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Welcome to Pigeon Forge! 
 

The earliest recorded history of Pigeon Forge, 
Tennessee, was when the Cherokee and other Eastern 
tribes of Native Americans used the area for hunting 
grounds.  The first white settlers began arriving near the 
end of the Revolutionary War, around 1781.  During the 
early 1800s, a mill was built along the Little Pigeon River, 
and self-sustaining life in the small community was 
under way. 
 

Around 1820, Isaac Love established and operated a 
furnace and iron forge near one of these mills.  In fact, 
the name Pigeon Forge is a combination of the iron 
works and the river that flows through town.  In the 

1700s and early 1800s the riverbanks were lined with beech trees.  The river got its name from the flocks of 
now extinct passenger pigeons that fed on the beechnuts.  A landmark sale of a small piece of property in 
1946 resulted in an old tobacco barn becoming the Pigeon Forge Pottery, the city’s first tourism-related 
business. 
 
The establishment of the nearby Great Smoky 
Mountains National Park in 1934 served as a major 
business boom for the Pigeon Forge community  
as people from across the United States became 
regular visitors to the park.  As a result, local 
residents voted in April 1961, 160 to 152, in favor  
of Pigeon Forge incorporating and becoming a  
full-fledged city. 
 
Another major turning point in the city’s quest for  
a flourishing tourism industry came in 1986 when 
country music superstar Dolly Parton applied her 
name to Dollywood, a theme park on the site of the  
former Silver Dollar City attraction. 
 
On April 4, 2011, the City of Pigeon Forge celebrated its 50th anniversary of incorporation.  When all these 
pieces of Pigeon Forge history come together, a picture of the highly successful business community is 
revealed, one that the city’s founding fathers could only have imagined 9 – 11 million visitors who call 
Pigeon Forge their home away from home each year!   
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History of the Pigeon Forge Office of Special Events 
 
Established as a branch of the Pigeon Forge Department of Tourism in 1991, the Pigeon Forge Office of 
Special Events is charged with the development and implementation of events designed to bring more 
people to the city for overnight visitation, shopping, dining and attendance at various attractions. 
 
Additionally, the Office of Special Events was given the responsibility for the city’s events at that time: Dolly 
Parton’s Springtime Parade, Patriot Festival, the Winterfest Lighting Program, Winterfest Kickoff and a small 
Mardi Gras celebration. 
 
The Office of Special Events is funded by appropriations by the City of Pigeon Forge through the budget of 
the Pigeon Forge Department of Tourism.  The Department of Tourism, with its responsibility for 
advertising and marketing the city as a whole, advertises Pigeon Forge events often as an added value for 
those considering Pigeon Forge as their vacation destination. 
 
A corps of volunteers was recruited and developed to keep payroll expenses at a minimum and to maximize 
the effectiveness of the city’s efforts.  With one full-time and one part-time employee, the Office of Special 
Events added several small events over the next five years with crowds of 200 – 1,800 people considered to 
be good attendance.  The special events staff grew to five full-time employees and a corps of dedicated 
volunteers numbering more than 150. 
 
The annual Patriot Festival, at Patriot Park on July 4, proved to be 
an exception to the rule.  With July being the busiest time for 
tourism, the addition of Patriot Festival brought even larger 
crowds. 
 
Intended as a thank you to both residents and visitors, Patriot 
Festival has grown to draw some 70,000 attendees and features 
top-name entertainment, as well as a first-class fireworks display. 
 
Since these early days, Pigeon Forge’s city-sponsored events have 
continued to grow and garner larger crowds and thousands of devoted attendees.     
 
