A Bountiful Harvest
Until the 1970s, agriculture was the leading source
of employment and income for Rhea County
residents. Good soil, moderate climate, and reliable
transportation—particularly the railroad, then
the Dixie Highway—made farming a profitable
enterprise for many.
Local farmers have grown fruits and vegetables
primarily, with beef, dairy, swine, and more
recently poultry also playing important roles.

Strawberry Festival Parade, 1947

In the early 20th century, Rhea County laid
claim to the title “Strawberry Capital of the
Country,” with thousands of acres of land
dedicated to growing the tasty red berries.
In 1911, 24,281 crates of strawberries were
shipped by rail to northern markets.
During the late 1940s, increasing labor costs and plant disease combined to
begin the end of strawberries as a major crop. The Tennessee Strawberry
Festival, starting up in 1947, celebrates the heritage of one of Rhea
County’s most delicious crops.

1963 Strawberry Festival Program

Strawberry Pickers, c. 1910

Strawberry Festival Parade, c. 1950s

Mule Market in Dayton, Tennessee

The Native American Past
Thomas Hutchins, one of the earliest English
visitors to this area, does not mention any town
here but talks about several Cherokee towns
to the east. By 1809, a Cherokee village was
located on Hiwassee Island, which was visited
by Sam Houston.
Hiwassee Island

In June 1806, Indian agent Return J. Meigs selected a site in what is now Rhea
County for a fort and storehouse. Between 1807 and 1816, most governmental
interactions with the Cherokee Nation took place there.
The federal Indian Removal Act of 1830 led to the forced removal to the Indian
Territory (now Oklahoma) of most American Indians remaining in Georgia,
Tennessee, Alabama, and North Carolina.
One of the removal routes led from Hiwassee Island at Blythe’s Ferry through
Smith’s Crossroads (now Dayton) and across Walden’s Ridge.
More than 16,000 Cherokees were sent to the West on the “Trail of Tears” by
1838 and up to 4,000 perished due to the harsh conditions they suffered.
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The Civil War in Rhea County
Rhea County enlisted six companies in the Confederate
army and one in the Union army during the Civil War.
Also, a company of women, “The Rhea County Spartans,”
organized late in the war to provide food, supplies,
and encouragement to Rhea Countians in the
Confederate forces.
Jane Catherine Keith

Rhonda Thomison

No major engagements were fought in Rhea County,
although there were numerous skirmishes, particularly
after the battles of Chickamauga and Chattanooga in 1863.
The courthouse in Washington was used as a military
headquarters in the county by various officers, and the
Confederates maintained a military prison camp at
Smith’s Cross Roads (Dayton). By 1864, Union forces
largely controlled Rhea County.

The Spartans, organized in 1863, operated
until most of them were captured in April 1865 and
transported to Chattanooga before being paroled
and retuned home. On the way back to Rhea County,
they learned of Confederate Gen. Robert E. Lee’s
surrender at Appomattox Court House in Virginia.
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UDC Parade Watchers, 1912

W.G. Allen documented
the Spartans’ story.

The United Daughters of the Confederacy held its
conference in Dayton in 1912.

A Landmark Courthouse
The Rhea County Courthouse, a National Historic
Landmark, has been the heart of county government
and law since the 1890s.
W. Chamberlin & Co. of Knoxville was hired in 1890
as the architects, and William Dowling and J. R. Taylor
of Chattanooga were contractors. Building materials
included brick from the county’s first brick courthouse at
Washington, 6 miles east
of here. Chamberlin’s
majestic interpretation of Romanesque Revival
for the courthouse’s style became a model
for the firm, winning county courthouse
commissions from at least four southern
states and Missouri.
Bricks from earlier courthouse at Washington, Tenn.
In addition to its official use, the courthouse has hosted state and regional
political conventions, the 1912 state meeting of the United Daughters of the
Confederacy, and local festivals.
In the late 1970s, a major renovation included the addition of air conditioning,
an elevator, and development of a museum in the basement.

