
Celebrating the Past, 
Investing in the Future

Mitch Cox Companies
Mitch Cox Companies is dedicated to Creating 
Opportunities for Others to Succeed® by providing 
innovative and versatile client-focused real 
e tate solutions. 

Universal Development  Construction
Universal Development & Construction is 
committed to creating exceptional, 

For more information about these spaces, 
including rental information, please call 

(423) 282-0640. CELEBRATING KINGSPORT’S FIRST CENTURY 
AT THE DAWN OF THE SECOND
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Eastman is proud to celebrate the centennial of the place we have called home for 
generations. Our company was founded just three years after the city was incorporated;  
and together, we have shared a rich history of community spirit and growth. 

Today, we remain committed to Kingsport’s bright future. 

George Eastman once said, “Embrace light. Admire it. Love it. But above all, know it.”  
We have found our light in the people of this vibrant community. 

And we know it will continue to shine throughout the next century.

Visit Responsibility.Eastman.com to learn about Eastman’s Corporate Responsibility efforts.
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As the city’s third-largest 
manufacturer — and fellow 

centenarian — Domtar is proud to 
welcome Kingsport to the 100 club!
 Domtar’s partnership with 
the city of Kingsport extends back 
to 1916, when the original mill was 
founded and began employing 
workers in the region. Since then, 
the city and mill have grown togeth-

er, sharing a work ethic, commitment to innovation and 
sense of community that have allowed both to fl ourish 
and advance. 
 With an employment base of approximately 400 
workers expanding from the mill to the Ridgefi elds 
converting facility, plus the generation of an additional 750 
indirect jobs, Domtar is proud to be a key contributor to 
Kingsport’s growth and prosperity, providing an estimated 
regional economic impact of $190 million each year.

 Domtar also recognizes the importance of community 
involvement, and actively encourages our employees to 
invest in the lives of others around the region. As a result, 
personnel at the Kingsport Mill support more than 40 
community organizations, both fi nancially and through 
volunteer eff orts. From the United Way to the Boys and 
Girls Club, FunFest, school-related programs and com-
mittees, plus a host of other community-minded causes, 
Domtar employees demonstrate a vested interest in the 
Kingsport area.  
 The Kingsport Mill would not be where it is today 
without the support we have received from this great city 
and its residents. We look forward to continuing our vital 
partnership over the next 100 years, and far beyond.

Bill MacPherson

Mitch Cox Companies and 
Universal Development & 

Construction (UDC) are honored 
to celebrate with Kingsport in its 
Centennial Celebration. Kingsport 
became the Model City with the help 
of passionate, visionary residents 
and city leaders who understood the 
planning required to shape the city’s 
future from its original settlement 
in the 1800’s. In this spirit, Mitch 
Cox Companies and UDC are proud 
to partner with the Model City to 
design and build The Villas at River 
Bend, a new planned and amenity 
rich residential community. 
 The Villas at River Bend 
is conveniently located off  Fort 
Henry Drive with a scenic view of 

the Holston River and will provide Kingsport residents 
the perfect place to call home while they shape their own 
future. This project is an opportunity to create a residential 
community that provides living spaces with modern 

amenities adjacent to shopping, dining and unprecedented 
outdoor recreation areas for current and future Kingsport 
residents. This new 265-unit townhome and apartment 
community is currently under development with the fi rst 
units available for lease this Spring.
 Mitch Cox Companies and UDC have collaborated 
on residential communities in the Tri-Cities for over a 
decade. The Villas at River Bend is our fi rst development in 
partnership with the City of Kingsport and we look forward 
to more opportunities to work with this historic city. 
 Thank you, Kingsport, for the opportunity to join in 
your vision for the future of the city and begin our partner-
ship working together.

Mitch Cox

Shane Abraham
iiiiiialalalalalalal

MiMiMM tctctctcch h h h CoCoCoCoxxxx

ShShShShShhananananananneeeeeee AbAbAbAbAbAbAbbrarararararahahahahahahaammmmmm
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THANK YOU
for allowing ECU to share

THOUSANDS of
EXTRAORDINARY MEMORIES
        with you…

Eastman Credit Union realizes the importance 
of community. It’s a value our founding fathers 
instilled in our organization back in 1934. Over the years,  
ECU has given back almost $6.3 million to community organizations and over $92 million to our members 
through our Extraordinary Dividend. Building community, giving back, going above and beyond…it’s how we do business.

Today, we have more than 700 employees in the regions we serve and approximately 180,000 members world-wide, but 
most of them are right here in Northeast Tennessee and Southwest Virginia. We’ve had the opportunity to share memories 
with generations of Kingsport families and help make dreams…realities. Thank you for letting us be part of your lives, and 
we look forward to a bright future ahead.

Olan O. Jones, CEO/President ECU
Your savings federally insured to at least $250,000 and backed by the full faith and 

credit of the  National Credit Union Administration, a U.S. Government Agency.
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With the river and the rails as our companions, we built 
our home upon a willingness to work, an ability to 

think, steady hands, and steadfast faith. People who visited 
could feel the diff erence as much as see it. And those who 
stayed long enough became a part of it. Long before our 
articles of incorporation, the Cherokee felt its pull. It called 
them here to gather in community with both neighbor and 
stranger. And it does the same now. Imbued with a practical 
optimism, emboldened by a can-do creativity, and enlight-
ened through an everyday selfl essness, it is the Kingsport 
Spirit. And it is what we have come to celebrate.
 There is something deep within us that loves to 
celebrate. Maybe it’s because celebrations allow us to 
remember the things in life that truly matter, or maybe it’s 
just having time to enjoy the best things in life with people 
we love. Whatever its origin, celebration enables us to 
pause and discover over and over again who we are, where 
we’re from, and how much we have been blessed. In its 
truest form, celebration is simply an expression of grateful-
ness. Kingsport is a grateful community, and we are ever 
grateful to be a part of it. We hope you will join us, along 
with both neighbor and stranger, in coming together throughout this year to help celebrate Kingsport’s 
100th birthday!
 Over the past couple of years, we have had the great pleasure of working with the two dozen individ-
uals who make up the Centennial Commission. These community members, along with many other 
volunteers, have worked tirelessly to make the Centennial celebration events both engaging and inclu-
sive. We welcome participation by anyone who is interested in joining the celebration. If you would like 
to register an event, learn more about our City’s history, fi nd Centennial merchandise, or get involved 
in any aspect of the Centennial celebration, please visit www.kingsport100.org. In the meantime, make 
sure to put the remaining signature event dates of March 2, July 4, and November 17 on your calendar. 
More information about these events, as well as many others, is available on the website. 
 Throughout the year, we will honor those whose vision, leadership, courage, intelligence, talent and 
dedication have enabled our City to be a community of choice. In other words, we will honor each other. 
And as we celebrate past accomplishments and mark historic milestones, we will no doubt fi nd ourselves 
mindful that we live in a community that also works together to build a promising future. Indicative of 
the Kingsport Spirit, our community continues to be a place that gives generously and speaks humbly. 
The Centennial Park Project in downtown Kingsport is the latest example of these unique traits. And 
as part of the celebration, the completion of Centennial Park during our centennial year will once again 
serve to honor the past and engage the future.
 Perhaps the best thing about a celebration of any kind is the opportunity to gather with one another 
around a common joy. This year is our opportunity to share that common joy and renew our communal 
spirit. Besides when there is something to celebrate, we should celebrate. So please join us as Kingsport 
celebrates its 100th year!

Jeff and CeeGee McCordJeJeJeeJeJeeeffffffffffffff aaaaaaaandndndndndnd CCCCCCCCCCeeeeeeeeeeeeeeGeGeGeGeGeGeG eeeeee McMcMcMcMcMcMccCoCoCoCoCoCoCC rdrdrdrdrdrddrdr
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Happy 100th Birthday Kingsport! 
I am very honored to be your 

Mayor of this great city, and serving 
our citizens during the centennial year 
is a dream come true for me.
 Kingsport is a special place 
with special people. Over the last 100 
years, citizens of every walk of life 
have worked to build this city. It is the 
strong foundation they have built that 

propels us towards the next one hundred years. We embrace 
progress, and we embrace our neighbors.  We continue to 
maintain our small town feel with big city opportunities for 
all our citizens.
 I would like to extend a very important thank you 
to The Business Journal for taking on this major project 
for the centennial. The Kingsport100 special issue is a 
great way to tell Kingsport’s story through the lens of 
our businesses, one of our strongest sectors. The careful 

weaving of stories describing how we overcome, how we 
collaborate, and how we achieve makes me proud to live 
in Kingsport. These stories will live on forever now.
 As Mayor, I have the best job because on any given 
day, the Board of Mayor and Alderman have the oppor-
tunity to recognize citizens and organizations for their 
achievements and community spirit.  The Kingsport spirit 
of teamwork combined with an aim high and can-do 
mindset has driven us for decades, resulting in a very 
high quality of life for all Kingsport citizens to enjoy and 
for businesses to grow and prosper. I’m grateful we are 
sharing these wonderful stories.
 Congratulations Kingsport on a wonderful and 
prosperous 100 years.

John Clark

Kingsport’s centennial is a year to 
remember the impact this city 

has had on so many lives. 
 We’re unique and we’re 
authentic. I’ve always remembered 
Kingsport as a place where com-
munity mattered. I didn’t know 
what to call it at the time, but now 
I know it’s the Kingsport Spirit. For 
me, that spirit is the sense of pride 

I have while building a model city. When I was 12 years 
old, I began drawing cities and I still even have some of the 
sketches in a notebook. I never thought I would have the 
chance to work in my hometown, but I feel very blessed to 
have the opportunity.
 My mom is from Hawkins County, my dad from 
Southwest Virginia. They came to Kingsport seeking a better 
life for their children and grandchildren.  Citizens of this 
new town came from nearby and faraway.  It was an early 
melting pot of diversity from around the world – people 
with a common goal – to build a better future. 
 March 2nd isn’t just Kingsport’s birthday, it’s also my 
son’s.  Just like his mother, sister, and I, he was born at 
Holston Valley Hospital.  He reaped the benefi t of one of the 
many institutions that were envisioned, planned and funded 
by the Kingsport Spirit.  And so goes the circle of life.  Our 
family, like so many others, inherited a city with exceptional 
schools, incredible parks, strong volunteerism, charitable 
conviction, civic-minded businesses, an infectious commu-
nity pride, and a can-do attitude.
 Jim Harlan, chair of the Kingsport Community 

Foundation said, “You’re here today because someone came 
before you to lay the groundwork…someone helped you…
someone prayed for you – and it’s your responsibility to do 
the same for those to come.”
 When you think about the odds this fl edgling city 
faced, the Kingsport Spirit is even more pronounced.  In 
1910, developers set out to build a city.  Four years later, 
World War I broke out. Twelve years later, the stock market 
crashed and the Great Depression began.  Ten years later, 
World War II consumed the globe again.  
 At every turn, in any situation, Kingsport citizens have 
risen to the occasion.
 Whether it be the groundbreaking founding of Douglass 
High School in 1928, the Santa Train in 1942, Bays Moun-
tain Park in 1971, Fun Fest in 1980, Kingsport Tomorrow 
in 1989, MeadowView Convention Center in 1996, the 
Academic Village in 2002, the Kingsport Carousel in 
2010, the PEAK young professionals in 2013, or the recent 
OneKingsport Summit – Kingsport is willing to dream – it’s 
willing to work – and it’s willing to leave a legacy. 
 I consider it one of life’s greatest blessings to be able to 
give back to the place that made, shaped, and nurtured – me.  
 Thank you Business Journal – for your interest in 
producing a centennial publication, taking the opportunity 
to share Kingsport’s progress over the last 100 years. This 
special issue will be a keepsake from now on. Thank you for 
telling our story so well.

Jeff Fleming

prprprosososo pepepeerororoususus 11000000000 yyyeaeae rr

JoJoohnhnhnn CCClalalaarkrk
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TA BL E  OF  CON T E N TS

Kingsport, Tennessee
Who we are and from whence we came

Industries that drive Kingsport

Making business better
The support system for business and industry

10 You Are Here
Kingsport at 100

14 The birth of Kingsport:
A vision of industry, faithfully executed

20 Beyond the Model City
Reuniting behind new visions, ideas 
and initiatives

52 The stalwarts
Other businesses celebrating 100 or more 
years of service to Kingsport in 2017

58 The Kingsport Chamber 
of Commerce

60 The Rotary Club

62 Professionals Engaged in 
Advancing Kingsport

Kingsport 100: Celebrating the Kingsport Spirit 
Published by

The Business Journal of Tri-Cities Tennessee/Virginia
Derby Publishing, LLC ©2017

The Business Journal of Tri-Cities, TN/VA extends gratitude to the following 
individuals for their assistance, without which this publication could not 

have been issued. Some provided photographs. Others provided historical 
documents. A few provided both. Each made valuable contributions to what 

we hope will be a lasting legacy of Kingsport’s fi rst century.

Chris Bowen, Cumberland Marketing
Heather Cook, City of Kingsport

Bob Feagins, Kingsport Chamber of Commerce
Pin-Chia Murphy, Eastman Chemical Co.

Laura Smith, Archives of Appalachia: Archival material: CC&O Railway 
Collection, Archives of Appalachia, East Tennessee State University, 

Johnson City, Tennessee. 
Tony and Teresa Treadway, Creative Energy

Thomas Wilson, Northeast State Community College
and

Business Journal fi le photographers (including Tara Hodges, Adam Campbell, 
Kelly Barnette, Tammy Childress, Scott Robertson, Fresh Air Photographics 

and Edward W. Byrd).

The Business Journal of Tri-Cities, TN/VA o�  ers special thanks to Jane 
Crawford of the Rotary Club of Kingsport and Brianne Wright of the Archives 

of the City of Kingsport. The majority of the photography in these pages 
comes from their organizations, and their continuous assistance in bringing 
our sta�   together with accounts and images you will see in this publication 

went above and beyond the call of their stations.