The Office of Special Events is a four-person staff consisting of special events manager Butch Helton and 
special events coordinators Wally Allen, Brandon Barnes and Lana Bowes.  Together, they serve as a 
creative team bringing revitalization, understanding and planned progress in order to deliver an extremely 

enhanced events package appealing to both residents and 
visitors.  These efforts have led to some incredible 
increases in attendance and interest while also succeeding 
by featuring more diverse, polished and professional 
events for the City of Pigeon Forge.  Events organized by 
this talented team include Wilderness Wildlife Week, 
Saddle Up, A Mountain Quiltfest, Dolly’s Homecoming 
Parade, Patriot Festival, Salute to Veterans Parade and 
Winterfest Kickoff.   
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Award-Winning Events 
 

Since 1998, the Pigeon Forge Office of Special Events has won numerous awards for its events including: 
 

 IFEA / Haas & Wilkerson Grand Pinnacle Award  
 IFEA / Hass & Wilkerson Pinnacle Awards at the Gold, Silver and Bronze levels 
 Southeast Tourism Society’s Event of the Year and numerous Top 20 Events awards 
 Southeast Tourism Society’s Shining Example Award 
 Tennessee Hotel / Motel Association Event of the Year Award 
 GFEA Kaleidoscope Awards 
 The Mountain Press Readers Choice Best of Awards 

 
With a commitment to excellence, the Pigeon Forge Office of Special Events staff and volunteers constantly 
search for ways to improve and energize the following events, which are produced annually: 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

Event Event Date(s) Number of Days Event Attendance 
(Winterfest Season)    
     Salute to Veterans Parade Nov. 8, 2011 1 Day 4,000 attendees 
     Winterfest Kickoff Nov. 8, 2011 1 Day 4,000 attendees 
     Trolley Tour of Lights Nov. 8, 2011 – Jan. 13, 2012 41 Days 9,098 attendees 
     Wilderness Wildlife Week Jan. 7 – 14, 2012 8 Days 24,600 attendees 
     Saddle Up Feb. 23 – 26, 2012 4 Days             8,000 attendees 
A Mountain Quiltfest Mar. 14 – 17, 2012 5 Days 24,000 attendees 
Dolly’s Homecoming Parade May 11, 2012 1 Day            60,000 attendees 
Patriot Festival July 4, 2012 1 Day 65,000 attendees 
2011-2012 Totals  62 Days 198,698 attendees 
    
    



4 
 

A Brief History of Saddle Up 
 
Saddle Up came into existence as a one-night, western-themed portion of Pigeon Forge’s Smoky Mountains 
Storytelling Festival in 2001.  Based on the great success of that day, Pigeon Forge Special Events staff knew 
they were onto something and decided to expand on the western theme and create a new festival. 
 
Although Saddle Up is a charged event, festival attendance continues to climb with each passing year.  In 
2012 the cumulative attendance across all Saddle Up events was calculated between 7,000 – 8,000 people.  
Overall, 16 states were represented through tickets sales including Alabama, Georgia, Indiana, Kentucky, 
Louisiana, Maryland, Michigan, Mississippi, Missouri, North Carolina, Ohio, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, 
Tennessee, Virginia and West Virginia.  
 
Staff members credit the continued growth of the festival to a number of things including the passion of 
those who attend on a yearly basis, the quality of western entertainers performing, and new elements 
added over the years that become mainstay traditions of the festival such as the Buckaroo Roundup and 
the Chuck Wagon Cookoff at Clabough’s Campground to name a few.  
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Stories & Strings – Background  
 
The story behind the first Stories & Strings goes back to February 2009.  It was then, during the 9th Annual 
Saddle Up, that the seeds were planted.  Representatives from the Pigeon Forge Office of Special Events 
were having lunch with a group of the entertainers who performed at that day’s Saddle Up concerts.  
During the discourse, the group was asked for suggestions to make Saddle Up unique.   
 
Andy Wilkinson, a songwriter and playwright from Lubbock, Texas, mentioned it might be interesting to 
have a group of random musicians on stage together discussing their personal styles and musical 
influences.  This would provide concertgoers a unique opportunity to learn more about their favorite 
western performers and connect with them on a personal level.   
 
In spring 2011, during discussions about the upcoming 12th Annual Saddle Up, the conversation with Andy 
Wilkinson was recalled.   
 

