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BEST VIEWS
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BEST OF SOUTHERN CUISINE


Connecting some of the most iconic cities in the American South, these paths trace the very root of the American experience. Travel from Nashville, where country music came into its own, and Memphis, birthplace of the blues, to New Orleans, home of that Dixieland jazz, and you’ll better understand not only the nation’s musical legacy, but also its creation and expansion.


Your road trip starts in Nashville, home to the Grand Ole Opry, a radio show that brought country music to the masses. It also boasts a rich civil rights legacy, and a reputation as a cosmopolitan city with world-class food and entertainment. Continue on to Memphis to lose yourself in barbecue and blues.
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You’ll end in boisterous New Orleans, where jazz is perhaps the loudest sound in a heady mix of blues, rock, soul, zydeco, and Cajun music. It’s also a place where gardens bloom, streetcars run, and beignets make everything sweeter.


Connecting these cities is the Natchez Trace Parkway, a verdant landscape rich in history and lore. Along this route your pace will slow as the sounds of raucous music give way to the melodies of birds and the rustling of leaves and grass. Follow in the footsteps of Native Americans, Confederate soliders, and thousands of others who helped to mold this region into its current form.


This journey is an outdoor adventure, a concert on wheels, a history lesson, and a culinary quest. Start it with a biscuit and a country tune and end with a beignet and a sax riff.
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PLANNING YOUR TRIP



Where to Go


This drive along the Natchez Trace Parkway originates in Nashville, crosses through Tennessee, cuts across a corner of Alabama, and then traverses much of Mississippi before ending in Natchez. From there, you’re just a short drive from New Orleans.


Nashville


Nashville is the epicenter of country music. It’s home to the Grand Ole Opry, the Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum, and hundreds of recording studios. It’s the place where thousands of musicians and songwriters come to make it, and the city’s nightlife is all the richer for it. Fine arts and a contemporary culinary scene appeal to sophisticates, while museums, historical sites, and the grand Tennessee State Capitol recall the city’s history.
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The Trace: Tennessee


This is where your drive starts: at the northern terminus of the Natchez Trace Parkway. This northernmost stretch features rolling hills, secluded hikes, and significant historic sites, including the somber and reverential Meriwether Lewis Monument and Gravesite. Close to the parkway are quaint suburbs and towns, including Franklin and Leiper’s Fork, where you can visit Civil War sites and spot country music celebrities.


The Trace: Alabama


The shortest section of the Natchez Trace Parkway covers just a tiny corner of Alabama but contains tons of history. Contemplate the somber Wichahpi Commemorative Stone Wall, an homage to the Trail of Tears. Close to the Trace, the Quad Cities region is home to Muscle Shoals, an important part of music history, and Florence, which is a surprising epicenter of fashion and design.


The Trace: Northern Mississippi


This part of the state is known as “the hills” of Mississippi. And along this winding stretch of the parkway, you’ll find scenic views and opportunities for camping, hiking, and bicycling. This section ends in Tupelo, birthplace of the King of Rock ’n’ Roll, Elvis Presley. The Natchez Trace Parkway Headquarters and Visitor Center is ground zero for information about the Natchez Trace.


Memphis and the Mississippi Blues Trail


This route starts in Memphis, Tennessee, and winds south for 140 miles into the Mississippi Delta. The blues were born in Memphis, and they still call Memphis home in nightclubs on Beale Street and juke joints around the city. But Memphis is more than music. It’s an urban center with fine dining, parks, and art museums. Watch the resident ducks at The Peabody Memphis or fuel up with a plate of barbecue.


Drive the Mississippi Blues Trail to explore the roots of American music. Visit small towns that are home to big history, like Tunica, Cleveland, and Indianola.


The Trace: Central Mississippi


Through farmland and past Indian mounds, the Natchez Trace Parkway is a leisurely, easy drive in this section of the Magnolia State. Exit the parkway for two of the state’s academic and tourism treasures: Oxford and Starkville. Plan leisurely stops to stroll these quintessential college towns.


The Trace: Southern Mississippi


The southernmost stretch of the parkway is bookended by two of the state’s most significant cities—the capital city of Jackson and historic Natchez, the southern terminus of the Trace. This is an opportunity to explore civil rights sites, Civil War battlefields, and antebellum homes and gardens.


New Orleans


New Orleans is unlike any other city, steeped as it is in many unique cultures. Its reputation of being a party place is accurate, but it’s also home to beautiful architecture, museums, gardens, and, of course, tempting Cajun and Creole food. Louisiana capital Baton Rouge has some of NOLA’s spunk but also its own traditions, charms, and a mammoth campus.


When to Go


The Natchez Trace Parkway has its charms year-round. Visitors are steady throughout the year, with July and October slightly more popular times to travel the road. Spring is the most desirable time to visit. Colorful wildflowers will be in bloom, making overlooks and hikes stunning, but greenery won’t yet block vistas, as happens in summer. In spring the days will be long enough to get miles and stops in on the Trace before sunset, but summer’s crowds won’t yet be nabbing campground spaces. Spring weather is temperate, not the oppressive heat of summer.


Summer is the peak travel season for Nashville and Memphis, when crowds and temperatures are at their highest. It’s also when some of the biggest music festivals and events are going on. In New Orleans, summer is the least crowded time to visit; hurricane season is June-September.


Fall is also popular; the parkway is one of the best places in the South to see the leaves change. Stark white cotton bolls in bloom are a breathtaking contrast to the rich yellows and golds on the trees. Fall is a good time to explore Nashville, Memphis, and New Orleans, as the temperatures are cooler and the crowds have dispersed.


Winter is generally low season for this region—except in New Orleans, when people flock to the city for Mardi Gras and temperate weather. The Trace is rarely troubled by inclement weather, as the region sees little snow.


Before You Go


Fly into Nashville International Airport and out of New Orleans’s Louis Armstrong New Orleans International Airport. Memphis, Jackson, and Birmingham, Alabama, are other nearby cities that are good alternatives for those who want to do just a portion of the drive.


Pack light, particularly if you want to see the Natchez Trace by bicycle, motorcycle, or on horseback. Pack hiking boots and sunscreen for exploring the Trace’s many scenic pleasures, and tents and sleeping bags if you plan to camp.
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Music (and Elvis) are everywhere in Tupelo
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Mardi Gras spirit lives year-round in New Orleans
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the stage of the Grand Ole Opry in Nashville.





If you’re planning to stop over in the cities on this route, make advance reservations. Nashville has a hotel room shortage, especially during the summer music festival season. Football games in the Mississippi college towns of Oxford and Starkville make fall a tough time to find a hotel room. New Orleans accommodations are in demand during Mardi Gras (February or March) and Jazz Fest (April or May). Natchez is almost exclusively a B&B town, and these small inns are often booked in advance during the town’s Spring and Fall Pilgrimage.


Most B&Bs along the Trace accommodate bicycle travelers. Call ahead to confirm there are safe spaces to store your gear.


Driving Tips


The Natchez Trace Parkway is a scenic 444-mile paved road managed by the National Park Service. The entire parkway is well marked with brown mile markers on the east side of the road. Crossroads are also marked, and there are signs at intersections letting you know how many miles to the next major city. It is very difficult to get lost on the Trace if you pay attention. Some of the stops have maps posted in their parking areas as well.


There are virtually no commercial stops on the route. That means you must exit the parkway at major crossroads to get gas. Some of the stops on the parkway have restrooms and vending machines, and there are three official campgrounds on the Trace, but for the most part, you’ll need to exit for restaurants and accommodations as well.


Many people travel the Trace on bicycle. If you are in a car, you must allow at least three feet for cyclists when passing. You are encouraged to pass in the opposite lane (when safe) when there are bicyclists present.


Cell phone reception is very spotty on much of the parkway, though generally reliable in the cities. Most hotels, even small B&Bs, have Wi-Fi, making it possible to connect on the road.