30 The chemical industry
Federal Dyestu�   and Chemical Co., 
to Eastman Chemical Co.

38 The defense industry
Holston Ordnance Works to Holston 
Army Ammunition Plant

42 The paper industry
Kingsport Pulp Corp., to Domtar 

46 Micromanufacturing
Pal’s Sudden Service

49 The construction industry
Clinchfi eld Portland Cement Co., 
to Summers Taylor

Cover photo by Rob Beverly
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Fond memories growing up in Kingsport!
By Bill Derby, Publisher, The Business Journal of Tri-Cities TN/VA

Congratulations to the city of Kingsport on 
the 100-year anniversary of its founding 

and the Centennial Celebration, ‘Kingsport 
100.’  Reaching this historic milestone is 
a tribute to the vision of the city fathers a 
century ago.  Little did they know their contri-
butions and strong vision would contribute in 
a signifi cant way to growing Kingsport into a 
vibrant community 

that can boast a long and rich history 
with many remarkable achievements.
 Not only has Kingsport contributed 
to Tennessee and America, it now 
plays a signifi cant role in international 
progress and products created here 
and abroad. Kingsport’s huge success 
is due to the incredible planning eff orts 
of community leaders past and present.  
Excellence in education, industrial 
growth, advocacy and networking  
have lead to phenomenal growth in 
technology, medicine, communications, 
research, and recreation that connect 
Kingsport to the world.
 Congratulations to those who have 
worked so hard on this celebration.  The 
quality of life citizens enjoy has been 
greatly enhanced by their dedication 
and contributions.
         Since I am a Kingsport native 
born in Holston Valley Community 
Hospital more than a few decades ago 
I am extremely proud and honored for 
our company to have been selected to 
publish ‘Kingsport 100.’ My dad was 
employed by Pet Dairy on Konnarock 
Rd. for a number of years.  Growing up in Kingsport in the 1950’s 
was wonderful.
 Our family lived on Crescent Drive and later, Broad Street.  
My older sister, Marcia, and I made many friends in those neigh-

borhoods. Our house at the top of Broad Street was next door to 
the Judge Gillenwater family with whom we shared a driveway.  It 
was an easy bicycle ride downhill around Church Circle into town. 
Many a Saturday was spent going to a movie then running through 
Dobyns-Taylor, W.B. Greene Company or visiting Wallace News 
Stand for a coke and bag of Fritos, a 10-cent investment.
 We rode our bikes everywhere, many times ending up in the fi eld 
next to the Snodgrass home on Ravine Street to play a sandlot football 

game or have a little more dangerous BB 
gun fi ght. The Snodgrass boys were a bad 
infl uence at times.  However, I’m betting 
they all turned out well.
         My fondest recollections of Kingsport 
involved horses. The Backer Stables were 
located just over the hill off  Gibson Mill 
Road and across Reedy Creek. For a couple 
of summers I tried to visit the stables every 
day. One cute gal asked me to help her 
clean out a few stables. She then told me if 
I would fi nish the job she would let me ride 
her beautiful palomino horse. I jumped at 
the chance but couldn’t fi gure out why they 
were laughing at me. After a sweaty hour 
dodging horse fl ies I soon realized I had 
been set up. Although, she did let me ride 
her horse, I got the short end of that stick. 
Great memories for a kid growing up in a 
great town.
         What lies ahead for Kingsport? Who 
knows what progress our communities will 
experience during the next 25, 50 years? 
It’s exciting to envision.
         We hope you enjoy this publication. 
Our goal was to include as much as 
possible from past business historical 
moments to the current. 

 And thank you to our business community and advertisers 
who have supported this city event and publication. Let’s celebrate 
‘Kingsport 100.’ It’s a party for all to enjoy!

INNOVATE.
CREATE.
INSPIRE. 423.246.0336

thesummitmarketing.com

Graphic Design • Web Design & SEO  
Social Media Marketing • Photo/Video 

Cowboy crazy in the 1950’s. Mom paid the 
photographer for my photo atop his pony 
at our house on Crescent Drive.  
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Kingsport is an easy city to sell to most 
advanced manufacturing projects, 

especially those within our key targeted 
sectors. It is also a prime candidate for 
regional headquarters and sales offi  ces.
 The city has tremendous schools 
including the Downtown Academic Village 
so obtaining a skilled workforce is not a 
problem; the Regional Center for Advanced 
Manufacturing (RCAM) is a tremendous 
diff erentiating advantage in particular. 
Not only does it provide state-of-the-art, 
customized training, it demonstrates our 
ability to participate in meaningful public 
private partnerships.
 We have great transportation infra-

structure, highlighted by having interstates 81 and 26 intersecting 
in Kingsport along Tri-Cities Airport. We also have great water 
capacity, low-cost, reliable power, and redundant high-speed fi ber.
 Finally, but signifi cantly, Kingsport is a pro-business city 
located in a pro-business state. We value advanced manufactur-
ing; in fact, our city was built on it. Companies know they will be 
welcomed and valued here and our elected leadership will move 
mountains – sometimes literally – to ensure their success.

Apply online at http://jobs.citi.com/gray

THANK YOU

Citi proudly recognizes our local business and
non-profit partners who reflect the Kingsport Spirit!

100 Years of Helping Bright Minds Achieve Bright Futures

KINGSPORT

®

Clay Walker, 
CEO, 
NETWORKS              
Sullivan              
Partnership

Johnson City Kingsport Asheville MSA

72.1%
of U.S.

78.8%
of U.S. 72.7%

of U.S.

$38,174
$41,714

$38,481

AVERAGE WAGE COMPARISON
United States $52,937
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You Are Here

SEE YOU ARE HERE, 12
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Holston Valley Medical Center has served Kingsport since 1935. 
Whether you were born here, healed here or both, this hospital is  
part of our community’s history – and you are a part of ours.
We host Kingsport’s only Level I trauma center, where we tend to the 
region’s most critical injuries, as well as its only neonatal intensive care 
unit, which was recently renovated to provide state-of-the-art care for 
sick and premature babies – even those born as young as 24 weeks.
Staffed with experienced, compassionate physicians and co-workers, 
Holston Valley stands ready to care for you and your family – today, 
tomorrow and beyond.

How has Holston Valley changed your life?  
Let us know at wellmont.org/MyStory.  

wellmont.org  

A heritage of caring.  
A legacy of excellence.
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Number of Kingsport
Employees by Category

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, February 2017

7,000

Mining, Logging
& Construction Manufacturing

Trade,
Transportation

& Utilities
Information

Professional &
Business Services

Education & 
Health Services

Leisure &
Hospitality

Other Services

Financial
Activities

Government

20,400
26,000

1,600 3,600

10,400 19,300 13,000 5,300 16,500

YOU ARE HERE, CONTINUED
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BankofTennessee.com

Dedicated to the future
and proud of Kingsport’s past.

Bank of Tennessee congratulates Kingsport on its 100 years of success! We are 
proud to share in the city’s accomplishments, from our support of the restoration 
of the Netherland Inn, an iconic piece of the area’s history, to placing our newest 

partnership with Kingsport. Here’s to the next 100 years!
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In the beginning, there were the rocks and the trees, the people 
and the railroad. All were critical to the birth and growth of 

Kingsport.
 The rocks and trees gave the raw material necessary for 
industry. Their rich chemistry yielded compounds sought by the 
construction, chemical and paper industries, the very industries 
that form the basis of the city’s economy today, 100 years after the 
city’s founding. 
 The people were the engine that drove production. Inoculated 
against organized labor by the region’s relative isolation and pos-
sessed of a strong work ethic, they were ready to be the backbone of 
a quick-growing economy.

 The railroad was the delivery method, bringing wood and stone 
from the mountains of southwest Virginia, western North Carolina 
and Tennessee – then carrying manufactured products to markets 
around the country. 
 The railroad, however, was more than that just a medium of 
transport. Its executives provided the vision to build a city on the 
foundation of industry. 
 George L. Carter, John B. Dennis and J. Fred Johnson all 
played key roles in the founding of Kingsport. On August 17, 1905, 
the Johnson City Comet newspaper published a story that the 
Unaka Corporation, a Carter holding, planned “to boom a town 
at Kingsport.” In addition to Unaka, Carter also owned the South 

Kingsport: Born of industry
By Scott Robertson

“Things do not just happen. No territory ordinarily grows of its own right in these days when all communities are 
striving for growth. A vast amount of eff ort must be made; great expenditures must be entailed. To build up a local 
industry a start is usually made from the zero lines.”
– O.K. Morgan, construction engineer, Carolina, Clinchfi eld and Ohio Railway

Kingsport’s founding fathers included (L-R) J. Fred Johnson, James S. Havens, George East-
man, Herbert Williamson, John B, Dennis, Perley S. Wilcox and Frank Lovejoy. The city was 
fi rst envisioned by George L. Carter (inset).
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and Western Railway Co., and had long planned to strike a rail line 
through southern Appalachia, which had been isolated by other 
railways’ decisions to build circuitous lines around southwest 
Virginia and northeast Tennessee to the north or south. 
 Just as that notice appeared in The Comet, however, Carter found 
himself involved in costly court battles. He was forced to travel to 
New York to seek funding from outside fi nanciers. A group including 
Dennis, Thomas Fortune Ryan and James Blair traveled to northeast 
Tennessee and southwest Virginia to explore the region by horseback 
and determine for themselves if a rail line were a potentially viable 
venture.  On March 7, 1908, the South and Western Railway was 
rechartered as the Carolina, Clinchfi eld and Ohio Railway. Carter 
would remain associated with the railway until 1911, when he would 
resign as chief executive to be replaced by Mark Potter.
 The CC&O’s fi nancial interests were, according to a history of 
the line’s role in the formation of Kingsport written by CC&O Vice 
President Edward Bailly, “principally directed by the then-well-
known and leading private banking fi rm of Blair and Co., and the 
partner in that fi rm who was in charge of the matter was John B. 

Dennis, who was without doubt the leading spirit in the develop-
ment of the present City of Kingsport, and who afterwards became 
President and Chairman of the Board of Directors of the Carolina, 
Clinchfi eld and Ohio Railway.”
 It was Dennis, according to Bailly, who foresaw the possibility 
of not just a town, but an industrial city at Kingsport. Dennis and 
his partners formed other corporations to capitalize on that poten-
tial. Some of those corporations were owned by the CC&O, others 
by the individuals who comprised the ownership of the CC&O, but 
under separate charter. 
 The Holston Corporation owned industrial sites. It in turn 
was owned by the railway. Kingsport Farms, the Kingsport Im-
provement Co., and the Kingsport Corporation were owned by the 
railway’s interested parties.
 Under Carter, the railway had hired chemist and geologist 
Charles Catlett to investigate the potential output of raw materials in 
the Kingsport area. Catlett fi led positive reports on the possibilities 

This Kingsport map, circa 1920, shows locations of the Holston Corp., Clinchfi eld Portland Cement Co., Kingsport Brick Corp., 
Federal Dye Stuff  and Chemcial Co., and Kingsport Pulp Co. The commercial and residential zones are virtually identical today.

SEE INDUSTRY, 16



16     KINGSPORT100

for cement, brick, tannic acid and wood pulp.
 With Catlett’s reports in hand, the railway 
then authorized many more specifi c studies and 
began to plan a city with several industrial plants, 
each complementary to the others, and all with 
external customers who would need the railway 
to ship product from Kingsport to their locations.
 C.K. Morgan, a construction engineer for 
CC&O recalled the meticulous research and report-
ing methodology employed by the railway’s agents 
and the recruiting eff ort their discoveries drove. 
“The resources of the Clinchfi eld were virtually 
card indexed by engineers, geologists, chemists 
and experts of all lines, working at the behest and 
under the direction of the industrial department 
of the railroad. With data in hand, then began the 
dissemination of this information and quest for 
prospects that might be interested and available. 
Some were interested in mining coal, ores, kaolin, 
and feldspar; others in the manufacture of timber, 
brick, cement, tile, etc.”
 Of all Catlett’s reports, the cement and 
brick report of August, 1909 showed the most 
immediate promise, and samples were sent 
from the area around the Long Island on the 
Holston River to laboratories in Pittsburgh. 

INDUSTRY, CONTINUED

Top: This photo from the archives of Eastman Chemical Co., shows early loggers. Both Eastman and Mead (below) would harvest 
immense quantites of trees for use as raw materials. Locals called wood bound for Tennessee Eastman, “chemical wood.”
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The labs confi rmed that, “both from practical 
and theoretical evidence, the raw materials at 
Kingsport are well suited for making Portland 
Cement of the best grade.”
 The eff ort to bring a cement company to 
Kingsport met with success despite the fact 
that there was no actual city yet. The quality of 
the raw materials convinced John Miller of the 
Dexter Portland Cement Co., of Nazareth, Pa., 
to build a plant in Kingsport in 1910, with the 
railroad providing shipments of coal to power 
the plant at 50 cents per ton. By 1915 the plant 
was producing 5,000 barrels a day and in 1917 
Miller purchased an additional 35 acres from 
the railroad near Gate City. 
 Catlett himself had brought two Geor-
gia-based investors to the railway in 1910 with 
the idea of building a brick manufacturing 
plant. A contract between Holston Corporation 
and those two men, identifi ed in court papers 
as J. Whitaker of Atlanta and F. Mahan of 
Rome was signed and the Kingsport Brick 
Corporation was formed, mainly owned by 
offi  cials and representatives of the CC&O. The 
plant would begin operating eight kilns, but 
quickly double its capacity to manufacture 
100,000 bricks per day.
 Kingsport was just a village, but it was already 
showing the kind of success that would attract the 
other industries Dennis had envisioned.
 In 1915, the railway’s industrial recruitment 
eff orts brought Robert T. Grant to the table to 
make use of the wood so easily accessible to a 
Kingsport site. A 20-acre site north of the brick 
and cement plants was made available through 
the railway’s subsidiaries for the purpose of 
building a tannic extraction plant. The Kingsport 
Extraction Corporation was born, quickly fol-
lowed by the Kingsport Tannery, Inc., which had 
the same offi  cers. Those fi rms would eventually 
become the Slip-Not Belting Corp.
 Around the same time, the owners of 
the Columbia Paper Mill in Bristol decided to 
expand their operations in the area. Being familiar with the raw 
material supply in the region, they entered into an agreement 
with the railway that led to the 1916 creation of the Kingsport Pulp 
Corporation. Its plant started out with an output of around 40 tons 
of pulp per day.
 The Mead Paper Co., of Dayton, Ohio, was an early partner 
in Kingsport Pulp. A 1913 letter about Catlett’s timber report sent 
from J. Fred Johnson, who was still involved in optioning land for 
the railway, to L.H. Phetteplace of Erwin said, “I think the plans 
now under consideration by Mr. Mead, in whose interest Mr. Allen 
is visiting our line, contemplate a very much larger installation than 
was thought of at the time Mr. Catlett and Mr. Embree had the 
proposition under consideration.” 
  Indeed, Mead was interested in more, buying out its partners 
in the pulp operation in 1920. The Kingsport mill produced only 

soda pulp until 1923. At that time, Mead built a full paper mill 
adjacent to the pulp mill. Mead eliminated its cost of having pulp 
shipped from the city, while the railway replaced its pulp ship-
ments out of Kingsport with paper shipments.
 Not all potential industries panned out, of course. A March 
1917 article in a Washington, D.C. journal states that Decamp Glass 
Casket Co., with a capital stock of $1 million, planned to locate a 
plant in Kingsport, off ering employment to nearly 500 people. By 
Feb. 19, 1918, Decamp Glass Casket was defending itself in front of 
the Tennessee Supreme Court.
 But for the most part, Dennis’ vision of an industrial city came 
together nicely. Alongside all the industrial development, the 
people who manned the plants needed essential services. In 1915, 
Dennis tabbed Johnson, a brother-in-law of George Carter, to run 

John B. Dennis

SEE INDUSTRY, 18
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point in building the city itself. 
 Johnson, who had originally come to the 
railway when Blair & Co bought the commissar-
ies he had operated along the line, did so under 
the auspices of the Kingsport Improvement 
Corp. Perhaps the most accurate explanation 
of Johnson’s role for the next 30 years in 
Kingsport, if not the most pleasing to the ear, is 
“one-man chamber of commerce,” a title given 
Johnson posthumously by historian Margaret 
Ripley Wolfe in her seminal work, “Kingsport 
Tennessee: A Planned American City.”
 Johnson fostered what he referred to as the 
Kingsport Spirit. He maintained that Kingsport 
had a unique opportunity to be something more 
than just another American town. He defi ned 
that spirit as “a willingness to submerge selfi sh 
interests beneath the individual eff ort to assure 
the greater good for the greater number.” He 
would encourage other businessmen to take 
up that philosophy in their dealings in the city, 
and discourage those who chose not to abide by it. There is one 
anecdote, perhaps apocryphal, for we could not fi nd confi rmation 
of it, that Johnson turned down a Christmas dinner invitation from 
the owners of a business that planned to build housing for their 

employees, but without running water. 
 Dennis also hired Dr. John Nolen of Cambridge, Mass., to plan 
the layout of the city. Nolen’s charge was to create a blueprint for 
a city of up to 50,000 people. A street grid and general zoning grid 

Without the Carolina, Clinchfi eld & Ohio Railway, there would be 
no Kingsport.

