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K i n g s p o r t :  A n  I n d u s t r y  P a t t e r n

Th e  industrial town of Kingsport, Tennessee, lying approx
imately a hundred miles northeast of Knoxville, is unique 
among other cities in many ways. Not die least of these is the 

way in which its industrial structure has taken shape. Unlike 
that of most other towns, the industrial structure of Kings
port is not the result of haphazard growth or of promiscuous 
encouragement. It does not consist of a congeries of factories 
and plants related to one another only by chance and united 
only by physical proximity. On the contrary, the industries 
of Kingsport form a definite pattern that is the outcome of 
careful planning and guidance.

Many towns and cities throughout the South, and in fact 
throughout the nation, are hoping and working for an expan
sion of their local industries in the postwar period. Chambers 
of commerce, civic clubs, and planning commissions under 
various names are everywhere seeking to bring about such a 
development. Whether industrial expansion of this sort will 
result in the maximum of long-run benefit to the communities 
involved or in something less will depend to a very great ex
tent upon the character of the planning that goes into it.

Since Kingsport is a planned industrial community, its ex
perience should yield bench marks that may be of value to 
these other communities now planning for their industrial 
future. Kingsport can, in a way, serve them as a laboratory 
in which some principles of orderly and stable industrial 
growth have been developed and are being given practical 
demonstration. Even though the experience of one community 
can never be exactly duplicated in another where conditions 
may be quite different, it is nevertheless possible for towns 
and cities to learn from one another and thus avoid costly 
mistakes. The Kingsport experiment, therefore, can prove 
very useful to other towns and cities throughout the Sixth 
District as they seek to develop their industrial possibilities.

There are really two Kingsports — old Kingsport and 
modern Kingsport. The present city, however, is not the re
sult of an organic growth from the old city. On the contrary, 
it is a new creation. The old city grew from the first perma
nent settlement made on the site in 1748. Lying on an im
portant post road between Virginia and middle Tennessee 
and at die head of navigation on the Holston River, old 
Kingsport acquired considerable importance as a shipping 
center and as an industrial town in die early decades of the 
nineteenth century. This importance began to wane, however, 
when in 1850 it was decided that the East Tennessee, Virginia 
and Georgia Railroad connecting Knoxville with Bristol 
should go by way of Johesboro, thus by-passing Kingsport. 
The ravages of the Civil War and of the reconstruction period 
completed the destruction of Kingsport’s economic position.

Although old Kingsport was almost destroyed economically

as a result of early railroad building, modern Kingsport is to 
a large extent the outgrowth of a later railroad venture. A 
plan to connect Charleston, South Carolina, with Cincinnati 
by rail had been advocated by John C. Calhoun as far back 
as 1832. A company was formed for this purpose in 1836, 
and a short stretch of 18 miles was constructed in South 
Carolina.

Nothing more was done until 1887 when a new company, 
the Charleston, Cincinnati and Chicago Railway, took over 
the project and built another short stretch in South Carolina 
and one in Tennessee. Construction was again halted when 
the English bankers who had been backing the road failed. 
The property then passed into the hands of the Ohio River 
and Charleston Railway Company at a foreclosure sale. 
Under the new auspices the road was pushed southward from 
Chestoa, Tennessee, to a point within five miles of Huntdale, 
North Carolina. A further change in ownership occurred in 
1902 when George L. Carter and his associates organized a 
new company that acquired the road and bought up large 
tracts of coal lands in what is known as the Clinchfield Sec
tion. The new management pushed the construction of the 
road from Huntdale to Spruce Pine, North Carolina.

The vicissitudes that accompanied changing ownership 
came to an end in 1905 when George L. Carter interested the 
present owners, through Blair and Company of New York, in 
completing the road. One of the Blair associates, John B. 
Dennis, took over the building of what is familiarly known 
as the Clinchfield Route of the present Carolina, Clinchfield 
and Ohio Railroad. Four years later the road had been com
pleted from Spartanburg, South Carolina, its southern term
inus, through Kingsport to Dante, Virginia, and by 1915 it 
had been extended as far as Elkhom City, Kentucky.