This story led to more discussions regarding the 
possibilities of having an event framed around the 
concept of connecting the western entertainers to the 
audience.  As the conversation progressed, it was agreed 
that T. Scot Wilburn, a Spokane, Washington-based 
musician and Saddle Up entertainer, would be the ideal 
person to produce the concert and make it a reality.  
 
When presented with the concept, Wilburn took the idea 
and soared with it.  He contacted various musicians who 
already were contracted for the 12th Annual Saddle Up.  
The men and women who performed in this unique 
setting as part of Stories & Strings include T. Scot 
Wilburn, Stephanie Davis, Bobby Black, Ray Doyle, 
Richard Chon, David Wilkie and Keri Lynn Zwicker. 
 
Wilburn’s connections from knowing so many western 
performers allowed him to know who would be open to 
performing in such a unique atmosphere.  Coming from 
across the western United States and Canada, there was 
no time for rehearsal, except the one hour sound check 
before the curtains went up.  At concert’s end, audience 
members throughout the packed house were amazed 
this was the first and only time these performers had 
shared a stage together.   
 

 
 
 
 
 

Stories & Strings producer T. Scot Wilburn  
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A Brief Recap of the First  
Stories & Strings at Saddle Up  

 
The 12th Annual Saddle Up was a very exciting year, not only because of the continuing growth of the 
festival but also because of the new event concept.  Stories & Strings featured several western musicians 
performing onstage together for the first, and possibly only, time together.  They told stories of their 
musical inspirations and performed together as a group.  The talented men and women who performed in 
this unique setting included T. Scot Wilburn, Stephanie Davis, Bobby Black, Ray Doyle, Richard Chon, David 
Wilkie and Keri Lynn Zwicker. 
 
Event organizers decided the best method to build success for such a unique concert would be to have it in 
an intimate venue.  After much searching, Special Events manager Butch Helton contacted Smoky Mountain 
Guitars, located on Sand Pike Boulevard in Pigeon Forge.  The musical instrument shop was a convenient 
location as it had its own 200-seat concert venue.     
 
Upon hearing the Stories & Strings concept, store management at Smoky Mountain Guitars happily agreed 
to allow the event to take place at their venue in exchange for sponsorship.  As part of the sponsorship 
agreement, the venue was donated in exchange for Smoky Mountain Guitars’ logo presence in all printed 
event pieces and on the Saddle Up webpage.   
 
Once the performers and venue were confirmed, Friday, Feb. 24, 2012, was selected as the date for Stories 
& Strings.  To add extra incentive for attendees to purchase tickets, renowned chuck wagon cook Kent 
Rollins was onsite with his Red River Ranch Chuck Wagon preparing cowboy coffee and cinnamon rolls.  
This special treat was served from 10:00 a.m. until 11:00 a.m.    
    
The cost for Stories & Strings, including tax, was $16.46.  Tickets were sold in advance online at 
www.mypigeonforge.com/saddeup.  Considering the quality of talent onstage for such a unique concert 
experience, as well as the chuck wagon sampling, tickets were a true value.  In fact, Pigeon Forge Office of 
Special Events Staff was incredibly pleased at the outpouring of eager western music enthusiasts who filled 
the venue to capacity. 
 
Between songs throughout the 90-minute concert, everyone in attendance was treated to intimate stories 
from each performer about their western music roots.  At the conclusion of the concert, event staff realized 
beyond any doubt that Stories & Strings was an event with great potential to grow under the Saddle Up 
umbrella.    
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Attendance for Stories & Strings  
 
With Stories & Strings located at Smoky Mountain Guitars, event staff knew the maximum capacity for the 
concert could not exceed 200 attendees.  That being said, event staff was pleased that the majority of 
tickets were sold online, well before Saddle Up had officially kicked off.  From ticket sales, event staff was 
able to produce a list of where Saddle Up attendees were from.  As such, Stories & Strings attendees 
traveled from 11 states including Georgia, Kentucky, Michigan, North Carolina, Ohio, Pennsylvania, South 
Carolina, Tennessee, Louisiana, Virginia and West Virginia.     
 