INDUSTRY, CONTINUED
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were required of Nolen, and as time went on, 
he and Johnson would work together, although 
not always in perfect harmony, to create a model 
city.
 One key to the development of the city was 
the inclusion of open spaces for not just industry 
and service businesses, but also for civic buildings 
that would later prove necessary such as schools, 
churches and a hospital. The fi rst hospital would 
not be built until 1935, but it went precisely where 
Nolen had envisioned it 20 years prior.
 Dennis also wanted residential areas to be 
built on higher ground, both to provide for “a 
more attractive outlook” but also to provide for 
better drainage. Utilities including water, sewer 
and electricity were part of the plan. Originally 
power had been supplied to the town by the 
same plant used to power the cement plant. 
However in 1917 Kingsport Utilities, Inc. was 
formed by railroad-interested parties to create 
its own plant. Kingsport Utilities operated that 
plant until American Gas and Electric was re-
cruited to take possession of it and run it under 
the auspices of Appalachian Electric Power.
 The fi rst draft of the charter for the city 
itself was written by CC&O general counsel 
Hugh Morrison in cooperation with assistance 
from H. Ray Dennis.  The document that 
would eventually be sent to the state for ap-
proval was prepared by Judge Hugh Morison 
and F.M. Kelly. Dennis, Johnson and Nolen 
vetted it. It was then sent to the Bureau of 
Municipal Research at the Rockefeller Foun-
dation in New York for further advice. Among 
the ideas included was the council-manager 
form of city government. Kingsport would 
become the fi rst city in Tennessee to adopt 
that form of governance. 
 Finally, the proposed charter was submitted 
to the Tennessee General Assembly, where 
it would become Senate Bill No. 450, and be 
passed on Feb. 28, 1917. Governor Tom C. Rye 
signed it on March 2, 1917.
 Before we leave the discussion of Kingsport’s origins as an 
industry-based city to examine more recent developments, one 
other industrial recruitment should be acknowledged. The fi rst 
company to invest in a Kingsport plant after the end of World War 
I was Eastman Kodak Co. The company purchased 50 acres from 
the Holston Corporation for a wood distillation plant with the goal 
of producing methanol, or wood alcohol for use in the manufacture 
of camera fi lm. 
 The newly formed Tennessee Eastman Corp. (later Tennessee 
Eastman Co.) acquired 40,000 acres of timber land in Tennessee 
and three neighboring states and began to produce not only 
methanol, but wood oil, charcoal and acetic acid. Today, Eastman 
Chemical Co., is the single largest employer in Kingsport.

J. Fred Johnson

A copy of the 
charter and 
original 
ordinances of 
the City of 
Kingsport 
housed at the 
Archives of 
the City of 
Kingsport in the 
J. Fred Johnson 
Library.
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Kingsport’s founding fathers, John B. Dennis, J. Fred Johnson 
and their contemporaries, had given their model city both vision 

and mission. But cities are not companies, and a succession plan was 
lacking. Johnson died in 1944. Dennis passed away in 1947. 
 It was not immediately apparent to what extent they would 
be missed, but retrospection shows that between the late 1950s 
and the early 1990s, Kingsport gradually lost the unity of purpose 
commensurate with being a model city. The economy continued 
to grow, albeit not at a “magic city” pace. Yet more and more, as 
business leaders did what was in their own company’s best interest 
with less concern for the city as a whole, Kingsport began to feel 
like any other city. 
 During the late 1970s and early 1980s, the cooperative spirit 
on which the city had prided itself seemed to be diminishing. It 
was a diffi  cult challenge for the city to overcome. The Chamber of 
Commerce created a summer festival, FunFest, to give residents 

an opportunity to put aside their diff erences and enjoy each other’s 
company. Community unity, once a natural hallmark of the city, 
had become another product needing to be manufactured.
 Then, on Dec. 17, 1991, the beginning of a broader solution 
appeared. A Colorado investor named Glen Maddox told the King-
sport Board of Mayor and Aldermen he was interested in working 
with the city to build a hotel and conference center. It seemed a 
golden opportunity to restore some of the luster the city had been 
lacking. Kingsport citizens had set “opening a convention center” 
as one of the goals at the Kingsport 2017 community visioning 
sessions of 1989.
 Within two months of fi rst contact with Maddox, the BMA had 
approved a resolution calling for a referendum on a quarter-cent 
sales tax increase to fund construction of the conference center. 
The vote was set for May 19, 1992. A week before the vote, Maddox 
announced he would build a Hilton Hotel in Kingsport if voters 

BEYOND THE MODEL CITY
MeadowView: Giving Kingsport a reason to reunite

By Scott Robertson and Don Fenley

The MeadowView Conference, Resort and Convention Center was the fi rst major economic engine to draw widespread support 
from the business community after what one mayor referred to as “a period of discord.”
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passed the referendum. They did 
so by a better than 2-to-1 margin. 
 The city entered into a 
memorandum of understanding 
with Maddox and the BMA 
approved a $20 million bond 
sale. Eastman Chemical Co., 
got into the act, off ering to sell 
the MeadowView Golf Course 
location to develop alongside the 
project. All appeared to be going 
well for many months. Then 
in May 1993, Maddox asked 
for a meeting with Eastman 
executives to discuss a proposal 
for the company to guarantee 
booking a specifi ed number of 
rooms annually. It was seen as a 
red fl ag. 
 Within a month, Eastman 
and the city terminated talks with 
Maddox. Later, Alderman Ken 
Maness would say, “What we 
probably didn’t do with Maddox 
was ask the tough questions early 
enough. It was never clear if he 
had the resources to do the deal.”
 The summer passed with the 
deal, at least in most minds, dead.
 However, having had their 
appetite whet, and with potential 
funding from a tax hike already 
approved, the BMA decided to 
restart the process, only with a 
developer of the city’s choosing. 
On Sept. 7, 1993 the BMA ap-
pointed a six-member hotel task 
force. Maness and City Manager 
Pete Connet represented the city. 
Steven Kramer, vice president 
and general counsel for AFG 
Industries represented the King-
sport Chamber of Commerce 
and the economic development 
council. Michael O’Neill, director 
of Communications and Public 
Aff airs for Eastman also represented the chamber, as did Lynn 
Shipley, president of First American Bank in the Tri-Cities market. 
Bodie Scott, president of SAFECO Inc., rounded out the task force, 
representing Kingsport Tomorrow.
 The public could be said to have had a “once bitten, twice 
shy” attitude toward the project. “This group was positive it could 
fi nd a good developer,” Scott remembered, “but nobody in the 
community was.”
 That being the case, the task force was eager to get the process 
back behind closed doors. That suited the potential developers 
as well. “One developer said very clearly that they wouldn’t come 
to the table if there was public access to the information,” said 
Shipley, who had been president of the chamber when the task 

force was formed. 
 Fifteen developers expressed some level of interest. A private 
label developer from Springfi eld, Mo., wanted to build a 225-room 
hotel. A Texas developer who worked with Hilton, Omni and 
Raddison wanted to build a hotel with the same number of rooms. 
A Raddison developer out of Atlanta pitched a 180-200 room 
facility while a Hyatt-attached developer from South Carolina said 
he wanted to build a 200-225 room hotel, even going so far as to 
bring golf course designer Tom Fazio to meet with the task force. 
 In the end, the task force went with Acquest Realty Advisors 
out of Bloomfi eld Hills, Mich., and its 200-room Marriott proposal. 

SEE MODEL CITY, 22

The Business Journal Serving Upper East Tennessee and Southwest Virginia chronicled 
the work of the hotel task force in June 1994.



22 KINGSPORT100

At the time, Acquest had just fi nished building a hotel in Midland, 
Mich., a town the economy of which was dominated by a chemical 
company and whose airport was named (and we are not making 
this up) Tri-City Airport.

     The task force only had the authority to make a recom-
mendation to the BMA. It could not do the deal itself. 
The task force could, however, make sure the BMA was 
in the best position possible, and with Acquest, things 
just seemed to fall into place. “If we had to wave a magic 
wand,” Shipley said, “we couldn’t have gotten any better 
than this deal.”
     The task force was determined to make sure it didn’t 
repeat the mistakes made with Maddox. The task force 
stayed at Acquest’s Midland hotel and examined its 
books. Each side impressed the other with a professional 
approach to the deal, Connet said.
     After much negotiation, it was decided that Acquest 
would bring in Marriott’s conference center management 
division to manage the hotel, convention center and golf 
course – and to open a marketing center for the property 
a year before opening. The city would get the national 
hotel fl ag it had sought from the beginning. Finally, 
Acquest insisted the project be audited by an outside 
accounting fi rm since public and private funds would be 
involved.
     Eastman re-entered the picture as an investor to 

make the deal work. The company would own the hotel, while the 
city of Kingsport would own the meeting space. The city ended up 
investing $25.7 million in the deal, all of which would be paid off  
within 11 years of MeadowView’s 1996 grand opening. There have 
been two separate $15 million additions to the facility since then.

MODEL CITY, CONTINUED

Ground was broken for the new hotel and convention center August 
23, 1994. One year earlier the project had been considered dead.

SEE MODEL CITY, 24
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 According to fi gures released by the city, MeadowView cur-
rently produces an annual impact of $29 million, including having 
raised property values in the area $129 million since opening. 
MeadowView has facilitated a 324 percent rise in the city’s hotel/
motel revenues since it opened, and has helped double the number 
of visitors to Kingsport in the last 20 years.
 If MeadowView didn’t spawn the rebirth of the Kingsport Spirit, 
it at least made headway in that regard. The Kingsport 2017 visioning 
process had found the city to be “stodgy and unimaginative” in 1989. 
The success of MeadowView would help give leaders the confi dence 
to take the next step in reviving the Kingsport Spirit a few years later: 
the Downtown Academic Village.

The Downtown Academic Village
Bringing Kingsport’s workforce into the city’s second century

 The Downtown Academic Village is a newcomer when one looks 
at the broad sweep of Kingsport’s fi rst 100 years. But that doesn’t 

diminish its impact in an era when tectonic economic and demograph-
ic changes are shaking the foundation of the city, region and nation.
 Some outside observers saw Kingsport’s eff ort to start a post-sec-
ondary education cluster downtown as simply an attempt to kill two 
birds with one stone: downtown needed revitalization and Kingsport 
was the largest city in Tennessee without a four-year college or 
university. There was, and remains today, more to it than that.
 The Kingsport area had a long, well-established reputation as 
having a solid, blue-collar middle-class economy where you almost 
had to have a plan to fail. It was a reliable ethos where students 
could graduate high school, get a job at one of the major local 
plants and settle in to begin living the American Dream. Lifetime 
jobs were the norm, and the best of the big local employers exerted 
a paternalistic manner. 
 For many of those who left the area for college or other jobs, King-
sport exerted a pull that drew them back when they retired or when 
they could return and start their own businesses. But demographics 
coupled with the growing bad health eff ects and the disruptive forces 
of technology were quietly at work to change all of that.
 Between 1946 and 1990 the U.S. economy trudged through 
nine recessions. And what followed the Great Recession was more 

Keith Wilson Dennis Phillips

Dr. Bill Locke Jeanette Blazier

MODEL CITY, CONTINUED
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of a restructuring 
than a recovery. 
Also, during the 
late 1990s the rate 
that technology 
began eating into the 
number of workers 
at local manufac-
turing plants began 
to increase. Tasks 
that used to demand 
10-15 workers were 
accomplished by one 
or two people. 
 That and other 
economic forces 
came to a head in 
the late 1990s just 
as many of the 
oldest Baby Boomers 
were reaching 
early retirement age. 
Those who achieved 
retirement in those early days were the lucky ones. What followed 
were buyouts, cutbacks and layoff s that put many senior workers in 
the position of going back to school to upgrade their skills or take 
jobs at a fraction of what they were used to making. 
 A precursor to the groundswell of local manufacturing downsiz-

ing came with a slow 
erosion of Kingsport’s 
retail dominance. 
Dollars that used to 
be spent in Kingsport 
were going to 
Johnson City. The 
Kingsport metro 
area’s share of retail 
sales tax collections 
declined. 
     Those were trying 
times for many in 
Kingsport. Business-
people, city offi  cials 
and many residents 
were frustrated and 
angry at what was 
happening to their 
town. But more than 

that, many were afraid 
of what they were 
seeing. Local leaders 

looked out at a community that had lost its way. It was the blunting 
of the Kingsport spirit.
 Kingsport Tomorrow, with Jeanette Blazier as its fi rst exec-
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Themost difficult problem facing the
region’s largest employers today is
the lack of a skilled workforce and

the fact that much of the current workforce
is approaching retirement. Eastman Chem-
ical Company officials announced just last
month the retirement of two executives and
several resulting senior management ap-
pointments. The 2006 Greater Kingsport
Area Chamber of Commerce business sur-
vey found 9,100 jobs are to be filled over
the next 10 years — 1,680 will require a
college degree or higher and an-
other 2,300 will require an ad-
vanced degree.

“Our last period of significant
growth in business and industry in
the Kingsport area was in the 60s and
70s and a lot of the employees that
came on board back then now have
35 to 45 years of experience and
they’re approaching retirement,” says
Charlie Floyd, vice president and
mill manager, Domtar, Kingsport.
“We’re seeing a big turnover on our
horizon that really has already begun
that’s going to continue over the next
five to 10 years.”

Those were the concerns heard

by former Kingsport Mayor Jeanette Blazier
in 1999, when she hosted an economic sum-
mit to discuss with other government offi-
cials and educators the future of the
workforce in Kingsport and Sullivan County.

Blazier said at the July 7, 2008,
groundbreaking for the Kingsport Center
for Higher Education (KCHE), she “cham-
pioned” Northeast State Technical Commu-
nity College President Dr. William Locke
and Keith Wilson, publisher, Kingsport
Times-News to spearhead what is now

called the Kingsport Academic Village.
“We left that economic summit for

Northeast State with two major goals — to
try to get Educate & Grow [Northeast pro-
gram for local students that pays for the first
two years at the school] and to try to get a
building downtown,” Locke says.

Wilson and Locke, along with the
Kingsport Board of Mayor & Aldermen
(BMA) and surrounding government offi-
cials have kept the momentum going since
Blazier left office and in a little more than a

year from now, Kingsport will have
more than 2,100 students attending
classes downtown.

“What we are trying to do is get
the education level up in Kingsport
and Sullivan County by making
higher education so convenient and
cost-effective that anyone could get
an education,” says Kingsport
Mayor Dennis Phillips.

The village includes KCHE; the
Regional Center for Health Profes-
sionals (RCHP), slated to open Au-
gust 2008; the Regional Center for
Advanced Manufacturing (RCAM),
which will start construction August
21, 2008; and the Regional Center for

Kingsport Breaks Ground on Higher Education Center
Continues its Quest for Academic Village in Downtown

BY RACHEL A. HORTON

Groundbreaking for the Higher Education Center, July 7
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AppliedTechnology (RCAT), which opened in 2002.
Northeast StatewillmanageKCHEand offer two

years of college instruction. King College, the Univer-
sity of Tennessee, Carson-Newman and Lincoln
Memorial University have committed to participate of-
fering baccalaureate degrees in specific majors.

