
e Friendsville It would 
make perfectly good sense to 
name a town simply for the 
good nature of its residents, but 
there’s more to this Blount 
County municipality’s name 
than that. Friendsville got its 
name not just from any ol’ 
amiable settlers but from the 
Quakers, also known simply as 
Friends, who migrated here 
from North Carolina in the 
1790s and established the community. Their presence was 
one reason such strong abolitionist movements arose in the 
county just prior to the Civil War and why there was a stop 
on the Underground Railroad near here. Though the 
Friends’ influence has diminished over time, there is still a 
strong community of Quakers and a Friends Meeting House 
here. The good people of Friendsville, Quaker and non-
Quaker alike, strive to make sure the city continues to be 
aptly named.

e Greenback What 
you think about the origin of 
this Loudon County commu-
nity’s name is probably 
wrong. It wasn’t named, at 
least directly, for the almighty 
dollar. Rather, it references 
the Greenback Party, a viable 
political party from 1876-1884 
that was in favor of maintain-
ing circulation of greenbacks, 
paper money initially issued 

by the federal government to finance the Civil War that was 
not, unlike other legal tender, backed with government 
reserves of silver or gold. The party also favored tough 
anti-monopoly legislation. Greenback could have been 
known as Thompson’s Stand, Pine Grove or Alleghany 
Station, the first three choices of a prominent local 
businessman who was attempting to secure a post office at 
his general store in 1882. All of those town names had 
already been taken and thus were turned down by the U.S. 
Post Office. 

e Bean Station 
Another town name where a 
logical guess proves wrong is 
Grainger County’s Bean 
Station, located near Cherokee 
Lake. It has nothing to do with 
legumes. Instead, Bean Station 
is one of the many East 
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                              ast tennessee’s ear-
ly settlers often showed considerable wit in naming their 
communities and towns, as well as family pride and an 
appreciation for historical continuity and industrial 
development. Knoxville Magazine decided to take a look at 
the genesis of a dozen of East Tennessee’s most unusual 
community names.

e Gatlinburg 
The “Gateway to the Smokies” 
tourist town located at the 
foot of Mt. LeConte in Sevier 
County was originally known 
as White Oak Flats for the tree 
species abundant in the area. 
Local lore has several 
different versions of exactly 
how this area first settled by 
the Ogle family from South 

Carolina became known as Gatlinburg, but they all swirl 
around the controversial figure of Radford C. Gatlin, an 
entrepreneur and Baptist preacher who settled here in 1854. 
Gatlin established the area’s second general store in direct 
competition with the original one opened four years earlier 
by founding family member Noah Ogle. He also took the 
initiative to secure a post office at his store and named the 
destination Gatlinburg.  The temerity of that act, combined 
with Gatlin’s establishment of his own special brand of 
Baptist Church, the fact that he was a Democrat in an 
otherwise Republican community, and various other 
perceived improprieties eventually riled the townfolk 
sufficiently to run Radford Gatlin clean out of town.

e Pigeon Forge The other major Sevier County 
tourist town got its name from the first business established 
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in the area, an iron forge built 
around 1820 by Isaac Love on 
the bank of the Little Pigeon 
River near what is now The Old 
Mill. Of course, that still begs 
the question: ‘How did the 
Little Pigeon River get its 
name?’Just as you might guess, 
the river’s name comes from 
the fact that great flocks of 
pigeons once filled the skies and 

trees in the area — Passenger Pigeons, to be specific. The 
town fared better than the particular breed of pigeon for 
which it was named. Passenger Pigeons, once among the 
most numerous birds in the world, were hunted into 
extinction by the early 20th century.

e Walland This unincorporated community, a little 
slice of foothill heaven in Miller’s Cove some 30 miles 
southeast of Knoxville, didn’t get its bona fides until the cusp 
of the 20th century. A representative of the Walton and 
England Leather Co. of 
Philadelphia, Penn., discov-
ered the spot in 1893, and the 
company built Miller’s Cove 
Tannery there. As the tannery 
grew over the next few years, 
so did a small company town 
around it. It was decided the 
town would be named by 
combining the first part of the 
founding company’s name 
(Walton) with the latter part 
of its second name (England). 
Thus was the town of Walland 
officially designated. 

Thing
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B y  T.  Way n e  Wa t e r s.

Eh
Tennessee towns named after a prominent family that 
settled in a particular area early on. William Bean II moved 
his family to this area along German Creek in the propitious 
year of 1776, two decades before Tennessee achieved 
statehood. It sits in a valley where two important pathways 
crossed: the Cherokee Great Warpath and the Old Wilder-
ness Trail (or Kentucky Road). The Beans built a fort at the 
site and called it Bean’s Station. The possessive was eventu-
ally dropped, and the name became simply Bean Station. 

e Wartburg Seems 
kind of a shame this little 
Tennessee town situated in 
Morgan County amidst the 
Crab Orchard Mountains was 
saddled with a name that 
brings to mind an unsightly 
virus-induced protuberance 
on the skin. Wartburg is far 
more appealing than its 
name. With Bird Mountain 
rising dramatically on its eastward edge, the Emory River 
flowing gracefully along its northern edge, and the Obed 
River emptying into the Emory near the west side, Wart-
burg has a lovely landscape. So, why Wartburg? The “burg” 
part gives more of a clue than you might imagine. Not only 
is it of German etymology, but the original denotation for 
“burg” was specifically a walled or fortified town. The 
Wartburg area was settled mostly by German and Swiss 
immigrants. When the town was incorporated in 1851, it 
was named for the Wartburg Castle, an iconic fortification 
overlooking Eisenach, Germany, that was built in 1067. 

