50 states and some 25 foreign countries, the Conservancy has worked quietly to protect more than 10 million acres in the United States and 60 million acres overseas through work with local partner organizations and businesses.  All total, that’s an area equal to the states of Tennessee, Kentucky and West Virginia combined.  TNC, headquartered in Arlington, VA, is supported by 900,000 members nationwide, but primary funding for Tennessee acquisitions and projects must come from the 10,000 members of the Tennessee Chapter, over 50 corporate sponsors, and several foundations.


Since 1978, the Conservancy has protected 100,000 acres of Tennessee’s outstanding natural lands.  That’s an area roughly equivalent to Lake County here in West Tennessee.  Their aim with all this land acquisition is to protect and preserve the plants, animals and natural communities that represent the diversity of life on Earth.  In addition to owning and managing 17 nature preserves of its own, the Conservancy has helped private and public agencies protect well-loved places such as Roan Mountain, the Tennessee River Gorge, Big South Fork, Savage Gulf, Radnor Lake, and Chickasaw National Wildlife Refuge.


We finally arrived at our destination, an oxbow lake, that in recent history used to be part of the main channel of the river, but now lay cutoff to one side.  The Hatchie, with all its naturally occurring meanders, continues to create these oxbow lakes even as older ones, like this one, slowly silt-up and atrophy. 

 I knelt down to observe some newly hatched fish fry schooling in less than ½ inch of water right next to the bank.  They were avoiding the deeper water of the lake proper where larger predatory fish might be lurking. There, out just a few more feet, were larger fish in slightly deeper water, and so on, all hedging their bets that their larger brethren wouldn’t venture in close enough to make them a meal.  The importance of these oxbow lakes for a river’s fish hatchery suddenly became clear.  No wonder the fishing wasn’t as good on the Forked Deer, the Obion, the Loosahatchie and the other channelized rivers in West Tennessee.  There were no easily-accessible, shallow-water habitats for newly spawned fish-fry.

That afternoon we took a boat ride for a few miles upstream.  The average depth of the Hatchie above Brownsville proved to be around 4.5 feet, with some of the deeper holes running 15 feet or more.  Lots of snags eventually nailed the props, but not before we had to turn around anyway.  Being a natural river, the Hatchie’s banks are under constant erosion pressure, and trees are often undermined until they fall, sometimes completely blocking the channel.  We had arrived at just such a fallen tree, very recent, judging by the freshness of its foliage.  We turned around and headed back downstream.

A wood duck and her youngun’s flushed from the right descending bank.  She did the crippled mom routine while the ducklings scrambled for cover among some drift.  We chased after mom just like she wanted until we were far below where the little ones were hiding.  Her ploy successful, she took off, miraculously healed, flying into the trees where she could circle back and round up her babies.


Here, according to the Nature Conservancy, are 10 important things to know about Tennessee:

1) Tennessee is considered by many scientists to be the biologically richest inland state in the nation

2) 300 species of birds, 89 mammals, 70 amphibians, and 61 reptiles call Tennessee home

3) Tennessee rivers are number one in total fish diversity

4) Tennessee is the GLOBAL center of freshwater mussel diversity

5) Seven of the top eight most biologically diverse rivers in North America flow through Tennessee

BUT

6) Most of Tennessee’s bio-diversity is concentrated in the world’s five most threatened types of plants and animals:  mussels, crayfish, fish, amphibians and flowering plants

7) Tennessee is the state with the highest percentage of declining breeding bird populations

8) There are thought to be more than 300 globally imperiled species/habitats in Tennessee

9) Only 7% of Tennessee’s globally imperiled species and about 3% of its natural communities are “protected” by The Nature Conservancy and other agencies and organizations

10) In all, Tennessee has lost at least 100 species of higher-order plants and animals, and another 250 animals and 600 plants are considered rare, threatened, or endangered

I highly recommend this organization.  They are not oriented politically to the right or the left.  They have the expertise to recognize which natural areas of our state deserve protection, and they protect it the old fashioned way:  They buy it!

If you are interested, check out their website at www.tnc.org/Tennessee,  You’ll be glad you did.  Oh yeah, and tell ‘em I sent you.

