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Summer Internship Report: Sequatchie Cove Farm 

My summer internship was with Sequatchie Cove Farm, a 300-acre biodynamic farm near 

Sequatchie, TN. Being “biodynamic” means the farm roughly follows the practices of Rudolph 

Steiner, who pioneered a style of sustainable agriculture that treats the farm as a holistic unit 

and seeks to minimize inputs (feed, fuel, fertilizer, etc.) and wasteful outputs. The farm is run by 

Sewanee alumnus Bill Keener and his wife Miriam, who sell their products to farmers markets, 

restaurants, and supermarkets throughout the region. Animal members are cows (both for 

slaughter and for dairy processing), pigs, chickens, and sheep, all of which are free-range and 

graze rotationally. Sequatchie also has honeybees, vegetables (mostly for the family’s own 

consumption), berries, mushrooms, and a growing cheese-making operation. With around ten 

workers at the farm on an average day, the farm has several full-time and part-time employees 

as well as family helpers and friends who occasionally work for food.  

 

As an intern I served as an extra hand in nearly every aspect of the farm. Most of the time this 

was work with the animals, such as building and moving electric fences, herding them to fresh 

pasture, feeding them, milking them, and taking them to the slaughterhouse. I also sold food at 

farmer’s markets twice, spent a substantial amount of time weeding, mulching, and caring for 

the vegetables, and spent a day helping to make cheese.  

 

Perhaps my largest responsibility was designing and building a small chicken coop with the help 

of several other employees. After talking with the Keeners about an art class I took at Sewanee 

in which I learned basic bamboo construction skills (Sustainable Structure with Greg Pond), they 

encouraged me to experiment with bamboo from their property. Building with bamboo involves 

removing the invasive plant, which is also highly renewable, light, and strong. Since one small 

mobile coop used for baby chicks was falling apart, we decided to build a new one out of 
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bamboo. Bamboo is especially appropriate for a mobile coop since it is a lightweight material, 

allowing for it to be dragged across the ground easily.  

 

Building the coop took around ten to fifteen hours of work total, and I was helped by three 

different people throughout the process. One was a visual artist, and the other works and lives 

at an experimental construction cooperative. The knowledge of each helped inform the design 

process, improving the structural integrity while allowing me to learn the best way to attach 

chicken wire and that adding tension to a structure’s components makes it stronger. 

 

Learning to bear July heat in southern Tennessee and the manual labor involved was a task in 

and of itself. Working in the cheese-house taught me the basics of cheese-making, a skill which 

I later applied at home. I also learned lots of skills in gardening, such as how to mulch with 

straw, how to know when plants are ready for harvest, how to know when weeding is necessary, 

and water-efficient irrigation techniques. With the animals, I learned the basics of rotational 

grazing (how to know when a field is ready for grazing, the order in which animals should graze 

a given piece of pasture), as well as a little about sheep and cattle birth cycles. 

 

While sustainable agriculture is something I have long been interested in and have had romantic 

thoughts about, this was my first time actually spent on a farm. While it was certainly difficult 

work and would require a good deal of education outside of my degree at Sewanee, there is 

little that compares to temporal and spatial proximity to one’s food source. Bacon tastes better 

when you are feeding the pigs from which the bacon came, and one may appreciate the 

differences in varieties of tomatoes when one sees how differently each plant grows.  

 

Working at Sequatchie taught me both that it is possible to make a living on sustainable 
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agriculture and that it is possible to do this alongside another career option. The Keeners 

started the farm when Bill was a grade school teacher and Miriam worked at a botanical garden, 

and according to them this is necessary unless you are willing to go into deep debt. Eventually, 

they were able to quit their other jobs after further developing Sequatchie. There are also 

opportunities in the region to gain more agriculture experience with full-time jobs at sustainable 

farms, and I met several who do that now. Perhaps this would be the best way to learn 

agriculture after school, and if I decide to start my own farm I could simultaneously work at 

another, more experienced farm. However, I am also passionate about current events, 

journalism, and activism. It’s good to know that I can do any of these things while feeding myself 

with a small plot of land. 

 

One of the most fulfilling aspects of this internship was the self-directed nature of my work. The 

Keeners are a laid-back yet organized family who encouraged me to work in whichever aspect 

of the farm I desired. For the first few weeks that was with the animals, but they later gave me 

more vegetable/plant work upon my request. I wanted to see the inside of the cheese-making 

operation, and they easily agreed to let me do this (Nathan, the cheese-maker, rarely lets 

outsiders into the sanitized cheese-house). I would encourage future interns to talk with them 

about their personal goals, and the Keeners are sure to be helpful in this area.  

 

As an Environmental Policy major, this work did not directly tie into government policies. 

However, I did learn about government agricultural policy through the eyes of farmer-

environmentalists, and saw the integral role policy does play in their lives. For example, 

Sequatchie has its animals slaughtered at H&P Meats in South Pittsburgh, TN, another small 

family-run operation. USDA food safety regulations require the same amount of inspection and 

paperwork no matter the size of slaughterhouse, meaning that H&P carries the same burden as 
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the four corporations that process 80% of the country’s beef and 60% of the country’s pork. This 

policy leads to consolidation, benefiting the large corporations who can minimize their overhead 

costs by building massive meat processing facilities.  

 

Tennessee law also forbids farms from processing poultry on-site, which is allowed in many 

other states. One more policy that serves to hamstring Sequatchie’s economic viability is the 

large amount of subsidies and government-backed insurance given to conventional, 

monoculture agriculture. According to Bill, the government pays corn growers by the bushel, 

even if their crop fails due to drought. Sequatchie, on the other hand, receives nothing but the 

market price for its meats and is simply out of luck if its pasture-lands become unproductive due 

to drought. These kinds of absurd policies are playing enormous roles in our country’s 

environmental woes including soil erosion, the Gulf of Mexico Dead Zone, and pollution due to 

chemical sprays and concentrated animal feed lots. It’s one thing to read about these issues in 

an Environmental Policy course, and it’s another to live out these injustices on a farm that is put 

at a disadvantage by our corporate-controlled government. 