e Vonore Another 
town with a bit of German 
influence in its name is 
Vonore, the tiny (11.9 
square miles) Monroe 
County town sitting at the 
confluence of the Little 
Tennessee River and Tellico 
River. In the last decade of 
the 19th century, the 
Atlanta, Knoxville and 
Northern Railroad laid track in the area now known as 
Vonore, and a stopover then called Upton Station was set 
up. A physician who settled in the area, Walter Kennedy, 
petitioned the U.S. Post Office to establish a local post office 
using that name but was informed that another Tennessee 
town called Upton Station already existed. Kennedy then 
came up with a name fitting for an area he believed would 
become a prominent mining town – “von” (German for 
“of”) combined with “ore.” 
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e Jellico If you take 
I-75 north about 75 miles to 
where Highway 25W 
intersects it and hang a left, 
you’ll curve up northwest-
ward in Campbell County 
until you’re near spittin’ 
distance of the Kentucky 
state line. That’s where 
you’ll find Jellico, a town 
snuggled between Pine 

Mountain (which many mistakenly assume is Jellico 
Mountain) and Indian Mountain, the latter peak part of 
the Jellico Mountain Range which runs into Kentucky. 

 Before this picturesque Tennessee town adopted the 
Jellico name, it was known as Smithburg for the Smith 
family that had settled there. A fitting name no doubt but, 
let’s face it, d-u-l-l dull. Good fortune transformed the 
tiny community and its name in 1883 when a railroad line 
reached it, and Smithburg began serving as a trading 
center for the area’s burgeoning mining industry. The 
town then adopted the Jellico name to capitalize on a 
newly discovered seam of high-quality bituminous coal 
found in the nearby Jellico Mountains which achieved a 
certain renown as Jellico Coal. 

And how did the mountain range get its name? That 
fact, as noted in a history of the town, is “shrouded in 
some mystery.” Jellico is either derived from Angelica 
atropurpurea, a leafy, flowering herb known more 
casually as “Gelica” or “Jelica”; or from an unknown 
settler with the then common British family name of 
“Jellicoe”; or from the Cherokee “Tellico,” which brings 
us to our next quirky East Tennessee town name. 

e Tellico Plains 
There were several 
Cherokee communities in 
Tennessee and North 
Carolina using the name 
“Talikwa,” written 
sometimes as “Telliqou” 
and “Tallequa” or as 
several other variations. 
The community using that 
name located where 
Tellico Plains is today, in Monroe County near the 
western edge of the Cherokee National Forest, was the 
largest of them and thus was often distinguished with the 
prefix “Great.” It was a crossroads for the Great Indian 
Warpath and the Trading Path, or Unicoi Trail. Though 
Tellico, the Anglicized version of this Cherokee term, was 
associated with the area for generations, it wasn’t until 
July 4, 1911, that Tellico Plains was incorporated. At the 

time, the town was an important lumber industry center. 
The meaning of Talikwa for the Cherokee is lost, though 
there is some evidence they adopted it from “taliko,” the 
Muskogee (Creek) word for “bean.”

e Soddy-Daisy 
There are at least two tales 
about how this Hamilton 
County town some 15 miles 
northeast of Chattanooga 
got the first part of its 
hyphenated name. Some 
claim Soddy is an Angliciza-
tion of “Tsati,” Cherokee for 
“sipping place.” The area’s 
many creeks and streams 

lend credence to that idea. A different story has Soddy as 
a casual nickname for the trading post of early Welsh 
settler William Sodder. In any case, the “Daisy” part is a 
reference to Daisy Parks, daughter of the vice president 
of a prominent coal company established in the area. 
Originally two distinct coal mining communities, Soddy 
and Daisy didn’t merge until becoming one incorporated 
city in 1969. It is perhaps best known as the location of 
TVA’s Sequoyah Nuclear Plant. No telling how the 
probably proper Miss Daisy would have felt about having 
her name combined in this vaguely debauched-sounding 
combination.    

e Ooltewah Not far 
from Soddy-Daisy is a 
community with a name 
obviously of Native Ameri-
can origin: Ooltewah. There 
is disagreement about the 
meaning of the word, 
however. Some in the area 
say it is Muscogee (Creek) 
for “resting place.” Others 
claim it means “owl nest.” 
Whatever it means, Ooltewah is just fun to say. First, 
poke your lips out and go “oooo.” Now ignore the “l” and 
go straight to the “te.” Then bring your lips together and 
give a quick, slight pucker before parting them again 
while letting out a good old-fashioned “wah.” Ooo-te-
wahhh. You can say it fast and tight or slow and loose, 
drawing out the “ooooooo” and ending with a good 
breathy “wahhh.” Either way it’s a mouthy pleasure. Go 
ahead. Bet you can’t say it just once. Ooo-te-wah.

If you know of some particularly interesting town or 
community name, please let us know. You may e-mail us at 
testermanj@knoxmag.com

  


