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Of Time and Knoxville: Fragment of an Autobiography.

By Anne W. Armstrong. Edited by Linda Behrend. (Knoxville:
University of Tennessee Press, 2022. Pp. 502. Paper, $34.95.)

Anne Wetzell Armstrong is not widely known in literary circles
today, but her work deserves greater attention, particularly in East
Tennessee. Born in Michigan as the second child of a northern
industrialist, Armstrong came to Knoxville in her youth, attended its
schools, developed friendships and love interests, and endured great
loss—all while navigating her way between the literate, free-thinking
culture of her family and the traditional mores of this mid-southern
city. She came to writing somewhat late and was forty before she
published her first work—a full decade after leaving Knoxville.
Nevertheless, her work reveals a bold and independent spirit and
a concern for women'’s issues. For a time in the 1920s, she held
managerial positions in New York, and from those experiences she
wrote several articles about women in business for magazines like
Atlantic and Harper’s. But her fiction drew inspiration primarily from
the Southern Appalachian region where Armstrong had lived for
decades. She wrote two novels with East Tennessee settings: The Seas
of God (1915), partly set in a veiled Knoxville, and This Day and Time
(1930), set in Sullivan County. While the latter novel is generally
considered Armstrong’s bestknown work, the memoir she penned
in her seventies may be her most significant one; however, she died
in 1958, with the manuscript still unpublished and doomed to
dormancy for several more decades.

Thanks to the efforts of editor Linda Behrend, Of Time and
Knoxville: Fragment of an Autobiography is finally available. Armstrong
stated in her own preface that in writing the memoir she sought to
accurately depict the city of her youth, which bore little resemblance
to the Knoxville that John Gunther infamously maligned in the
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1940s “as the ugliest city he had ever seen in the USA” (p. 3) nor
to the sanitized history of Knox County that the East Tennessee
Historical Society published as The French Broad-Holston Country in
the same decade. She called her own memoir a “Profane History of
Knoxville,” one that aimed to portray the city as more interesting and
culturally significant than was acknowledged at the time. Her memoir
covers almost three decades of Knoxville history and is divided into
two parts. Part One (chapters 1-11) begins with her family’s arrival
in Knoxville in September 1885 and ends in the summer of 1889
with the Flat Creek train disaster, which seriously injured her father
and initiated the family’s financial decline. Part Two (chapters 12-24)
stretches from Armstrong’s return home from college in 1891 to her
last days as a Knoxville resident in June 1902 and ends with her 1930
final visit to a city she scarcely recognized.

Of Time and Knoxville is a well-written autobiography that adds
rich context to Armstrong’s fictional work, particularly Seas of God.
More importantly, it details daily life during a period of significant
growth in the city and includes first-hand recollections of numerous
Knoxvillians. In addition to notables such as Perez Dickinson, Lizzie
Crozier French, Mary McAdoo, and Charles McGhee, Armstrong
describes many others whose names left little impression on the city
as a whole or whose reputations disqualified them from inclusion
in the official histories. Considering the length of time (more than
sixty years in some cases) that had elapsed between the events and the
writing, it is hardly surprising that not all of Armstrong’s memories
are reliable, and it is possible that she invented certain details and
conversations to serve the narrative. After fact-checking the work,
though, the editor concluded “that, for the most part, [Armstrong]
is accurate in her reporting” (p. xxvi), and Behrend annotates any
known errors. In addition to her generous contextual annotations
for each chapter, Behrend’s contributions include a preface, critical
introduction, editorial note, chronology, epilogue, works cited,
index, and thirty-eight illustrations.

Behrend states that space considerations necessitated the
omission of multiple sections of Armstrong’s original source text and
that in most of those cases Behrend chose to make these edits silent,
50 as not to interrupt the flow of the narrative. Identifying those cuts
would have let readers know when Armstrong had more to say and
where to find the original material in the source text. In addition, the
book would have been even more valuable with the inclusion of two
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previously published works that Armstrong mentions in the narrative
(“The Branner House” and “HalfWit Mary’s Lover”). Still, Of Time
and Knoxville—as a historical, firsthand description of the city by a
literary figure—is a treasure. It is one of the most important books
about Victorian-era Knoxville ever published.

Paul F. Brown
Knoxville, Tennessee
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