KCHE is a $12.9 million project that could add
up to $1.9 million to the local economy in the first
year alone, according to an economic impact study
by Dr. Jon Smith, director of ETSU’s Bureau of
Business and Economic Research. The total eco-
nomic impact in the third year of operation is esti-
mated at $7 million to the local economy, supporting
67 jobs and $1.83 million in wages.

RCHP will house Northeast State’s division of
nursing and the health professions programs of cardio-
vascular technology, dental assisting, EMT-paramedic,
medical laboratory technology and surgical technology.
“The last time I lookedwe had over 300 healthcare-re-
lated jobs in the region within 35, 40 miles,” says
Richard Venable, CEO, Networks – Sullivan County
Partnership. “This will go toward that.”

Phillips says the entire community has helped
along with the BMA, especially small business own-
ers in downtown Kingsport. “The unsung heroes in the
whole thing are the people that have been inconvenienced during the
construction process and the people that have been asked to relocate.
We’ve had to relocate numerous businesses to make this successful.
They could have really fought us and drug this out forever.”

Venable says the catalyst was the involvement and encourage-
ment from Phillips, CityManager John Campbell and the BMA, and
most importantly, the need. “It wouldn’t have happened without the
need. Sullivan County has hit a homerun with this one.”

Locke says community colleges across the country are in po-
sition to provide training to the American workforce, but “There
are very few that have stepped into the level that we have.You won’t
see anywhere where you get a community building four buildings.”

Northeast Statewill certainly gain recognition for their commitment
to Kingsport’sAcademicVillage, amove Locke hopes to secure funding
in the future. “In the long run, we hope that our enrollment will continue
to grow and increase which will help us with our funding.”

An Equal Opportunity Employer

BECOME A STATE FARM AGENT.

As a successful State Farm agent, you’ll be
your own boss— running your own insurance
and financial services business, winning the
trust of your customers, and making a name
for yourself within the community.

You’ll have the backing of a Fortune 500® company.
And it could be the most rewarding thing you’ve ever
done.

For more information:

GROW.  LEAD.

SUCCEED.
P075030 02/08

Please contact Natalie Jackson 615-692-6536 or
Scott Galpin 423-854-9155.

Architect’s rendering of the Higher Education Center complex in downtown Kingsport.

BJ

Opposite: Kingsport’s second generation of “founding fathers.” Above: The 
Business Journal of Tri-Cities, TN/VA’s  coverage of the Higher Education 
Center’s groundbreaking.

SEE MODEL CITY, 26
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utive director, was formed to combat that. “We called them ‘the 
times of no,’” she said. “No against that, and no to this. We needed 
help re-energizing the Kingsport spirit.” She used all her skills as an 
organizer and consensus builder to mold Kingsport Tomorrow into 
a cohesive, forward-looking organization with an action plan. The 
result was Vision 2017, and many of the outcomes were positive. 
Blazier moved from Kingsport Tomorrow to the mayor’s seat on the 
Kingsport Board of Mayor and Alderman in 1999.
 Blazier says she was elected mayor, but “the election didn’t 
give me a city manager.” That laced many of the tasks to come with 
political discord and made them more diffi  cult to keep on track. 
“Our largest employer had also decided it was time to downsize.” 
 Mayor Blazier fell back on her skills as a consensus builder and 
retreated for two days with the BMA for a planning summit “to try 
and articulate why we were losing so many manufacturing jobs.” 
There also needed to be a strategy to cope with the city’s structural 
underemployment problem. 
 The number of goods-producing workers in the four-county 
Kingsport-Bristol Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) declined by 
43.4% between 1990 and 2017. There were fewer nonfarm jobs and 

more low-paying, part-time jobs without benefi ts. It was a dramatic 
change from two decades earlier when jobs were plentiful, and 
retailers rejoiced to the sound of ringing cash registers when the 
Eastman bonuses were delivered.
 From that summit, the Downtown Academic Village concept 
would rise. Then-Kingsport Times-News Publisher Keith Wilson 
and Northeast State Community College President Dr. Bill Locke 
became what Blazier calls the “dynamic duo” of that eff ort. 
 Locke and Wilson, both of whom are now retired, had huddled 
before joining the committee about what seemed at that time to be 
separate concerns. Locke was new in his job at Northeast State and 
was looking for partners in the community to strengthen and grow 
the college.  Wilson was concerned about the direction of the town 
and the local economy. From those early meetings, they formed a 
relationship forged on a path of mutual benefi t.
 Both men realized young people had become Kingsport’s 
biggest export. If young people were college bound, they had to 
move. Those who opted to remain often lacked the skills employ-
ers needed to cope with a workplace that was rapidly changing 
with new technologies. 

MODEL CITY, CONTINUED
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A DISTRACTION-FREE MEETING EXPERIENCE.

To learn more call Tramara Darnell, Senior Catering Manager, 
at 423.578.6619 or visit MeadowViewResortMeetings.com

1901 Meadowview Parkway   |   Kingsport, Tennessee  37660   |   423.578.6600   |   MeadowViewResort.com

Gather where the possibilities are endless at the MeadowView Marriott 
Conference Resort and  Convention Center. Nestled in the foothills of the 

breathtaking Blue Ridge Mountains, the hotel boasts: 

Rated # 2 in 2016 for all corporate Marriott Hotels and Resorts in Overall Guest Satisfaction
•  Staff that are experts in team building and retreat experiences 

•  Centrally located in East Tennessee
•  88,000 square feet of flexible meeting space 

•  On-site, 18 Hole Cattails Golf Course 
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The viewof downtown from Cement Hill toward Church Circle: above, circa 1920; below, circa 1967. 
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 Locke and Wilson say it was abundantly clear from their 
conversations about education and where the economy was going 
that “a high school diploma was no longer a terminal degree. If you 
aspired beyond fast-food employment you’re required to have some 
post-secondary education,” Wilson said.
 Wilson wondered what would it cost to fund students on a 
K-14 path. Locke crunched the numbers based on the paths local 
graduates were taking and came back with a cost of $25,000 per 
student. “It was about that time that Jennette was elected and she 
was putting together a visioning process, so I went to Jeannette,” 
Wilson said. His idea was that the city would pay for city high 
school graduates who wanted an associates’ degree if a downtown 
campus was established. She asked that he and Locke bring the 
idea to the BMA planning session she had scheduled.
 Wilson’s and Locke’s idea was, “if an education in the 21st 
century in the U.S. isn’t complete with a high school diploma, the 
bar should be raised to an associate degree or technical degree.” 
It served the city’s advantage to underwrite what would result in 
a better-trained local labor force and a larger population of young 
people, they said.
 After that was approved word got out. Kingsport got a lot of 
attention from cities around the state. The Associated Press also 
picked it up, and the story went out on the A wire. There were more 
inquires – even one from Vietnam.
 That evolved into Kingsport looking at ways to become a smart 

city and repositioning its economic activities around having an ed-
ucated workforce. It became a fundamental building block in how 
the city would market itself. Wilson was tabbed as the chairman of 
a committee charged with fl eshing out that idea. One of the things 
the committee looked at was having a bigger presence in downtown 
Kingsport. That dovetailed with eff orts to revitalize the downtown 
sector that had been deserted by retail and was in a state of decay.
 At that time, Johnson City, Tenn.-based East Tennessee State 
University had a Kingsport campus at Allendale. It was basically 
out-of-sight, out-of-mind. Students – 400-to-500 at that time - could 
take some classes, but there wasn’t a defi ned degree track. Wilson 
and then-Mayor Dennis Phillips saw that as a piece to the puzzle for 
a higher downtown education presence. Their proposal was simple 
enough on the surface. If ETSU would give Kingsport the Allendale 
campus at the same price ($1) that Kingsport had given it to the 
university the city would build a higher education center downtown. 
That would have moved access to a two-year downtown education to a 
four-year institution, and ETSU would be a partner. ETSU passed on 
the option. But King College did like it as did some others – including 
the University of Tennessee.
 Shortly after that, another piece of the puzzle was completed 
when Locke had the opportunity to partner with Allied Health, and 
Kingsport agreed to furnish the downtown building. It was another 
instance of mutual benefi t. Locke got to expand Northeast State’s 
off erings, and Kingsport got more young people downtown. That 

A drone’s-eye view of downtown from above Cement Hill circa 2017.

MODEL CITY, CONTINUED

SEE MODEL CITY, 28
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was a lynchpin of sorts for the downtown revitalization. 
 Downtown retail wasn’t on the table at the time without some 
sort of an incentive. But moving the focus to an education center in 
the downtown area with its large number of students was a revenue 
source for businesses that were sitting on the sidelines.
 There’s no denying that Kingsport has come a long way with 
its eff orts to made education a central part of downtown redevel-
opment, or that all that work has paid off . “I’ll be honest with you, 
I don’t’ know how we did some of the things we did. Things just 
seemed to fall in place,” Locke said recently.
 According to City Manager Jeff  Fleming some of the results 
that grew from those seeds planted 18 years ago, are: From 2000 to 
2015 the population of Kingsport grew by 18.7 percent. The number 
of people with associate degrees increased by 64.3 percent. And the 
number of people with graduate degrees increased by 44.6 percent.  
During the same period, the number of Kingsport residents in the 
20-to-24 year old age group increased 1.2 percent. “That’s almost 
identical to the growth rate of that age group in Knoxville, the home 
of UT – the state’s fl agship university. It’s also noteworthy that the 
median Kingsport family income grew 72.3 percent, Fleming said.
While those numbers show some aggressive growth from yester-
year’s benchmarks, all of those closely involved think the Academic 
Village has a way to go before reaching its potential.
 Phillips thinks the Regional Center for Advanced Manufactur-
ing (RCAM) can and should become the place where people from 

all over the region come to learn a trade. “They can stay here and 
bring new people here. It’s a given employers have the opportunity 
to pick the cream of the crop at RCAM. What I don’t want to see 
done is for us to sit down, pat ourselves on the back, and say what a 
good job we did. We can’t let up. Yesterday we did great. What are 
we going to do tomorrow?” 
 Phillips and Wilson sat on the Kingsport One committee that 
looked at the Academic Village’s future. “It seemed to us that there’s 
continued opportunity to expand the presence downtown as well as 
the education opportunity if we could become a model community for 
how you accomplish the Drive to 55,” Wilson said.  
Tennessee Governor Bill Haslam’s Drive to 55 Challenge is based on 
some of the same things that were fundamental in the evolution of the 
Academic Village. The Drive to 55 Alliance has a goal to see 55 percent 
of Tennesseans attain a college degree or post-secondary certifi cate 
by 2025. The hope is to better equip the population to handle the 
demands new technologies will continue to place on the labor force.
 As Kingsport moves toward its next quarter century, its clear the 
role and importance of the Academic Village will stimulate growth. 
The focus is now on the city-county eff orts to prove they can demon-
strate a model to achieve the Drive to 55 goal. It’s an ambitious 
undertaking, but so was the Academic Village, which has demon-
strated its worth despite being not quite 20 years old. Twenty years 
isn’t much of a time span when a city is celebrating its centennial. 
But it’s a good benchmark in an era when short-term goals moved 
to the forefront because – as Wilson often points out, “city successes 
should be measured in quarter centuries not quarters.” 

MODEL CITY, CONTINUED
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For 100 years, Kingsport has been the kind of place where opportunity grows and its people come 
together with a shared sense of purpose and pride. As an institution that has served Kingsport for more 
than 70 years, we couldn’t be more excited to watch this community flourish and to invest in the people 
and businesses that make it special every day.

FROM ALL OF US AT FIRST TENNESSEE, CONGRATULATIONS ON YOUR CENTENNIAL 
ANNIVERSARY, KINGSPORT. 

©2017 First Tennessee Bank National Association. Member FDIC. www.firsttennessee.com
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Today, the chem-
ical industry is 

the largest single 
economic driver in 
Kingsport, through 
the actions of 
Eastman Chemical 
Co., and the local 
companies with 
which it contracts. 
Yet few are aware 
that the chemical 
industry in King-
sport predates the 
1920 founding of 
Tennessee Eastman.
 During World 
War I, importation 
from Europe of 
many chemicals, 
including dye-
stuff s, dropped 
precipitously. At the same time, demand for high explosives rose. 
That combination opened a niche for new American chemical 
companies. The owners of the C.C.&O. Railway saw this as an 
opportunity for another industry to rise in Kingsport. Thus, in 1915, 
they founded the Federal Dyestuff  and Chemical Corp., acquiring 
from the Holston Corp., 200 acres of land between the railroad and 
the Holston River.
 Between 1915 and 1918 the Federal Dyestuff s plant appeared 
to be on the way to becoming the dominant industrial player in 
the city. However, when the War to End All Wars ended, demand 
dried up and the plant soon closed. It had, however, shown that 
Kingsport could function well as the site for a chemical company.

Birth of a corporation
 Federal Dyestuff s was not the only Kingsport industrial player 
to experience a crippling downturn when the war ended. American 
Wood Reduction had purchased land for a Kingsport wood dis-
tilling plant, and had begun construction of the facility before the 
post-war bust. When the company abandoned its Kingsport facility, 
the partially-built-out site caught the eye of agents of Rochester, 
N.Y.-based Eastman Kodak. 
 Eastman Kodak had been one of the companies that lost a 
signifi cant portion of its raw materials supply chain during the war. 
The company’s founder, George Eastman, instituted a post-war 
eff ort to fi nd American sources for those raw materials, preferably 
sources that Eastman Kodak would be able to own and operate.
 In Kingsport, Eastman Kodak found a site on which construc-
tion of a wood distilling plant had already begun, and which was 

surrounded by 
thousands of acres 
of woodland. The 
company sought the 
wood for its uses 
in the production 
of methanol and 
acetates. In 1920, 
Perley Wilcox, a 
longtime Eastman 
Chemical employee, 
negotiated the 
purchase of the 
site for a reported 
$205,000. Wilcox 
would become the 
fi rst director and 
general manager of 
the Tennessee East-
man Corp., which 
would later become 
Tennessee Eastman 

Co., and operate as a subsidiary of Eastman Kodak for decades.
 While methanol dominated Tennessee Eastman’s early pro-
duction, it was acetate products that would propel the company’s 
growth. Cellulose esters production began in 1930 as Eastman Kodak 
adopted cellulose acetate in its fi lm production. Soon after, Eastman 
Kodak began producing acetate yarn, then Tenite cellulose plastics, 
which rapidly broadened the company’s customer base.

