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From the President’s Desk

A Special Friend of the Library

sophistication. . . . Library has got 
to be a part of it, this woman says. 
Where they live and work a library has 
got to be there, so she says. She’s got 
something like fifty thousand volumes 
donated to put in circulation. Trucks of 
mobile units. Army of librarians. Books 
on wheels. (212)

Mary Utopia Rothrock,
from an East Tennessee 
History Center photo

By Suzanne Freeman
The Knox County Library Friends should all be introduced 

to Grace Milner.  
She came to our community in September of 2006 from 

Kentucky after her husband’s death.  Her son John related this 
to me upon my asking him about her when the Friends of Knox 
County Library began receiving donations in her memory, yet 
none of the present Friends had met her.  Her son gave me this 
beautiful story which more should hear.  

Upon her relocation to Knoxville, it was suggested that 
she might like to fill her days/hours by reading.  Her son John 
went to a local bookstore and bought her a book.  She read it 
in a day and a half.  He 

bought her another.  She repeated the reading of the 
second book in the same short time.  It quickly be-
came apparent that he should provide her with used 
books.  He shifted to McKay’s, but this source soon 
became costly as well. 

Then he turned to the library and told me that 
upon her death this summer his mother had read 300 
books.  The family recorded their titles on a spread 
sheet in order to keep count and not repeat the read.  
Grace was 87 years old when this reading program 
started.  Her story inspires us all, and her family’s giving back to the community is a tribute to 
her again. Grace Milner is a Special Friend of the Knox County Library, and one would hope 
that many will follow her in reading and sharing the gift of reading with others.  Thank you, 
Milners, and especially, thank you, Grace. 

Suzanne Freeman

Grace Milner

A librarian. Came up with the thought that 
the people we’ll [TVA will] be bringing 
down here to the work sites, to the con-
struction camps, will need some fortify-
ing pastimes in their hours off. . . . And 
likewise people down here in the valley 
whose standard of living will be rising will 
need to educate themselves with more

Out of the pages of history, Mary Utopia 
Rothrock, for whom the Friends’ used book-
store is named, has stepped into a page of 
fiction.

In the novel Evidence of Things Unseen 
by Marianne Wiggins (New York: Simon and 
Schuster 2003), Opal, a principal character, 
learns about “a woman in Knoxville”:

This “energetic 
bibliophile” is none other 
than Mary Utopia (Topie) 
Rothrock, who drafted 
many women into her 
Mobile Library Corps. 
Knox County Friends are 
a part of that army today.

‘Library Has Got to Be a Part of It’

Meet FOL’s 
New President
Suzanne Freeman, 
retired teacher and 
active mom and grand-
mother, says that she 
is a part of the Friends 
of Knox County Public 
Library because “of 
Julie Webb,” long-time 
Friend who is famous 
for recruiting countless 
library advocates in 
Knox County and across 
the state. (See Julie 
Webb’s article on Julia 
Armistead on page 3.)
Suzanne, who has 
served Knox County 
Friends as secretary 
and president-elect, is 
also active in Friends 
of Tennessee Libraries. 
She says that she enjoys 
working with library 
Friends because “They 
are the best.”

Wiggins: Novelist
Marianne Wiggins has 
several books to her 
credit, including Johnny 
Dollar. She was once mar-
ried to Salman Rushdie, 
who dedicated his con-
troversial book Satanic 
Verses to her.
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By Julie D. Webb
When Julia Armistead emptied her book-

shelves recently for the Friends of the Library 
used book sale, the process set off a host of 
memories of her library career. 

Julia moved with her family to Knoxville, 
Magnolia Avenue, in the late '30s, she with a 
library degree from the University of Illinois.  
Right away she was employed at Lawson 
McGhee Library by Director Helen Harris. 

She rode to work on a streetcar. 
It was then that bookmobiles were be-

ing considered.  Julia said, "It bothered me 
that there were so many people not being 
served."  There were a few branches, one 
particularly beautiful one on Magnolia Av-
enue, but all were city-centered. 

The library talked the mayor into the 
bookmobile idea, and the project was off and 
running!