At a total cost of $16.46, including tax, the venue was filled to capacity with western music enthusiasts.   
 

 
Event Budget and Revenue for Stories & Strings  

 
With Smoky Mountain Guitars providing the concert venue in exchange for sponsorship benefits, costs 
were relegated to the entertainers and the chuckwagon sampling.  When it comes to the event budget for 
Stories & Strings, the event falls under the Saddle Up umbrella, which includes multiple performances by 
the entertainers and appearances by the Red River Ranch Chuck Wagon.  The total budget for Saddle Up 
was $65,000. 
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Advertising for Stories & Strings  
 
With Stories & Strings only being one facet of the 12th Annual Saddle Up, there was no advertising for 
Stories & Strings specifically.  All printed advertisements the Pigeon Forge Office of Special Events produced 
were for Sevier County’s daily local newspaper The Mountain Press. 
 
Event staff also featured a smaller Saddle Up advertisement in the Wilderness Wildlife Week Program 
Guide, an annual event that drew 24,600 visitors in January 2012.  
 
Saddle Up flyers were created for the event and were distributed at the Pigeon Forge Welcome Center and 
the Pigeon Forge Information Center.  Stories & Strings producer T. Scot Wilburn also distributed the flyers 
at the National Cowboy Poetry Gathering in Elko, Nev.  As part of a marketing partnership with the Booth 
Western Art Museum in Cartersville, Ga., Saddle Up flyers were available to guests of the museum’s fall 
festival.  
 
Event organizers decided a unique way to create local interest in the event was to have Saddle Up flyers 
delivered to Pigeon Forge businesses by cowboy impersonators.  So, on Wednesday, Feb. 22, Lana Bowes, a 
special events coordinator, along with “John Wayne” and “Hopalong Cassidy” delivered over 500 flyers to 
Pigeon Forge shops, restaurants and hotels. 
 

 2012 Saddle Up and A Mountain Quiltfest ad featured in Fun Things To Do In The Mountains.   
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Challenges of Stories & Strings as a First-Time Event  
 
With Stories & Strings being a new event for the 12th Annual Saddle Up, there were numerous challenges 
both expected and unexpected.  The challenge the event staff was most concerned with would be whether 
the musicians could craft quality music together as none of them had ever played at once on the same 
stage together.  With this being the biggest concern, all fears were put to rest as the group of individuals 
that producer T. Scot Wilburn arranged performed fantastically together.  The music was so great no one in 
the audience could believe these men and women had never before performed as one group. 
  
Another challenge that event organizers faced was how to schedule Stories & Strings within the context of 
Saddle Up.  Saddle Up was scheduled for Thursday, Feb. 23 through Sunday, Feb. 26, so the event staff had 
to carefully decide on the best date and time to attempt this endeavor.  After much consideration, Pigeon 
Forge Office of Special Events manager Butch Helton decided to schedule Stories & Strings for 11:00 a.m. 
on Friday, Feb. 24.  Butch believed this would be the best time and date for Stories & Strings as it would not 
conflict with the traditional evening concerts for Saddle Up on Friday and Saturday, nor the Intimate 
Evening Dinner Concerts on Thursday.  Going with his gut instinct and years of experience in the field of 
event planning, Butch’s idea to have Stories & Strings at midday on Friday, Feb. 24, paid off in a myriad of 
ways.  First, there was no concert or show in Pigeon Forge to compete against Stories & Strings and, 
second, this “event within an event” provided some of our volunteers a great opportunity to unwind and 
enjoy the newest Saddle Up production. 
 