The Eastman-hattan Project
 During World War II, Eastman’s involvement in the 
manufacture of Composition B RDX at the Holston Ordnance 
Works (see pages 38-40 for details) convinced the United States 
government the company could get things done. Thus, when the 
Manhattan Project was commissioned to create the fi rst atomic 
bombs, Eastman was deemed the logical choice to operate the 
Y-12 facility at Oak Ridge, or as it would be known, the Clinton 
Engineer Works (in some circles the facility was referred to 
simply as “dogpatch,” a reference to the setting of the popular 
hillbilly comic strip “Li’l Abner”).
 To understand the nature of Eastman’s involvement, one must 
appreciate the sense of urgency in which atomic work was being 
conducted during World War II. The Manhattan Project got its 
name from the fact that its fi rst head worked in that part of New 
York City. But when Dr. Vannevar Bush, chairman of the National 
Defense Research Committee (NDRC), concluded work wasn’t 
happening quickly enough in Manhattan, the only tie between 
Manhattan and the Manhattan Project was severed. 
 Bush handed control of the project over to the U.S. Army 

EASTMAN CHEMICAL COMPANY’S 
NEAR-CENTURY LONG JOURNEY

By Scott Robertson

George Eastman (left) and Perley Wilcox, the two men
whose decisions led Eastman Kodak to Kingsport.
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853 Bays Mountain Park Rd.  |  Kingsport  |  423.229.9447  |  baysmountain.com

Corps of Engineers, which put General Leslie R. Groves in charge. 
Having studied engineering at M.I.T. and having graduated fourth 
in his class at West Point, Groves was both intellectually capable 
and possessed of the kind of drive needed to keep a complicated 
project moving.
 On his fi rst day in offi  ce, in September 1942, Groves purchased 
1,250 tons of uranium and 52,000 acres of land along the Clinch 
River northwest of Knoxville, Tenn. Groves wanted things done 
quickly and done right. That mindset drove him to Eastman.
 On Christmas Eve 1942, Groves called James C. White, who 
was Tennessee Eastman’s general manager at the time. Groves had 
already hired DuPont and Union Carbide to operate other parts of 
the Oak Ridge facility, but wanted Eastman to run the electromag-
netic plant. White initially declined, saying Eastman was already 

stretched too thin, having only 6,500 employees with more than a 
third of those on military leave.
 Tennessee Eastman President Perley Wilcox was then contacted. 
He concurred with White’s assessment that the company could do 
no more. But Groves kept climbing the corporate ladder, and after 
he spoke with T.J. Hargrave, Kodak’s chairman of the board, and 
Albert Chapman, Kodak’s president, a meeting was arranged between 
Wilcox, White and Groves.
 Groves assured Wilcox and White the job would only require 
around 1,500 people, not to exceed 2,500. Somewhat mollifi ed, White 
and Wilcox signed on. 
 As it turned out, Groves had slightly underestimated the 
manpower requirement. By the end of the war, Y-12 would employ 

The Tennessee Eastman Corporation, circa 1929. It would later become Tennessee Eastman Co., then Eastman Chemical Co.

SEE EASTMAN, 34
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Celebrating the Kingsport Spirit

www.etsu.edu

Happy 100th Birthday!

24,000+ people. That meant Eastman not only took on the largest engineering 
project in the history of the company, it also took on the largest training proj-
ect. Because of the secretive nature of the work, employees had to be trained 
to handle very precise duties while having no idea how those duties fi t in with 
anything else going on around them. After the war, Eastman employees would 
note the words “uranium” and “U235” were never spoken at Y-12, having been 
replaced with the term “tube alloy.” 
 It was Y-12’s job to produce uranium tetrafl uoride to be sent to Los 
Alamos, N.M., and synthesized into metal for creation of the atomic bomb. 
But only a handful of employees knew that. Some knew only that they had to 
turn the knobs to make sure the readings on their meters stayed within certain 
parameters. Some knew they were working to create uranium tetrafl uoride, but 
they were not told why. The company managed the compartmentalized process 
to a successful conclusion.
 Under Eastman’s management, Y-12 produced around 75 pounds of U235 for 
the war eff ort, including the material that went into the bomb dropped on Hiroshi-
ma. In addition, Composition B RDX from the Holston Ordnance Works was used 
in the production of the Nagasaki bomb, meaning Eastman would be involved in 
the war eff ort literally from America’s entry into the war until its end.  

Growing pains and continued growth
 The diversifi cation of products in which Eastman Kodak chemicals were used 
had begun with the Tenite line in the 1930s. That diversifi cation continued into the 
late 20th century, when chemicals from Kingsport were being used in the produc-
tion of everything from apparel and home furnishings to automobile parts. The 
Kingsport operation had long since become an international player, selling more 
product to outside markets than it did to its parent company. 
 With the growth came pressure to perform on a worldwide stage, 

In the middle 20th century, Eastman developed 
several acetate products, including yarn.

EASTMAN, CONTINUED
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something the company did not always handle well. Safety and 
environmental issues came to the fore. The starkest was the 
fatal explosion of Oct. 4, 1960 in which 16 lives were lost and 
more than 400 employees were injured. Environmental con-
cerns, especially those concerning water quality in the Holston 
River, led the company in 1965 to commission the Academy of 
Natural Sciences at Drexel University to monitor the health of 
wildlife in the river. The Kingsport plant continues to this day 
to exceed mandated safety and ecological requirements.
 By 1993, while the Tennessee operation was thriving, Kodak 
had a debt load of $7 billion. As early as 1990, Kodak Chairman 
Kay Whitmore had considered spinning off  Tennessee Eastman. 
After three years of consideration and discussion with Goldman 
Sachs advisors, Whitmore and Eastman Chemical Co.-CEO-to-be 
Earnie Deavenport confi rmed it would happen.
 The July 1993 Business Journal of Upper East Tennessee 
and Southwest Virginia headline read, “Goodbye Kodak, hello 
Wall Street.” The newly formed Eastman Chemical Co., would, 
on Jan. 1, 1994, take its place as a newly minted Fortune 200 
company. Deavenport said, “You provide kids with a healthy 
environment, a good education and the better things of life. But 
at some point they need to leave home and be on their own.”
 The “kid” Deavenport referred to was already achieving 
great things before the spin-off  was offi  cial. In October, 1993 
Deavenport received offi  cial word that Eastman had won the 
Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award.
 Today the Kingsport facility is one of the largest chemical 

Aerial photograph of the Tennessee Eastman Co., plant on the 
banks of the Holston River circa 1967. SEE EASTMAN, 36
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manufacturing sites in North America. In addition to a new world 
headquarters building, has more than 550 buildings over around 
4,000 acres, with the main plant site covering around 900 acres. 
 Sales for the entire corporation in 2016 totaled 
$2,188,000,000. The company today has more than $900 million 
adjusted free cash fl ow, despite having reduced its total debt by 

$414 million and having returned $417 million to shareholders 
through dividends and share repurchases in 2016.
 Eastman is in the midst of a recommitment to Kingsport that 
began in May 2013 when then-CEO Jim Rogers announced “Project 
Inspire,” a $1.6 billion investment by the company in the Kingsport 
site to culminate in the company’s own Kingsport Centennial in 
2020. “Together we have built a signifi cant legacy in this region,” 
Rogers said. “We look forward to it continuing.”

Eastman Chemical Co.’s Kingsport plant as seen via 
GoogleEarth, 2016.

EASTMAN, CONTINUED

Eastman’s new world headquarters building off  Wilcox Drive.
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The employees of T E C Industrial Maintenance & Construction congratulate the City 
of Kingsport on celebrating 100 years of incorporation. We are proud to have been a 

part of the Model City for 70 years! Thanks to all who have made our success possible.

1025 Konnarock Rd., Kingsport, TN  |  151 Brozzini Court, Greenville, SC
Online at tnelco.com

Congratulations Kingsport!
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Tennessee Eastman Co. entered World War II about two weeks 
before the Dec. 7, 1941 attack on Pearl Harbor. It was in 

mid-November, 1941 that Tennessee Eastman President Perley 
Wilcox took a call from Dr. Vannevar Bush, chairman of the Na-
tional Defense Research Committee (NDRC). Bush asked Wilcox if 
Eastman would consider developing a process to recover anhydride 
from dilute acetic acid. 
 To understand the 
nature of that chemistry 
question, and how it would 
drive Kingsport to a position 
of prominence in America’s 
national defense eff orts for 
decades, one must look back 
even farther in time, to April 
1935. It was then, just weeks 
after German Chancellor 
Adolph Hitler renounced 
the Treaty of Versailles, 
that Germany’s fi rst U-boat 
entered service. 
 The Germans spent 
the late 1930s developing a 
submarine fl eet with hulls 
designed to survive the blasts 
of the TNT depth charges in 
use at the time. When the 
British Admiralty learned 
of the German eff orts, it 
authorized work to create 
depth charges with stronger 
explosives. 
 The problem with the 
more powerful explosive 
compounds available at the 
time, however, was sensitiv-
ity to shock. It was no good 
building depth charges that 
would sink a U-boat, only to 
have them detonate in the 
back of a lorry on an English 
country road. 
 One of these substances, RDX (for Research Development 
Explosive), was, in its pure form at British laboratories, a white crys-
talline material considered too unstable for use. Researchers found, 
however, RDX could be mixed with TNT at a 3-to-2 ratio to bring 
the chance of accidental detonation within acceptable levels. That 
RDX-TNT mix was named Composition B. When aluminum powder 
was added to increase the force of undersea blasts, the British had 
their new depth charge explosive. The fi rst RDX Composition B plant 
was built in 1938 at Woolrich Arsenal. 

 As the German U-boats began attacking convoys in 1939, 
Britain quickly discovered Woolrich lacked the capacity to meet 
demand. During the fi rst seven months of 1939, 568 ships were lost 
in the Atlantic, mainly to U-boat attacks. The British did what they 
could to increase production, but by 1941, they came to America to 
ask for assistance. 

 Though America was not yet 
an offi  cial combatant in the war, the 
British back-channel request led to 
construction of a U.S-based RDX 
plant using an identical procedure to 
that at Woolrich, the Wabash Ord-
nance Works near Terre Haute, Ind. 
The contract for DuPont to manufac-
ture RDX Composition B at Wabash 
was signed immediately following 
Pearl Harbor. For the U.S., there was 
only one problem. Wabash’s entire 
output was contractually obligated to 
go to the British. 
       Even before it OK’d the Wabash 
agreement, the U.S. realized it 
needed an RDX plant to serve its 
own needs. 
      So Perley Wilcox’s telephone 
rang and Vannevar Bush asked his 
chemistry question.
      At Woolrich and Wabash, it 
took 11 pounds of nitric acid to make 
one pound of RDX. Years later, 
Holston Ordnance Works Produc-
tion Superintendent R.C. Burton 
would look back on those plants as, 
“nitric acid plant dogs with RDX 
plant tails.” 
      Chemists at the Universities 
of Toronto and Michigan had been 
working on a new process that 
involved using acetic anhydride 
alongside the hexamine, nitric acid 
and ammonium nitrate that had 
already been part of the RDX recipe. 

Tennessee Eastman was a leading producer of acetic anhydride, and 
Bush wanted to know if the scientists in Kingsport could take the next 
step in RDX production. 
 The new process reduced the amount of nitric acid needed 
by 85 percent and increased the ratio of RDX to hexamine 2-to-1. 
The problem was the build-up of a huge amount of acetic acid 
byproduct. That acid, Bush told Wilcox, needed to be reconverted 
to anhydride. 
 So two weeks before Pearl Harbor, Eastman received its fi rst 

HOLSTON ORDNANCE WORKS: 
An unprecedented undertaking

By Scott Robertson

Tale of the tape: construction of Holston Ordnance Works 
by the numbers.
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first shipment of weak acid from Canada. By Jan. 16, the company 
received authorization to build a small pilot plant. Having anticipat-
ed that authorization, Eastman had already finished construction of 
the plant’s first unit, and had begun 24-hour production shifts thre  
days before receiving it.  
 The company continued working at a breakneck pace to build a 
production plant at Wexler Bend capable of making and processing 
one half-ton of RDX daily. Meanwhile, on Feb. 6, another chemistry 
question came down the line from the NDRC. “Could the plant make 
Composition B?” That was the first time Eastman executives ha  
been made aware there was no safe way to ship large quantities of 

RDX unless it were cut with TNT. Wilcox was vexed, but agreed 
to build the Composition B plant if it could be constructed some 
distance away from the Tennessee Eastman plant.
 A site that had been part of the company’s logging rail op-
erations at the base of Bays Mountain was chosen, and a system 
designed to move explosives from building to building in slurry form 
via centrifugal pumps was devised. By March, the Composition B 
plant was up and running. 
 Impressed by the company’s work rate, the United States Army 
instructed Eastman to double capacity and, “make all you can.”
 

A 1940s vintage photo of Holston Ordnance Works.

SEE HOLSTON, 40
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indicating it was ready to build a large commercial installation. On 
June 6, the Army agreed and Eastman received a letter of intent 
to design and operate Holston Ordnance Works. Around 20,000 
workers contributed to the construction, signifi cantly increasing 
Kingsport’s population and creating a temporary housing crisis in 
the process. Production began April 29, 1943.
 It bears noting that Tennessee Eastman was asked to produce 
just short of a billion pounds of a tremendously potent explosive 
using a staff  that had no experience with explosives. Tennessee 
Eastman was part of Eastman Kodak, a camera fi lm company. 

It had not been part of what would later come to be called the 
military-industrial complex. 
 Taking that fact into account, the safety record for the facility 
is remarkable. During World War II, Holston employed more than 
6,000 workers in operations. Only three died, and none of the 
deaths was explosives-related. 
 Today, the Holston Army Ammunition Plant is comprised 
of more than 6,000 acres in two counties, with more than 450 
buildings, 100 miles of roads and 30 miles of rail. It continues to 
employ more than 450 individuals.
 The plant is operated by BAE Systems and remains the major 
supplier of explosive materials to the United States Department of 
Defense. Though the plant continues to produce RDX-based products, 
it now produces IMX 101, the fi rst in a line of munitions designed to be 
more stable than Composition B. The Kingsport site continues to work 
to make weapons that are more deadly to our enemies, while being 
safer for our servicemen and women to transport, handle and use.
 
 Much of the information above came from the account of R.C. 
Burton, general superintendent of production at Holston Ordnance 
Works during World War II, vice president of Eastman Kodak Co., 
and assistant general manager of the Eastman Chemicals Division. 
Burton spoke of his experience at the Ordnance Works and of the 
origins of what is now the Holston Army Ammunition Plant at a 
meeting of the Rotary Club of Kingsport, Tenn., on Sept. 10, 1975. 
The Business Journal wishes to acknowledge the Rotary Club, 
Holston Army Ammunition Plant and the Archives of Appalachia 
for use of the materials from which this article was researched.

BAE Systems now operates the Holston Army Ammunition 
Plant for the United States Army
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National Register of Historic Places:  The old Clinchfield Railroad Station has a storied 
past and is today home of Citizens Bank’s downtown Kingsport office.

Clinchfield Rail Station, 1951. Courtesy of the Archives of the City of Kingsport. 
Thomas McNeer Jr. Photograph Collection. KCMC 106

            staple of the Kingsport community for over 100 years, the Clinchfield
               Railroad Station was a place that saw it all. Parents sent children 
to war. Families celebrated joyful reunions. Goods were shipped and received. 
The station symbolized commerce and growth. Today Citizens Bank is honored 
to occupy this historic landmark and looks forward to continuing this 
remarkable journey in Kingsport for years to come!

A

423-245-2265
citizensbank24.com

Member FDIC

Bank your own way.

100 YEARS
Congratulations Kingsport
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Domtar Plant Manager Bill MacPherson with a wood copy of the city 
proclamation issued by Mayor John Clark (right) commemorating 
the Kingsport paper plant’s 100 years of operation in 2016.