 Librarians helped design the bookmo-
bile—a truck whose sides came up and were 
propped open with metal poles.  They visited 
the outlying sites in the county once a week, 
and "there would always be a crowd waiting 
for us.  They were tickled to see us come." 

Julia and Margaret Dickson worked 
together on the project, each driving at dif-
ferent times.  The chief maintenance man, 
Mr. Rucker, kept a protective eye on the two 

librarians and frequently accompanied them 

on their trips.

 Later on, after she retired from the Law-

son McGhee Library, Julia helped establish 

the library at Second Presbyterian Church.  

She kept seeing stacks of books from Sun-

day School, circles, and other sources and 

felt it was terrible that they were not being 
used.  So again, with the help of several 
other women, a library was created and is 
still thriving today. 

Julia met and married a Magnolia Ave-
nue neighbor, John Armistead, who practiced 
law in Knoxville until his death.  They have a 
daughter, Julia, married and living in Califor-
nia.  Like her mom she is creative; she works 
in the school system in the arts program.

Julia Armistead 

Share Your Stories
About Libraries
With Legislators
Friends of Tennessee 
Libraries (FOTL), a state-
wide organization of 
volunteers, is seeking 
compelling stories that 
give concrete evidence 
of the value of our librar-
ies. Do you have a story 
to share? Do you know 
of a volunteer who has 
invested many hours of 
service to a library? Do 
you know of a patron who 
has benefited greatly from 
his or her public library? 
Do you know about library 
personnel who have given 
exemplary service? Share 
those narratives with 
Martha Gill at <gill333375@
bellsouth.net>. She is col-
lecting them to share with 
legislators at Tennessee 
Library Legislative Day on 
February 24, 2010.  FOTL 
provides financial support 
to Library Legislative Day. 

Julia Armistead Recalls Early Service
To Knox County Libraries

Also Remember
February 27-
March 6, 2010
Annual Used Book Sale

Rockers: Serving Libraries Today

Save the Date
February 24, 2010
Library Legislative Day
Nashville Public Library

9:30-11:45 a.m.
Luncheon

Nashville Doubletree
Noon-1:30

Today volunteers help 
bring books and 
readers together. 
Rockers Nancy Nelson, 
left, and Dee Nichols 
are among many who 
give their time to staff 
Friends@Rothrock, the 
Friends’ bookstore at 
Lawson McGhee.
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“

“Let’s all work together 
to promote reading 
whether checked out in 
a library or purchased 
in a bookstore.”—
Flossie McNabb,
Secretary

“BeFriend your local li-
brary! Choose books to 
cherish, savor, reread 
and share.”—Elnora 
Williams, President-
Elect

“In all honesty, I 
joined the Friends 
when Gordon Clem 
invited me. I have 
enjoyed it very 
much.”—Clyde 
Letsinger, Treasurer

“I like to read and want 
others to read also.”—
Bill Alley, Director

. . . and Jean Idell,
Annual Book Sale and 
Rothrock Co-Chairs

Lillian Mashburn,
Advocacy Chair

Gay Hurst,
Communications Chair

This Is the Way We Do Our Work
The work of the Friends is done through committees that have evolved over time as the 
organization has developed.  From the Annual Book Sale Committee, other groups have 
sprung up to carry forth the work of the Friends@Rothrock, Shoebox Libraries, and other 
needs of the library system and community.

THE BOOK SALE COMMITTEE handles the flow of all 
used books donated by individuals, agencies, and institutions  or 
withdrawn from library circulation. Throughout the year the commit-
tee sorts books to be sold at the Annual Used Book Sale in March, 
the Children’s Festival of Reading in late May. and the Friends@
Rothrock Used Book Shop year-round.  The committee also meets 
special needs for a variety of organizations such as KnoxMoms, 
Knox County school libraries, and—new this year—the Knoxville 
News Sentinel’s Empty Stocking Fund. Members also research and 
sell a significant number of valuable books online. This committee 
organizes the logistics, recruits, trains, and manages the inventory 
of all these sales. For Knox Countians who cannot visit a library, we 
also support collections at various locations. See details about our 
Shoebox Libraries on the next page. The Friends@Rothrock Used 
Book Shop is open year-round, providing outstanding values for the 
reading community. Check our website at <http://www.knoxfriends.
org> for hours of operation and details about monthly specials.

