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A CP~CKLIST OF CONASAUGA RIVER FISHES, TENNESSEE 

By Thomas P. Simon, Wildwood, Illinois 

Introduction 

.An ichthyologist's dream is to collect fishes in· Tennessee 
streams, and a true darterologist has not been in~tiated 
until the cool, clear Tennessee riffles race over his_feet. I· 
recently had the chance to spend a week in ·:re~nessee while 
attending the annual meeting of the American Society of Ich­
thyologists and Herpetologists (ASIH) on the campus of the 
University of Tennessee, Knoxville. This is the heart of 
darter country, arid part of the festivities included a field 
trip to the Conasauga River. 

The state of Tennessee has five major drainages: Tennessee 
River, cumberland River, Mississippi River, Ohio River, and 
Mobile Bay. The Conasauga River drains into the Mobile Bay 
drainage through the southeast corner of Tennessee in the· 
extreme southwest corner of ':Polk County and much o:f ·Bradley 
County. The Conasauga River is small compared to the Tennessee 
River or Mississippi River, but is still very impressive. The 
river width was approximately 140', with maximum depth to 3~ '. 
water temperature was a cool 680F and the water was so clear 
that visibility was to the bottomo The substrate consisted 
o:f gravel-cobble substrates, attached Pgtamogeton ·sppo, and 
side channels and pockets which contained accumulated detritus 
and silt. · · 

The river possesses a multitude o:f fish species compared 
to most areas in the midwest and east coast (Table 1). Etnier 
{1976) listed.69 species collected from the Alabama drainage 
(Mobile Bay) :from Polk and Bradley Counties, Tennessee •.. This 
encom~assed ~he Coosa River 1n addition to the Oonasaugua River. 
Thus, all species listed in Etnier's list may not occur1in the 
Conasauga River. Smith-Vaniz (1968) reported 81 species from 
the Coosa River drainage in Alabama. The present collection 
accounted for ten families and 38 species (plus possibly a 
few more_minnows which were unidentified). 

R1:ffl.e Habitats 

Riffle habitats contained the majority of the darters 
and several minnows. The fastest water contained the Riffle 
Minnow (Phenacobius catostomus), Speckled Chub (Hybopsis 
a est 1 va~is), .Amber Darter (}ere ina ant is ella), and Trispo t 
Darter \Etheostoma trisella • The so~ewhat slower current 
areas were abundant with the Bronze Darter (~. palmar!s), 
~lackbanded Darter (E. '¥igr~fasciata) Greenbreast Darter 
{~. Jordani), Coosa ~ar erE. coosae,, and Banded Snubnose 

Kon
Typewritten Text
American Currents November 1985 Vol 11 No 8



-1.2-

Darter (a variety of the Tennessee Snubnose Darter, i· simoterum), 
River Chub (Ngoomis migropogon), and a single Chestnut Lamprey 
!Ichthyomyzog castaneus). The Rock Darter (~. ruDest~e) was 

·collected among larger cobble, while an undescribed 1ogperch 
was collected at the base of the riffle just above a pool 
habitat. This species possesses a characteristic red band 
in the spinous dorsal. 

Stream Marg~ Hab~tat~ 

Stream margins:wereoharacterized by slow current velo-
cities, normally some vege~ation or larger cobble, and some 
sand dispersed among·gra-q-el interstitial spaces. Species were 
varied,and include~ Stone~oller (Cgmpostoma anoTalum), :~iteta11 
Shiner (Notrop!s galaoturus}, Bluntnose Minnow ~P1mephales notatus), 
Fathead Minnow r~. promela§}, Northern Hog Sucker juveniles 
{Hypentelium n1gr1cans), White Sucker (Catostomus qommersp~=),. 
Shadow Bass (Ambloplites ar11mmus}, Longear Sunfish (~omi§ 
megalotis), Spotted Sunfish Lo unctat s), Bluegill • macro­
chirus), and juvenile Redeye Bass M or terus CQQSae), Spotted 
Bass (H. nqpctylatu~), and White Crappie fomgxis ~nular1~). 
Darter species included juvenile Greenside Darters~~. bjenn1o1des), 
Coosa Darter (~. coosae), Greenbreast Darter (R. Jordani , and . 
Speckled Darter (~. stigmaeum)o Juvenile Banded Sculp1ns 
(Qottu~ cara11nae) were also found in stream marg1ns,associated 

·with gravel and large cobble. 