Drought in the summer of 2016 caused what the Park Service calls “severe cracking and movement of the parkway motor road surface” in Mississippi. In a car, you may not notice these conditions, but on motorcycle or bicycle you may encounter a high number of potholes.


It’s rare for roads to be closed for inclement weather. Pay attention to alerts for snow, tornadoes (during extreme temperature changes), dense fog, and flash floods; check with park rangers (662/680-4025) to get updated weather forecasts. They will also know about any unexpected road closures due to construction. That information is also posted on the parkway website (www.nps.gov/natr). Note that the Trace is a two-lane road with frequent pullouts. If a bridge or road is closed due to an accident, patience will be required. If a road is blocked due to an accident, you have to wait for it to clear or backtrack and find a detour.




Preparing to Bike the Trace


If you’re traveling the Trace by bicycle, as many do, you’ll have to plan ahead, as 444 miles is a significant ride. People of all fitness levels, ages, and abilities complete this ride, which ESPN rates as one of the 10 best bike routes in the country. The lack of dangerous road traffic combined with beautiful scenery and mild weather makes it particularly appealing to newbies and experienced pedalers alike.


Before you begin, figure out approximately how many miles you plan to bike a day. If you plan to do the trip in a week, you’ll need to average at least 75 miles per day, with limited detours. Make a training plan that gets you up to that mileage.


Wondering what to bring? Here’s a start:


A bike. Obviously, you’ll need to buy or rent a bicycle. The entirety of the parkway is paved, so a road or touring bike is your best bet (as opposed to a mountain bike).


Changes of clothes, particularly rain gear. Thunderstorms in the South can be soakers. So, while you want to pack light, you also want to have the clothes you need when Mother Nature shows you who’s boss. Layering is key.


Clip-in shoes. If clip-ins and cleats are your thing, bring ’em. If not, that’s fine, too, but in either case bring shoes (and hiking boots) to wear when not on your bike.


Locks. You’ll want your gear to be safe when you hike, explore towns on side trips, and take breaks for food.


Maps. Much of the parkway has limited cell service. Have a paper map in case your GPS fails you.


Snacks. You may not need gas on a bike, but your body needs fuel. Have protein bars or other snacks in your pack.


Padded shorts. It’s 444 miles on a bike seat. Enough said.


Reflective gear and lights. It isn’t recommended that you bike on the Trace at night. Remember, there are limited roadway lights. But you’ll still want to make sure you can be seen when the sun is down. A helmet, first-aid kit, and safety gear are also essential.


A good attitude. You never know what will happen on a long trek. Some cyclists say the repetitive nature of the landscape bores them silly. Others find it meditative. Traffic, storms, construction, wild turkeys: Who knows what you will encounter. Keep an open mind and keep pedaling.


Companions. Many tour companies offer guided or supported bike rides on the Trace (meaning a van carries your meals and gear while you ride). These are great options for those who don’t want to be on two wheels alone on the road. See the Bike Tours and Shuttles section in the Essentials chapter (click here) for more information.






HIT THE ROAD



The 12-Day Nashville to New Orleans Road Trip


With just under two weeks, you can wind your way from one epic music and food city to the next. The total drive is 620 miles; 444 of these curve down the National Park Service’s Natchez Trace Parkway. You’ll hear everything from country to Creole; visit the birthplace of the King and a place where civil rights stood proud. You can easily reverse the route from south to north, ending in Tennessee.


The trip will take longer on two wheels or horseback, but the Natchez Trace is well-suited for such modes of transport. Check out the Essentials chapter (click here) for more specifics on planning such a journey.


The parkway mileposts are numbered from south to north, so it’s easy to start your trip in New Orleans and follow this guide in reverse to end your journey in Nashville. Either way, your trip is bookended by good food and music.


Days 1-2: Nashville


Spend your first two days in Nashville (see details and suggestions on click here).


Day 3: Tennessee


NASHVILLE TO ALABAMA BORDER (120 MILES)


Up and at ’em! Fuel up both yourself and your car with biscuits from Loveless Cafe and gasoline from a nearby station. Your first stop on the Natchez Trace Parkway is a prime photo spot: the Double Arch Bridge.


If you’re up for exiting the scenic parkway, you have several good options for food, drink, and entertainment in Franklin, Leiper's Fork, and Columbia, which is where you’ll find the James K. Polk Home & Museum. Other highlights include the Franklin Theatre. While in Franklin, take a tour at Carnton, a historic former plantation, where you can experience Civil War history from an intimate vantage point.


Along the Trace itself you should stop at the Meriwether Lewis Monument and Gravesite, which is a somber memorial to a man who helped the country expand. This is also where to camp for the night before crossing into Alabama.


Day 4: Alabama


ALABAMA BORDER TO MISSISSIPPI BORDER (30 MILES)


You’ll be covering fewer miles on the Trace today but plenty of territory when it comes to Native American, music, and military history. Stop at the Wichahpi Commemorative Stone Wall and learn about the Trail of Tears.


Take a side trip to the Quad Cities region, where the namesake cities of Muscle Shoals, Florence, Sheffield, and Tuscumbia offer myriad opportunities. Muscle Shoals is home to important music sites like 3614 Jackson Highway and Fame Studios. Shop for unique clothing items or souvenirs in Florence, then tuck in for the night.


Day 5: Northern Mississippi


MISSISSIPPI BORDER TO TUPELO (45 MILES)


Don’t forget to get gas in the Quad Cities before heading back to the Trace. Next you’ll head south on the Trace, bound for Tupelo, stopping at Bear Creek Mound and Pharr Mounds on the way.


Once you arrive in Tupelo, sample the blueberry doughnuts at Connie's Fried Chicken, and then head to the Elvis Presley Birthplace, where you’ll honor the King’s legacy and learn how he got to be who he was. Catch a show at the Blue Canoe, then head back to your hotel so you can be rested and ready to go in the morning.




Best Views


Scenic overlooks are some of the Natchez Trace Parkway’s strengths. Here are some of the best spots to get memorable views.


[image: Image] Birdsong Hollow (milepost 438): From atop the Double Arch Bridge at Birdsong Hollow, you’ll see far and wide from 155 feet above the valley (click here).


[image: Image] Tobacco Farm and Old Trace Drive (milepost 401.4): Leave from this replica of an old tobacco farm and take a two-mile drive along the Old Trace, where you’ll see meadows and fields peeking through the trees (click here).
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The history and the beauty of the Trace come together at Tobacco Farm.





[image: Image] Lauderdale (milepost 328.7): This spot on the shore of the Tennessee River is the best place for views of the John Coffee Memorial Bridge, the longest bridge on the parkway (click here).


[image: Image] Old Town Overlook (milepost 263.9): Choose from watching the thriving pond life, including turtles, or watching the cars and bikes wind their way down the parkway (click here).


[image: Image] Black Belt Overlook (milepost 251.9): The pastoral landscape of central Mississippi is evident in the limestone layers here (click here).


[image: Image] Reservoir Overlook (milepost 105.6): More of a park than a mere viewpoint, Reservoir Overlook allows you to take in the beauty of Ross Barnett Reservoir (click here).


[image: Image] Emerald Mound (milepost 10.3): Unlike at other Indian mounds, here you are encouraged to walk to the top of the flat-top relic, where you can view the surroundings from 360 degrees (click here).





Days 6-7: Memphis


TUPELO TO MEMPHIS (110 MILES)


Spend these two days in Memphis (see details and suggestions on click here). Head back to Tupelo on the evening of day seven, so that you’ll be ready for the side trip to Oxford, Mississippi, the next morning.


Day 8: Central Mississippi


TUPELO TO RIDGELAND (275 MILES WITH OXFORD)


Before you leave Tupelo, stop by the Natchez Trace Parkway Headquarters and Visitor Center on the Trace itself. This is the best place on the 444-mile route to meet with rangers, ask questions, watch a film, and buy some souvenirs.
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Natchez Trace Parkway in early fall
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Mississippi State Fair
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Johnny Cash Museum.







