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Transcript:

Bob Keast

Here we go to the pearl farm.

Chuck Denney

Bob Keast is off to check on his crop. Not your typical farmer, he’ll get there by pontoon boat. Keast runs Birdsong Marina and the Tennessee Pearl Farm.

Bob Keast

Yes, it’s agri-tourism at its best here in the Tennessee River, and a product that’s naturally grown here in the Tennessee River - the washboard mussel.

Chuck Denney 

Here’s how the pearl farm grows its product. First, divers find mollusks in the water. 

Bob Keast 

These are all native to Tennessee.

Chuck Denney 

They break off a piece of shiny shell and, just like any form of agriculture, they plant it.

Bob Keast

So we’ve got the seed, and Tennessee is blessed with the seed. These mollusks can reproduce themselves at least a million times a year. We make it into a bead or a square on a triangle and we implant that into another live mollusk.

Chuck Denney 

The mollusks are grown in wire cages 18 inches underwater for five years. The piece of shell goes in the size of a BB, and comes out the size of a marble. It’s downright incredible that nature, given a bit of help, can create such beauty.

Bob Keast

To look at a slimy little creature laying here on the bottom of Tennessee’s beautiful Kentucky lake and it’s an old, slimy thing. And you think, boy how could I ever get a gorgeous pearl out of it? Of course, I wear a real nice pearl.

Chuck Denney

A century ago, mussels and pearls were common throughout Tennessee. But over the years, dams were built which impacted water flow. And rivers and streams just became more polluted. Both hampered nature’s pearl production. Now this is the only freshwater pearl farm in North America. Sixty percent of the product goes to jewelry makers, and the rest is sold on site.

Jimmy Lumpkin

The natural resources have been good for private landowners as well as our business folks like Bobby.

Chuck Denney 

Benton County UT Extension Director Jimmy Lumpkin says the pearl farm is a terrific example of agri-tourism.

Jimmy Lumpkin

It’s a unique thing, and for somebody who is not familiar with that industry, it would be pretty interesting for them to come out and go through the tour.

Bob Keast 

Are you starting to see the pearl emerge?

Chuck Denney 

The tour concludes with Bob opening up a mollusk. Inside there’s a little treasure.

Bob Keast 

Who said we can’t grow pearls in Tennessee?

Chuck Denney 

A true Tennessee product, smooth and white, pearly perfection. As farming operations go, this one’s a real gem. This is Chuck Denney reporting.
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