One challenge that definitely affected Stories & Strings was its location and the proximity of the parking lot 
spaces to Smoky Mountain Guitars.  With Kent Rollins and his Red River Chuck Wagon onsite preparing 
cinnamon rolls for those who purchased tickets, there was even less space for event attendees to park.  As 
a result, dedicated volunteers directed attendees to two parking lots within a block of the event.  With 
February weather in Tennessee being unpredictable, a major rainstorm came through Pigeon Forge prior to 
the show, adding to the angst of attendees.  However, even a good soaking rain did not deter the faithful 
from attending Stories & Strings.   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Pictured left: Renowned 
steel guitarist, Bobby 
Black 
Pictured right: Classically 
trained violinist and lead 
vocalist of the Saddle Cats, 
Richard Chon 
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How Stories & Strings Ties into Saddle Up  
 
When the concept of Stories & Strings was first discussed for the 12th Annual Saddle Up, one of the main 
goals was to ensure it would tie seamlessly into the other events under the Saddle Up umbrella. 
 
Stories & Strings was such a fresh idea that many established festivals might be afraid to attempt, but the 
Pigeon Forge Office of Special Events has always held the belief that quality and creativity are vital to all 
events.   
 
While it may sound impossible that such a concept could be successfully executed, having the right people 
in the right place working on an event makes anything possible! 
 
    
 

Duration of the First Stories & Strings Concert 
 
With Stories & Strings being a new component to Saddle Up, Pigeon Forge Office of Special Events manager 
Butch Helton decided it would be best to have this particular style of concert scheduled for 11:00 a.m. on 
Friday, Feb. 24 at Smoky Mountain Guitars.   
 
From 10:00 a.m. until 11:00 a.m., Kent and Sharon Rollins prepared cowboy coffee and cinnamon rolls from 
their Red River Ranch Chuck Wagon in the parking lot of the venue.  This treat was exclusively for those 
who had purchased tickets to the Stories & Strings concert.   
 
Both Butch and Stories & Strings producer T. Scot Wilburn agreed Stories & Strings should last roughly 90 
minutes.  In actuality, the concert did just that as it ended precisely at 12:30 p.m., which gave the 
entertainers and event staff enough time to have sign autographs, have lunch and prepare for the 
upcoming 3:00 p.m. Saddle Up concert at Tennessee Shindig Theater.       

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Ray Doyle playing guitar and 
performing as a vocalist during 
Stories & Strings 

Mandolin master David Wilkie and 
harpist Keri Lynn Zwicker of 
Cowboy Celtic at Stories & Strings  
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Sponsorship and Stories & Strings 
 
While Saddle Up as a whole featured many generous sponsors, 
for the purposes of defining the sponsorship of Stories & Strings 
there was actually only one sponsor.  That sponsor, Smoky 
Mountain Guitars, is a Pigeon Forge business that specializes in 
new, used and vintage guitars, mandolins, banjos and resonator 
guitars.   
 
While the shop specializes in those instruments, it also houses a 
state-of-the-art concert venue that can seat up to 200 people.  
Past concerts at Smoky Mountain Guitars have included 
bluegrass favorites Doyle Lawson & Quicksilver and Larry Sparks & The Lonesome Ramblers. 
 
Smoky Mountain Guitars agreed to serve as the event venue for the Stories & Strings concert and to allow 
Kent Rollins to set up his Red River Ranch Chuck Wagon in the store’s parking lot to prepare cowboy coffee 
and cinnamon rolls.   
 
In exchange for the concert venue and space, Smoky Mountain Guitars’ logo was included in all Saddle Up 
advertising, including newspapers and miscellaneous printed materials and on the event’s webpage.  As an 
added bonus, having Stories & Strings at Smoky Mountain Guitars served to raise awareness among 
musicians and event attendees that there is a store off the beaten path in Pigeon Forge that sells quality 
musical instruments, thus increasing their potential patronage. 
 
Although the 2013 Saddle Up is still months away, Smoky Mountain Guitars has already expressed interest 
in having the same sponsorship opportunity to host Stories & Strings as they had this year.     