Best Hikes


The Natchez Trace Parkway isn’t just a great drive. It’s also an access road to great walks, some short, some long. Here are a few of the best.


[image: Image] Garrison Creek (milepost 427.6): As the northern terminus of the Highland Rim Trail, this is the place serious hikers go to escape the hubbub. Make it long and strenuous, or just do a quick section (click here).


[image: Image] Wichahpi Commemorative Stone Wall (milepost 338): Meditate and contemplate while walking along this mile-long unmortared wall, which honors those who walked the Trail of Tears (click here).


[image: Image] Rock Spring (milepost 330.2): Take a 20-minute hike to a bubbling brook, sheltered from the sun under a canopy of trees (click here).


[image: Image] Bailey's Woods Trail (Oxford): Though doing this 20-minute wooded walk means taking a side trip to Oxford, Mississippi, it’s worth it for the chance to visit William Faulkner’s home, which connects to the trail (click here).


[image: Image] Cypress Swamp Loop Trail (milepost 122): Less than a half mile, this boardwalk stroll spans a serene swamp of water tupelos and bald cypress (click here).


[image: Image] Natchez Trace Multi-Use Trail (milepost 105-100): A paved path winds next to the parkway and is great for walkers, strollers, hikers, and bikers (click here).





Gas up the car for the 45-minute drive to Oxford, home of Ole Miss. Wander the University of Mississippi campus, where you can tour the University Museum and several of the campus’s historic civil rights sights. Visit Rowan Oak, William Faulkner’s home, then get lunch in The Square, the center of all things Oxford.


You have about an hour on the road to hook back up with the parkway (remember to fuel up). Then continue south. Two of five Native American ceremonial mounds are visible at the Owl Creek Mounds Archaeological Site, just off the parkway. Stop here to see sites that were likely Indian temples and then head south to the six Indian burial mounds at Bynum Mounds.


Take a quick hike at Cypress Swamp, then make for Ridgeland, another 150 miles down the Trace, to spend the night.


Day 9


RIDGELAND TO NATCHEZ (110 MILES)


Ridgeland is just east of Jackson, Mississippi’s capital city. You have many museums from which to choose on your days in Jackson. The perfectly preserved Eudora Welty House and Garden feels like the author has just run out to lunch and she’ll be back in a few. The civil rights collection at the Margaret Walker Center on the Jackson State campus, and the Smith Robertson Museum show different perspectives on the state’s complicated civil rights history.


From Jackson you’ll head back on the Trace for the last piece of your parkway drive. Appreciate the leisurely pace as you drive, stopping to read historical signs. Allocate enough time at Mount Locust Historic House, an 1800s building and grounds with cemeteries, walking trails, and more. Drive on to Emerald Mound, because while you may have seen a lot of Indian mounds on this trip, this is one on which you can climb. Like Mount Locust, Elizabeth Female Academy is one of the few remaining buildings (or portions thereof) on the parkway.




Best of Southern Cuisine


Honey-baked hams, biscuits, and pecan pies: A trip through the Deep South is tasty. Yes, you can find vegetables and kombucha, but when in the south. . . . Here’s where to eat some regional specialties.


[image: Image] Loveless Cafe, Nashville: They may not be the best biscuits in Nashville, but they are the most iconic, and they’re at the northern terminus of the parkway (click here).


[image: Image] FloBama Music Hall, Florence: Whole smoked chicken, ribs, and live music. There’s nothing more Southern than that (click here).


[image: Image] Connie's Fried Chicken, Tupelo: This is the place to stop for fried chicken, biscuits, and blueberry doughnuts (click here).


[image: Image] Ajax Diner, Oxford: The turnip green dip, po’boys, and fried catfish are said to be favorites of football legend Eli Manning (click here).


[image: Image] The Biscuit Shop, Starkville: A good biscuit isn’t hard to find in the South, but these are some of the best, with varieties you never imagined (click here).


[image: Image] Carriage House Restaurant, Natchez: Fried chicken and blue plate specials are served in the antebellum mansion Stanton Hall (click here).





You’ve made it to the southern terminus! Natchez is known for its antebellum architecture. Don’t miss the opportunity to stay in one of these sweet, restored homes. At Devereaux Shields House you’ll get a wine reception at night, perfect for after you pull off the road. Check in, wander the manicured garden, and then head to King’s Tavern for flatbread and beer for dinner. The restaurant, which may be haunted, is in the oldest building in the state.


Day 10


NATCHEZ TO BATON ROUGE (100 MILES)


From Natchez, take US 61 south and continue to Baton Rouge, capital of Louisiana. Tour both Louisiana’s Old State Capitol and the current Louisiana State Capitol, an art deco limestone stunner. Drive through Spanish Town, the city’s oldest neighborhood, dating to 1805. Visit the Old Louisiana Governor’s Mansion, which first resident Huey Long wanted to look like the White House.


Order boudin balls and fried green tomatoes at Beausoleil Restaurant and Bar for dinner. Continue the history vibe by spending the night at Hilton Baton Rouge Capitol Center, which is on the National Register of Historic Places.


Days 11-12


BATON ROUGE TO NEW ORLEANS (80 MILES)


Spend your last two days exploring lively New Orleans (see details and suggestions on click here).
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Highlights


S Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum: Learn about the genre’s complex roots and then you’ll be ready to explore the city’s live music bounty (click here).


S Civil Rights Room at the Nashville Public Library: The public library houses the best exhibit about the historic Nashville sit-ins of 1960 and their role in the U.S. civil rights movement (click here).


[image: Image]


S Carl Van Vechten Gallery: This museum on the Fisk University campus houses a remarkable collection of American art, a gift from Alfred Stieglitz (click here).


S The Parthenon: This life-size replica of the Greek Parthenon, complete with a statue of Athena, is a gathering place, a museum, and one of the reasons Nashville is called “the Athens of the South” (click here).


S Fontanel Mansion: Music and nature come together at Barbara Mandrell’s former home, now a museum and music venue with acres of hiking trails (click here).


S Grand Ole Opry: Get an introduction to the depth and breadth of country music (click here).


S The Bluebird Café: The quintessential Nashville listening room hosts intimate music sessions with the people who really do write the songs (click here).





Nashville is where America goes to make music. This city of more than 679,000 on the banks of the Cumberland River is where tomorrow’s hits are written, performed, and recorded today.


There are songs in the air all around this city—in the honky-tonks lining lower Broadway, in the studios along Music Row, and in Music Valley, modern home of the Opry.


During the annual Country Music Association (CMA) Music Festival in June, the whole city is alive with the foot-tapping rhythm of country music. But locals like Jack White, Robert Plant, and the Kings of Leon have done their part to make Music City’s sound more than just twang.


Nashville is also the city where performers and songwriters come to make it in the music business. Listening rooms and nightclubs all over the city are the beneficiaries of this abundance of hopeful talent, and their creativity and energy seep into almost everything in this city.


It is wrong to think that music, country or otherwise, is all there is to Nashville. After the Civil War and Reconstruction, Nashville became known as the Athens of the South because it was a center for education and the arts. Nashville offers visitors much more than a night at the Opry: Art buffs love the Frist Center for the Visual Arts, Carl Van Vechten Gallery, and Cheekwood art museum, not to mention neighborhood and downtown gallery districts. The Nashville Symphony Orchestra plays in the elegant, acclaimed, and renovated Schermerhorn Symphony Center downtown.


Downtown is dominated by tall office towers and stately government buildings, including the state capitol. Meat-and-three restaurants serve irresistible Southern-style meals, East Nashville welcomes award-winning chefs, while eateries along Nolensville Pike reflect the ethnic diversity of the city. This is a city that strikes many notes but sings in perfect harmony.


Planning Your Time


In just two days you can see a few of the city’s attractions and catch a show at the Grand Ole Opry before taking off down the Trace. Musical pilgrims, history enthusiasts, and outdoors enthusiasts should plan to spend more time in Music City.