THE COMMUNICATIONS COMMITTEE grew out of 
the Book Sale Committee’s need for a group to handle its public-
ity. As the committee developed, the newsletter and the website 
were added to the mix. Gradually the group’s responsibilities have 
grown to include communicating with the membership and with the 
public about FOL activities.  We are also exploring the use of social 
networks like Facebook and Twitter.  Our various outlets in print, 
broadcasting, or computer need volunteers who can write, take 
digital photos, or make videos.

THE ADVOCACY  COMMITTEE has as its primary goal 
the development of a long-range plan to build a strong base of sup-
port for the Knox County Library system. We need to expand our 
outreach throughout the city and county to engage a wide range of 
community groups and County Commission, and we need to work 
with the library board and staff to promote full funding of library 
needs. A more detailed plan will be developed later. We will promote 
the theme “In a democracy, the public library is a right of citizenship.” 

Maggie Carini . . . 
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“I’ve enjoyed reading 
ever since I learned 
how, and I decided it 
was time to do my part 
to help nurture the love 
of reading in others as 
well.”—Gururas Khalsa, 
Director

“The members are 
great, the work is 
rewarding, the library 
system is wonderful so 
why wouldn’t I want to 
be a member?”
—Jerry Ledbetter,
Director

“I have witnessed in 
others and experienced 
in my own life the 
power of doors opened 
through books and 
reading.”—Vicki Creed, 
Director

“Reading and books 
are as important as the 
air I breathe. How else 
to see the world?”—
Mary Ann Merrell, 
Director

SHOEBOX LIBRARIES reach out to those unable to 
physically go to a library. In so doing, we add to existing libraries 
on site, providing new materials that will appeal to users. To date, 
the Shoebox Libraries Committee has provided books to a wide 
range of readers and facilities from a detention center for teenagers 
to retirement towers. Too, committee members have weeded and 
refined collections, and in the summer of 2009 members participated 
in updating the Richard Yoakley School library. President Herbert 
Hoover may have promised “a chicken in every pot,” but our goal is 
“a book in every hand.”

Bonny Naugher,
Past President and 
Membership Chair

Dottie Stamper,
Shoebox Libraries Chair

THE FOUNDATION, which began organizing in 2006 and 
received its 501(c)(3) status in 2007, is a fully functioning board dedi-
cated to providing private funding for a new central library for Knox 
County. The Friends’ role in creating the foundation was pivotal. 
FOL officers sought advice from citizens involved with foundations in 
other communities as well as leaders of other local groups. Pro-bono 
help from Baker, Donelson, Bearman & Caldwell law firm enabled us 
to draft our bylaws, which stipulate that FOL and the Library Advisory 
Board will always have representation on the Foundation board. 
FOL’s current representative is Dave Patterson; a citizens’ board of 
15 members serve three-year rotating terms.  In 2008 FOL funded a 
feasibility study to determine public support for building a new central 
library. Selecting the best location for such a facility has proven to be 
a challenge, but the Knoxville Community Design Center will provide 
free of charge an analysis of three possible locations, including the 
L&N properties as well as two other possible locations designated by 
a Foundation subcommittee.

THE MEMBERSHIP COMMITTEE saw National Friends 
of the Library Week, October 18-24, as the opportune time to focus 
on FOL membership.  At every branch library that week, Friends 
sponsored the annual staff appreciation luncheon and conducted a 
membership drive.  New Friends will enjoy several benefits of mem-
bership. These opportunities include previewing our annual book 
sale, receiving our newsletter full of information about Friends, work-
ing with other Friends at the local and state level in the search for 
increased funding of our libraries, bringing materials to youngsters 
in Head Start and to other citizens who cannot come to the library, 
and joining the more than 1,000 other Friends who support the Knox 
County System. New posters and brochures will help us recruit 
new Friends, who are the face of library patrons here at home and 
elsewhere in Tennessee.  Money raised from membership dues and 
used book sales supports special events at the library and  special 
programs like the Imagination Library.

