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INTRODUCTION

The extensive Appalachian mountain system of
eastern North America is comprised of a series of prov-
inces, the westernmost of which is the Appalachian
Plateau Province consisting of a series of distinct pla-
teaus each supporting distinct faunal assemblages (see
McFarlan, 1943; McGrain, 1983 for a more detailed
description of physiography). This province includes
the eastern 25% of Kentucky and is comprised of the
Unglaciated Allegheny Plateau and the Cumberland Pla-
teau. The Cumberland Plateau is characterized by a
Pennsylvanian strata of shale, abundant coal deposits,
and a relatively level layers of hard sandstone. The
plateau is deeply furrowed with meandering streams
of moderate gradients. Consequently, the region is a
maze of deep and narrow valleys, steep slopes, and
narrow winding ridges. In Kentucky, much of the
Cumberland Plateau was subjected to extensive log-
ging and coal mining. The landscape of most of the
region was altered drastically as the sandstone-capped
ridge tops were removed and deposited as fill in val-
leys. In areas where mining was completed, ensuing
reclamation efforts attempt to “restore” and stabilize
the land. Restored sites lack the original topsoil, but
instead have compact rock rubble on the surface
(Figgure 13b). These sites typically are planted with
native grasses and a variety of native and exotic nitro-

gen-tixing legumes. Legumes are in the form of ground -

cover, bushes, and trees. Restored sites are distinctly
different from unmined areas both physically and bio-
logically. First, the ranges in elevation are reduced as
a result of the combined practice of ridge top removal
associated with valley fill. Additionally, valley fill prac-
tices destroy existing streams and create a series of
sediment ponds and wetland habitats. Restored sur-
face mines typically have greater diversity of micro-
habitats, ranging from: patches of hardwood forest in
remaining valleys; to open habitat with variable floral
assemblages of native and nonnative species: to ex-
tensive wetland habitat.

In Kentucky, the University of Kentucky’s
Robinson Forest represents one of the largest remain-

ing forested areas with the original topography of the
Cumberland Plateau. Robinson Forest is a 5,667 ha,
second-growth forest located in Breathitt, Knott, and
Perry counties in southeastern Kentucky with eleva-
tions ranging from 240 to 490 m. Robinson Forest is
comprised of a main 4,085 ha tract and seven outlying
tracts totaling 1,764 ha. During the 1990s, most of
the smaller tracts were logged and mined, while the
main tract of land was subjected to isolated mining.
The main tract remains the most protected and least
disturbed section of forest. Robinson Forest is a bio-
logically unique habitat that is in a dynamic state. For-
est fragmentation resulting from surface mining and
logging on adjacent lands have turned Robinson For-
est into a habitat island. Further, surface mining and
reclamation efforts have created surrounding habitats
not naturally characteristic of the Cumberland Plateau
or Robinson Forest. These activities have created a
large-scale disturbance that has influenced the mam-
mal community of Robinson Forest over the last half
of the 20" century. During this time, some species of
mammals have become locally rare or extinct, while
new species have invaded and become dominant in
certain habitats (Krupa and Haskins, 1996).

Robinson Forest is undergoing ecological changes
both naturally and in response to human activities.
Currently, little quantitative information is available
documenting how these changes are influencing the
mammal community. Baseline data are essential to
determine future ecological shifts that may occur in
the region. The purpose of this study is to provide
qualitative and quantitative data on the mammals of
Robinson Forest. We collected field data from 1992
to 2001. We also include all published and unpub-
lished mammal studies we could locate dealing with
Robinson Forest. Our intent is for future studies to
have a published database available for comparison.
In this way it will be possible to document ecological
changes.
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History oF RoBINSON FOREST

The Cumberland Plateau has high commercial
value in stands of hardwood forests, abundant
coalfields, and extensive natural gas fields. The com-
mercial value of the region has played a major role in
the history of Robinson Forest. In 1908, F. W.
Mowbray and E. O. Robinson purchased 5667 ha of
virgin timberland in Breathitt, Knott, and Perry coun-
ties. The Mowbray and Robinson Lumber Company
began logging soon after and continued until the prop-
erty was completely logged in 1923. At that time, the
E. O. Robinson Mountain Trust was established to
promote reforestation. In October 1923, the land was
conveyed with a stipulated trust to the University of
Kentucky. The mineral rights were not conveyed. In
1924, the Kentucky General Assembly appropriated
$25,000 annually for operation and management of
Robinson Forest. Also in 1924, the first superinten-
dent and forester were hired to map the forest, estab-
lish boundaries, inventory tree species, and develop a
fire-protection plan (Overstreet, 1984).

In 1930, E. O. Robinson conveyed the mineral
rights to the Commonwealth of Kentucky stipulating
exclusive use and benefit would go to Robinson For-
est. It was assumed at the time that this gift would
remove any threat of coal mining to the forest. Most
of the 1930s involved timber stand improvement and
the establishment of tree plantations.