Downtown is a good home base for many visitors. Hotels are within walking distance of many attractions, restaurants, and nightclubs. They are also the most expensive accommodations in the city. Visitors who are primarily interested in seeing a show at the Grand Ole Opry or shopping at Opry Mills can shack up in Music Valley, where there is a wide cross-section of affordable hotel rooms, as well as the luxury of the Opryland Resort.


If you’re planning to fly to town and rent a car, bike, or motorcycle for the Natchez Trace Parkway exploration, you might as well pick up your rental upon arrival. While some neighborhoods, like downtown and 12 South, are walkable, it’s easier to explore the city with transportation, and you can opt for accommodations outside of the city center. There are affordable hotels in midtown and smaller bed-and-breakfasts in Hillsboro and East Nashville. These neighborhoods have their charms but are less tourist-centric than downtown and Music Valley. The city’s lone hostel is in midtown and is a good choice for budget travelers.


Getting There


Car


Driving is the most popular way to get to Nashville. The city is 250 miles from Atlanta, 330 miles from St. Louis, 400 miles from Charlotte, 550 miles from New Orleans, and 670 miles from Washington DC.


No fewer than three major interstate highways converge in Nashville. I-40 runs east-west, connecting Nashville with Knoxville and Memphis. I-65 runs north-south, connecting the city with Louisville, Kentucky, and Birmingham, Alabama. I-24 travels at a southeastern angle down to the city, connecting it with the cities of Clarkesville, Georgia, and St. Louis in the north, and Chattanooga and Atlanta in the south.




Best Restaurants


S Arnold’s Country Kitchen: Everyone stands in this cafeteria-style spot’s lines for some of the best Southern food around (click here).


S Capitol Grille: This elegant restaurant has its own farm and herd of cattle—bringing farm-to-table to a new level (click here).


S Chauhan Ale & Masala House: The menu of Indian street food with a Southern twist means sampling dishes you can’t find anywhere else (click here).


S Loveless Cafe: With its iconic signage and famous biscuit recipe, this is a must for breakfast before heading out on the Natchez Trace (click here).


S Prince’s Hot Chicken Shack: Nashville-style hot chicken is in hot demand across the country. Eat it at the place that invented it (click here).


S Bastion: With just 24 seats and an open kitchen, this restaurant offers an interactive evening with some of the best chefs in the city (click here).


S The Family Wash: If you’re looking for a place to get great food and listen to live music, there are few better picks than this institution (click here).


S Butcher & Bee: Low light and an open kitchen combine with an inventive small plates menu to give this restaurant its community feel (click here).





Air


Nashville International Airport (BNA, 1 Terminal Dr., 615/275-1675, www.flynashville.com) is eight miles east of the city center. To get downtown from the airport, head west on I-40; it’s a short 15-minute drive. The flat one-way taxi fare from the airport to downtown or Music Valley is $25. The airport has been renovated Music City style. It has outposts of local restaurants and musicians playing live music (and selling CDs).


Airport Transportation


Many of the major hotels offer shuttles from the airport; there’s a kiosk on the lower level of the terminal to help you find the right one.


Jarmon Transportation (615/275-0146, http://jarmontransportation.hudsonltd.net) offers regular shuttle service from the airport to downtown, West End, and Music Valley hotels. The shuttle departs from the airport every 15-20 minutes 4am-11pm; reservations are not required. Call ahead to book your hotel pickup. Fare is $20 one-way and $35 round-trip.


There is a designated ride-hailing area on the ground floor where you can find your Lyft or Uber driver.


Bus


Greyhound (800/231-2222, www.greyhound.com) serves Nashville, with bus service to the city from Memphis, Jackson, Chattanooga, and Knoxville, Tennessee, as well as Paducah and Bowling Green, Kentucky. The Greyhound station (709 5th Ave. S, 615/255-3556) is well marked and well staffed, with ample parking, and is several blocks west of downtown. Expect to pay about $50 for a one-way ticket from Memphis to Nashville if you buy directly at the station, or about half that if you buy in advance online.




Best Accommodations


S SoBro Guest House: Feel like a local in these converted apartments, with lots of hip amenities, in walking distance of downtown (click here).


S Union Station: This hotel, a renovated train station, will capture your imagination (click here).


S Hermitage Hotel: For more than a century this has been the most historic hotel in town (click here).


S Thompson: You’ll be treated to refined, but not stuffy, service at this hip standout (click here).


S Hutton Hotel: Enjoy sleek luxury with a clean conscience at this ecofriendly hotel (click here).


S Urban Cowboy Nashville: Enjoy the campfire, and many other offbeat amenities, at this eight-room inn (click here).


S Hotel Preston: An airport hotel doesn’t have to be generic; this one has tons of personality and a convenient location (click here).





Getting Around


Driving


The easiest way to get around Nashville is by car. Although visitors staying downtown will be able to find plenty to do and places to eat within walking distance, many of the best attractions are located outside of the city center.


A dozen different major rental agencies have a presence at the airport, including Alamo (615/340-6546, www.alamo.com), Avis (615/361-1212, www.avis.com), and Hertz (615/361-3131, www.hertz.com). Most agencies also have outposts near downtown.


Parking


There is metered parking on most downtown streets, but some have prohibited-parking signs effective during morning and afternoon rush hours. Always read the fine print carefully.


There is plenty of off-street parking in lots and garages. Expect to pay about $22 a day for garage parking. Park It! Downtown (www.parkitdowntown.com) is a great resource for finding downtown parking deals, plus information about the shuttle to Nissan Stadium during downtown events.


Public Transportation


Nashville’s Metropolitan Transit Authority (MTA, www.nashvillemta.org) operates city buses. Pick up a map and schedule from either of the two downtown visitors centers or online.


Few tourists ride the buses because they can be difficult to understand if you’re new to the city. One favorite is the Music City Circuit, a free bus that runs between downtown and the Gulch. These blue and green Circuit buses stop at 75 different spots on three routes. Another helpful route is the Opry Mills Express, which travels from downtown Nashville to Music Valley, home of the Grand Ole Opry, Opryland Hotel, and Opry Mills, the shopping mall. The Opry Mills Express departs the Bridgestone Arena 13 times a day on weekdays. Fare is $1.70 one-way ($0.85 for senior citizens). You can pick up a detailed route timetable from either of the two downtown visitors centers or online.


Commuter Rail


The Music City Star Rail (615/862-8833, www.musiccitystar.org) operates Monday to Friday, several times a day. Trains connect Donelson, Hermitage, Mount Juliet, and Lebanon to downtown Nashville (near Broadway and First Avenue). There is often additional service during special events, such as the Fourth of July celebration downtown.




Two Days in Nashville


Day 1


Arrive in Nashville. Check into a downtown or South Nashville hotel, such as the Thompson or Union Station. Set out on foot to the Tennessee State Capitol and the Civil Rights Room at the Nashville Public Library.


Feast at Chauhan Ale & Masala House for lunch. Stroll lower Broadway and enjoy dancing at the honky-tonks on your first night in town. Grab dinner at Pinewood Social.


Day 2


Visit the Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum in the morning and grab an early lunch at Arnold’s Country Kitchen to fuel up. In the afternoon, check out the Ryman Auditorium and Johnny Cash Museum.


In the evening, see a show at the Grand Ole Opry. Call Jake’s Bakes to have warm cookies delivered to your hotel room before you tuck yourself in.


As you head west to the Natchez Trace Parkway the next morning, drive by Centennial Park and see The Parthenon.





One-way tickets can be purchased for $2-5 from vending machines at any of the stations. You can pre-purchase single-trip tickets, 10-trip packs, and monthly passes at a discount online. For a complete list of ticket outlets, contact the railway.