Rhea County Courthouse, c. 1910

Rhea County Courthouse, c. 1900

Industrial Transformations
In 1884, English investors led by Titus Salt
Jr. established the Dayton Coal and Iron Co.
They constructed large blast furnaces, spur
lines, mines, and industrial works to exploit
nearby deposits of coal, iron, and limestone.
The company produced its first pig iron in
early 1886; within a year, production reached
100 tons of pig iron a day. Dayton exploded virtually overnight, as had few
other places in East Tennessee, to become an important manufacturing
center. At its peak, the company operated two 200-ton blast furnaces,
owned 35,000 acres, and employed 700 workers.
In 1913, the company declared bankruptcy, brought on by a series of mining
disasters, declining natural resources, and outdated technology; by 1925, the
furnaces were cold.
The ruins of the Dayton Coal and Iron industrial complex were razed in 1935.
Photos of the Dayton Coal and Iron Works

Music from the Valleys and Hills
Rhea County has rich musical traditions, especially in
Southern gospel music and country music.
R. E. Winsett (1876–1952) of Dayton, an important Southern
gospel music composer and publisher from Tennessee,
published the popular songbook Soul Winning Songs, as
well as over 1,000 gospel songs. His Pentecostal Power
Complete (1908) sold over 1 million copies and remains
in print today.
Curly Fox (1910–95) of Graysville
was a famous fiddler and vocalist.
He first starred with the Tennessee
Firecrackers on Atlanta radio
station WSB in the 1930s. Later,
during 1937–39, 1944–48, and
Ernie Ford and Curly Fox
Curly Fox with Gov. Lamar Alexander
1960–63, Fox performed with his
wife Texas Ruby on the Grand Ole Opry broadcasts of WSM Radio in Nashville.
Howard “Louie Bluie” Armstrong (1909–2003)
was born in Dayton, but grew up in LaFollette
in Campbell County. Armstrong is one of the
most influential blues musicians and AfricanAmerican fiddlers to come out of Appalachia.

“Louie Bluie” Armstrong hold his
fiddle in this rare image.

Hargus “Pig” Robbins shaped the
“Nashville Sound” as a session musician.

Our Communities
Rhea County has communities large and small that
together make our county rich in family, history, and
faith. Visits here are never brief because there are
places to explore, traditions to savor, and stories
to be heard.

Rhea Springs Hotel postcard

Washington was an important Tennessee River
port and the first county seat.
Graysville was once home
Thomas
McCallie
House,
Washington
to a sanatorium. Rhea
Springs also had a health resort for people wanting
to capture a bit of clean mountain air.
Graysville Sanitarium employees

Spring City is the northern gateway into Rhea County
and its historic railroad depot is a local museum.
Dayton, the current county
seat, is world famous as
the place where the Scopes
Trial took place.

Graysville Sanitarium

Spring City Depot Museum

Spring City High School

Dayton looking east
Dayton Main St., c. 1890’s

Rails, Roads, and Rhea County
The Queen and Crescent Railroad (now part
of the Norfolk-Southern system) reached
Rhea County in the late 1870s, contributing
to the demise of Washington as the county
seat and the growth of Spring City to the
north and Smith’s Crossroads (now Dayton)
as the new county seat.
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Rhea County’s agricultural bounty now had
a quick link to external markets, with a number of railway stations located
between Spring City and Graysville. The railroad also facilitated development
of industry, particularly the Dayton Coal and Iron Co. mining and blast
furnace operations.
Dayton Coal and Iron operated its own short-line
railway, linking mines at the base of Walden’s Ridge,
the blast furnace just west of the courthouse, and
a river landing east of town. A remnant of that road
base can be seen from Highway 30 near the Dayton
Boat Dock.
Dayton passenger station

In the 1910s, the Dixie Highway (now U.S. 27) was built through the county
with a concrete road. The highway opened new avenues for agricultural and
commercial growth in the coming decades.