Slackwater Habitats 

These habitats included side channels, pockets, and areas 
blocked off by other obstructions normally adjacent to riffles. 
They typically were silt-sand substrates with emergent or 
submergent aquatic macrophytes. Species collected included 
Longear Sunfish, most of the Shadow Bass, Spotted Gar (ILe~isosteus 
oculatus), Speckled Madtom (~oturus leptaoant~u;),.stonerollers, 
Mountain Shiner <a. 11rus), Blaoktail Shiner R· yenustus.stigma­
~), Oreek Ohub ( semot1lus atromaoulat~), ~r1oolor Shiner 
lU· ~r±choistiua), and Bluegill (~. eaoroc irue) •. 

~ gabitats 

Pools differ from slackwater habitats in that they are 
normally deeper areas, usually at the base of the riffle. 
Species collected in pools included the Southern Studfish 
(Fundulu~ ~tellife£), Blackspotted Topminnow (l. ~l~;aoeus), 
most species o minnows, Mosquitofish (Gambus1a arfinis), and 
the undescribed logperoh with the red dorsal band. 

Discuseioa 

The most diverse area was the stream margins, which tended 
to have a variety of species common to both the pool and riffle 
habitataa Stream margine have reduoed current veloo1t1es, and 
provide soma measure of protection from larger ind1v1dua1s of 
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predator species. A comparison between various basins in 
the southeastern section-of Tennessee and Alabama contained 
similar species assemblages. The greatest diversity was found 
in the larger Coosa River (Smith-Vaniz~ 1968), while very · 
similar numbers of species were collected between the present 
study and Etnier's reported listing of species for the Mobile 
Bay drainage (1976). The Conasauga River was also a haven 
for darters. A total of 14 darter species may be present,. 
and ll species were collected, with only a minnow seu1e end 
a moderate amount of effort. fhose species which were endangered 
or protected (e.g., Trispot Darter, Affiber Darter) were released. 
Three species were collected in the present study that were 
not previously reported. These included the Riffle Minnow, 
Bluntnose Minnow, and River Chub. Representative specimens 
from the present study were deposited into the permanent 
fish collection of Southern Illinois University at Carbondale. 

Anyone interested in native fishes would thoroughly 
enjoy a trip to the Conasauga River for a day of collecting • 

. Literature Oited 

Btnier, David A. 1976. A checklist of the fishes of Tennessee. 
University of Tennessee, Knoxville. 7 pp. 

Smith-Vaniz, William F. 1968. Freshwater fishes of Alabama. · 
Auburn University Agricultural Experiment Statio~. 
Paragon Press: Montgomery. 211 pp. 

~: Dr. David A. Etnier, Uniyersity of Tennessee-Knoxville, 
is currently working towards a state book on the fishes of 
Tennessee. Quite a task, working within a state that has 
as much diversity as Tennessee. We wish him the best w±th 
his efforts and look forward to its release. 

#fill 

Kon
Typewritten Text
American Currents November 1985 Vol 11 No 8



Tl.BLE 1. 

-14-

A Comparative list of Fishes collected from the 
Conasauga River, Mobile B.ay Basin, and Coosa River, 
Tennessee and Alabama. 

SPECIES 
<XIlASAtlGA RIVER 
{Preant study) 

MOBILE DRAINAGE, Til 
(Etn.1er 1976) 

COOSA RIVER SYS'ID!, AL 
(Smith-Vent% 1968) 

Family Petrcmy~tidae, lamprey 
Chestnut l&mprey, IchthJ""'Izon caat~eus 
Southern brook 181opreJ, ,!. sagei 
Least brook 1-prey, b aep"Ytera 

Family Acipen&eridae, sturgeon 
Lake sturgeon, Acipenaer fulvescena 

Family Lepisosteidae, gar 
Spotted gar, Lepisostens oculatus 

Family Clupeidae, herring 
Gizurd shad, Dorosoma cepedi&lwa 
Threaclfin shad, Jl.. pretenen.~M> 

Family Hiodontidae, mocneye 
Mooneye, ~ tergisus 

Family Eaocidae, pike 
Redfin pickerel, Eaox americanus 
Chain pickerel, ,!;. niger 