Taxis


Licensed taxicabs have an orange driver permit, usually displayed on the visor or dashboard. Several reliable cab companies are Allied Cab Company (615/333-3333, www.nashvillecab.com), Checker Cab (615/256-7000, www.nashvillecheckercab.com), American Music City Taxi (615/865-4100, www.musiccitytaxi.com), and United Cab (615/228-6969, www.unitedcabnashville.com). Taxi rates are $3 to start plus $2 per mile.


Ride-hailing companies, including Lyft and Uber, are popular in Nashville. Download their apps to find a local to drive you to your destination. Joyride Nashville (615/285-9835, http://joyrideus.com) offers rides around downtown in a golf cart for a pay-what-you-wish model (drivers work on tips alone). Many of the drivers are happy to provide recommendations and tours as well as transportation.


Orientation


Even locals are perplexed by Nashville’s city planning, with street names that repeat and change, and few straight roads. The interstates are a little easier to navigate than side streets. I-65 and I-24 create a tight inner beltway that encircles the heart of the city. I-440 is an outer beltway that circles the southern half of the city, while I-40 runs east to west. Briley Parkway, shown on some maps as TN-155, is a highway that circles the north and east perimeters of the city.


City residents use the interstates not just for long journeys, but also for short crosstown jaunts. Most businesses give directions according to the closest interstate exit.


Non-interstate thoroughfares emanate from Nashville like spokes of a wheel. Many are named for the communities that they eventually run into. Murfreesboro Pike runs southeast from the city; Hillsboro Pike (Route 431) starts out as 21st Avenue South and takes you to Hillsboro Village and Green Hills. Broadway becomes West End Avenue and takes you directly to Belle Meade and, eventually, the Loveless Cafe and the northern terminus of the Natchez Trace Parkway.


Nashville is built on a hill. Walking between Broadway and the state capitol is perfectly doable, but on a hot summer day, or with small children in tow, you may need to take breaks (or hop on one of the free Music City Circuit buses).


Broadway and Downtown


Downtown Nashville sits on the west bank of the Cumberland River, climbing gradually from Broadway to the Tennessee State Capitol. It’s defined by landmarks including the AT&T Building, the tallest building in Tennessee, better known by many as the “Batman Building” for the two tall antennae that spring from the top.


Downtown is where you will find major attractions like the Country Music Hall of Fame, the Ryman Auditorium, and lower Broadway, a Bourbon Street-like strip of clubs and bars.


North of the state capitol and Bicentennial Mall is Germantown, a compact historic neighborhood now home to a few shops, galleries, restaurants, and studios.


Follow 12th Avenue as it heads south from downtown to find The Gulch, the city’s hot spot for high-rise housing and urban condos.


Music Row


Perhaps the most famous neighborhood in all of Nashville, Music Row is where country music deals are done. The tree-lined streets of 16th and 17th Avenues, a few blocks southwest of downtown, shade dozens of different recording studios, record labels, and producers.


Midtown


Encompassing the neighborhoods of Elliston Place and Hillsboro Village, midtown is west of downtown. Elliston Place is a block of nightclubs, restaurants, and two famous Nashville eateries: Elliston Place Soda Shop and Rotier’s. The youthful energy of nearby Vanderbilt and Belmont Universities keeps Hillsboro Village one of the most consistently vibrant neighborhoods in Nashville.


East Nashville


The John Seigenthaler Pedestrian Bridge spans the Cumberland River, taking you from Riverfront Park to the heart of East Nashville. Now dominated by Nissan Stadium, home of the NFL’s Tennessee Titans, the eastern reaches of Nashville are also home to some of the most charming residential neighborhoods.


While East Nashville is short on tourist attractions, visitors should consider the growing number of bed-and-breakfasts and private rentals (via companies like Airbnb) here. This area is close to downtown and boasts its own unique characters, including nightlife and restaurants.


Music Valley


A neighborhood created entirely for the tourist trade, Music Valley is the zone of hotels, restaurants, and retail that has popped up around the Opryland Hotel and the Grand Ole Opry House. Located inside a narrow loop of the Cumberland River, Music Valley lies northeast of downtown Nashville. It’s a quick drive from the airport along Briley Parkway.


Belle Meade


Nashville’s most posh neighborhood, Belle Meade, is actually a city with its own government. Named after an antebellum plantation, Belle Meade, the city, is home to Nashville’s elite, and it famously possesses one of the most wealthy zip codes in America.


Around Belle Meade are other nice neighborhoods where Nashville’s professionals and the upper class live. West End Avenue, the area’s thoroughfare, is home to lots of nice restaurants. As you head westward, you pass Cheekwood, the Warner Parks, and eventually meet up with the Natchez Trace Parkway.


South Nashville


South of the city center are several distinct neighborhoods: 8th Avenue South, close to downtown, is the antiques district. Along 12th Avenue below Wedgewood Avenue is 12 South. An influx of young professional property owners has given rise to new restaurants, boutiques, and coffee shops.


Sights


Broadway


This is the tourism and entertainment hub of Nashville. Walk along Lower Broad, as the blocks from 5th Avenue to the river are called, and you will pass dozens of different bars (honky-tonks), restaurants, and shops catering to visitors. The vibe of lower Broadway has become more like Bourbon Street in recent years, particularly on weekend nights. Parking is not permitted on this stretch of Broadway and diagonal crosswalks funnel revelers through the intersections. Expect crowds.



S Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum



The distinctive design of the Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum (222 5th Ave. S., 615/416-2001, www.countrymusichalloffame.org, 9am-5pm daily, adults $25, seniors $22.50, children 6-12 $15, free for children 5 and under) is the first thing you will notice about this monument to country music. Vertical windows at the front and back of the building resemble piano keys, the sweeping arch on the right side of the building portrays a 1950s Cadillac fin, and from above, the building resembles a bass clef. The Hall of Fame was first established in 1967, and its first inductees were Jimmie Rodgers, Hank Williams, and Fred Rose. The original hall was located on Music Row, but in 2002 it moved to this signature building two blocks off Broadway in downtown Nashville.


Country music fans are drawn by the carload to the Hall of Fame, where they can pay homage to country’s greatest stars, as well as to the lesser-known men and women who influenced the music. Those who aren’t fans when they walk in generally leave with an appreciation of the genre’s varied roots. The hall’s slogan is “Honor Thy Music.”


The museum is arranged chronologically, beginning with country’s roots in the Scotch-Irish ballads sung by the southern mountains’ first settlers, and ending with displays on some of the genre’s hottest stars of today. In between, exhibits detail themes, including the rise of bluegrass, honky-tonk, and the world-famous Nashville Sound, which introduced country music to the world.


There are a half dozen private listening booths where you can hear studio-quality recordings of seminal performances, as well as a special display of a few of the genre’s most famous instruments. Here you can see Bill Monroe’s mandolin, Maybelle Carter’s Gibson, and Johnny Cash’s Martin D-355.


If you are interested in learning something about country music while you’re here, splurge on the audio guide ($5), which adds depth to the exhibits.


The Hall of Fame itself is set in a rotunda. Brass plaques honor the 100 inductees, and around the room are the words “Will the Circle Be Unbroken?” from the hymn made famous by the Carter Family.


The only way to visit Music Row’s famous RCA Studio B, where Elvis once recorded, is to buy your ticket at the museum box office and hop on the Hall of Fame’s guided tour bus. The tour takes about an hour, including the 10-minute drive to Music Row and back. The Studio B tour is an additional fee to your admission, but you can buy it as a package all at once. The Platinum Package (adults $40, children $30) includes the audio tour, museum admission, and Studio B.
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The Taylor Swift Education Center is an interactive space where kids and parents can learn to play instruments and think creatively about songwriting and music making during scheduled programs. The museum has several gift shops, one of which is chock-full of much of the music you hear in the museum. The iconic Hatch Show Print store, art gallery, and printing facility is now in the Hall of Fame complex as well.