As a result of this protracted development, Kingsport again 
found itself on an artery of commerce, this time on one that 
connected with many trunk rail lines within its 309-mile span. 
Although the chief purpose of the road was the hauling of 
coal from the Virginia field to South Carolina, Mr. Dennis 
realized that success would depend upon the development of 
other types of tonnage along the route. In order to bring 
about this development he contemplated the creation of in
dustrial communities within the territory served by the road— 
communities that would not only use coal but that would also 
otherwise develop the natural resources of the area. Modern 
Kingsport, built upon lands acquired in the process of get
ting a right-of-way for the railroad, is the outcome of Mr. 
Dennis* plan.

In furtherance of the plan to build at Kingsport a modern 
industrial town, the Kingsport Improvement Corporation was 
organized to develop the lands that had been acquired by the
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railroad. This corporation was placed under the presidency 
of J. Fred Johnson, who had been an official of the road. To 
all intents and purposes the corporation and Mr. Johnson 
were synonymous, and Kingsport is generally admitted to be 
the shadow of one man. Behind the whole development, how
ever, lay the inconspicuous but potent influence of Mr. Dennis 
and his ideas. It had been an idea of Mr. Dennis that an in
dustrial town could also be a beautiful and a wholesome 
place in which to live and work. In order to realize this ideal 
the corporation secured the assistance of the Bureau of 
Municipal Research of the Rockefeller Foundation in draft
ing the city charter providing for a city-manager form of 
government. It also secured the services of Dr. John Nolen, 
an eminent city planner, for the planning of the city itself. 
Furthermore, the services of Columbia University were ob
tained in organizing the town’s school system.

Planning for the general civic development of the town, 
however, was not the primary function of the Kingsport Im
provement Corporation. Its chief purpose was the seeking of 
new industries for Kingsport and their integration in the in
dustrial structure of the town. The creation of an in
dustrial pattern, however, is not a task that is accomplished 
overnight. It must begin with what is already there and then 
take shape gradually through additions, expansions, de
letions. and changing functions. Kingsport differs from most 
cities in subjecting this process, which is ordinarily un
controlled, to a considerable measure of guidance.

Old Industries
The coming of the railroad to Kingsport in 1909 had created 
a nucleus of industries engaged in the utilization of some of 
the local natural resources. Of these concerns the Kingsport 
Brick Corporation and the Clinchfield Portland Cement Com
pany, both organized in 1910 for the exploitation of local 
shale beds, were the oldest. In addition to them there were 
in the town shortly after its incorporation in 1917 the Kings
port Extract Corporation, which made tanning extract from 
the bark of local chestnut trees: the Kingsport Tannery, which 
tanned approximately 125 hides a day; the Kingsport Pulp 
Company, which produced soda pulp from yellow poplar, 
gum. and maple cut in eight Southern states.

The first world war led to the establishment at Kingsport 
of the Federal Dyestuff and Chemical Company, which em
ployed 1.000 men. During the war also a few buildings in 
which harness and saddlery were to be made were erected by 
the Simmons Hardware Comoany of St. Louis. The end of the 
war, which left a surplus of harness on the market, however, 
led to the abandonment of this enterprise before the build
ings were ever occupied by the concern that had built them.

During the vears after the end of World War I. Kingsport’s 
pattern of industries changed in various ways. Some of the 
early businesses disappeared. For examnle, the Kingsport 
Extract Cornoration and the Kingsport Tannery, which had 
merged to form the Grant Leather Company, went out of 
existence when blight destroyed the chestnut trees in the 
vicinity and when cheaper methods were found for produc
ing tanning extract. The belting department of this business, 
however, survived in the form of the Slin-Not Belting Cor
poration that was organized in 1926 by H. J. Shivell. This 
corporation is still an important member of the Kingsport 
industrial community.

Another business death was that of the Federal Dyestuff

and Chemical Corporation. In 1918 this plant ceased opera
tions and was dismantled. Because this enterprise was one of 
Kingsport’s largest employers of labor at the time, its death 
was a serious blow to the town, though the effect proved to 
be only temporary.

Through mergers other concerns became units in much 
larger industrial organizations. One of these firms was the 
old Kingsport Brick Corporation, which merged with five 
other companies to form the General Shale Products Corpora
tion. The Clinchfield Portland Cement • Company was ab
sorbed in the merger by which the Pennsylvania-Dixie Cement 
Corporation was created. The Kingsport plant is the fourth 
largest of all the plants operated by this corporation. Some
time during the 1920’s the Kingsport Pulp Corporation was 
absorbed by the Mead Corporation.

