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Introduction
Welcome to the enchanting world of Tennessee, a state known for its remarkable
blend of vibrant culture, intriguing history, and breathtaking landscapes. Often
referred to as the Volunteer State, Tennessee extends an inviting hand to travelers
with diverse interests, offering a treasure trove of experiences that cater to
adventurers, history enthusiasts, music lovers, and culinary explorers alike. This guide,
aimed at prospective tourists, delves into the myriad specifics that make visiting
Tennessee a unique and memorable experience.

One of the most intriguing aspects of Tennessee is its geographical and cultural
division into three distinct Grand Divisions: East, Middle, and West Tennessee. Each
region possesses its own unique character, attracting visitors with its diverse offerings.
From the awe-inspiring beauty of the Appalachian Mountains in the east to the fertile
plains bordering the Mississippi River in the west, Tennessee's varied landscapes
promise a captivating journey through the American South.

Historically rich, Tennessee has been a significant player in key moments that shaped
not just the state, but the nation. The echoes of the past can be heard in the stories
told through the Civil War battlefields, presidential homes, and pivotal Civil Rights
Movement landmarks scattered across the state. Visiting these sites offers travelers a
deep and insightful understanding of the historical narratives that underpin modern
Tennessee.

Music is undeniably woven into the fabric of Tennessee's identity. Known worldwide as
the birthplace of country music, the state also holds significant ties to blues, soul, and
rock 'n' roll. Visitors eager to explore this rich musical heritage will find themselves
enthralled by the vibrant music scenes in cities like Nashville, known as Music City,
and Memphis, where the sounds of Beale Street and the legacy of Sun Studio continue
to inspire.

Beyond the urban centers, Tennessee offers a magnificent playground for outdoor
enthusiasts. The Great Smoky Mountains National Park, America’s most visited
national park, provides a stunning backdrop for activities like hiking, fishing, and
wildlife viewing. State parks and scenic trails further enrich the options for adventure,
ensuring that nature lovers will find no shortage of wonders to explore.

Finally, Tennessee welcomes visitors with warm Southern hospitality and a culinary
scene that is both comforting and innovative. From savoring the iconic Nashville Hot
Chicken to sampling the state's renowned barbecue and exploring the Tennessee
Whiskey Trail, gastronomic adventures abound, promising a decadent immersion into
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the heart of Southern cuisine.

In "Visiting Tennessee: A Guide for Tourists," we invite you to embark on a distinctive
journey through the Volunteer State. As you turn the pages, you’ll uncover the
specifics that make Tennessee a destination like no other. Welcome to a world of
discovery, adventure, and unforgettable experiences.
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CHAPTER ONE: Discovering East Tennessee
Stretching from the towering spine of the Appalachian Mountains westward towards
the Cumberland Plateau, East Tennessee presents a landscape and character
distinctly its own within the Volunteer State. This is the first of Tennessee's three
Grand Divisions encountered by travelers heading west, a region defined by its
dramatic topography, deep-rooted mountain culture, and abundant natural beauty. It’s
a place where ancient peaks cradle vibrant cities, and winding rivers carve paths
through verdant valleys, offering visitors a rich tapestry of experiences quite different
from the rolling hills of Middle Tennessee or the delta plains of the West.
Understanding East Tennessee begins with appreciating the profound influence of its
geography.

The very essence of East Tennessee is shaped by the mountains. The Great Smoky
Mountains, the Unakas, and the Bald Mountains form a formidable eastern barrier
along the border with North Carolina, creating breathtaking vistas and fostering a
sense of rugged isolation that historically influenced the region’s development and
culture. These aren't the jagged, sharp peaks of the Rockies, but older, more rounded
mountains draped in dense forests, often shrouded in the namesake smoky-blue haze
created by moisture and hydrocarbons released by the abundant vegetation. This
mountainous terrain dictates travel patterns, recreational pursuits, and even the pace
of life in many communities.

Descending westward from these high peaks, the landscape transitions into the Ridge
and Valley province, a series of parallel ridges separated by fertile valleys. This
geographical feature runs diagonally across much of East Tennessee, creating long,
linear corridors where rivers flow and communities have historically thrived. The Great
Valley of East Tennessee, part of this system, is a significant corridor that has
facilitated travel and settlement for centuries. It’s within this valley and along the
region's major rivers that many of East Tennessee's primary cities and towns are
situated.

The Tennessee River, a defining feature of the entire state, has its origins here,
formed by the confluence of the Holston and French Broad rivers near Knoxville. Along
with its numerous tributaries like the Clinch, Little Tennessee, Hiwassee, and Ocoee,
the river system is central to the region's identity, history, and economy. Before the
advent of modern engineering, these waterways served as vital transportation routes.
Today, thanks largely to the efforts of the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), they form
a network of reservoirs and lakes that provide hydroelectric power, flood control, and
unparalleled recreational opportunities.
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The presence of the TVA, established during the Great Depression, cannot be
overstated when discussing East Tennessee. Headquartered in Knoxville, the TVA
transformed the region by taming the rivers, bringing electricity to rural areas, and
creating large lakes like Norris Lake, Cherokee Lake, and Douglas Lake. While
controversial at times due to land displacement, the TVA's dams and reservoirs
fundamentally reshaped the landscape and spurred economic development, turning
East Tennessee into a hub for power generation and water-based recreation. Visitors
today benefit immensely from this legacy, enjoying boating, fishing, swimming, and
lakeside living across the region.