Ryman Auditorium


Thanks to an $8.5 million renovation in the 1990s, and another $14 million in 2015, the historic Ryman Auditorium (116 5th Ave. N., 615/889-3060, www.ryman.com, 9am-4pm daily, adults $20, children $15) remains one of the best places in the United States—let alone Nashville—to hear live music. Built in 1892 by Capt. Thomas Ryman, the Union Gospel Tabernacle, as the Ryman was then called, was designed as a venue for the charismatic preaching of Rev. Samuel P. Jones, to whom Ryman owed his own conversion to Christianity.


Managed by keen businesswoman Lula C. Naff during the first half of the 20th century, the Ryman began to showcase music and performances. In 1943, Naff let the Ryman host a popular barn dance called the Grand Ole Opry. The legacy of this partnership gave the Ryman its place in history as the so-called Mother Church of Country Music.


The Opry remained at the Ryman for the next 31 years. After the Opry left in 1974, the Ryman fell into disrepair and was virtually condemned when Gaylord Entertainment, the same company that owns the Opry, decided to invest in the grand old tabernacle. Today, it is a popular concert venue, booking rock, country, and classical acts, plus comedy and more. Performers still marvel at the fabulous acoustics of the hall and like to show them off, playing a number or two without a mic. The Opry returns here during the Christmas season, and in the summer there’s a weekly bluegrass series.
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Top to bottom: RCA Studio B at the Country Music Hall of Fame Museum; Ryman Auditorium; Johnny Cash Museum.





Seeing a show at the Ryman is by far the best way to experience this historic venue, but if you can’t do that, pay the admission fee to see a short video and explore the auditorium on your own, which includes museum-style exhibits about the musicians who have performed here through the ages. You can sit a few minutes on the old wooden pews and even climb on stage to be photographed in front of the classic Opry backdrop. A guided tour that takes you backstage (adults $30, children $25) isn’t just for die-hard fans. It gives lots of insight into how stars behaved when they were behind these famous walls. The guides tend to throw in an extra tall tale or two. Plus, you get to walk on the storied stage yourself. More than one marriage proposal has taken place at this point on the tour.


The 2015 renovation improved the visitor experience, with more exhibits in its tours, easier ticket booth areas, and the addition of Café Lula (www.cafelula.net, 9am-8pm daily, with extended hours during events) for snacks. None of the original 1892 architecture was changed during the expansion.


John Seigenthaler Pedestrian Bridge


Built in 1909, the Sparkman Street Bridge was slated for demolition in 1998 after inspectors called its condition “poor.” But citing the success of the Walnut Street Bridge in revitalizing downtown Chattanooga, Tennessee, advocates succeeded in saving the bridge. The now-named John Seigenthaler Pedestrian Bridge reopened in 2003 as a footbridge and bike bridge.


Today, the John Seigenthaler Pedestrian Bridge connects East Nashville neighborhoods with downtown. It is frequently featured on ABC’s Nashville because of its great views of the city, and many folks get their iconic Music City photos taken there (including this author). It is named after the civil rights crusader and journalist. At the base of the east side of the bridge is Cumberland Park (592 S. 1st St., 615/862-8508, www.nashville.gov/parks, dawn-11pm daily) and the East Bank Landing’s kayak, canoe, and paddleboard launches.


Johnny Cash Museum


Opened in April 2013, the Johnny Cash Museum (119 3rd Ave. S., 615/256-1777, www.johnnycashmuseum.com, 9am-7pm daily, adults $19, seniors and military $18, children $15) looks like a small storefront with a tiny gift shop. But back behind the cash register is a wealth of information on all things Johnny Cash. The collection was amassed by one fan-turned-collector, and it features interactive listening booths, the jumpsuit the Man in Black wore when he flipped the bird in public, and other memorabilia from a varied and lauded career. Locals are crazy for the rebuilt stone wall that was taken from Cash’s fire-destroyed suburban home. This is one of the city’s most visited attractions.


George Jones Museum


Known as “the Possum,” George Jones was a country music great who passed away in 2013 at the age of 81. He struggled with alcohol abuse: He famously drove a John Deere tractor to the liquor store once because his brother-in-law hid his car keys, and was known for being a no-show for performances. His wife devoted her time to helping him get better. Now she’s devoting her time to preserving his musical legacy. The George Jones Museum (128 2nd Ave. N., 615/818-0128, http://georgejonesmuseum.com, 10am-10pm daily, adults $17, seniors and military $16, youth $13) is filled with artifacts from his life and career, from stage costumes to awards to, yes, a replica of that John Deere tractor. Some exhibits include a hologram of Jones, to give the experience of seeing the legend. A rooftop bar looks out at the Cumberland River.


Tennessee Sports Hall of Fame


Sports fans will enjoy the Tennessee Sports Hall of Fame (Bridgestone Arena, 501 Broadway, 615/242-4750, www.tshf.net, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sat., adults $3, children $2). Located in a state-of-the-art 7,500-square-foot exhibit space inside Bridgestone Arena, the hall chronicles the history of sports in Tennessee from the 1800s to today’s heroes.


Customs House


Located at 701 Broadway, the old Nashville Customs House is a historic landmark and architectural beauty. Construction on the Customs House began in 1875, and President Rutherford B. Hayes visited Nashville to lay the cornerstone in 1877. The building is an impressive example of the Victorian Gothic style. It was designed by Treasury architect William Appleton Potter and was completed in 1916. Although it is called a customs house, the building served as the center of federal government operations in the city: Federal government offices, courts, and treasury offices were housed in the building.


Hume-Fogg


Located across Broadway from the Customs House is Hume-Fogg Magnet School. It sits on land formerly occupied by Hume School, Nashville’s first public school. The four-story stone-clad 1912 building was designed by William Ittner of St. Louis in the Norman Gothic style with Tudor Gothic details. Today, it’s a public magnet school with a reputation for high academic standards.


Frist Center for the Visual Arts


Nashville’s foremost visual art space is the Frist Center for the Visual Arts (919 Broadway, 615/244-3340, http://fristcenter.org, 10am-5:30pm Mon.-Wed. and Sat., 10am-9pm Thurs.-Fri., 1pm-5:30pm Sun., adults $12, seniors and students $9, military $7). The Frist is located in a stately building that once housed the 1930s downtown post office (and there’s still a working post office in the basement). High ceilings, art deco finishes, and unique hardwood tiles distinguish the museum. Look carefully in the hallways, and you can see the indentations in the walls from folks who leaned here while waiting for their turn in line at the post office.
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Frist Center for the Visual Arts





With no permanent collection of its own, the Frist puts on about 12 major visiting exhibitions annually. At any given time, you will see 3-4 different exhibits, many of which are regional or national premieres. There are typically plenty of ongoing educational activities paired with the exhibitions. ArtQuest, a permanent part of the Frist, is an excellent hands-on arts activity room for children and their parents. The Frist’s café serves better-than-expected salads and sandwiches, and has a nice patio for alfresco dining.


Downtown


Downtown is dominated by large office buildings and federal, state, and city government structures. From Commerce Street northward to the state capitol, you will find historic churches, museums, and hordes of office workers.


Tennessee State Capitol


Set on the top of a hill and built with the formality and grace of classic Greek architecture, the Tennessee State Capitol building (600 Charlotte Ave., 615/741-0830, tours 9am-3pm hourly Mon.-Fri., free) strikes a commanding pose overlooking downtown Nashville. Construction of the capitol began in 1845, two years after the state legislature finally agreed that Nashville would be the permanent capital city. Even with the unpaid labor of convicts and slaves, it took 14 years to finish the building.


The capitol is built of limestone, much of it from a quarry located near present-day Charlotte and 13th Avenues. In the 1950s, extensive renovations were carried out, and some of the original limestone was replaced. The interior marble came from Rogersville and Knoxville, and the gasoliers were ordered from Philadelphia. The capitol was designed by architect William Strickland, who considered it his crowning achievement and who is buried in a courtyard on the north end of the capitol.