Domtar, the owner of Kingsport’s paper mill, got a one-year Centen-
nial head start on the rest of the city, celebrating 100 years of the 

Kingsport mill’s operation in 2016. The company’s year-long celebration 
included the donation of 100 trees to the city as well as the funding of a 
new scholarship in the company’s name. 
 “Kingsport has been a wonderful place for our operation to grow,” 
Plant Manager Bill MacPherson said. That growth has created a major 
annual economic impact on both the City of Kingsport and the region as 
a whole. The company is responsible for an estimated regional economic 
impact of $190 million per year. The mill employs around 400 workers, 
and, with an additional 750 indirect jobs in the area created by the Ridge-
fi elds converting facility, more than 1,100 workers benefi t from Domtar’s 
presence in Kingsport. 
 In addition, the company is investing in training the local workforce 
to handle the needs of advanced manufacturing. “We have an incredible 
partnership with Northeast State’s Regional Center for Advanced Manu-
facturing (RCAM) which allows us to recruit well-rounded manufacturing 
students who are willing to work hard to get a head start in the industry.”
 “The RCAM facility has become almost like an extension of the mill,” he 
added. “Through Domtar’s apprenticeship program with the RCAM facility, 
we are able to pair classroom lessons and lab simulation activities with 
on-the-job training executed by journeymen at our mill who have decades 

DOMTAR’S KINGSPORT 
OPERATION WELCOMES 
CITY TO CENTURY CLUB

By Lynn J. Richardson



43KINGSPORT100

of experience. Coupling the mill’s training with earned credits at 
Northeast State allows us to build well-rounded manufacturers 
who not only come out very skilled in their fi eld but also have the 
abilities to think critically, creatively and competitively for the 
future of our company.”
 Domtar will continue to support the growth of the 21st 
century manufacturer, he says, noting that late last year, the 
Kingsport Mill donated a portion of its plant property to aid in 
the 15,000 square-foot expansion of the RCAM training facility 
Just as the labor pool for manufacturing is reinventing itself, so 
too is Domtar.
 The fi rst mill in Kingsport was only a pulp mill, opening in 
1916 under the auspices of the Kingsport Pulp Co. 
 Mead Paper Co., was a partner in that operation, using the 
pulp to supply other paper mills around the country. By 1923, 
Mead bought out its partners and opened its own paper mill on 
the site. 
 Willamette purchased the mill in 1995. Weyerhaeuser 
acquired it from Willamette in 2002, and it became part of 
Domtar in 2007. The company says the mill currently produces 
426,000 short tons annually with annual pulp production 
capacity of 304,000 tonnes of pulp. The mill’s major product is 
uncoated printer paper.
 “Kingsport is one of the last two or three thoroughbred 
paper machines with the technology and cost effi  ciencies to be a 
long-term survivor in the paper market,” MacPherson said. “We have 
the newest, most advanced paper machine in North America, and 
our machine and expert manufacturers ensure that the demand for 

paper is met. 
 “What we do here is amazing,” MacPherson said. “We make 
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An early 1960s vintage photograph of workers at the Mead Paper 
Co., checking the quality of the product.
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high-quality communication and specialty paper - producing 4,200 
feet of paper per minute. At this rate, the Kingsport Mill has the 
capability to produce enough paper to cover two lanes of highway 
from Kingsport, Tenn., to Montreal, Canada.” 
 The local mill takes pride in its effi  cient paper making process, 
MacPherson said. “From wood chip, to paper, to the shelves of our 
local supplies stores, our employees can complete the paper-mak-
ing process in a matter of fi ve days or less.”
 “Our paper is used for everyday copy printing,” he added. 
“Whether you’re printing a report at work, helping your child com-
plete a worksheet assignment from school, or drawing up plans for 
your next great invention; you could be using Domtar paper.”
 While the Kingsport plant continues to concentrate on 
xerographic paper production, it is also involved in research and 
development on other potential products to be gleaned from wood 
pulp. The company is involved in using lignin, a biodegradable 
bonding agent in wood, to create environmentally friendly trash bags, 
and “fl uff  pulp,” which is just what it sounds like, as fi ller for diapers. 
As the nation and world edge closer to the a “paperless society,” 
company-wide diversifi cation should allow the Kingsport plant to 
remain insulated from the decline in overall demand for paper.
 “Remaining relevant for the long term requires growth,” 
MacPherson said. “For the Kingsport mill, growth will require 
innovation and re-invention to generate new jobs. We believe that 
bio-materials and other sources of revenue will be important to 
remaining viable for many years.”

PAPER, CONTINUED

At the Domtar mill in 2016, workers monitor the quality of the 
product from a central control room.
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LOCALLY
INGRAINED

THE PATH BEFORE US... 

It’s often said that to know where you’re going you must know

where you’ve been.  That couldn’t be more true for our company.  With 

a storied history that began in Kingsport, TN almost 90 years ago, the 

culture of East Tennessee is ingrained within every product we make.  The hard 

work and dedication of those that came before can still be seen and felt today in 

buildings that remain standing.  They serve as an inspiration of what was, what is, and 

what will be for many years to come.

HERE’S TO ANOTHER 100, KINGSPORT! 

generalshale.com
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Much has been written about Pal Barger, founder and owner of 
Pal’s Sudden Service, and how he was inspired, in the early 

1950s by a Texas fast food restaurant, to develop a one-of-a-kind 
drive-thru burger restaurant in his native Kingsport.
 It is a story of innovation, hard work and success. But the best 
part of that story is Barger’s willingness to share it with others, says 
Pal’s President and CEO, Thom Crosby.
 In addition to running their successful business, Barger and 
Crosby established 
the Pal’s Business 
Excellence Institute, a 
non-profi t entity that 
trains those striving for 
excellence in their own 
companies. Participants 
learn the principles used 
daily in Pal’s opera-
tions - principles that 
have led to success and 
boosted by the pursuit 
of a national award.
 Barger and Crosby 
have been working 
together for a long time 
– 36 years. During that 
time, both have learned 
and developed principles 
that earned Pal’s the 
prestigious Malcolm 
Baldrige National 
Quality Award in 2001. 
Pal’s was the fi rst restaurant company ever to earn the honor, and 
Crosby was quick to point out that Kingsport is also the smallest 
town in America ever to have two winners; Eastman Chemical also 
received the award – in 1993.
 The company places a high value on customers and customer 
service. So it is not inappropriate that Barger and Crosby’s decision 
to go after the Baldrige award was the direct result of a customer’s 
unrelenting insistence that they do so.
 “We had a customer who was very persistent with us - Michael 
Lewis - who worked for Holston Defense which was, at that time, 
managed by Eastman Chemical,” Crosby said. “He kept telling 
us about the Baldrige award and how its principles worked at 
Eastman. He would be virtually telling us this across the counter, 
talking about performance excellence and Eastman’s involvement 
with it, insisting this might be the icing on the cake for us.
 “Finally, after about three or four years, Pal and I decided to take 
the material he had given us, go to our separate corners, study it inde-
pendently, and come back and talk about it,” Crosby said. “We could 
both see what a wonderful way this would be to assess our business 
and we could see where we could make signifi cant gains to improve.”

 With both agreeing to head down that path, their next decision 
would be on the approach they would take. “We had two possible 
ways to get started on this,” Crosby said. “One - let’s go out and hire 
a bunch of consultants who understand this and let them help us 
through this, or two - let’s learn to become experts ourselves and 
then help others.”
 “On the second Tuesday of July 1994, we brought all of our 
management together and told them this not only would help us 

improve, but we believed 
we could use it as a 
framework to structure 
our business on,” Crosby 
said. “The process was 
really like looking in 
a mirror; fi nding out 
where the blemishes are 
on me, does my hair look 
ok? We learned a whole 
lot.” 
    Although the 
Baldrige Award focused 
heavily on manufactur-
ing, it resounded with 
Barger and Crosby like 
nothing ever had before. 
“Going through the 
criteria, we realized we 
aren’t in the restaurant 
business,” Crosby said. 
“We are a manufacturing 
business. They create an 

F150 pick up truck; we manufacture and create the Big Pal, French 
Fries and Big Tea.”
 “The world opened up to us on how we could improve,” Crosby 
continued. “We went from fl ying a kite to a jet plane to a rocket.
“Of all quick service hamburger restaurants McDonalds and 
In-n-Out Burger do more sales per store than we do,” Crosby said. 
“But we’re third in the nation. If you break it down to sales per 
square foot, nobody even touches us. We are almost double our 
next competitor.”
 The driver of this success is the “assess and improve” mindset 
driven by the Baldrige criteria, Crosby said. “If everybody would 
reach out and learn about this, it would be wonderful,” he added. 
 The Pal’s Business Excellent Institute is the result of taking 
action to address that “if only” statement. BEI President and 
co-founder, David McClaskey, said the BEI is all about off ering oth-
ers a chance to learn how to make their companies truly excellent.
Excellence is achieved, McClaskey said, by learning how to get an 
edge in one’s fi eld and then learning how to beat the competition 
year after year. And the principles used in making Pal’s a success 
can be applied to almost any business – not just restaurants.

PAL’S SUDDEN SERVICE:
Small order manufacturing at a nationally elite level

By Lynn J. Richardson

The drivers behind the drive-thru: Pal Barger (left) and Thom Crosby.
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 “Thom and I founded BEI in 2000,” McClaskey said. “I’d lived 
in the Kingsport area for 45 years and worked at Eastman for 34 
years, and I kept hearing that Pal’s was a well-managed company.
“Everybody knew about their hamburgers,” he added. “But I kept 
hearing ‘well-managed.’ Then I heard Thom at a local conference 
and I said ‘Wow! They’re right.’ Pal’s is one of the best managed 
companies of any type in the country.” 
 McClaskey wanted to be involved and Crosby was more than 
willing. “He said ‘Yes, you can learn more and then share it with 
others,’” McClaskey recalls. “Because Thom and Pal are willing to 
share that - except with direct competitors - we can help anyone 
who is interested.”
 “The key is the leadership,” McClaskey says. “The BEI is for 
companies and people who want to be extraordinary rather than 
ordinary. I help leaders who want to be extraordinary.”
 Each year the BEI has 700-800 participants. They come from 
government, education, health care and more. They come from as 
far away as Canada and Australia. 
 “Our Institute is often attended by people who haven’t even 
started their own store,” McClaskey explained. “When people 
come, if they do this before they open their fi rst store, they are 
more successful. 
 “Nobody teaches you how to run a business,” he added. “But 
those who haven’t had help make all kinds of mistakes and can 
severely compromise their business.”
 The key to success is to never give up on excellence, McClas-
key says. “We are asked how do we hire. How do we train? How do 
we get everybody’s order right? People are able to learn the lessons 

A photo used in company ads shows cars with a motion blur 
to insinuate quick service.

SEE PAL’S, 48
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Thom and Pal have developed. It’s doable. People just have to 
stop compromising.
 “Fortunately we’re with a group that refuses to look at the 
average,” he said. “Instead, they look up to the most excellent.
“People who just want to settle? We can’t help them. But through 
BEI, we get to talk to only those leaders who don’t want to go that 
direction, and we have a remedy for people who don’t just want 
to settle.
 “They come because they want to learn to be excellent,” 
McClaskey said. “Pal’s has done a great job. You never see an 
organization managed at this level.”
 As for the restaurant chain/manufacturing operation, 29 
locations later, Pal’s is still growing. Though the company is 
known for its “sudden service,” its growth continues to be slow 
and deliberate.
 “We fi ll one media market at a time,” Crosby explained. 
“It’s more eff ective to grow from one media market, and fi ll 
that out. That maximizes our brand impact in that market. 
Then we grow into the next contiguous media market.”
 Crosby doesn’t decide how many restaurants the company 
wants; instead they focus on the people who will run each location.
“Our main focus is on creating leaders that are so capable that we 
can’t not build a store for them,” he said. “We say, ‘Wow, we have a 
superstar! We need to build a store for this person.’
 Currently, Crosby says, Pal’s has eight leaders in development.

 “We do it backwards,” he added. “We develop the leader fi rst. 
Property is always available, so we just grow at a slow logical rate 
that maximizes our impact. 
 “Pal’s’ goal isn’t to have the most restaurants on the ground, 
but to make certain that each one is very very successful. We know, 
with the right leaders, that will always be the case.” 

Secretary of Commerce Donald Evans, Pal Barger, Thom Crosby 
and President George W. Bush at the presentation of the Malcolm 
Baldrige National Quality Award.

PAL’S, CONTINUED
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(Below) The Tazewell, Va. Republican’s July 28, 1910 report on construction of what would become the Penn-Dixie Portland 
Cement plant (above). 

SUMMERS TAYLOR STILL 
BUILDING FROM THE 
BASE OF CEMENT HILL

By Don Fenley

The Penn-Dixie Portland Cement Plant was the fi rst industry to make Kingsport 
its home. The rise behind the train station at the foot of Broad Street is still 

known as Cement Hill. But the construction industry is not the same as it once was. 
Penn-Dixie is long gone, and the shield you see on the building at the base of Cement 
Hill today is that of Summers Taylor.
 Anytime you slow down for road or bridge construction in the Kingsport area odds 
are it’s a Summers Taylor crew you’re about to pass. The company is a heavyweight 
in the Tri-Cities construction trades and beyond. And you’ll fi nd it doing a lot of site 
development and construction jobs for Eastman, BAE and any other industrial clients.
 Founded in 1932, Summers Taylor received the the 69th maintenance and con-
struction contractor license in the state of Tennessee. At that time, its focus was with two 
large rayon mills. The fi rm broadened its scope and began picking up contracts to build 
local schools, hospitals, and retail stores during World War II when the German-owned 
rayon mills were nationalized. From those beginnings, Summers Taylor became fi rmly 
entrenched as a leading construction fi rm not only in the Kingsport area but the tri-state 
region of northeast Tennessee, southwest Virginia and western North Carolina.
 Company President Grant Summers is the fourth generation of family ownership. 
He is hoping for good things from Governor Bill Haslam’s and President Donald 
Trump’s infrastructure plans. Tennessee has built up a substantial backlog of road and 
bridge work. “I think we rank fi fth in the nation for states that have gone the longest 
without new funding for roads,” he said. “There’s a huge need, and we think this is a 
great time for it and appreciate the governor’s leadership. Roads shouldn’t be a partisan 
issue, and on the state level Tennesseans need to take care of Tennessee problems.”
 A total of 199 Northeast Tennessee road and bridge projects with an estimated cost 
of $2.1 billion from the governor’s list are on Summers’ watch list – 105 of those projects 
are in the Tri-Cities area. If approved, the governor’s plan would have a major impact on 
the quality of area bridges and roads while giving local economies a shot in the arm.
 The Tri-Cities area saw 188 construction fi rms close during the Great Recession. 

SEE CEMENT HILL, 50
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KINGSPORT
2995 Fort Henry Drive

Suite 100

JOHNSON CITY
2312 Knob Creek Road

Suite 208

Call us today to schedule an appointment 

423-246-6445

SPRING ALLERGIES?  
FOOD ALLERGIES?  
SKIN ALLERGIES?  

ASTHMA SYMPTOMS?
We can help! Come see us to begin your 

“Those are jobs we need in this area,” Summers said. “We can’t 
have everyone working in a service-based economy. If they put out 
the work, there is certainly an over capacity in the construction 
sector. We lost jobs, but the organizational and equipment capacity 
is ready, and we can put people back to work. The construction 
industry can respond very quickly.”
 While the disruptive forces of technology have taken a big 
jobs toll on many industries, construction hasn’t been hit as hard, 
Summers said. Yes, you can automate a lot of functions in a big 
manufacturing plant, “but you can’t automate a shovel at the bottom 
of a ditch.” Still, technology is a growing infl uence in the construc-
tion trades. “It’s a huge part of what we do and when we get involved 
in GPS grade control it really increases productivity. But it doesn’t 
decrease the manpower as much as it does in other trades. 
 “Construction is still people intensive, and we have to have 
good people.” That’s why Summers and his fi rm support training 
eff orts from organizations like the Regional Center for Advanced 
Manufacturing in Kingsport’s Academic Village. He thinks it’s a 
good sign that civic leaders and the wider population have realized 
not every high school graduate is going to a four-year college. Some 
will go to trade school, or get a certifi cate then go straight into 
construction where they can start at a good paying job. “The sooner 
they start, the sooner than can work up.” And, “there’s no student 
debt bubble in construction. Our upper-class operators, foremen 
and project managers have very good paying jobs.” 
 “We’re bullish,” Summers said. “We’re expanding.”