Beyond the major cities that serve as hubs for culture and commerce – Knoxville, the
region's largest city and a gateway to the mountains; Chattanooga, nestled
picturesquely along the Tennessee River gorge; the Tri-Cities area encompassing
Bristol, Kingsport, and Johnson City in the northeast – East Tennessee is characterized
by its charming small towns. Places like Jonesborough (Tennessee's oldest town),
Greeneville (home to a presidential site), and Townsend (often called the "Peaceful
Side of the Smokies") offer glimpses into a more traditional Appalachian way of life,
often featuring historic main streets, local craft shops, and a slower rhythm.

The cultural heritage of East Tennessee is deeply influenced by its Appalachian roots.
Settled predominantly by Scots-Irish immigrants in the 18th century, the region
developed a distinct culture marked by independence, resilience, folklore, traditional
music, and craftsmanship. This heritage is still palpable today, celebrated in local
festivals, preserved in historic settlements, and reflected in the enduring traditions of
bluegrass and old-time music that echo through the hills. While modernization has
inevitably brought change, the spirit of Appalachia remains an integral part of East
Tennessee's identity.

This mountain heritage also fostered a strong tradition of craftsmanship. From quilting
and pottery to woodworking and blacksmithing, artisans have long utilized local
materials and traditional techniques. While Gatlinburg is particularly famous for its
large Arts & Crafts Community, visitors can find skilled craftspeople and galleries
throughout the region, offering authentic, handmade souvenirs and a connection to
the area's artistic legacy. Exploring these crafts provides a tangible link to the people
and history of the mountains.

East Tennessee's environment makes it a natural playground for outdoor enthusiasts.
The sheer dominance of the mountains and waterways translates into endless
opportunities for adventure. Hiking is arguably the most popular activity, with trails
ranging from gentle riverside walks to strenuous climbs up high peaks, offering
rewarding views. The Appalachian Trail itself traverses the easternmost border of the
state, drawing thru-hikers and day-trippers alike to its scenic stretches within this
region. While the Great Smoky Mountains National Park boasts the highest
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concentration of trails, countless other paths wind through state parks and national
forests across East Tennessee.

Water-based recreation is equally prominent. The aforementioned TVA lakes are
hotspots for motor boating, water skiing, sailing, and fishing for bass, crappie, and
catfish. Rivers like the Ocoee, famous for hosting the 1996 Olympic whitewater
events, offer thrilling rafting and kayaking experiences. Gentler rivers like the Holston
and French Broad are perfect for leisurely canoe trips or float fishing. This abundance
of water provides a refreshing counterpoint to mountain adventures, especially during
the warmer months.

Driving through East Tennessee is an experience in itself. Unlike the flat, straight
interstates common elsewhere, roads here often wind and climb, revealing stunning
overlooks around nearly every bend. Scenic drives are not limited to designated
parkways; simply exploring the back roads can lead to unexpected discoveries – a
hidden valley, a rustic barn, a cascading stream. Roads like the Cherohala Skyway,
connecting Tennessee to North Carolina, or routes climbing mountains like Lookout
Mountain near Chattanooga, offer particularly dramatic journeys, showcasing the
region's topographic grandeur.

The changing seasons dramatically transform the East Tennessee landscape, offering
different experiences throughout the year. Spring brings an explosion of wildflowers,
particularly the diverse displays in the lower and mid-elevations of the mountains.
Dogwoods and redbuds add splashes of white and pink to the forests. Summer offers
lush green foliage and warm temperatures ideal for water activities, though humidity
can be high. Autumn is arguably the most popular season, as the deciduous forests
erupt in a spectacular display of red, orange, and yellow, drawing "leaf peepers" from
across the country. Winter brings a quieter beauty, with occasional snowfall dusting
the peaks and clearer long-range views through the bare trees.

Historically, East Tennessee played a unique role within the state. Its mountainous
terrain and independent spirit led to differing political and economic interests
compared to Middle and West Tennessee. During the Civil War, East Tennessee
harbored strong Unionist sentiment, contrasting sharply with the rest of the state and
leading to internal conflict and guerrilla warfare. This complex history is preserved at
various sites and museums, offering insights into a lesser-known aspect of the war.
The region was also crucial in the early push for Tennessee statehood, with the short-
lived State of Franklin attempting secession in the 1780s.