Visitors are welcome at the capitol. Ask at the information desk for a printed guide that identifies each of the rooms and many of the portraits and sculptures both inside and outside the building. If the legislature is not in session, you can go inside both the House and Senate chambers, which look much as they did back in the 19th century. In the 2nd-floor lobby, you can see two bronze reliefs depicting the 19th and 14th amendments to the U.S. Constitution, both of which were ratified by the State of Tennessee in votes held at the capitol.


Guided tours of the capitol depart hourly 9am-3pm Monday-Friday. Ask at the information desk inside for more details.


Other important state buildings surround the capitol. The Library and Archives (403 7th Ave. N.) sits directly west of the capitol and next to the Tennessee Supreme Court (401 7th Ave. N.). The Tennessee War Memorial (301 6th Ave. N.) is a stone plaza on the south side of the capitol and a nice place to people-watch (and where, in 2000, Al Gore told supporters he would fight on in the presidential election against George W. Bush). This is where Occupy Nashville protesters gathered in 2011. A number of state office buildings are nearby, and state employees can be seen walking to and fro, particularly at lunchtime.



Tennessee State Museum



If you are used to the flashy multimedia exhibits found in many of today’s top museums, the Tennessee State Museum (505 Deaderick St., 615/741-2692, www.tnmuseum.org, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sat., 1pm-5pm Sun., free) might seem like a musty throwback to the past. The displays are largely straightforward combinations of text and images, and they require visitors to read and examine on their own. There are but a few video presentations. But for patrons with enough patience to give the displays their due, the museum offers an excellent overview of Tennessee history from the Native Americans to the New South era of the 1880s.


Exhibits detail the state’s political development, explore the Revolutionary and Civil Wars, and profile famous Tennesseans, including Andrew Jackson and Davy Crockett. They also cast a spotlight on the lifestyles and diversions of Tennesseans of various eras, from the early frontiersmen and frontierswomen to a free African American family before emancipation. Special artifacts include the top hat worn by Andrew Jackson at his presidential inauguration, a musket that belonged to Daniel Boone, and the jawbone of a mastodon.


Plans are under way for a $160 million, 140,000-square foot update of the museum, which will be located near the Nashville Farmers Market and Bicentennial Mall; it is slated to open in 2018.


The Military Branch Museum (Legislative Plaza, 615/741-2692, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sat., free) is associated with the Tennessee State Museum and highlights America’s overseas conflicts, beginning with the Spanish-American War in 1989 and ending with World War II. The exhibits examine the beginnings of the wars, major battles, and the outcomes. There is a special exhibit about Alvin C. York, the Tennessee native and World War I hero. The military museum is located in the War Memorial Building on the south side of the capitol.



S Civil Rights Room at the Nashville Public Library



The Nashville Public Library (615 Church St., 615/862-5800, 9am-6pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-5pm Sat., 2pm-5pm Sun., free) houses a powerful exhibit (615/862-5782, www.library.nashville.org/civilrights/home.html) on the movement for civil rights that took place in Nashville in the 1950s and 1960s. Nashville was the first Southern city to desegregate public services, and it did so relatively peacefully, setting an example for activists throughout the South.


The story of the courageous men and women who made this change happen is told through photographs, videos, and displays in the Civil Rights Room at the Nashville Public Library. The library is a fitting location for the exhibit since the block below on Church Street was the epicenter of the Nashville sit-ins during 1960.


Inside the room, large-format photographs show school desegregation, sit-ins, and a silent march to the courthouse. A circular table at the center of the room is symbolic of the lunch counters where young students from Fisk, Meharry, American Baptist, and Tennessee A&I sat silently and peacefully at sit-ins. The table is engraved with the 10 rules of conduct set out for sit-in participants, including to be polite and courteous at all times, regardless of how you are treated. A timeline of the national and Nashville civil rights movements is presented above the table.


Inside a glass-enclosed viewing room you can choose from six documentary videos, including an hour-long 1960 NBC news documentary about the Nashville sit-ins. Many of the videos are 30 minutes or longer, so plan on spending several hours here if you are keenly interested in the topics.


The centerpiece of the Civil Rights Room is a glass inscription by Martin Luther King Jr., who visited the city in 1960 and said, during a speech at Fisk University: “I came to Nashville not to bring inspiration, but to gain inspiration from the great movement that has taken place in this community.”


Nashville is planning a new and much-needed museum dedicated to its African American history and culture, which will be located at the corner of Jefferson and 8th Avenues, near the farmers market. Until this museum is built, the Nashville Public Library is the best place to learn about the city’s racially segregated past and the movement that changed that.


The Civil Rights Room is on the 2nd floor of the library, adjacent to the room that houses its Nashville collection.


The Arcade


One of Nashville’s most distinctive urban features is the covered arcade that runs between 4th and 5th Avenues and parallel to Union Street. The two-story arcade with a gabled glass roof was built in 1903 by developer Daniel Buntin, who was inspired by similar arcades he saw in Italy.


From the moment it opened, the Arcade (65 Arcade Alley, 615/248-6673, http://thenashvillearcade.com) was a bustling center for commerce. Famous for its peanut shop, the Arcade has also been the location of photo studios, jewelers, and a post office for many years. Today, restaurants (including Manny’s House of Pizza) crowd the lower level, while art galleries, artists’ studios, and professional offices line the 2nd floor. Don’t miss the bustling activities here during the Art Crawl on the first Saturday of the month.


Downtown Presbyterian Church


William Strickland, the architect who designed the Tennessee State Capitol, also designed the Downtown Presbyterian Church (154 5th Ave. N., 615/254-7584, www.dpchurch.com), a place of worship now on the National Register of Historic Places. Built in 1848 to replace an earlier church destroyed by fire, the church is in the Egyptian revival style that was popular at the time. It is, however, one of only three surviving churches in the country to be built in this style.


Downtown Presbyterian, which added the word “Downtown” to its name in 1955, was used as a Union hospital during the Civil War, and it is where James K. Polk was inaugurated as Tennessee governor in 1839. Visitors are welcome to come for a self-guided tour 9am-3pm Monday-Friday; groups of five or more can call in advance.


Musicians Hall of Fame & Museum


Not to be confused with the Country Music Hall of Fame, the Musicians Hall of Fame & Museum (MHOF) (401 Gay St., 615/244-3263, www.musicianshalloffame.com, 10am-5pm Mon.-Sat., adults $24, seniors and military $20, youth $14) honors the people who pick and strum. Not necessarily the stars and not the songwriters, but the guitar players and drummers and others, regardless of genre or instrument, who make a song something to which we want to tap our toes. The MHOF was displaced when the city built the mammoth Music City Center. Located in Municipal Auditorium—once the city’s leading concert venue—since 2013, the MHOF displays memorabilia and instruments from the unsung heroes of the industry. Inductees are nominated by current members of the American Federation of Musicians and others. An 8,500-square-foot Grammy Museum Gallery expansion is in the works.




The Nashville Sit-Ins


Greensboro, North Carolina, is often named as the site of the first sit-ins of the American civil rights movement. But, in truth, activists in Nashville carried out the first “test” sit-ins in late 1959. In these test cases, protesters left the facilities after being refused service and talking to management about the injustice of segregation. In between these test sit-ins and the moment when Nashville activists would launch a full-scale sit-in campaign, students in Greensboro took that famous first step.


The Nashville sit-ins began on February 13, 1960, when a group of African American students from local colleges and universities sat at a downtown lunch counter and refused to move until they were served. The protesting students endured verbal and physical abuse, and were arrested.


Community members raised money for the students’ bail, and black residents of the city began an economic boycott of downtown stores that practiced segregation. On April 19, the home of Z. Alexander Looby, a black lawyer who was representing the students, was bombed. Later the same day, students led a spontaneous, peaceful, and silent march through the streets of downtown Nashville to the courthouse. Diane Nash, a student leader, asked Nashville mayor Ben West if he thought it was morally right for a restaurant to refuse to serve someone based on the color of his or her skin. Mayor West said, “No.”