Grant Summers, the fourth generation of his family to 
run the company.

CEMENT HILL, CONTINUED
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When, on March 2, 1917, Governor Tom C. Rye signed 
fi nal approval to the charter that incorporated the City of 

Kingsport, three businesses that have remained locally owned 
throughout their history were already conducting commerce. 
They did not go by the names by which we now know them at that 
time, but the fi rms that would become Armstrong Construction, 
Hamlett-Dobson Funeral Home and Crematory and the law fi rm of 
Hunter, Smith and Davis were all active in 1916 or before.

Armstrong Construction
 Today, you’ll see Armstrong Construction crews working to 
build Centennial Park in front of the old train station downtown. 
That’s not too far from where the company was founded in 1915 as 
Armstrong Purkey.
 “We started out building residential in Fairacres,” says Leland 
Leonard, who served as the company’s president from 1977-2011. 
“Then we ventured into commercial. We built retail. We built the 
Charles Store that is now an antiques store. We built Sobel’s Men’s 
Store. We built a lot of banks and churches around town. The fi rst 
Sears department store that was built here in town was out on the 
property where the golf course was in front of Johnson Elementa-
ry. And we built Johnson Elementary as well.”   
 Eventually the company found its niche building schools. 
“We were especially noted for school building up in southwest 
Virginia – Wise, Russell and Lee counties. We did work in Har-
lan, Ky. We built a high school up there. We built Dobyns-Bennett 
High School – the old high school, and added the addition onto it 
that made it a middle school. We built Lincoln Elementary School 
and added onto that. We built Jackson Elementary School.”
 Armstrong Construction, as it came to be known in 1939, now 
employs around 40. In addition to its retail, residential and school 
work, the company has also built defense-related institutional 

buildings, including work at Nuclear Fuel Services in Erwin, 
Tenn., and the National Guard armories in both Johnson City 
and Kingsport. Leland Leonard’s son, John W. Leonard II is the 

SEE CENTURY, 54

A CENTURY OF SERVICE 
Locally-owned companies that have operated for more than 100 years

By Scott Robertson

Leland Leonard (left) was president of Armstrong 
Construction from 1977-2011. John W, Leonard II is the 
current president of the company.
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FROM YOUR 
NEIGHBORS 
AT THE CITY OF 
JOHNSON CITY, 
TENNESSEE

current president of the company.

Hamlett-Dobson Funeral Homes and Crematory
 It was 1915 when J. Fred Johnson convinced Clarksville, 
Tenn.-based James Hamlett, Sr., to leave the store where he 
was holding funeral services and move to Kingsport. Hamlett 
set up operations in “The Big Store” in Kingsport. In 1919, he 
was joined by Lawrence W. (Jimmie) Dobson. The two served as 
funeral directors at The Big Store until deciding the city deserved 
a stand-alone funeral home in 1926. They purchased the funeral 
department from The Big Store for $3,200 and moved to a location 
on Charlemont Ave. just east of Church Circle. 
 “It was such a leap of faith that the men decided to buy a house 
from which to run the business, so that if it didn’t make it, they 
would have some real estate,” says Chad Correll, Hamlett-Dobson’s 
president. Just under a century later, the fi rm still operates from 
that same real estate.
 Hamlett-Dobson has kept a century-long service to the 
community running by changing with the community, says Correll. 
“When I came to work here 25 years ago we had a cremation rate 
of maybe 2 percent. Today that rate is around 30 percent. We saw 
a need then, so now we are able to control the cremation process 
from beginning to end. That helps us maintain quality.”
 In 2015 the company launched simplecremationsonline.com.
The site allows people to make funeral plans for cremation at 
a lower cost by doing some things at a computer themselves. 
“I’m a third generation owner/operator,” Correll says. Relying 

CEMENT HILL, CONTINUED

SEE CENTURY, 56

Harold Childress (seated) and Chad Correll of Hamlett-     
Dobson Funeral Home and Crematory.
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A �entury of �xcellence

Our Attorneys

James N. L. Humphreys

Suzanne Sweet Cook

Michael S. Lattier

Scott T. Powers

Leslie Tentler Ridings

Christopher D. Owens

Chad W. Whitfield

Jason A. Creech
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S. Morris Hadden

William C. Bovender
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Johnson City, Tennessee
100 Med Tech Parkway

Suite 100
Johnson City, TN 37604

(423) 283-6300

Kingsport, Tennessee
P.O. Box 3740

1212 N. Eastman Road
Kingsport, TN 37664

(423) 378-8800

This is an advertisement. It is not intended as legal advice. Certification as a specialist in the following areas is not currently available in the state of 
Tennessee: bond, business, commercial, finance, corporate, employee benefits, environmental, family, government relations, health care, information 
law, intellectual property, international labor and employment, music and entertainment, real estate, securities, taxation and telecommunications. 

www.hsdlaw.com
1-877-552-9928

With three major practice groups, Hunter, Smith & Davis is poised to continue
meeting its clients’ challenges during the firm’s second century and beyond.

Corporate, Business
& Banking

(including Real Estate, Estate Planning
and Wealth Preservation)

Civil
Litigation

(including Family Law)

Labor and
Employment

(including Immigration Services)

Joseph B. Harvey

Rachel Ralston Mancl

Caroline Ross Williams

Marcy E. Walker

Karen L. Kane

Matthew F. Bettis

Teresa Mahan Lesnak*

Michael A. Eastridge*

Jeannette Smith Tysinger*
*Of Counsel

“As Hunter, Smith & Davis begins its 101  year,
we congratulate Kingsport for 100 years of growth and

success. Our firm’s heritage includes preparing the
Charter for the City of Kingsport, and we are honored to

be part of Kingsport’s proud history and its exciting future.” 
- Hunter, Smith & Davis, LLP
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 5112 Bobby Hicks Hwy.  Gray, TN  37615  |  (423) 283-0543
info@bcti.com  |  www.bcti.com

Proudly Serving the Technology needs 
of Sullivan County, Kingsport and the 

Surrounding Regions For 35 Years
•  System Virtualization and 
 Storage Solutions
•  Disaster Recovery and 
 Business Continuity 
•  Network Security Solutions

•  Wireless (Mobility Solutions)
•  IP Telephony and TelePresence
•  Wiring and Cabling
•  Application and Technical   
 Training

on his 16-21 year old children, his wife Beth, and Beth’s father, 
Harold Childress, the company owner who is in his 55th year 
at Hamlett-Dobson, allows him to make decisions taking three 
generation’s preferences into account.

Hunter Smith and Davis
 Today’s law fi rm of Hunter, Smith and Davis is directly 
descended from the attorneys who wrote the Kingsport Charter 
that was signed in 1917. The fi rm was founded in 1916 by Judge 
Hugh Graham Morison and Mr. F.M. Kelly. 
 Morison and Kelly had both worked extensively for John 
B. Dennis and J. Fred Johnson before forming their fi rm. Since 
Morison and Kelly had already worked with all the fi rms controlled 
by the Carolina, Clinchfi led and Ohio Railway and its interested 
partners, it naturally fl owed that when the fi rm of Morison, Kelly 
and Penn was formed it would have an enviable client list. 
 In 1921, that list included Kingsport Improvement Corp., 
Clinchfi eld Portland Cement Corp., Kingsport Stores Inc., CC&O 
Railway, Kingsport Farms Inc., First National Bank of Kingsport, 
Kingsport Utilities Inc., The Mead Fibre Co., and Tennessee 
Eastman Corp. It also naturally fl owed that the fi rm would write 
Kingsport’s charter. 
 Since that time, the names on the shingle have changed – 
Hunter was named a partner in 1935, Smith and Davis in 1947. The 
focus and scope of the fi rm have grown as well.
 “After those initial days,” says Steve Darden, managing 

partner, “when 
the National 
Labor Relations 
Act was passed in 
1935, it spawned 
a tremendous 
amount of union 
organizing in the 
United States 
and Northeast 
Tennessee was not 
exempt from that. 
In some circles 
our fi rm became 
known as a labor 
law fi rm. That’s 
a major part of 
our legacy. But 
it’s inaccurate to 
conclude that’s 
all we had going 
on. We’ve had a 
strong litigation 
and corporate law 
presence through-
out our existence.” 

CEMENT HILL, CONTINUED

Steve Darden, managing partner, 
Hunter Smith and Davis
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W E ’ R E BU ILDING
A  P OW E R F U L  F U T U R E

At AEP Appalachian Power, we believe in delivering 
affordable, reliable electricity that protects the 
environment and the bottom-line. For our business 
customers, that means offering you more options that 
save money and energy. 

We are developing advanced technologies, retiring less-
efficient plants, adding more clean natural gas generation, 
and increasing our generating capacity. AEP Appalachian 
Power offers businesses rebate programs and special 
incentives that can offset the costs of new energy projects. 
We are building the energy grid of tomorrow to meet our 
customers’ needs today.

A E P  A P PA L AC H I A N  P OW E R :  
O N  T H E  S I D E  O F  B U S I N E S S 

A P PA L AC H I A N P OW E R .C O M
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As has been mentioned elsewhere in this publication, at 
Kingsport’s dawning, J. Fred Johnson was hired to be, among 

other things, a one-man chamber of commerce, seeing to the city’s 
commercial needs. He was, literally, a one-man show. 
 But what happens when a one-man show closes? The show 
must go on.
 In Kingsport’s case, the duties of seeing that Kingsport 
continued to have a strong commercial economy were picked up by 
the Merchants Association. From their unifi ed eff orts, what is now 
the Kingsport Chamber of Commerce was born.
 “Their idea that you could do more working together is not a 
new idea, and it makes perfect sense,” says Miles Burdine, chamber 
president and CEO. “We always go back to the old Rudyard Kipling  
quote that the strength of the wolf is in the pack and the strength of 
the pack is in the wolf. That was their thinking back in those days 
and it still is our thinking.”
 The Kingsport Chamber budget dwarfs those of most similarly 
sized cities in Tennessee. Because of its relatively large resource 
pool, the chamber enjoys a good deal of what Burdine, a retired 
Marine who has been CEO since 1999, refers to as wasta, an Arabic 
word loosely translating to clout or infl uence.
 “We are the same size as the chambers in communities much 
larger than ours – Chattanooga, Knoxville, Murfreesboro,” Burdine 
says. “The only ones larger than us in terms of budget, projects and 
personnel are Nashville and Memphis.” 
 For that, Burdine credits past volunteer chairs, who, he says, 
have known how to get things done. “Chambers themselves don’t 
have the authority to make things happen. We can’t raise taxes. We 
can’t get people elected. What we have is the credibility to bring the 
people together who can do whatever is necessary to make good 
things happen.”
 The creation of FunFest is one of the events most commonly 
associated with the Kingsport Chamber. In the early 1980s, divisive 
issues facing Kingsport had driven a fi gural wedge through the town. 

“The leadership of the Chamber said, ‘Let’s throw a party where 
we invite everybody to set aside our diff erences and have fun.’ The 
original title was, ‘Community Unity’ and it still provides that today.”
 Just so, each year more than 1,800 people attend the 
chamber’s annual meeting, a gala event held at the MeadowView 
Conference, Resort and Convention Center and coordinated by Bob 
Feagins, communications and development executive director.
 The chamber oversees the work of the Kingsport Convention 
and Visitors Bureau and the Kingsport Offi  ce of Small Business and 
Entrepreneurship (KOSBE).  “Underneath every program, there are 
lots of diff erent events and projects,” Burdine says. “The CVB staff , for 
instance, does so much to put heads in beds. They lower the amount 
of taxes every citizen pays by bringing in visitors. Aundrea Wilcox and 
her small staff  at KOSBE take a small budget and help many small 
businesses start and grow here in Kingsport. Government Relations 
lobbies to protect our businesses – to support legislation that could 
help business and oppose legislation that could hurt business. And the 
chamber works with the city government – the staff  and the leadership 
– to build a culture in which it is easy to do business in Kingsport.”
 The chamber helps build young professionals into community 
leaders through its Leadership Kingsport program and helps recruit 
new leaders to the community with the Move to Kingsport program. 
 Keep Kingsport Beautiful and Healthy Kingsport address 
quality of life issues.  “Keep Kingsport Beautiful knows how to take 
$50,000 from the city of Kingsport and turn it into a budget of 
$100,000 and then do so much with it. Robin Cleary does a great 
job writing grants.”
 “Healthy Kingsport is a good example of how this community 
operates. We realized we had a problem. Instead of running from it, 
we recognized it and decided to do something about it,” Burdine says.
 “When there’s a problem, people call the chamber and ask if 
we can get involved and help. It’s good to have that kind of cred-
ibility, but with that comes great responsibility. We work hard to 
continue to earn that trust.”

The Kingsport Chamber of Commerce:
From One Man to One Kingsport
By Scott Robertson
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If any single organization could be said to have fostered the 
Kingsport Spirit over the decades, Rotary would be the leading 

candidate. The club conducted Kingsport’s fi rst newspaper recy-
cling eff ort. It has built Habitat houses. It collects new clothes for 
needy children. And it gives Kingsport’s business leaders an outlet 
through which to serve.
 Several civic organizations have benefi tted Kingsport through 
its history, but Rotary Club has been a hub of business leadership 
since its inception on Oct. 24, 1923. That inception came at a 
dinner in which more than 150 Rotarians and their wives traveled 
to Kingsport from as far as Abingdon and Morristown to see the 
club receive its charter. 
 Lacking a Chamber of Commerce in its early years, Kingsport 
found some tasks normally undertaken by a chamber were 
naturally performed by the Rotary Club. In 1937, for instance, the 
club published a book designed to assist the city in its economic 
development eff orts. While today’s economic development pitches 
are made using online video streaming presentations, eight decades 
ago the city’s features and benefi ts were catalogued in a 234-page 
hardback book, printed and bound in Kingsport.
 Rotarian J. Fred Johnson wrote the preface, stating, “An 
earnest attempt has been made to keep it free from any trace of 
the bombastic and to portray a bit of the real romance which it is 
believed exists in the hitherto untold stories of business.”
 But the hallmark of the club has been service. In 1939, the 
club operated the city’s bowling alley for six months of the year. 
All profi ts went to buying milk for indigent schoolchildren. Rotary 
funded the construction and maintenance of a Girls Scout camp, 
Camp Hide-away in the late 1940s and early 1950s.
 The club was instrumental in funding the Palmer Memorial 
Center for Crippled Children as a tribute to its third president, Col. 
E.W. Palmer, president of Kingsport Press.  The center was named 
for Palmer after he convinced 28 Rotarians to raise funds in the 
community for its construction and operation. 
 The club’s roster over the years has been a Who’s Who of 
Kingsport business. Current member Wirt Taylor was proposed for 
membership by Allen Dryden, Sr., the man who opened Kingsport’s 
fi rst architectural fi rm in 1920. Taylor took the Hardware classifi -
cation for the club, replacing S. F. Dobyns, another charter member 
who along with Taylor’s father had purchased both Kingsport 
Hardware and the hardware department of J. Fred Johnson’s store 
to create Dobyns-Taylor. 
 “They were very restrictive on who they had at that time,” 
Taylor remembers. “If you worked at a bank, you had to be the 
bank president. Eastman was allowed only seven people. Toy Reid 
(Eastman president) was in Rotary. But I remember the treasurer 
at Rotary blackballed an Eastman employee because that employee 
didn’t have a high enough executive position.”
 The blackballing went by the wayside 30-40 years ago, Taylor 
says, but he appreciates many of the values his Rotary elders helped 

instill in him. For instance, he says, those founding fathers of 
Kingsport impressed upon him the importance of duty and respon-
sibility. “In the fi rst 25-30 years of Rotary, we had over 90 percent 
attendance. If you missed a meeting, they would call you that day or 
the day after and take you – and it was not an option – they would 
just pick you up and take you to make up your meeting at Johnson 
City or Gate City or wherever.”
 Dr. Robert Jones has not been a member for as long as 
Taylor, but has seniority in another way. Jones, like Kingsport, is 
celebrating his 100th year in 2017. Jones was the fi rst urologist in 
the Tri-Cities, having come to the Veterans Administration facility 
at Mountain Home before moving on to serve for many years as a 
doctor and one year as president at Indian Path Hospital. 
 “I’m particularly proud of what Rotary has done with the polio 
program, because that’s related to medicine,” Jones says. “Before 
1962 we had nine iron lungs and most of the time they were active 
keeping people alive. Rotary played a part in the fact that now polio 
is eradicated around the world except for two or three countries.”
 “We also built a medical and dental center in Haiti,” Jones 
says. “Rotary does so much good in the world.” 