New Industries
Changes in the Kingsport industrial community came about 
also through the establishment of new businesses. One of the 
first of these was a plant established in 1919 by Corning 
Glass Works for the manufacture of Pyrex. Closed down dur
ing the 1920 depression, the glass plant was reopened in 
1926 as the Blue Ridge Glass Corporation, under the joint
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ownership of the Coming Glass Works and two foreign con
cerns — St. Gobain, Chauny et Cirey of Paris and Glaceries 
Nationales Beiges of Brussels. This plant specializes in rolled 
figured glass and wire safety glass, although it also pro
duces special-purpose glass.

The largest. of the new industries to come to Kingsport 
was the Tennessee Eastman Corporation, a subsidiary of the 
Eastman Kodak Company. This concern in 1920 acquired a 
Government-owned plant, which had been built by the Ameri
can Wood Reduction Company, for the purpose of producing 
methanol or woo’d alcohol, by the destructive distillation of 
wood, and other chemicals needed in the manufacture of 
photographic film. To supply itself with wood, the company 
bought approximately 40,000 acres of forest land and timber 
rights. It also built a 30-mile logging railroad out from 
Kingsport and established a sawmill to process the lumber. 
This mill had a capacity of about 35,000 board feet a day. 
The so-called “chemical wood” consisted of limbs and tops of 
trees and the slabs and ends coming from the sawmill. The 
output of the mill found a partial market in the company’s 
own planing mill and box plant, where boxes used in shipping 
the company’s products were made. Lumber, in this case, was 
merely a by-product of the manufacture of methanol. An-( 
other by-product was charcoal of which a large part was 
marketed in the form of briquettes, under the trade name 
“Charkets,” for use in dining-car kitchens and for heating 
freight cars carrying fruits, vegetables, and other perishable 
commodities in winter. Charcoal was also marketed in lump 
and prepared sizes for metallurgical and other uses.

During the decade of the thirties, a shift in the operations 
of the Tennessee Eastman Corporation’s Kingsport plant was 
considered advisable. On the one hand, more economical 
methods of producing methanol than the old wood-distilla- 
tion method had been opened by modem chemistry. On the 
other hand, a strong demand for safety film for use in home- 
movie outfits and in X-ray photography was developing, and 
safety film was made from cellulose acetate instead of the 
more inflammable nitrocellulose. These two factors combined 
to shift the Eastman operations from the production of 
methanol to that of cellulose acetate.

Safety film alone, however, did not ghre a sufficiently large 
outlet to permit the company’s gaining the advantages of. 
large-scale production. In order to achieve economy of pro
duction, therefore, other outlets were found in the production 
of acetate rayon and a thermoplastic molding composition 
named “Tenite.” Although many other by-products and 
chemicals are also produced, these two things are now the 
main products of the Eastman plant.

Another new industry to come to the city during the same 
period was the. Kingsport Press, reputed to be the largest 
book manufacturer in the world. This concern now turns out 
almost 20 million volumes a year, with the capacity to 
produce approximately 24 million.

A New Family of Industries
The establishment of the Kingsport Press was the result of 
an idea arid of a chain of circumstances that illustrate the 
way in which Kingsport’s industrial structure has taken 
shape. The idea concerned the conversion of logs into books 
in local plants and began with the presence of the soda-pulp 
mill. Pulp was almost a surplus commodity in 1920, and 
there seemed little likelihood that the operations of this plant

could be stabilized unless its output could be converted into 
book paper. On the other hand, the production of book paper 
in the United States was at a level sufficient to meet all cur
rent requirements. In order to justify the building of a paper 
plant to absorb the output of the pulp mill, a new agency 
would have to be created to consume the output of the paper 
plant.

Mr. Dennis took this problem to a life-long friend, Joseph 
H. Sears, who was the onetime head of the large publishing 
house of the D. Appleton Company, now D. Appleton-Century 
Company. Mr. Sears advanced the idea, long held by him, of 
producing a .uniform series of the so-called classics of litera
ture in cloth binding to sell for a dime a copy through the 
Woolworth chain stores and the large mail-order houses. In 
order to implement this idea, Mr. Sears suggested the forma
tion of a new publishing house that would not only publish 
the proposed series of classics but would also be able to 
secure book-manufacturing contracts from other publishers 
who had no manufacturing facilities of their own.