In 1940, construction of Camp Robinson began
(Figure 1). Five rustic buildings were constructed
using chestnut trees killed during the blight of the 1930s.
World War Il stopped construction of the camp, which
did not resume until 1955. In 1947, a cooperative
agreement with the State Department of Fish and Wild-
life Resources was established to designate Robinson
Forest as a wildlife restoration area. A stocking pro-
gram began with the reintroduction of four games spe-
cies that had been eradicated from the area. These
were white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus), bea-
ver (Castor canadensis), wild turkey (Meleagris
gallopavo), and ruffed grouse (Bonasa umbellus).

In 1971, the Vols Coal Company of Tennessee
attempted to strip-mine a section of the forest but was
prevented from doing so. In 1982, the University of
Kentucky considered leasing part of the forest for min-
ing. Due to public protest, the University of Kentucky

Board of Trustees voted down any attempts to lease
the forest for mining. In 1990, Arch Minerals Mining
Company declared its intent to mine a northwest area
of Robinson Forest. This was a section of the forest
purchased by the University in the early 1970s with-
out securing mineral rights. In August 1990, the Ken-
tucky Natural Resources and Environmental Protec-
tion Cabinet denied the University’s request to protect
the land by declaring it as a public park. At this time,
the Cumberland Chapter of the Sierra Club, the Ken-
tucky Resources Council, and the Kentucky Conser-
vation Foundation to the Natural Resources and Envi-
ronmental Protection Cabinet petitioned the state to
declare the main tract of forest as lands unsuitable for
mining. In February 1991, the state of Kentucky passed
this declaration, although some sections within the main
tract remained vulnerable. Further, Arch Minerals was
allowed to mine part of the land on Robinson Forest
for which it held mineral rights (Fig. 1). During that
year, the University of Kentucky decided to lease out
strip-mining rights for the five outlying tracts of
Robinson Forest. The University of Kentucky admin-
istrators felt that leasing the mining rights would es-
tablish a financial foundation to help protect the main
tract (Jaffee, 1991; Muller and Macehr, 2000).

In 1991, Equitable Resources Exploration of
Kingport, Tennessee, planned to drill for natural gas
on the main tract of the forest. Due to risk of public
resentment and cost of drilling, these plans were
dropped; however, Columbia Gas retained the rights
to drill. Because the University of Kentucky still does
not own rights to the natural gas under Robinson For-
est, the risk of drilling remains (Jaffee, 1991).

In 1993, surface mining began on the outlying
tracts and on the main tract. Surface mining on the
main tract was completed in 1996 (Fig. 1). Mining of
the outlying tracts of Robinson Forest continues to
the present, with the potential for future mining.

During the summer of 1997, University of Ken-
tucky president, Dr. Charles Wethington, declared that
no additional mining would be permitted on Robinson
Forest during the remainder of his tenure as president
(which ended June 2001). Unfortunately, consider-
able discussion has surfaced (in 2001 and 2002) con-
cerning the desire to mine Robinson Forest. Much of
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Figure 1. Map of the main tract of Robinson Forest in Breathitt and Knott Counties, Kentucky. The contour lines
represent 366 m elevations, while the lightly shaded areas with contoured borders represent 425 m elevation.
The black areas along the streams are wildlife clearings. The “X”s along the northwest boundary represent
collection sites on the reclaimed surface mines. The five boxes that contain “X”s represent shelterwood timber
cuts, while the two areas with diagonal lines are clear cuts made in the 1980s. The circle with the “X” in the

center is the location of the fire tower.

this discussion is within the University of Kentucky.
Robinson Forest’s future as a protected wildlife ref-
uge is not certain. This unique and isolated habitat
island remains vulnerable to harmful decisions that
could be made by future political forces.

Since Robinson Forest was established in 1923,
fire has had a substantial impact on the ecology. In
fact all fires that have burned in Robinson Forest dur-
ing its history were the result of arson. In 1923, an
abundance of illegally established homesteads existed
throughout the forest. These residents were served
eviction notices and the homes were torn down and
burned. The evicted residents harbored animosity to-
wards the university and responded by burning ap-
proximately 1800 ha from 1925 to 1935. After these

evictions, fire suppression was a high priority. Fire-
breaks were dug along the forest boundary in 1930.
Initially local labor was hired to fight fires, but this
practice was discontinued because the locals were
setting fires to generate work (Overstreet, 1984). Since
1923, approximately 80% of the forest has burned.
No known records exist detailing the specific loca-
tions of the fires from 1923 to 1935, however, A.
Marshall, Jr. and W. Marshall have provided first-hand
records of fires since 1935 (Figure 2). The most se-
vere fire season occurred in 1952 when approximately
2,500 ha covering the northern half of Robinson For-
est burned (Fig. 2). Nine major fires have occurred
since 1952 (Fig. 2). The section surrounding Lewis
Fork has burned most frequently. In fact, fires occur
in this section at least once a year (W. Marshall, pers.