Family Cyprinidae, carp and minnows 
Stoneroller, Campostama anomalum 
Goldfish, Carass1us auratus 
Carp, Cyprinus carpio-
S:!.l ver jav milll>OW, EricY11!ba buccata 
Speckled chub, Bybopsis aea'ili"aTIS 
Bigeye chub, :!!· asblopa 
Silver chub, H. atarerisna 
River chub, NOccclis .tcropogon 
Golden shiner, Notemigonus crysoleucas 
Burrhead shiner, Motropis asperifrons 
l'»erald •hiner, ): • •therinoides . 
Rough •hln<>r, H.-bailevi 
Pretty shiner.-!!.. b;nus 
Blue llhiner, H. c.eeruleuE 
Alabama shiner, N. cel.listiua 
Rainbo" shiner, ll'. chrosomus 
Striped llhiner, !',. chryaocephalus 
Mountain shiner; N. lirus 
Silverstripe llhiner.~tilbius 
Tricolor ahlner, M. trichoiatius 
Blacktail shiner ,-N. Yenuatus stigmeturus · 
Mimic shiner, II. 9olueellus 
Coosa shiner, R. xae~ephalua 
Riffle ainnov, Pbenaeobius catastomus 
Bluntnose lllinnow, Pi~~ep.';eles notatus 
F•theed .:l.nnow, .f. promelas 
Blacknose dace, Rhinichthys atratulus 
Cree~ chub, Semotilus atroeaculatus 

Fa.tly Catostoaidae, ecc~rs 
Quillbeck, Carpiodes curinue 
White sucker, Cntoatomus cosmeraoni 
Blue sucker, Cycleptus elonsatus 
Alabama hogsucl<er, Hypentil1um etowanum 
Northern bogsncl<er, H. ntsric.ana 
Slllall.mouth buffalo, lctiobus bubalns 
Spotted sucker, Minytr...a me~ 
River redhorae, Moxostoms cerinatnm 
Black redhorae, M. duqneeni1 
Golden redhorse,-M. erythrurUIII 
Blaclttail redhorae, f!.. poecilurum 

Family Icteluridae, catfish 
Blue catfish, Ictalurua furcetus 
Black bullhead, I. selaa 
TellO"' bullhead ,-I.'""iiatal1a 
Bravn bullhead, 1-:-n~s 
Chann<!l cetfiab,-1. punctatua 
Speckled aedto•, NOturus leptacanthus 
Frecllebelly -dt-, 11. 80Ditua 
Flathead catfish. PylOcl1C'i:iS"'rivaris 
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rABLE 1. (Continued) 

SPECIES~ 

Family Cyprinodontidae, topminno~s 
Blackstripe tope!inno"• FUDdulus notatus 
Blackspotted t.opo:innow. ji. olivac;;us­
Sout.hern .. r.udfish, !.· at.ellifer 

Fecdly Poecjliidse, livehesrers 
Hosquitofieh, GaRhusia ~ 

Family Percich~hyidse, temperate bass 
'l.'hite bass, Morone chr~sops 

Family C6ntrerchidae, sunfish 
Shad~ bass, ~blonlites eri~s 
llocl< bal!s, !_. n:pestrts 
Flier, Centrarchua macropterus 
Redbreast sunfish,~ eurltu& 
Green s"-nfieh, ,!:. cyenellus ___ _ 
loi&X'1110utb. .b aulosus 
Bluesill, L. macrochirus 
Lonseer suiifish, .b messlot1s 
Redear sunfh•h, 1· llldcrolophus 
Spotted sunfish, b· punctetus 
Redey" bass, Micropterua ~ 
Spotted bass, ~· pUDctulatus 
Largemcuth bas~>, M. salmo1de1& 
'~.bite crappie, Pocoxi& ennularis 
Black crappie, r.nrsr0108culatua 

FaEily Pereidae, perch and darters 
Crystal darter, Azmocrypta a~prella 
Coosa darter. Etheo&toma cooB&e 
Coldwater darter, E. ditr~ 
Gre.enbrea:n darter 7 E. :jo:rdani 
Rock darter, ~· rupest:re 
Tennessee snubnos.. darter (aubspeeies), ~· &1moterum 
S~ckled darter, E. at1gaaeum 
Trispot dart"er, E. trlsella 
Amber darter, Peircina antesella 
R..Oiin logper~arbo!>aria 
Lo~rc:h sp., _!. '{evenoanni) sp. 
Bridled daner, f.. ap. 
lllecl<bended darter. f. nigrof&Scieta 
Bronze darter, . .f., pal1!!8ris 
River da:rter, P. ahuzard! 
l.'all.,ye, Stizostedion ~ 

Family Cottidae, sculp1ns 
Banded sculpin, Cotto& cerolinae 
P:fSJl!Y aculpin, f~eua 

(a) Sp@Cies not previously described. 

COIIASAUGA RIVER 
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