The outcome of these negotiations was the organization of 
the new publishing house of J. H. Sears and Company and 
of a book manufacturing concern to be known as J. J. Little 
and Company — the Kingsport Press. The creation of these 
two concerns gave sufficient assurance of a local market for 
book paper to warrant the building of the necessary paper 
plant. The Mead Corporation, an Ohio concern, was there
upon induced to take over the pulp mill and build a one- 
machine paper plant.

In the fall of 1922 both the Mead paper plant and the 
printing plant were under construction. The printing plant 
had established itself in the group of connected steel and 
concrete buildings, erected by the Simmons Hardware Cqm- 
pany for the Grant Leather Company but never occupied. 
By the following spring both paper and books were in 
production.

At first the Kingsport Press also manufactured its own 
book cloth because no regular book-cloth manufacturer was 
able to meet the specifications of quality, texture, and price 
for the kind of books it was then producing. By 1925, how
ever, the market for inexpensive classics had begun to fade, 
and the firm turned to the manufacture of better grades of 
books — trade books, school and college textbooks, and sub
scription sets. Local labor had been given in-plant training 
that made possible the production of high-quality books. 
Moreover, the Mead Corporation, which is today one of the 
nation’s largest book-paper units, had so increased its paper- 
making facilities that it was able to furnish the book plant 
with better grades of paper. The plant then no longer needed 
all the inexpensive cloth it was able to produce, but it was 
unable, on the other hand, to supply its own needs for better- 
quality cloth. Much of the better fabric had to be purchased 
elsewhere, chiefly from the Holliston Mills of Norwood, 
Massachusetts.

Meanwhile, Holliston Mills was looking for a Southern lo
cation for a bleachery and for another plant in which to 
manufacture certain types of book cloth, especially those 
that were being bought by the Kingsport Press. The outcome 
of this situation was the sale of its book-cloth plant in 1926 
by the Kingsport Press to Holliston Mills, which built a com
bined bleachery and book-cloth finishing plant on several 
acres of land leased from Kingsport Press.
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In addition to the Tennessee Eastman plant, the Kingsport 
Press, and the related paper and book-cloth plants, other im
portant, though smaller, concerns have been established in 
the city since World War I. Among these is the Borden Mills, 
a cotton gray-goods plant established in 1925, which before 
the present war was manufacturing an average of more than
900,000 yards of cloth a week. Most of this plant’s output 
consists of shirtings and percales that are sent elsewhere to 
be bleached and printed, but it also produces book-cloth 
fabric that is sold to the Kingsport Press.

Two years after the coming of Borden Mills, the Kingsport 
Foundry and Manufacturing Company was organized. This 
concern manufactures heavy castings for the chemical in
dustry as well as for other special-process industries, such as 
those producing soap, alkali, and sugar. Special furnaces are 
provided for the handling of nonferrous metals and alloys 
used in the production of pure nickel, monel, bronze, and 
aluminum castings.

Another addition to the Kingsport industrial community 
was a plant of the Southern Oxygen Company, whose main 
office and plant are located at Arlington, Virginia. This con
cern manufactures commercial oxygen, acetylene, and carbon- 
dioxide gases. Two hosiery mills that have since passed out 
of existence also located in Kinesnort — the Fisher-Beck Mill 
in 1928 and the Miller-Smith Mill in 1932. Another concern 
that came and went was the Kinssport Silk Mill. The build
ing that had been occupied by this concern, however, is now 
occupied by the Smoky Mountains Hosiery Mill, which came 
to Kingsport in 1936.

Other firms that make up the industrial community of 
Kingsport are two dairy-products establishments, various 
service industries, utilities, a newspaper publishing concern, 
and building materials companies. The town, of course, is 
supplied with the usual complement of commercial, financial, 
and professional services.

An examination of the group of major industries that 
collectively constitute the economic heart of Kingsport dis
closes certain well-marked characteristics, no one of which 
is of great significance in itself. Taken together, however, 
they are of great importance. The industrial personality of 
Kingsport is largely the result of this combination.