Ginna Mashburn,
Foundation Co-Chair

Ginger Browning,
Foundation Co-Chair



    Best of Friends                                         Fall  2009

6

Janet Oakes,
Head Start Chair

“Recalling all the trips 
to our library for books, 
tapes, and help find-
ing information, I had 
to say yes to joining 
FOL.” 
—David Patterson, FOL 
Representative to the 
Foundation

“NOTHING EVER will 
replace the peace, 
absorption, and con-
nectivity between man 
and book.”
—Brian Pittman, 
Director

“I support libraries 
and see the value of 
an avenue to support 
them.”—Marye Loy 
Rose, Director

“I like the resources 
of the library and want 
to support it.”—Glenn 
Walter, Director

    

The Head Start Reading Program is conducted in two 
sessions, one in the fall, October until before Thanksgiving, and 
one in the spring, April into May. Volunteers go to one of the six 
Head Start centers in Knoxville to read to the classes. We read for 
approximately 20 minutes to the children. We have both morning 
and afternoon times to read to the youngsters over a period of five 
weeks. The last time we read for each session, every child is given 
a book to take home. It will be one of the books that the class has 
particularly enjoyed during the session.

Funds from Friends of 
Knox County Public Library 
make wishes come true. 

For example, a grant from 
the Friends enabled Cedar 
Bluff Library to purchase 
five puppets for a children’s 
program (see photo at the 
right) and for the staff’s visits to 
Arbor Terrace Assisted Living 
Home.  The puppets will make 
their formal debut in December. 
According to Jackie Hill, branch 
manager, the puppets will facili-
tate outreach for seniors who 
cannot come to the library and 
will create excitement for reading in youngsters. 

As depicted on the cover, Friends’ funds 
support Baby Bookworms at Lawson McGhee; 
and at the West Knoxville Branch, new maracas 
have replaced the splintered shakers of the past. 
According to Michael Honeycutt, a branch assis-
tant, staff never has to worry now about whether 
the tops will fly off mid-shake. West Knoxville’s 
Baby Bookworms also enjoy the bubble machine 
provided by Friends.

Also on the cover, three-year-old quadruplets 
enjoy the bench in front of the Norwood Branch, 
thanks to the Friends. Laura Honaker, manager, 
reports that every day appreciative patrons use 
the bench as they wait for the library to open.

A grant from the Friends purchased a micro-
film reader valued at over $3,000 to facilitate the 
organization and preservation of Knox County 
First Circuit Court documents dating back to the 

FOL Provides Puppets, Other Useful Resources

1850s. On the cover of this issue, archivist 
Greta Huff makes use of the machine, which 
speeds up the work of preserving records, 
according to Doris Martinson, manager of the 
Knox County Archives.

Young Readers, Writers:
Contest Is Open Now

Students in grades 4-12 can 
compete for prizes in the 2009/2010 
Letters about Literature contest. Pro-
moting reading and writing, the event 
invites students to choose a book, 
short story, poem, essay, or speech 
(no song lyrics) about which they 
have strong feelings and to write to 
the creator of that selection using the 
prescribed entry form. December 12, 
2009, is the deadline. Details are at 
<www.lettersaboutliterature.org>.

Friends provide puppets at Cedar Bluff (above), maracas at 
West Knoxville, and (on the cover) a bench at Norwood as 
well as support for Lawson McGhee Baby Bookworms.
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  Become a FOL:VOL

Whether you support FOL for just a few hours a month or a few hours a year, 
you could be having a great time as a FOL:VOL.

How about…      and only…. For more information

Be  a Rocker—Work a shift at 
Rothrock, the FOL used bookstore 
downtown at Lawson McGhee.

3 hours a Month Jean Idell
idellj@bellsouth.net

Become an un-Pack Rat—Pick 
a shift (or two) to work at one of our 
Used Book Sale events (Feb & May).

4 hours a Year Jean Idell
idellj@bellsouth.net

Go Back to (pre)School—Be-
come a Head Start Volunteer Reader. 
Choose a 5-week program: Oct/Nov 
and/or April/May.

1 hour for Train-
ing; 1 hour for 5 
weekly reading 

sessions

Janet Oakes
675-1958.

Go Forth and Multiply—  
(Wo)Man a membership table at a 
branch during National FOL Week for 
a two/three-hour shift. Opportunities 
arise year-round as well.

