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Ballad Health officials believe 
the B117 variant, a more trans-
missible strain of  COVID-19, is 
driving the recent surge in cases 
in Northeast Tennessee and 
Southwest Virginia.

“This is not too surprising as 

that strain is becoming the domi-
nant strain in many areas of  the 
United States,” said Clay 
Runnels, the system’s chief  phy-
sician executive, during a press 
conference with local media on 
Wednesday.

To determine the prevalence of  
COVID-19 variants, the health 
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COVID-19 IN NORTHEAST TENNESSEE SNAPSHOT

Northeast 
Tennessee added 
150 new COVID-19 
infections on 
Wednesday, the 
region’s second-
highest reported 
total in the past 
seven days. 

Variant, vaccination lag fueling surge?
Ballad says demand has declined dramatically

Runnels

‘I want to 
learn’; ETSU 
surprises 
new student
By Jonathan Roberts
PRESS STAFF WRITER
jroberts@johnsoncitypress.com

Will Gott 
arrived at East 
Tennessee State 
University on 
Wednesday 
thinking he was 
going on a tour 
of  the campus.

But when he 
entered Warf-
Pickel Hall, he 
was greeted by 

ETSU mascot Bucky, ETSU 
President Dr. Brian Noland and 
Access ETSU Director Dr. Dawn 
Rowe, who surprised Gott with 
acceptance into the Access ETSU 
program, a two-year, non-degree 
program that prepares students 
with intellectual disabilities for 
meaningful employment.

Gott is one of  12 people 
recently accepted into the pro-
gram thanks to a $2.5 million 
grant from the U.S. Department 
of  Education.

Asked why he wanted to attend 
ETSU, Gott was quick to answer.

“Because I want to learn,” said 
Gott, who garnered some 
national notoriety when he met 
and sang with country music 
star Garth Brooks back in 2019. 

West Walnut  plan 
includes a towering 

tribute to the 
distilling tradition

See SURGE, Page A2
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WEST WALNUT CORRIDOR

A museum, a rooftop bar, a 
beer garden and a glass-enclosed 
tower encasing a multi-story 
piece of  distilling equipment will 
be fixtures of  one of  Tennessee 
Hills’ forthcoming locations on 
West Walnut Street.

Scott Andrew, a businessman 
who is partnering with distillery 
owner Stephen Callahan on the 
project, has shared preliminary 
designs for the proposed facility 
at 620 W. Walnut St., which has 
been home to Preston 
Woodworking.

The business partners recently 
bought the building. It will serve 
as the company’s main pro-
duction facility, where 
Tennessee Hills will can 
wine, sangrias, seltzers, 
beers and ready-to-drink 

cocktails. Callahan and Andrew 
expect to be able to produce 50 
barrels of  whiskey a day out of  
the location.

A preliminary design of  the 
structure shows the first floor 
will be largely dominated by a 
distillery and a bar/restaurant. 
The bottom level will also have 
outdoor dining, merchandising 
and an outdoor beer garden, 
which has access to the bar. 
There will also be an indoor and 
outdoor stage.

The building’s still will be vis-
ible to customers at the restau-
rant and on all three floors of  the 
building through glass panels 
and windows. The 50-foot 
column still will stretch even 

higher than the third floor 
of  the building.

The second floor will 
have a museum, space 

Above, Preston 
Woodworking’s location will 

serve as Tennessee Hills’ 
main production facility. 

Preliminary drawings show 
the West Watauga, top, and 

West Walnut 
elevations. 
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See DISTILLING, Page A2
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ETSU’s newest student, Will Gott, gives 
a thumbs-up as he enters the room 
before being told he was selected as 
one of 12 incoming Access ETSU 
students Wednesday morning. 

ACCESS ETSU

Planned 
tour takes 

a turn with 
acceptance 
into ETSU 

program

See ETSU, Page A2

Joni Cannon, left, 
handed over a 
$12,000 check to 
Huschka House 
founder Donna 
Cherry after the 
local non-profit 
organization Cap 
the Gap of Carter 
County dissolved.

BECKY CAMPBELL/
JOHNSON CITY PRESS

Non-profit’s funds find new home
Dissolved 

group gives 
$12,000 to 

Huschka 
House

By Becky Campbell
PRESS SENIOR REPORTER
bcampbell@johnsoncitypress.com

A local non-profit organization 
that provided necessities to 
foster care kids recently dis-
solved, and the board was 
required to donate the remaining 

funds to  another non-profit.

That ended with a big financial 

boost for a start-up non-profit 

this week.

When Joni Cannon, founder of  

Cap the Gap of  Carter County, 

saw a Johnson City Press article 

See FUNDS, Page A2

Turn to 
A2 to see 
preliminary 
design 
drawings for 
the project
 by the firm 
Thomas 
Weems 
Architect.
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