One of the most striking characteristics is the close, but 
not complete, dependence of the town’s industries upon local 
or near-bv raw materials, although this was more important 
in the earlv development of these industries than it is today. 
Actually, the range of natural resources in the immediate 
vicinity of Kingsport is quite limited. Aside from agricultural 
lands and forests, they consist mostly of shale and building 
and silica sands. Sixty-five miles to the north and easily ac
cessible by rail are the Virginia coal fields. About the same 
distance to the south are extensive zinc workings. Although 
the citv does not lie within the cotton 
belt, Kingsport is nevertheless close 
enough to it to make cotton eco
nomically available to plants using 
cotton as a raw material.

The oldest industries exhibit the 
greatest dependence upon these raw 
materials. The shale beds are the 
basis of both the brick and cement in
dustries, the upper stratum of yellow 
shale being used for brick because of

its greater plasticity and the lower stratum of blue shale 
being used for cement. For the manufacture of cement, lime
stone is brought from a quarry just a few miles away over 
the Virginia line and gypsum from the Saltville region in 
southwestern Virginia. Bituminous coal from the Virginia 
fields supplies both industries with fuel.

The glass industry at Kingsport rests upon the presence of 
large deposits of sand that is 99 per cent silica. Other in
gredients in glass-making, however, such as soda ash and. 
lime are obtained from the Carolinas and Virginia.

Forests supplied the raw materials for the’now defunct ex
tract plant, the pulp mill, and the Tennessee Eastman Cor
poration when it was primarily interested in the manufacture 
of wood alcohol. When the Mead Corporation had absorbed 
the pulp mill and expanded its operations to include the 
production of paper, the radius from which wood was drawn 
was widened until it now extends over parts of eight Southern 
states. Moreover, the manufacture of better grades of paper 
led to the use of sulfite pulp from Scandinavia and from 
other Southern mills to mix with the soda pulp produced at 
Kingsport. Clay to serve as paper filler was imported from 
Hoth England and from Georgia. Other minor raw materials 
used in paper-making were brought in from various points 
outside the immediate area.

Although the Tennessee Eastman Corporation was at first 
a large consumer of both wood cut on its own properties and 
cordwood purchased from farmers in the region, this condi
tion ceased with the passing of the methanol business. When 
the company turned most of its attention to the manufacture 
of cellulose acetate products, its main raw material was cot
ton linters. This step severed its immediate dependence upon 
local raw materials. With the diversion of cotton linters to 
war use during recent years, the company has turned to wood 
pulp coming from the Pacific northwest for part of its raw 
material. A complete divorce has thus come about between 
Kingsport’s largest industry and the natural resources of the 
region in which it operates.

Cotton, of course, is the raw material that Borden Mills 
uses, and the source of supply is as wide as the whole cotton 
belt. There is consequently no necessary relation between the 
presence of this mill in Kingsport and any locally produced 
raw material.

It seems, therefore, that local natural resources were much 
more important in the earlier phases of Kingsport’s develop
ment than they are today. The condition that sustains the in
dustrial growth of the city is much more' the kind of inter
relation that exists among the various industries of the town 
than it is any close relation between these industries and the 
natural resources of the immediate region.

One of the most striking features of Kingsport’s industrial 
community is its high degree of diversification. With the 

exception of a short period in the late 
1930’s when three hosiery mills oper
ated in the city, Kingsport has never 
had more than one plant belonging 
to any given industry.

Diversification, however, is not only 
a characteristic of Kingsport’s in
dustrial structure; it is also a char
acteristic of the product of many of 
Kingsport’s individual industries. The 
output of the Tennessee Eastman Cor
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poration, for example, consists not only of chemicals and 
other products that go into the manufacture of photographic 
film but also includes cellulose acetate, which enters a wide 
variety of wearing-apparel fields as rayon. In the form of 
“Tenite” this product reappears in an extremely hetero
geneous array of other uses, industrial and nonindustrial. 
The Mead Corporation produces book paper for the Kings
port Press and paper for magazines, tablets, envelopes, drink
ing cups, labels, maps, calendars, sheet music, and other 
articles as well. Holliston Mills makes book cloth for the 
Kingsport Press and also shade cloth and window shades, in 
addition to labels and tags for articles requiring serviceable 
markings, such as clothing and mattresses. The Kingsport 
Press, itself, although it concentrates its attention solely on 
the manufacture of books, produces books of various kinds. 
The Blue Ridge Glass Corporation makes a large number of 
different kinds of glass to solve different lighting problems 
and to satisfy the tastes of individual architects.