Varies— 
committee 

meets 1 hour per 
Month then as 

needed 

Bonny Naugher
bnaugher2@gmail.com

Release Your Creativity—Be 
our FOL photographer/videographer, 
create FOL Facebook, Version 1.0, or 
write web/newsletter content.

Varies— 
committee 

meets 1 hour per 
Month

Gay Hurst
865-357-3318
gay_hurst@yahoo.com

Update Collections at one of 
our special collections (“Shoebox 
Libraries”) located all across town.

2 hours a Month Maggie Carini
hometownmed@
comcast.net

Work from Home for FOL— 
Imagination Library needs Volunteers 
to enter new registrations into the 
online system.  Training provided.

2 hours a Month Amy Nachtrab 
865-215-8784 
anachtrab@knoxlib.org

Interested? For more information, contact Abby Wintker, 865.215.8775, or 
info@knoxfriends.org.

FOL is an organization that has much to offer our community—and much to offer volunteers, too.  Fortu-
nately our delightful cadre of volunteers has given our programs outstanding support; the adage is true that we 
could not possibly do what we do without those of you who continue to lend helping hands. Thank you! 

Like any other organization that serves such diverse needs, the FOL is always looking for opportunities to 
do even more—from new advocacy initiatives to increasing the effectiveness of programs we have been leading 
for decades.  If you have not participated, our door is always open to active FOL volunteers.  Please take a mo-
ment to see the many ways you can make a difference—and hop on board. 
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By Elizabeth Abbott, KCPL Staff
Reprinted from The Loop,
Library Staff’s Publication
With over 1,000 members, the Friends 

are a huge positive force for the library. We 
couldn’t do it without 
the Friends. They 
spend endless hours 
volunteering—every-
thing from working 
over 3,100 hours to 
keep the Rothrock 
Used Bookstore 
running in Lawson 

McGhee to sorting books, running the annual 
used book sale, registering children for Imagi-
nation Library, creating and distributing staff 
appreciation gifts, endlessly supporting KCPL’s 
fundraising and funds management activities, 
and providing volunteer support to the branch 
libraries. The Friends are even voluntary 
lobbyists; they work with our county commis-
sioners and state representatives to promote 
our best interests. And they give a lot of money 
to KCPL. Last year, the Friends gave over 
$40,000 to KCPL programs and services like 
Summer Library Club and Teen Read Week. 
This year, they were able to give over $46,000.

Special thanks go to Bonny Naugher, 
outgoing president, as well as board mem-
bers Maggie Carini, Gordon Clem, Paul 
Brown, and Ginna Mashburn for their heart-
felt commitment and exceptional service over 
the last several years. Welcome to Suzanne 
Freeman as she moves into the president’s 
chair, along with our new board members 
and new Friends in the coming year. And, 
more than anything else, thanks to all our 
Friends for their many kindnesses and their 
loving dedication to 
KCPL.

P.S. A special shout-
out goes to Abby Wintker, 
FOL coordinator, without 
whom none of the above 
could take place.

KCPL Staff Thanks FriendsMayor Adds Thanks
County Mayor Michael 
Ragsdale also thanked the 
Friends by proclaiming 
October 18-24 as Friends of 
the Library Week in Knox 
County.
The proclamation recog-
nizes the following:
n Knox County has enjoyed 
a rich tradition of library 
services for over 100 years. 
n Its county-wide system 
reaches every citizen in the 
community.
n The Friends of Knox 
County Public Library have 
provided volunteers and 
financial support for 39 
years. 
n Friends of the Knox 
County Public Library are 
dedicated to fostering a 
love of libraries, books 
and reading in the Knox 
County area by community 
outreach, advocacy and 
support of the Knox County 
Public Library System and  
staff.