While often associated with rural landscapes and traditional culture, East Tennessee is
also home to significant centers of innovation and education. Oak Ridge, located near
Knoxville, was established in secret during World War II as a major site for the
Manhattan Project, developing materials for the first atomic bombs. Today, it remains
a center for scientific research, particularly through the Oak Ridge National
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Laboratory, attracting scientists and engineers from around the globe. The University
of Tennessee in Knoxville is the state's flagship public university, further contributing
to the region's intellectual capital.

The geological makeup of East Tennessee also contributes to another notable feature:
caves and caverns. The region's limestone bedrock is susceptible to erosion by water,
creating extensive underground systems. Several of these caverns have been
developed into tourist attractions, offering visitors a chance to explore subterranean
wonders like stalactites, stalagmites, and underground streams or waterfalls. These
hidden worlds provide a fascinating contrast to the sunlit mountains above.

Wildlife viewing is another draw for visitors. The dense forests and protected areas
provide habitat for a variety of animals. White-tailed deer are common, and patient
observers might spot wild turkey, raccoons, or even coyotes. The region is particularly
known for its black bear population, especially concentrated within the Great Smoky
Mountains National Park. Seeing a bear in the wild is a thrilling experience, but
requires maintaining a safe distance and following park guidelines regarding food
storage to protect both bears and humans. Birdwatching is also popular, with diverse
species inhabiting the forests and waterways.

The culinary scene in East Tennessee reflects its Appalachian heritage and reliance on
local ingredients. Traditional Southern cooking is prevalent, emphasizing comfort
foods like country ham, fried chicken, biscuits and gravy, pinto beans, and cornbread.
Seasonal produce features heavily, with roadside stands offering fresh fruits and
vegetables during the growing season. While barbecue exists here, it doesn't hold the
same singular focus as it does in Memphis; local preferences often lean towards pork
shoulder, sometimes with a vinegar-based sauce characteristic of the wider
Appalachian region.

In recent years, the larger cities like Knoxville and Chattanooga have seen a
burgeoning craft food and drink movement. Local breweries, distilleries producing
whiskey and other spirits (building on the historic, albeit often illicit, tradition of
moonshining), artisanal bakeries, and farm-to-table restaurants have added diversity
to the culinary landscape. These urban centers offer a more contemporary take on
Southern cuisine alongside the traditional staples found throughout the region.

Navigating East Tennessee is relatively straightforward thanks to a network of
interstate highways. Interstate 40 runs east-west through the heart of the region,
connecting Knoxville with Asheville, North Carolina to the east and Nashville to the
west. Interstate 75 runs north-south, passing through Chattanooga and Knoxville,
linking the region to Kentucky and Georgia. Interstate 81 serves the northeastern
corner, connecting the Tri-Cities area towards Virginia, while Interstate 26 cuts
southeast from I-81 towards Asheville. These major arteries provide efficient travel
between cities, but venturing onto state highways and local roads is essential for fully
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experiencing the region's scenic beauty and accessing smaller towns and natural
areas.

Air travel primarily utilizes Knoxville's McGhee Tyson Airport (TYS) and Chattanooga
Metropolitan Airport (CHA), both offering connections to major hubs. Tri-Cities Airport
(TRI) serves the northeastern part of the region. Renting a car is highly recommended
for exploring beyond the major cities, offering the flexibility needed to navigate
mountain roads and reach more remote attractions. Be prepared for winding routes
and elevation changes when driving off the main interstates, particularly closer to the
mountains.

While often viewed as a single entity, there's considerable diversity within East
Tennessee itself. The metropolitan energy of Knoxville or the revitalized riverfront of
Chattanooga feels worlds away from the deep wilderness of the Cherokee National
Forest or the high-elevation balds along the Appalachian Trail. The bustling tourist
centers of Gatlinburg and Pigeon Forge offer a very different experience compared to
the quiet historical atmosphere of Jonesborough or the industrial heritage of Kingsport.
Visitors can tailor their trip to focus on urban exploration, deep nature immersion,
historical discovery, or family entertainment, all within this geographically cohesive
region.

The people of East Tennessee are often characterized by their friendliness and
hospitality, rooted in Southern tradition and mountain culture. While the region faces
economic challenges common to Appalachia, there's also a strong sense of community
pride and resilience. Visitors engaging with locals at farmers' markets, small-town
diners, or community events will often find welcoming conversations and insights into
the local way of life.

East Tennessee serves as the perfect starting point for many journeys through the
state. Its dramatic landscapes offer an immediate immersion into natural beauty,
while its cities provide cultural anchors and gateways to adventure. Whether you are
drawn by the allure of the highest peaks east of the Mississippi, the history embedded
in its valleys, the thrill of its whitewater rivers, or the simple pleasure of a scenic drive
through rolling foothills, this region encapsulates a vital and captivating part of the
Tennessee experience. The following chapters will delve deeper into the specific cities,
parks, and attractions that make East Tennessee such a compelling destination.
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