From an economic standpoint, diversification is of great 
importance not only to the individual industries but to the 
whole community. When a concern manufactures a number 
of diverse products, the total demand for its output consists 
of the sum of the separate demands for the individual pro
ducts. The demand for any commodity, of course, is rarely 
constant. It is ordinarily subject to various fluctuations, some 
seasonal in character and others of a cyclic nature, rising 
with business prosperity and falling with business depression. 
All demands, however, do not necessarily move in the same 
direction at the same time. In a group of commodities satis
fying quite different consumer demands, therefore, it is 
probable that fluctuations in the demands for some commodi
ties may be compensated for or offset by fluctuations in the' 
demands for others. Thus a firm that produces a variety of 
different products may find the total demand for its output 
to be much more stable than would be the case if the firm’s 
position depended entirely upon one product.

The kind of economic stability that an individual concern 
achieves for itself by diversifying its output is also secured 
by a town that possesses diversified industries. Not all in
dustries are affected to the same degree at the same time by 
changes in business. While some industries may be suffering 
from a downward turn in business, others may continue 
operations at their old level, or, indeed, they may increase. 
This appears to have been the case in Kingsport where it is 
said “there was no depression” during the 1930’s. Un
doubtedly the expansion of Tennessee Eastman’s operations 
during that period played a large part in mitigating the 
effects of the general business recession. In Kingsport, never
theless, it is the consensus that the diversification of the 
town’s industrial pattern was the major factor in the com
munity’s escape from the worst effects of the depression.

Interdependence
Diversification as it has been achieved in Kingsport, how
ever, is more than the mere bringing together in one com
munity of a number of different industries. It includes a 
high degree of interdependence among these industries with 
respect to raw materials and markets.

The extent to which Kingsport industries find a large part 
of their raw materials in the products of other industries in 
the community is surprising. The Kingsport Press, for ex
ample, gets approximately 60 per cent of its paper from the

Mead Corporation and almost 90 per cent of its book cloth 
from Holliston Mills. Holliston Mills, in turn, gets at least 
part of its fabric from Borden Mills. In its physical growth, 
the town has been very largely built with brick and cement 
produced in the local plants. The Slip-Not Belting Corpora
tion uses for the belts that it makes a waterproof cement 
made from cellulose acetate produced by the Tennessee East
man Corporation.

This sort of interdependence with respect to raw materials 
is obviously conducive to economic operations. A concern 
that can find its essential raw material in the product of a 
neighboring industry has a clear advantage, other things be
ing equal, over one which must bring in its raw materials 
from a distance.

Although the individual industries depend a great deal on 
their neighbors for raw materials, they depend on one another 
much less for markets. Kingsport Press, for example, may 
get much if not most of its raw materials locally, but only a 
small fraction of its books are sold locally. It may buy al
most all its book cloth from Holliston Mills, but for Hollis
ton Mills the Kingsport Press is only a partial market. 
Similarly the book plant provides a market for only a minor 
part of the paper output of Mead Corporation. The Southern 
Oxygen Company may supply all the carbon dioxide used to 
clean pipe lines in the Tennessee Eastman plant, but this is 
only a fraction of its output. The Tennessee Eastman Cor
poration may buy a large proportion of its chemical castings 
from the Kingsport Foundry and Manufacturing Company, 
but such buying would nevertheless be but a partial market 
for the products of this latter concern. Markets for the 
products of Kingsport industries, therefore, extend beyond 
the local community and in many cases are nation-wide.

That Kingsport’s most important industries sell in nation
wide markets is a factor that has contributed to the economic 
stability of the whole community. The complete shutdown of 
any one industry, for example, would rob its neighbors of no 
crucial part of their markets. Wide markets serve to insulate 
the various industries from one another and thus tend to pre
vent the propagation throughout the ranks of industry'of 
some business misfortune befalling only one of them.

Financial and proprietary independence contribute to the 
same end. Although Kingsport’s industries are functionally 
interdependent, they are completely independent with respect 
to ownership, finance, and management. When a group of 
complementary industries is integrated under a single manage
ment the possibility that the whole complex may be manipu
lated as a whole in the interest of just one part is always 
present. Independence of ownership, on the other hand, per
mits each industry to grow and develop freely, fitting itself 
into the economic context that it finds most profitable for 
itself.