Elizabeth Abbott

Join Us Today
Would you like to be a Friend In 

Deed?  Join the Friends of the Knox 
County Public Library during the 
month of October.  You will be join-
ing a group of 1,000+ members who 
are strong supporters of our local 
public library system.  The Friends 
raise monies through used book 
sales and membership dues. Three 
times a year we publish a newslet-
ter full of information and activities 
sponsored by the Friends. One perk 
of membership is attending the 
annual used book sale on open-
ing day, before the general public 
arrives. The Friends help sponsor 
the library’s Summer Reading Club, 
the Children’s Festival of Reading, 
and the Knoxville Jazz Festival, as 
well as providing special items for 
branches that are not covered by the 
county budget.  Help us celebrate 
National Friends of the Library Week 
from October 18-24, 2009, by join-
ing the Friends of the Knox County 
Public Library. Strong libraries are 
indicators of the health of a com-
munity.  Help us make our library 
system the best.  

 Abby Wintker

A Few Friendly Holiday Tips
n Funds donated directly to the library 

system or to a specific branch will purchase 
books in honor of friends or family and ben-
efit the community as well.

n Discards from your own library will find 
their way into the Friends’ used book sales. 
Proceeds from those sales help to support 
the county’s library system as well as the 
Imagination Library.

n A gift membership in Friends of 
Knox County Public Library will reverberate 
throughout the year as newsletters arrive and 
Friends-sponsored events in support of the 
library system occur.

The Friends 
thanked 
Mascot  

librarian 
Jackie 

McSwain 
and all other 

valiant library 
personnel in 

Knox County 
by treating 

them to lunch 
on October 
20 as part 

of National 
Friends of 

the Library 
Week. photo by Suzanne Freeman

FOL to Library Staff:
We Appreciate You!
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By Mary Ann Merrell
Director
“We who make stories know that we tell 

lies for a living. But they are good lies that 
say true things . . .” (Neil Gaiman, Newbery 
Award Acceptance Speech, 2009).

What do David Schwimmer, Judy Blume, 
and Cokie Roberts have in common? Why, 
they were all at this summer's American Li-
brary Association (ALA) Annual Conference, 
of course.

My friend said it all. Sitting next to me at 
the Newbery Award acceptance speech gala 
at the ALA's annual meeting this summer, 
former Knoxvillian Anne Ayres (who is an 
inspiring Children's Services librarian for the 
Chicago Public Library) turned to me and 
said, "He makes me so proud to be a librar-
ian."  And even though I am not a librarian, 
Neil Gaiman's speech made me exceedingly 
proud of the library community of which I am 
a part through my work with the Friends, my 
past as a bookseller, and the mother of the 
world's fastest teenaged reader.  

This year's Newbery Award winner, The 
Graveyard Book, which 
was also awarded the 
Hugo Award, is a superbly 
crafted novel about the 
life of a young boy who 
is raised by ghosts.  In 
addition to Mr. Gaiman, 
Beth Krommes spoke 
eloquently about receiv-
ing the Caldecott Award 
for the illustrations in The 
House in the Night, a 
beautiful book that evokes 
the delightful simplicity of 
Goodnight Moon.  Illus-
trator Ashley Bryan won 
the Laura Ingalls Wilder 
Award, which honors an 
author or illustrator whose books have made 
a lasting contribution to literature for children. 

His rousing speech was performance art in 
action, and it was a powerful tribute to the 
power of memory, poetry, and the printed 
word.

The ALA annual meeting provides not 
only a stellar evening of the library version 
of the Oscars, but it also offers an outstand-
ing forum for libraries and those who support 
library and community literacy objectives.  
ALA has interest groups for almost every way 
one can look at library services; there is even 
an interest group just for Friends’ organiza-
tions.  At the conference, they led several 
sessions designed to share best practices as 
well as to provide pointers on working with 
the library and expanding community reach.  
Friends also quite prominently participated 
on panels addressing advocacy, budget and 
fund raising, and even "donor cultivation."  
And, of course, the Exhibit Hall was filled with 
publishers showcasing new releases and 
touting authors’ signing schedules that had 
one star appearance after another, technol-
ogy providers showing the latest gee-whiz 
application for collection management, and 

ultra-chic furniture to 
accommodate every 
reader.

If you are curious 
about ALA’s upcom-
ing conferences, go 
to ALA’s website; the 
program from the past 
meeting is posted at 
http://www.ala.org/ala/
conferencesevents/
past/index.cfm.   (P.S. 
The July/August 2009 
Horn Book has pub-
lished the text of all 
acceptance speeches. 
I encourage you to 
read these inspirational 

perspectives on the importance of books and 
reading.)