Dixie Highway in Dayton

Dixie Highway route

A Tradition of
Educational Excellence
Tennessee Academy was a leading educational institution in Tennessee located
in Washington, the Rhea County seat at the time. Students from throughout the
region attended between 1819 and the Civil War.
Grandview Normal Institute was the first school between Cincinnati and
Atlanta offering 12 grades of education. The school at Grandview operated
between 1887 and 1919.
What is now Southern Adventist University began
as Graysville Academy in 1892. The school moved
to Collegedale, Tennessee, in 1915 following a fire
at the Graysville campus.
Graysville Academy

Dayton Rosenwald School students

The Julius Rosenwald Fund gave almost $3,000
for a modern brick school for African Americans
in Dayton in 1928–29.
During the Scopes Trial, William Jennings Bryan
said Dayton would be a good place for a school
to teach from a biblical perspective. Following
Bryan’s death, a group of local civic leaders and
national political figures founded William Jennings
Bryan Memorial University (later Bryan College)
in 1930.

Oxford Graduate School is an
independent Christian graduate research institution near Dayton, founded in 1980.
Its doctoral program is focused on studies benefitting
the family, community, and church.
First students at Bryan College

Jewell Hall, Grandview Normal

Mercer Hall, Bryan College

Tennessee Valley College students

The Scopes Trial
In the social frenzy of the Roaring Twenties, the public
debate over competing theories of human origins collided
in this courtroom.
In March 1925, the Tennessee General Assembly overwhelmingly adopted a bill to make it “unlawful for any
teacher in any of the . . . public schools of the State . . .
to teach any theory that denies the Story of the Divine
John Scopes
Creation of man as taught in the Bible, and to teach instead
that man has descended from a lower order of animals.” Known as the Butler
Act, it was signed into law by Gov. Austin Peay on March 21.
In response to a notice from the American Civil
Liberties Union seeking a teacher to challenge
the law, Dayton civic leaders persuaded John T.
Scopes to fill that role.
William Jennings Bryan, a leading Christian spokesman, and Clarence
Darrow, a prominent agnostic and evolution advocate, volunteered to assist
the prosecution and defense, respectively.

John R. Neal

Tom Stewart

Courtroom during trial

John Butler

Fred Robinson

The Scopes Trial (continued)
Judge John T. Raulston convened court in
this courtroom on July 10, 1925, before a
standing-room-only crowd with a national
radio network.
Beyond the question of Scopes’s guilt or
innocence, legal arguments included:
• Creation and evolution
• Science and religion
• Religion’s role in public life
• Majority and minority rights
• Parental control of schools
• Government’s role in local (specifically
		 education) government

Clarence Darrow and William Jennings Bryan

On the seventh day, the defense called Bryan to testify; Bryan planned to
examine Darrow the following day.
However, the next day jurors honored Darrow’s request for Scopes to be
found guilty. The Tennessee Supreme Court in January 1927 overturned
Scopes’s conviction, but upheld the law’s constitutionality.
The Butler Act was repealed by the Tennessee General Assembly in 1967.

Transforming the
Tennessee River Valley
Located 9 miles east of Spring City, Watts Bar
Dam on the Tennessee River is one of nine
main channel dams operated by the Tennessee
Valley Authority.
Constructed between 1939 and 1942, the
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dam impounds, a lake enhancing navigation,
recreation, and flood control along its 72-mile length on the Tennessee River
and providing a source of inexpensive electrical power to the area. It was the
site of TVA’s first coal-fired electricity plant and at one point was the only site
in the world operating hydro, fossil, and nuclear power plants.
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Chickamauga Dam on the Tennessee River in
Chattanooga created a similar lake stretching
to Watts Bar Dam. Development of both dams
dramatically altered the face of Rhea County,
as farms, homes, businesses, and cemeteries
were relocated from the area to be flooded. One
former community, Rhea Springs, a popular
resort in the late 19th and early 20th centuries,
is memorialized at Spring City Park.

This exhibit was created by the Center for Historic Preservation at Middle
Tennessee State University. Special thanks to the Rhea Co. Historical Society.

