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Most East Tenness-
eans know that Athens
is home to Mayfield
Dairy Farms.

But you may not
know that you can take
a 45-minute tour of the
Athens Mayfield Visitor
Center and plant for
free.

During the tours,
informative guides pro-
vide guests with infor-
mation on the plant’s
production of several
varieties of milk, ice
cream, cottage cheese,
sour cream and French
onion party dip. 

Several area dairy
farms send milk to the
plants where 8,500 jugs
are filled with milk an
hour.

The plants ship out
more than one million
smaller containers (pints
and quarts) of milk to
nursing homes, hospi-
tals and schools.

Ice cream lovers can
watch as plant workers
produce their favorite
frozen treats. 

More than 270 popsi-
cles and 150 Brown
Cows are made every
hour.

Plant tours begin
every 30 minutes from 9
a.m. to 4 p.m. on
M o n d a y, Tu e s d a y,
Thursday and Friday
and from 9 a.m. to 1 p.m.
on Saturday.

After touring the
plant, guests can pur-
chase a scoop of
Mayfield’s delicious ice
cream.

Guests can also try
other flavors at the visi-
tors’ center that cannot
be purchased in stores.

Milk is processed
every day except
Wednesday, and ice
cream is produced every
day except Saturday.

The Mayfield Dairy
Farms Visitors’ Center is
located four miles off I-
75 between Knoxville
and Chattanooga.

On the way to Athens,
be sure to visit
Sweetwater Valley
Farms.

The farm tour is also
free, and a tour guide
will welcome you at the
farm’s visitors’ center.

Then, the tour group
will watch the farm’s
cheese production crew
make the famous
Sweetwater Valley Farm
cheese.

Next, you will watch
an informative video
about cheese making
and life on the farm.

After watching the
video, the tour guide
will lead you outside to
learn how the farm rais-
es healthy cows, in order
to produce tasty, creamy
cheese and milk.

Tour goers will learn
that the most important
aspect of raising cows,
for the purpose of pro-
ducing delicious dairy
products, is the quality
of their feed.

Of course shelter is
important, as well.
During the tour, you
will visit several shel-
ters, which separate
calves by age group.

After seeing all of the
animals, the tour guide
will take you to the
milking parlor, where

each cow is milked
twice daily.

One of the most fasci-
nating facts you will
learn on the tour is that
the cows are actually
‘tipped’ or laid on their
side  while their hooves
are trimmed. 

If you haven’t taken a
tour, it is definitely
worth your time. Tours
are offered every hour
on the hour from 10 a.m.
to 4 p.m. Monday
through Saturday.

When the tour ends,

the tour group will
return to the visitors’
center. Tour guides will
encourage you to sam-
ple  more than 20 vari-
eties of cheese.

The creamy texture
complements almost
any other ingredient the
farm adds to the cheese.

Sweetwater Valley
Farms is one of the
farms that contributes
milk to Mayfield Dairy
Farms.

Anyone who has ever
tasted Mayfield’s ice

cream or milk knows
how amazing and
creamy it is. 

After tasting the
cheese, it is easy to see
that Sweetwater Valley
Farm’s milk is used in
Mayfield’s products.

The cheeses can be
purchased at the visi-
tors’ center from 8:30
a.m. to 6 p.m. Monday
through Friday and
from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. on
Saturday.

It is also available at
select Knoxville area
Kroger’s and Fresh
Market stores.

Sweetwater Valley
Farm is located at 17988
West Lee Highway in
Philadelphia, just two
and a half miles off I-75
South.

While you’re in
Sweetwater, you may
also want to visit the
Lost Sea, home of the
world’s largest under-
water lake.

In 1905, 13-year-old
Ben Sands discovered
the Lost Sea, which was
then known as
Craighead Caverns.

Surrounded by dark-
ness, he threw fistfuls of

mud as far as he could
in every direction,
attempting to determine
the size of the body of
water. 

When Sands left the
cave to tell people about
his discovery, they did
not believe him. The
lake went undiscovered
for 60 more years. 