ALA Conference Celebrates the Printed Word IN MEMORIAM

Wallace Baumann
and

Lowell Lorimer Giffen
Devoted to the Knox 

County Public Library

In Mr. Baumann’s memory 
the Friends have added a 
copy of Vanishing Ameri-

ca: The End of Main Street 
by Michael Eastman to the 

collection at the 
Sequoyah branch.

In memory of Mr. Giffen, 
the following have been 

added to the collection at 
Lawson McGhee:

Two Hundred Years of 
Black Culture in Knoxville, 
Tennessee,1791-1991 by 

Robert J. Booker 
and 

Sing for Freedom: The 
Story of the Civil Rights 
Movement Through Its 

Songs,
edited by Guy and Candie 

Carawan.
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By Jeff Johnson
The city of Knoxville and its environs 

have been the primary setting for several fine 
works of fiction and have rated brief—but 
important—mentions in some surprising 
sources.  This article does not attempt to be 
a full bibliography of such works but does, 
the author hopes, cover the high spots of 
Knoxville-based literature.

In 1867, a Blount County farmer named 
George Washington Harris wrote a book of 
comic essays entitled Sut Lovingood: Yarns 
Spun by a “Nat’ral Born Durn’d Fool.  A series 
of adventures told in an almost impenetrable 
dialect, the book is worth reading for its 
earthy depiction of rural humor and frontier 
independence.  In one of Sut’s adventures 
Sut and a cohort eavesdrop on a meeting 
of Masons being held at the courthouse in 
Knoxville.  The meeting is suddenly broken 
up as Sut and his friend crash through the 
plaster ceiling.  The engravings in the book 
are rather surprising; one is a rear-end view 
of Sut hanging by his shirt sleeves (and noth-
ing else) from the rafters—an unexpected bit 
of ribaldry in a mid-nineteenth century book.  
The book was praised by a young Mark 
Twain in 1867, just a year or two after Twain 
published his own first work, “The Celebrated 
Jumping Frog of Calaveras County.”  Sut is 
long out of print but thanks to today’s tech-
nology, one can read the book on-line and 
see all of the illustrations by going to www.
docsouth.unc.edu and searching for George 
Washington Harris.  Unfortunately, this was 
Harris’s only book.  He died in 1869 while on 
a return trip from Virginia where he had gone 
to discuss publication of a second book.  

One of the most revered works of 
literature that uses Knoxville and the sur-
rounding rural area as a setting is the 1958 
Pulitzer Prize-winning novel, A Death in the 
Family, by native son James Agee.   A lightly 

fictionalized account of Agee’s boyhood life in 
Fort Sanders in the early 1900s, the novel is 
filled with specific references to businesses 
and street names. In the original edition of 
the novel, portions of a prose piece written 
by Agee in the late 1930s is included as a 
prologue.  This piece was used, in part, by 
composer Samuel Barber in a composition 
for voice and orchestra entitled “Knoxville: 
Summer of 1915” that debuted in 1947.  
Recently, University of Tennessee professor 
Dr. Michael Lofaro, after many years of trying 
to obtain access to Agee’s papers, published 
a new edition of A Death in the Family that 
differs considerably from the 1957 edition.

Another Knoxville native, David Madden, 
has had a long and varied writing and teach-
ing career, and many of his works reflect 
his Southern Appalachian upbringing.  His 
1974 novel, Bijou, is set in lightly disguised 
Knoxville, called Cherokee, but the Bijou of 
the title can only be the Bijou Theatre that 
is still a gem on Gay Street.  The warm and 
humorous novel concerns teenager Lucius 
Hutchfield and his family.  At the time of publi-
cation, it was praised as “quite extraordinary, 
an original, a triumph of love and art” by none 
other than Walker Percy.  A few years later, 
Madden used the same characters, now 
grown-up and mostly away from “Cherokee,” 
in his short novel Pleasure Dome (1979).  
A third book, published in 1996, is entitled 
Sharpshooter: A Novel of the Civil War and is 
the story, told in retrospect years later, about 
a thirteen-year-old boy from an East Tennes-
see Union family who becomes a sniper for 
the Confederate Army.  The protagonist and 
narrator, Willis Carr, is involved in many of 
the key events of the Civil War, Anderson-
ville, Gettysburg, the Battle of Fort Sanders, 
and the sinking of the riverboat Sultana.  As
an old veteran, he struggles to understand 

Knoxville in Literature
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See McCarthy’s Work, page 11

Cormac 
McCarthy’s 

Suttree

David Madden’s 
Sharpshooter

A new edition of A 
Death in the Family
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the meaning of what he has been through.   
A key sequence is set in what is now called 
Confederate Hall on Kingston Pike.

