




emphasizing joint-ownership between stakeholders, and would leave space for interpretation that 

“stresses the subjective and contextual aspects” of the local historical narrative (Hawke 243).  

Such a partnership would require the Preservationists and Interpreters to compromise on the role 

of the Inn in the community, but would help bridge the divide between these two schools of 

thought because it places value on “process over product” approach to local cultural identity that 

blends the professional voice with the vernacular voice (Hawke 242). This type of “co-creation 

of meaning” provides community members with a voice in the “ever changing and plural 

meanings” of the Old Deery Inn, and would allow volunteers to marry the legacy of Mrs. 

Caldwell’s interpretation with current historical documentation projects (Hawke 243).  
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Figure 10. “Old Deery Inn is Opened for Tours”  
Docent Pam Hebert. 08 December 2016. 



 Partnerships between volunteers and professionals will be a necessary step in 

refashioning the Inn as a tourist destination because it is not a stand-alone attraction and will not 

be “tourism ready” until the staff is expanded to include a paid administrator to organize events, 

volunteers, and marketing.  As much as the current Interpreters love the building and its history, 

the job of running and maintaining an attraction of the size of the Deery Inn requires more 

dedicated hours in the week than most volunteers are able to give.  As discussed in Chpater 4, 

community members are hopeful that the implementation of the Civil War Military Park will 

open the door for funding and staffing in the Historic Downtown that would benefit the 

Association and the Deery Inn. 

 Once the Inn becomes fully tourism ready, the State’s marketing machine will help them 

move forward with advertising, and representatives at the Bristol welcome center will send 

travelers their way.  There are examples of this type of growth and development at the Chester 

Inn in Jonesborough and at the Netherland Inn in Kingsport.  Both assets are from the same time 

period and got their start through community involvement until they became viable tourist 

attractions, and both would be locations for further research on the topic.   

 In its current state, the Inn represents more of a financial liability for the county than a 

cultural asset for the tourism industry.  County government structures have created an absence of 

funding for Sullivan County’s seat, meaning that drawing tourists into Historic Blountville does 

not equal funding for Historic Blountville (Venable). Though the Inn is described as “high value” 

and is considered the “crown jewel” of preservation efforts in the downtown, there is not an 

economic incentive to develop it as a tourism site.  It is up to community members to continue to 

pressure county government and organize community groups that will help raise funds and 
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provide physical labor to promote and maintain local historic landmarks. Tourism in Blountville 

does benefit Sullivan County as a whole, especially when those visits are combined with 

overnight stays, and taxes can be collected from local hotels, gas stations, and restaurants.  

Though Blountville sees little economic development based on tourism initiatives, the state and 

local governments rely on income from tourism.   

 Tourism marketing in Blountville relies on the local Sullivan County Department of 

Archives and Tourism, the regional North East Tennessee Tourism Association, and the state-

level Tennessee Department of Tourist Development. Within the Blountville community, 

interpretation of the Inn relies on oral histories of the lived experiences that reflect kinship ties 

and personal knowledge and that emphasizes a deeply empathetic understanding of the town and 

the Inn.  In contrast with the local focus on lived experience, regional and state-wide marketing 

campaigns rely on a “branded” image that is intended to resonate with potential visitors, and 

draw them in through the use of iconic imagery that defines East Tennessee through the official 

narrative of Appalachian culture.   

 Tourism agencies have historically chosen to represent the wider region of East 

Tennessee and Sullivan County through the use of “a body of symbols” that are representative of 

“Appalachia” in popular consciousness (Kant-Byers 167). These symbols are so deeply 

enculturated that they are invisible to most people, including those who are in control of the 

messaging that is promoted by Tennessee’s state agencies.  When speaking about the design and 

content choices of the Tennessee Vacation website, Commissioner Kevin Triplett stated that “it’s 

not up to us as tourism folks, or historians, or promoters of heritage or culture to shape; it’s just 

up to us to provide the information for them to think for themselves” (Triplett).  Such a statement 
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denies the impact of an “intellectual history” that has created a short-hand of cultural symbols 

that translate into tourist expectations, both reinforcing and further solidifying Appalachian 

stereotypes in the official narrative. Community members reference these symbols when 

discussing more rural communities outside of Blountville that code as Appalachian because of 

poverty, tobacco patches, and moonshine stills (Marion). The official Tennessee Vacation web 

page for East Tennessee features images of a coonskin cap, NASCAR racing flags, and a barn 

(“East Tennessee”). All of these images are a part of the “body of symbols that signify what is 

perceived as Appalachian” and are representative of the culture of East Tennessee in official 

narratives, though community members in Blountville do not see them as being personally 

applicable to their lived experiences (Kant-Byers 167).  

 In the town of Blountville, community narratives also refer to images in popular culture 

to describe the Inn and its meaning, though symbols of Appalachia were not referenced by 

participants in this study.  More often, Colonial Williamsburg, Scarlett O’Hara, and Laura Ingalls 

Wilder were used as descriptors for the aesthetics of the Deery Inn or volunteer costumes. This 

historical narrative represents the community’s view of their identity, and an insider’s 

unconscious construction of sociohistorical identity, a “regionalizing from below” (Hufford 68). 

The Inn’s official narrative as portrayed in state tourism literature was drawn from the local 

narrative through the state’s use of partnerships, but is limited to a few short sentences in the 

glossy packaging of enormous ad campaigns that portray Blountville and the Old Deery Inn as 

one of many tourist attractions in Appalachia.  

 The Old Deery Inn has a unique and interesting story, full of nuance and lived 

experience, and it is that complex identity that makes it an interesting tourist destination.  
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Complexity and nuance are not easily translated into glossy and packaged marketing materials, 

so perhaps the Inn’s Interpreters will choose to focus their advertisements on the things that 

could be considered the Inn’s “drivers,” such as the Smithsonian Gates, the collection of log 

cabins, and the guided tours provided by Interpreters in costume.  Marketing decisions at the 

state level are made by determining “what story do you have, and how can you tell it?”  The Inn 

has a very interesting story, but only if it is told by Interpreters who are invested in the oral 

traditions and rituals of the Inn.  What sets the Old Deery Inn apart, and makes it a place that 

people want to spend time in, is its homey, warm connection to its lived history.  Adding formal 

exhibits and presenting its story in a self-guided format would entirely change the experience of 

guests and community members, who value the Inn’s traditions, whether they are invented or 

not.  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