In 1915, the cave was
opened to the public. A
dance floor was
installed in one of the
large upper rooms. 

Cock fights were also
held in the cave. 

Other parts of the cave
were used for producing
moonshine.

Tours are given daily
by guides who provide
entertaining comments
about the cave’s exciting
history.

Guides also point out
interesting formations
on the cave's ceiling,
walls and floor. 

One of the more
unusual formations that
is abundant in the cave
is called anthodites,
which are also known as
“cave flowers” for their
formation of spiky crys-
talline structures.

After showing guests
the cave's many natural
wonders, the guide
leads them to a glass
bottom motorized boat. 

The boat slowly cruis-
es around the 4-and-a-
half acre lake, and the
glass bottom boat allows
guests to see some of
North America's largest
Rainbow Trout.

Plan on spending at
least a few hours at the
Lost Sea and enjoying
everything it has to
offer.

The Lost Sea is located
140 Lost Sea Road in
Sweetwater.

Hours are from 9 a.m.
to 5 p.m. November
through February; 9
a.m. to 6 p.m.
September, October,
March and April; 9 a.m.
to 7 p.m. May, June and
August and 9 a.m. to 8
p.m. July.

Admission is $15.95
for adults and $7.45 for
children ages 6-12. n
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Staying indoors,
swimming and sipping
ice cold beverages are
the most common ways
to cool down.

But have you ever
thought of cooling
down in a cave?

It is a chilly 58
degrees year-round in

Cherokee Caverns,
which was one of the
area’s most popular
tourist attractions for 51
years.

Then, in 1980, a fire
destroyed the onsite
stone cottage, restau-
rant and gift shop.

The cave closed to the
public after the fire, and
for the next nine years,
vandals took over and

nearly destroyed it.
“A motorcycle gang

destroyed 90 percent of
a rare formation,” said
cave enthusiast Jim
Whidby.

The bikers left motor-
cycle tracks all over the
cave and broke many of
the formations.

In 1989, Whidby
decided he had to do
something to save
Cherokee Caverns.

“The most important
thing to me is to pre-
serve the caverns,”
Whidby said.

He also felt the need
to restore the caves’ bat
population and reintro-
duced three species.

Now, the caverns —
which are home to
some of the most beau-
tiful underground for-
mations in Tennessee —
are only open to the
public during the sum-
mertime Cool Down in
the Cave event and the
Halloween Haunted
Cave attraction.

This year’s Cool
Down in the Cave will
be held from 10 a.m. to

3 p.m. on Aug. 1.
Admission is $5 for
ages 6 and older.

Proceeds will go
toward the mainte-
nance and preservation
of Cherokee Caverns.

Private tours are also
available, but they
must be scheduled in
advance.

Whidby has been
interested in cave
exploration for 39
years. 

He has made major
contributions to the
preservation of  area
caves and is a member
of several national
organizations that
share his passion for
saving America‘s
underground spaces. 

He has had numerous
photographs of caves
published in books like
“The Caves of
Chattanooga” and “The
Caves of Knoxville and
Chattanooga.”

To see the reason for
Whidby’s passion for
caves, in person, East
Tennesseans should
visit Cherokee Caverns

during the Cool Down
in the Cave.

Directions to the cave
are as follows: 

Take I-40 to exit 376
(Pellissippi Parkway)
toward Oak Ridge. 

At the junction of
Highway 62 and
Highway 162, near
Solway, take Highway

62 toward Karns. 
Historic Cherokee

Caverns is approxi-
mately one mile on the
left, between West
Emory Road and
Wexford Downs
Subdivision.

For more informa-
tion, visit the website
— www.cherokeecaverns.net.n

Cool down at Cherokee Caverns
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Touring the Athens Mayfield Visitors’ Center is a fun  way to spend an afternoon.
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Sweetwater Valley Farm is a great place to learn about the
cheese making process.
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Cherokee Caverns is home to many beautiful formations.
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If you are a cave enthusiast, you owe it to yourself to visit
Cherokee Caverns.
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