Knoxville’s most famous contributor to 
literature is probably Cormac McCarthy, who 
was born in Rhode Island in 1933 but moved 
to Knoxville at the age of four.   All of his early 
works, The Orchard Keepers, Outer Dark, 
Child of God and Suttree, are set in southern 
Appalachia.  It is Suttree, however, published 
in 1979, which is the urban Knoxville-based 
novel that tells the story of Cornelius Suttree, 
who despite his upper-class background has 
chosen to live on Knoxville’s rough water-
front among a collection of petty criminals, 
prostitutes, and highly eccentric characters. 
The Knoxville depicted before urban renewal 
makes one realize how clean and whole-
some downtown Knoxville has become.  
Some critics think this is one of McCarthy’s 
best novels, even including his later South-
western-based works.  (I have sometimes 
wondered if the name “Suttree” is a reference 
to our old friend Sut Lovingood.)  McCarthy 
returns briefly but vividly to his Knoxville 
childhood in his most recent novel The Road, 
winner of the 2007 Pulitzer Prize for fiction.  
The narrative of a grim journey of a father 

and son through a post-apocalyptic world 
includes a brief stop at the father’s child-
hood home.  While it is a stretch to include 
The Road in this review of Knoxville-based 
literature, the importance of both the novel 
and the relevance of the visit in the narrative 
merit mention.  

There are a number of mystery novels, 
mostly written by local writers, that use 
Knoxville as settings for the action.  Some of 
the best include the Jefferson Bass novels of 
forensic investigations and the seamy-side 
tales of David Hunter.  Patricia Cornwell’s 
fifth mystery in her Kay Scarpetta series is 
The Body Farm, where the forensic pa-
thologist pays a visit to the famous Knoxville 
facility of Dr. Bill Bass and, in passing, dines 
at Calhoun’s on the river before a Volunteer 
football game.  Others who set mysteries 
in Knoxville, or a thinly disguised Knoxville, 
include Richard Yancy, and Brian Connelly.  

One of the most recent fictionalized 
treatments of true Knoxville events is Inman 
Major’s The Millionaires.  In the novel, Knox-
ville is called Glenville, and the protagonists 
are a pair of banker brothers who bankroll a 
World’s Fair.  

Sound familiar?

The Big Read

McCarthy’s Work Reflects Appalachian Experience

Launched September 16 in conjunction with Hispanic Heri-
tage Month, The Big Read focused on Rudolfo Anaya‘s novel 
Bless Me, Ultima. The Mexican folkloric Grup Santa Cruz 
performed at the kickoff, and Knoxville Mayor Bill Haslam 
and Library Director Larry Frank read from the book.

Harvest of Authors
Knoxvillians enjoyed a 
harvest of writers this 
fall, from Knoxville native 
Jack Neely, whose his-
tory of Market Square has 
been published, to philan-
thropist and writer Greg 
Mortenson, whose book 
Three Cups of Tea contin-
ues to engage readers, to 
Dr. Howard Dean, whose 
book   Prescription for 
Real Healthcare Reform ex-
amines a complex issue.

Julie Webb meets 
Greg Mortenson at 
Webb School.

Howard Dean speaks 
at Carpe Librum.

Jack Neely studies 
Market Square.

photo by Cathy Dowhos-
O’Gorman
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Investments with Returns
n Funds donated directly to the 

library system or to a specific branch 
will purchase books in honor of 
friends or family and benefit the 
community as well.

n Discards from your own library 
will find their way into the Friends’ 
used book sales. Proceeds help to 
support the county’s library system 
and the Imagination Library.

n A gift membership in Friends 
of Knox County Public Library will 
deliver benefits throughout the year.