Business community 
has long history of 
Rotary service
By Scott Robertson

Wirt Taylor (standing) and Dr. Robert Jones are two of the 
longest-standing Kingsport Rotary Club members. Taylor has 
logged 50 years of perfect attendance, while Jones recently 
joined the city of Kingsport in enjoying a 100th birthday 
celebration. The plates being displayed are from the fi rst and 
50th years of the Kingsport Club’s existence. 
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Indian Path Medical Center offers many advanced 
cardiology services, including our 24-hour 
interventional cardiology program. From the 
diagnosis of heart problems, to state-of-the-art 
treatments and rehabilitation, our skilled and 
experienced team is ready to take care of your 
heart—right here, close to home.

Cardiology Services

Indian Path Medical Center offers navigational 
bronchoscopy using the Veran SPiNView® Thoracic 
Navigation System. Veran is the only navigation 
system to provide visualization, accurate navigation, 
and real-time confirmation of nodule location. This 
reduces the multiple procedures, departments and 
visits normally required to do a lung biopsy to one 
procedure, one department and one visit.

Lung Nodule Clinic

Indian Path Medical Center is home to a certified 
adult and pediatric sleep center, with an experienced, 
specialized staff trained to diagnose, treat and 
manage sleep disorders. Our sleep center’s board-
certified physician and sleep clinicians can treat 
many sleep conditions, such as, sleep apnea, restless 
leg syndrome, undetermined excessive daytime 
sleepiness, insomnia, sleep breathing disorders, 
circadian rhythm disorders, sleep movement 
disorders and REM behavior disorders.

Center for Sleep Disorders

Indian Path Medical Center provides a full range of 
other services, including:

24/7 Emergency Care

Family Birth Center

Pulmonary Hypertension Clinic

Kingsport Day Surgery

Rehabilitation

Physical Therapy

Spiritual & Pastoral Care

Surgical Services

2000 Brookside Dr.  | Kingsport, TN 
MountainStatesHealth.com/ipmc

People. Trust. Experience.



62     KINGSPORT100

In October 2013, a then-29-year-old Kingsport real estate agent, 
Seth Jervis, and some of his colleagues, began a conversation 

that led to development of an organization that de-cliques young 
professionals, engaging them with each other and their city. 
That organization is PEAK - Professionals Engaged in Advancing 
Kingsport. This year, as Kingsport celebrates its 100th birthday 
and looks back on all that has been accomplished, the members of 
PEAK are also looking forward to all Kingsport can be in the future. 
 To help the young professional community’s voice be heard in 
planning for the next century, PEAK played a major role in the One 
Kingsport initiative. One Kingsport brought nearly 250 area resi-
dents together, working for two days to come up with ideas, dreams, 
and suggestions for projects they believed would help the city thrive 
in the future. Those 250 residents created a fi ve-year plan off ering 
more than 100 suggestions to make Kingsport better. 
 PEAK members were actively involved in the Kingsport One 
process from the very beginning, says Matt Storey, PEAK president.  
 “We were really engaged in Kingsport’s One Kingsport 
Summit, and the Kingsport work group that came out of that,” says 
Storey. “We had people embedded in each one of those groups.” 
Around 90 of PEAK’s members were involved in the original 
summit, says Emma Clark, PEAK secretary and associate director 
of the Downtown Kingsport Association. “When they broke off  into 
individual work groups, we were right there,” she says. “It was a 
great opportunity for us.”
 “This was an intentional intersection of young professionals 
wanting to be involved in Kingsport’s future and the city saying ‘we 
really want to hear that voice,’” Storey says. “We had the support 
of the City of Kingsport, the Chamber of Commerce and the 
Downtown Kingsport Association. We also had the support of some 
strong business partners. That’s why we’ve been so successful.”
There are many moving parts to PEAK, Clark says. Of the 125 
members, almost all are engaged in the community in some way.  
 “Diff erent people are involved in diff erent things. This isn’t just 
a social club or a professional development club. Out of those 125, 
most are active in one or more of the organization’s components.”
The group is diverse. With ages ranging from 21-49, membership 
includes business owners, a partner in a law fi rm, not-for-profi t 
directors, teachers, healthcare professionals and even fresh-out-of-
college students who are trying to get integrated into the community. 
 There is not, Clark emphasizes, a concentration of members 
from any one local employer. PEAK’s structure is designed to keep 
things – and people – fresh, Clark explains. “We have a one year 
board term to avoid burnout,” she says. “We are constantly doing 
things, changing things up.”
 “The organization consistently has new people coming and 
going in the group,” Storey adds. “And even though we are continu-
ally bringing in new people, that is the sustaining part too.”
 However Storey is quick to note the organization’s mission 
is one thing that hasn’t changed; PEAK’s main goal is to “attract, 
develop and retain Kingsport’s young professionals and that 
everything the organization does centers on fi ve core components: 

Social engagement, civic volunteerism, professional development, 
regional networking and talent recognition.”
 Its social engagement component allows members to network, 
personally and professionally, with other members of PEAK. It also 
gives them a chance to unwind from their busy workweek.
 The group’s professional development eff orts bring in speakers, 
most who are leaders in the community. PEAK has also hosted debates 
for local elections as a service to the community and an opportunity for 
people to interact and be part of that process. “We all get requests from 
boards, non-profi ts and other entities to help fi ll positions. We are 
looked upon as a conduit for helping fi ll jobs,” Storey says.
 PEAK also puts great emphasis on volunteerism. “As part of 
our volunteer activities, we’ve established ‘The Barking Lot,’” Clark 
says. “There was an area downtown that had been neglected and 
was overgrown. With the help from some amazing partnerships, we 
turned it into a beautiful little dog park right here in downtown.”
 As Phase Two, PEAK has also installed an ATRA - an Active 
Transportation Rest Area. “That includes shade, seating, water and a 
bike pump,” Clark explains. Completed in 2016, she described it as a 
“big volunteer project.” 
 PEAK also partners with other community organizations 
as well, working closely with Second Harvest Food Bank and 
having a PEAK member serve on the board of the United Way of 
Greater Kingsport each year. Last year, as part of FunFest, PEAK, 
working alongside the DKA, launched the fi rst Busker Fest – a 
family-friendly event featuring multi-talented street performers. It 
was such a success, it will be repeated and expanded in 2017. 
 “This year’s event will incorporate a multicultural aspect – 
Buskering Around The World,” Clark says. “Last year we had street 
performers, with all types of arts and entertainment on the street. 
We hope to have even more this year, making the event more 
interactive. We hope it really makes an impact down here.”
 The projects are part of PEAK’s commitment to make positive 

PEAK: 
Young professionals look to drive Kingsport’s future success
By Lynn J. Richardson

Professionals Engaged in Advancing Kingsport works to unify 
young professionals with a civic spirit.
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change while holding fast to those things that make Kingsport special. 
“As we have people coming in and out of the organization, it does 
make the organization change what we off er. That way every year is 
diff erent. We go to diff erent places, change themes, have diff erent 
events. That’s part of what we have to do to keep people engaged.
 “We’re always trying to change what we’re off ering – not the 
mission – but what the output is that someone will take away,” 
Clark adds. “I think that’s why we’re successful is because we’re 
always changing.”
 “Change is something that is necessary for the city,” Storey 
says. “We as an organization recognize, that in order to reverse the 
population trend, you’re going to have to have new off erings, bring in 
new business, not rely on then same core of the industry you have. 
 “You don’t want constant change, though,” he adds. “We want 
to preserve some kind of small town feel. That is part of what’s so 
nice about Kingsport and we need that stability – a combination 
of both change and sameness. But it is change that will sustain our 
community and help it grow.”
 “I hope Kingsport, 20 years from now, will have extracted 
some new businesses that are currently in diff erent markets,” 
Storey says. “By then, we will have made an investment in down-
town Kingsport as well as greater Kingsport. We will be leveraging 
this downtown space, and our recreational opportunities. We have 
a great footprint.
 “I think it is key that we will be bringing people in to enjoy new 
off erings focused around arts, entertainment. But at the same time, 
we will be building upon the solid core that we have here.”
 Storey says he believes the arts, dining and entertainment 
off erings can only be enhanced, because of the outdoor element 

available in Kingsport. “You think about the typical arts, dining and 
entertainment. We need to leverage those into our outdoor off erings.
 “We have recreational activities, mountains, rivers. So we 
need to think about dining that is established as a unique outdoor 
dining experience. We have Allendale’s outdoor theater, and Bay’s 
Mountain off ers opportunities to enjoy being outside,” he adds. 
“Even shopping downtown is somewhat of an outdoor market. It 
has grown into that, and it has the potential to be that.”
 “As a director of the downtown’s business association, of 
course I’m focused very heavily on downtown,” Clark says. “We 
have 400 acres down here. There is so much area to expand and 
utilize, and a lot of good things have happened in our downtown 
over the past three years. 
 Like Storey, Clark says she sees a lot of potential in the city’s 
outdoors. “We have Bays Mountain, and our river,” Clark notes. 
“We are starting to see kayaking and rafting develop on our river 
now. Before, we had just a few restaurants along the river, but 
now more and more are starting to pop up. It’s so important that 
we take full advantage of our riverfront and our other natural 
resources.”
 “Kingsport is a great place to raise a family,” Clark says. “The 
sense of community and the spirit – I want to see that spirit alive 
over the next 100 years.”
 In order to get a broader view of PEAK’s vision, the organi-
zation’s board of directors responded to a survey created by The 
Business Journal, designed to refl ect the group’s priorities for 
Kingsport’s future.
 Questions included those dealing with the city’s best assets, 
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it’s biggest challenges and its “must haves” for a successful 
Kingsport tomorrow.
 In order of importance, from most important to least, 
PEAK’s board ranked maintaining Kingsport’s small town 
character as its top priority. 
 Coming in second is attracting new business to the downtown area.
 Protecting the environment and the city’s natural resources 
ranked third, with improving access and traffi  c circulation by 
improving road infrastructure and expanding the parks and trails 
system tying for fourth. The group placed the least importance on 
attracting new businesses to the outlying areas of the city. 
 They place greatest importance for Kingsport’s future in 20 

years on developing a thriving arts and nature scene that enhances 
the downtown Kingsport “footprint, layout and infrastructure 
advantages,” and “attracting scalable businesses in emerging 
industries (not just growth of the industrial and healthcare core).”
 The group unanimously agreed that the “downtown scene” 
is one of Kingsport’s “best asset,” remarking that “the downtown 
scene has lots of potential.”
 They also praised the Kingsport’s “natural landscape for recre-
ational activities,” and “quality of life provided through aff ordability.” 
 The group also gave the city high marks for its “wonderful school 
system” and its people, who they described as “welcoming and caring.”
 They also say the “region must jointly produce business and 
population growth,” and that “Kingsport needs to accelerate invest-
ment to improve its position to compete for a share of this growth.”
 As a whole, the PEAK board says Kingsport rates an “Excel-
lent” as a good place to raise a family. It also gives “Good” ratings to 
the city’s employment opportunities, environmental protection and 
recreational opportunities.
 But areas that need more work include shopping, dining and 
entertainment, which they rank only “Fair.” Diversity in the city 
was described as “Poor.”
 Most PEAK board members told us they live in Kingsport 
because “it is home” and they “love living here.” Others indicated that 
Kingsport is their choice because it is close to work and is aff ordable 
with a downtown scene that has “a high future potential.”
 That future potential is what drives PEAK, Clark concludes. 
“Kingsport is a great place to raise a family,” she says. “The sense 
of community and the spirit – I want to see that spirit alive over 
the next 100 years.”

PEAK, CONTINUED
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The central notion around which the 
Kingsport 100 celebration is built is “The 
Kingsport Spirit.” J. Fred Johnson defi ned 
that spirit in the foreword to the book, 
“Kingsport, Tennessee: City of Industries, 
Schools, Churches, Homes” published by 
the Rotary Club of Kingsport in 1937.   
 “Were I to undertake to defi ne the spir-
it underlying every step in the growth and 
development of Kingsport, from the days of 

its humblest beginnings until now, I could not avoid the assertion 
that the spirit, if it be a spirit, is one of mutual helpfulness and a 
willingness to submerge selfi sh interests beneath the individual 
eff ort to assure the greater good for the greater number,” Johnson 
wrote. “Rotary has a slogan ‘Service above Self – he profi ts most 
who serves best.’ Without attempting to eulogize, it is my fi rm 
conviction that those words truly epitomize what may be said to be 
the spirit of Kingsport.”
 Over the course of a century, that spirit has ebbed and fl owed. 
It can be argued the darkest times for the city have come when 
that spirit has been least in evidence, and that its reassertion 
through initiatives such as MeadowView and the Downtown 

Academic Village have led to resurgences in the city’s success.
 So too must that spirit be seen through the lens of time. The 
year of Kingsport 100 is an appropriate time for us all to ponder 
how we may be viewed by those who will celebrate Kingsport 200, 
and what actions we may take today to best acquit ourselves to 
future generations. 
 To that end, we turn again to Johnson. “So it has been and will 
continue to be with Kingsport,” he advised, “if it is not good for the 
community, it is not good for the individual or for the business activi-
ty within the community – in that we have a fundamental truth.”
 On behalf of The Business Journal of Tri-Cities, TN/VA, thank 
you to the City of Kingsport and the Kingsport 100 Commission for 
your invaluable partnership on this publication. To the entire King-
sport business community, congratulations on the achievements of 
your fi rst century and best wishes as an even brighter century dawns. 

Scott Robertson, Managing Editor

Kingsport 101

Church Circle, 2017

Church Circle, 1918
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