“Foreign” Ownership
Two other characteristics of Kingsport industries are the ex
tent to which they represent the investment of outside, or 
“foreign,” capital and exist as branch plants or subsidiaries 
of larger business units. Some of the industries, such as 
Tennessee Eastman Corporation, the Mead Corporation, the 
Blue Ridge Glass Corporation, the Southern Oxygen Cor
poration, Holliston Mills, Borden Mills, and the Kingsport 
Press, represent incursions of nonlocal capital. Others, for 
instance the brick and cement plants, began as locally owned 
industries but through mergers have become branches of
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larger business groups. In the case of the Kingsport Press, the 
majority of the stock that was originally held by outside 
owners has been relinquished and has come into the possession 
of the active managers and representatives of the plant. In a 
sense, therefore, this concern may now be considered locally 
owned.

In current thinking about industrialization in the South, a 
widespread prejudice is in favor of small locally owned in
dustries and against branch plants of “foreign”-owned cor
porations. The Kingsport experiment, however, has shown 
pretty conclusively that wealth is created and distributed 
where capital goes to work and not where it happens to be 
owned. A town’s or a region’s prosperity depends a great deal 
more upon its having the use of capital in the form of in* 
dustrial plant and equipment than it does on the domicile of 
the owners. Indeed, in Kingsport it is felt that outside owner
ship and branch-plant status has brought to the town’s in
dustries a quality of managerial ability that is seldom found 
in small local establishments.

To have brought together a group of industries, many of 
them from the outside, that utilized local natural resources 
without being completely dependent upon them and that were 
highly diversified but at the same time functionally interde
pendent while remaining financially independent —  this was 
in itself an instructive achievement. Equally instructive, how
ever, was the way in which it was done, for this particular 
industrial pattern did not arise by chance. It was the result 
of forethought and planning. -

The first step in planning for such an industrial pattern 
was the visualization of the kind of community that was 
wanted. In practice this meant a selective rather than an in
discriminate encouragement for industries to locate in Kings
port. Industries such as brick, cement, and glass that made 
direct use of local natural resources were, in a way, indi
genous and needed no special encouragement. Others, how
ever, that had wider options in the choice of location could 
be encouraged or discouraged as the case might be. If the in
dustrial community was to develop according to the desired 
pattern, therefore, it would be necessary to establish certain 
tests by which a prospective industry could be rated as de
sirable or undesirable.

Tests of Desirability
One of these tests was the quality of management and the 
financial responsibility of the concern contemplating location 
in Kingsport. Painstaking investigations were made through 
banks and other agencies to assure the city planners on these 
points.

To be welcome in Kingsport an industry was also required 
“to fit into the community.” In practice this meant that it 
should be to some extent complementary to industries already 
there and that its management would be willing to work har
moniously with the managements of 
the other industries.

Another test of desirability was 
whether or not the prospective in
dustry would fit the available labor 
supply. Kingsport takes considerable 
pride in the quality of its labor supply, 
which consists largely of the native 
population of East Tennessee and 
neighboring states within a radius of

perhaps 25 miles of the city. Industries were sought that 
would as a group give balanced employment to men and 
women, and to skilled and unskilled workers. No industry 
that would have to import the bulk of its labor from the out
side was encouraged to locate in Kingsport.

Moreover, employment must be given on favorable terms. 
So-called sweatshop industries or concerns interested only in 
exploiting “cheap Southern labor” were not encouraged. Pro
gressive labor-relations policies were considered important 
from both an industrial and a social standpoint. This implied 
neither encouragement nor discouragement of trade-union or
ganizations. The Tennessee Eastman Corporation, for ex
ample, pursues an enlightened policy of labor relations but 
is unorganized. The Kingsport Press, also pursuing an en
lightened labor policy, is on the other hand 100 per cent 
organized.

Finally, the city planners sought to make certain that the 
officers or managers of the prospective industry were men 
who would take an active and interested part in carrying on 
the civic functions of the town and who would contribute to 
the welfare of the community in all its aspects. The result of 
this policy has been the development of a keen social and 
civic consciousness throughout the business community.