 
 

 

Every seat in Smoky Mountain Guitars concert area is a great place to take in some quality 
musical performances. 
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The Success of Stories & Strings 
 
It is often difficult to accurately define success as it relates to a new event.  With Stories & Strings there 
were three criteria to determine whether or not the first year “event within an event” was successful.  
Saddle Up organizers analyzed (1) Ticket sales/Attendance for Stories & Strings versus the cost to produce 
the concert, (2) Overall enthusiasm of the crowd and volunteers for the event, and (3) Reaction of the 
Stories & Strings performers.   
 
As a first time event, ticket sales for Stories & Strings were success with a capacity crowd.    
 
One thing that has proven incredibly true about the volunteers of the Pigeon Forge Office of Special Events 
is that they are always representing and promoting the City of Pigeon Forge and city-sponsored events to 
their families, friends and neighbors.  Their passion for Saddle Up and its activities is something event staff 
appreciates, and there is no better way to thank them than to allow them free admission to concerts, 
including Stories & Strings.   
 
By doing this small token of appreciation to the dedicated 
volunteers who assist with the overall event, the Pigeon 
Forge Office of Special Events is provided with additional 
feedback as to whether an event works or does not.  From 
conversations with volunteers who were in attendance for 
Stories & Strings, they were all very pleased with the 
concert and commented that it was their favorite part of 
Saddle Up. 
 
Each of the entertainers also found Stories & Strings to be 
one of their best onstage experiences.  While most all the 
men and women knew each other from playing different 
western festivals, none of them had ever had the 
opportunity to share a stage as one group and share both 
stories and songs with an audience together.  Having 
heard from the entertainers that they enjoyed the format 
of sharing their talents and influences in such a unique 
manner with a rapt audience assured the Pigeon Forge 
Office of Special Events that Stories & Strings was in fact a 
success in its first year. 
 
With these criteria met, Pigeon Forge Office of Special 
Events manager Butch Helton decided Stories & Strings 
would be an annual part of Saddle Up.  As such, each year 
will bring different arrangements of musicians together to 
share their stories and songs. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Stories & Strings producer T. Scot 
Wilburn performs during the first 
Stories & Strings “event within an 
event” at Smoky Mountain Guitars. 

Above: Stories & Strings producer  
T. Scot Wilburn performing during the 
first Stories & Strings “event within an 
event” at Smoky Mountain Guitars. 
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Where to View Segments of Stories & Strings 
 
Thanks to the wonder of the World Wide Web and YouTube, segments of Stories & Strings can be viewed to 
give potential attendees an idea of what Stories & Strings is all about.  If you have a chance, please feel free to 
check these links out for one Wild West of a time! 
 
David Wilkie performs "The Wind in the Wire" at Stories & Strings 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hghHZc-Q9nc&list=PL479DCAE2D431DBCB&index=1&feature=plpp_video  
 
Keri Lynn Zwicker performs on harp at Stories & Strings 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xg3pYrtCBIQ&list=PL479DCAE2D431DBCB&index=2&feature=plpp_video 
 
Richard Chon performs "I'm an Old Cowhand" at Stories & Strings  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sTsDkM3Cr20&list=PL479DCAE2D431DBCB&index=3&feature=plpp_video 
 
Ray Doyle performs "The Cowboy Life" at Stories & Strings  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nzDeTziXWfc&list=PL479DCAE2D431DBCB&index=4&feature=plpp_video 
 
Stories & Strings – Bobby Black and Scot Wilburn – “No Teardrops Tonight”  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ntkl6OY_ctc&list=PL479DCAE2D431DBCB&index=5&feature=plpp_video 
 
Scot Wilburn performs "Keeper of My Heart" at Stories & Strings 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=92fImpIld_Q&list=PL479DCAE2D431DBCB&index=6&feature=plpp_video 
 
Stories & Strings – Bobby Black – "Panhandle Rag"  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MofSniPgg3s&list=PL479DCAE2D431DBCB&index=7&feature=plpp_video 
 
 
Note: A special thank you to John Reed, Chico, CA, for donating his videography talents to capture the 
essence of Stories & Strings. 
 

 