An industry that would fill an appropriate niche in the in
dustrial pattern of the town and at the same time measure up 
to these standards was not necessarily one that just happened 
along. Ordinarily it had to be sought out by personal inquiry 
and then be induced to locate in Kingsport. Success in this 
stage of the process depended to a very large extent upon the 
wide acquaintanceship, the soundness of judgment, and the 
integrity of character of Mr. Johnson and his associates. 

Methods
The most characteristic features of the process of persuading 
an industry to locate in the city have been negative. There has 
been, for example, a complete absence of any special induce
ments, such as tax exemption, free sites, free buildings, and 
other open or disguised subsidies that are so common else
where. An industry locating in Kingsport is expected to bear 
its full share of the cost of maintaining the community and 
not live as a parasite on its fellows. For an industry to be 
unwilling or unable to do so would mark it at once, in the 
opinion of Kingsport, as undesirable from a social and from 
an economic point of view.

Nor has any strictly financial assistance been offered to 
new industries. It is true that some of the financial backers 
of the railroad and their friends have from time to time made 
investments in certain Kingsport industries. In part these 
have been made to show the backers’ faith in the industrial 
possibilities of Kingsport. Mostly, however, they have been 
made as investments would have been made by these men in 
other enterprises. Usually they have been of a temporary 

nature. In no sense whatever has there 
been any organized community financ
ing of new industries.

Cheapness of labor has not been 
held out as a bait to new industries. 
The quality, not the cheapness, of the 
available labor supply has been em
phasized, and a generally high-wage 
policy has been encouraged. Indeed, on 
one occasion a plant that had located
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in Kingsport and had subsequently indulged in wage cutting 
that involved it in serious labor troubles was actively en
couraged to leave the town.

Affirmatively, the only things that are really offered to a 
prospective new industry are a sound economic opportunity 
and the helpful co-operation of the city and the industrial 
community.

The wisdom of these methods that are so contrary to those 
by which some towns seek to expand their industries is borne 
out in the record of Kingsport’s steady and substantial 
growth. The population of the Kingsport urban area, which 
was 7,652 in 1920, had grown to 15,886 in 1930. By 1940 it 
had reached 23,738, and in 1945 it is estimated at 27,000.

According to a report to the Board of Mayor and Alder
men by the Kingsport Planning Commision, 3,714 manu
facturing jobs were available in 1929. The onset of the de
pression caused a slight temporary slump in employment, the 
low point being reached in 1931 when the number of manu
facturing jobs was 3,012. By 1935 the figure had risen to 
3,824, and in 1937 it was 6,484. The year 1939 saw employ
ment in manufacturing reach 8,000, and 1941 saw it go to
10,000 and 1943 to 15,000. The operation of a large war 
plant in the city carried employment in manufacturing to 
almost 20,000 in 1944 and 1945. Part of the slack that will 
be occasioned by the discontinuance of this plant, however, 
will be absorbed in the planned expansion of some of the 
permanent industries.

Between 1935 and 1941 wages paid in manufacturing in
creased almost fivefold; freight-car traffic more than doubled, 
as did the number of telephones and Post Office receipts. By 
all available indexes Kingsport came through the disastrous 
decade of the 1930’s without any serious bad effects. It never 
sank as low as many other communities, and its recuperative 
forces quickly set it upon a steady upward trend.

Summary
For the benefit of other communities that care to profit from 
its experience, therefore, Kingsport has demonstrated certain 
important principles of sound industrial growth. It has 
shown, in the first place, that a considerable development of 
industry can be created on a relatively slender basis of 
natural resources if care is taken that the individual in
dustries are of a sort that will to some extent mutually sup
port one another. Moreover, the whole group of industries 
can be characterized by a high degree of stability and re
sistance to adverse business fluctuations provided the in
dustries are diversified, functionally interdependent, and 
financially independent.

Furthermore, it has demonstrated that the first step in 
building such an industry pattern is to discover from a care
ful consideration of the current situation what industries 
seem to have real economic opportunities in view of the labor 
supply and other factors implicit in the existing industrial 
complex. The second step is, then, to seek out diligently such 
industries and persuade them of the opportunities that exist.

Finally, Kingsport has demonstrated that industrial de
velopment can be achieved without promiscuous subsidization 
and the offering of special favors to new industries. Such 
practices have too often been easy substitutes for the kind of 
intelligence, hard work, and careful planning that have been 
the true foundations of Kingsport’s success.

Earle L. Rauber
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