The march was an important turning point for the city. The combined effect of the sit-ins, the boycott, and the march in 1960 caused Nashville to be the first major Southern city to experience widespread desegregation of its public facilities. The events also demonstrated to activists in other parts of the South that nonviolence was an effective tool of protest.


The story of the young people who led the Nashville sit-ins is told in the book The Children by David Halberstam. In 2001, Nashville resident Bill King was so moved by the story of the protests that he established an endowment to fundraise for a permanent civil rights collection at the Nashville Public Library. In 2003, the Civil Rights Room at the Nashville Public Library was opened. It houses books, oral histories, audiovisual records, microfilm, dissertations, and stunning photographs of the events of 1960. The words of one student organizer, John Lewis, who went on to become a congressman from Georgia, are displayed over the entryway: “If not us, then who; if not now, then when?”





One of the country’s most cutting-edge contemporary art collections is inside a hotel. The 21c Museum (223 3rd Ave. N., 615/610-6400, www.21cmuseumhotels.com, 24 hours daily, free) opened in Nashville in 2017 with a mission to make contemporary art part of everyday life. Exhibits rotate annually and tend to be thought-provoking works.


Bicentennial Capitol Mall State Park


Tennessee celebrated its 100th anniversary in 1896 with the construction of the beloved Centennial Park, so it must have seemed like a good idea to celebrate its 200th anniversary in much the same way. The Bicentennial Capitol Mall State Park occupies 19 acres on the north side of the capitol building. It offers excellent views of the capitol, which towers over the mall. The mall and the capitol are separated by a steep hill and more than 200 steps, which may look daunting but are worth the climb for the views and access to downtown.


The mall has dozens of features that celebrate Tennessee and Tennesseans, including a 200-foot granite map of Tennessee embedded in concrete; a River Wall with 31 fountains, each representing one of Tennessee’s rivers; and a timeline with Tennessee events, inscriptions, and notable quotes from 1796 to 1996. A one-mile path that circles the mall’s perimeter is popular with walkers and joggers, and a 2,000-seat amphitheater is used for special events. The park may be a civics lesson incarnate, but it is also a pleasant place to pass the time. Ninety-five carillon bells (for the state’s 95 counties) play “The Tennessee Waltz” every hour on the hour.


To the west of the mall is the amazing Nashville Farmers Market (www.nashvillefarmersmarket.org, 8am-6pm daily), where you can buy fresh produce, flowers, gourmet breakfasts and lunches, and locally made crafts. Locals often picnic in the mall with goodies from the market. There’s plenty of free parking here, but don’t speed. Because this is a state park, tickets come from the state police, and they’re pricier than metro Nashville tickets.


Fisk University


Founded in 1866 to educate newly freed slaves, Fisk University (1000 17th Ave. N., 615/329-8500, www.fisk.edu) has a long and proud history as one of the foremost U.S. black colleges. W. E. B. Du Bois attended Fisk, graduating in 1888, and Booker T. Washington married a Fisk alumna and sent his own children to Fisk. In more modern times, Knoxville native and poet Nikki Giovanni attended Fisk.


Fisk sits at the corner of Jefferson Street and Dr. D. B. Todd Jr. Boulevard, about 10 blocks west of downtown Nashville. The campus is a smattering of elegant redbrick buildings set on open green lawns, although a few more modern buildings, including the library, detract from the classical feel. One of the oldest Fisk buildings is Jubilee Hall, on the north end of the campus, which is said to be the first permanent building constructed for the education of African Americans in the country. It was built with money raised by the Fisk Jubilee Singers, who popularized black spirituals during a world tour 1871-1874. Another notable building is the Fisk Little Theatre, a white clapboard building that once served as a Union hospital during the Civil War.


The Aaron Douglas Gallery (Jackson St. and 17th Ave. N., 10am-5pm Mon.-Fri., free) houses Fisk’s collection of African, African American, and folk art. It also hosts visiting exhibits and others by Fisk students and faculty. It is named after painter and illustrator Aaron Douglas, who also established Fisk’s first formal art department. The gallery is located on the top floor of the Fisk library. Cravath Hall houses several Aaron Douglas murals that, while in need of restoration, are worth seeing. If a curator at the Van Vechten is available, you may be lucky enough to have them take you on a quick guided tour of the murals, as well as a small art gallery on the third floor of the library.


Fisk welcomes visitors, but there is no central information desk or printed guide. A map is posted just inside the library, and this is the best place to start your visit. Historical markers provide details of each of the main campus buildings. To see the famous painting of the Jubilee Singers, enter Jubilee Hall and bear right to the Appleton Room, where it hangs at the rear.



S Carl Van Vechten Gallery



The Carl Van Vechten Gallery (Dr. D. B. Todd Jr. Blvd. and Jackson St., 615/329-8720, 10am-5pm Mon.-Fri., adults $10, seniors $6, college students $5, children free) is named for the art collector who convinced artist Georgia O’Keeffe to donate to Fisk a large portion of the work and personal collection of her late husband, Alfred Stieglitz. The collection includes works by Stieglitz and O’Keeffe, as well as acclaimed European and American artists, including Pablo Picasso, Paul Cézanne, Pierre-Auguste Renoir, Diego Rivera, Arthur Dove, Gino Severini, and Charles Demuth. For seven years a legal battle waged in courts as the college sought to sell parts of the collection to raise funds. Fortunately, a compromise was struck. Crystal Bridges Museum of American Art (http://stieglitzcollection.crystalbridges.org) in Bentonville, Arkansas, entered into a partnership with Fisk, allowing both institutions to display the collection; rotating every two years.




Fisk’s Stieglitz Collection


When photographer Alfred Stieglitz died in 1946, his wife, Georgia O’Keeffe, herself one of the most important artists of her generation, was left with the responsibility of giving away his massive art collection. Stieglitz had collected more than 1,000 works by artists who included O’Keeffe, Arthur Dove, Marsden Hartley, Charles Demuth, and John Marin. He also owned several African sculptures.


Stieglitz’s instructions regarding this art collection were vague. In his will he asked O’Keeffe to select the recipients “under such arrangements as will assure to the public, under reasonable regulations, access thereto to promote the study of art.”


O’Keeffe selected several obvious recipients for parts of the collection: the Library of Congress, the National Gallery of Art in Washington, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Art Institute of Chicago, and the Philadelphia Museum of Art. Nashville’s Fisk University was a surprise, and Carl Van Vechten, a writer, photographer, and friend of Stieglitz and O’Keeffe, is credited with making the suggestion. Van Vechten was keenly interested in African American art and was close friends with Fisk president Charles Johnson.


The Stieglitz Collection at Fisk consists of 101 remarkable works of art, including 2 by O’Keeffe, 19 Stieglitz photographs, prints by Cézanne and Renoir, and 5 pieces of African tribal art.


Cash-strapped Fisk sought to sell parts of the collection to raise funds. An agreement between the university and Walmart heiress Alice Walton’s Crystal Bridges Museum in Bentonville, Arkansas, means that the collection spends every two years in Bentonville and then returns to Fisk for two years. The $1 million from the partnership allowed Fisk to remodel and hire curatorial staff, and also to highlight the school’s impressive collections of works by African American artists while the Stieglitz is in Bentonville.





The collection is one worth seeing, and the new funds and partnership make that more possible, because the gallery now has a staff and regular hours. The school’s works by African American artists are impressive as well, and make the gallery a worthwhile detour even when Stieglitz is not in residence. The gallery is closed when school is not in session; check the website for exact annual spring and fall break dates.


Meharry Medical College


Just across Dr. D. B. Todd Jr. Boulevard from Fisk is Meharry Medical College (1005 Dr. D. B. Todd Jr. Blvd., 615/327-6000, www.mmc.edu), the largest private, comprehensive, historically black institution educating medical professionals. It was founded in 1876 as the Medical Department of the Central Tennessee College of Nashville, under the auspices of the Freeman’s Aid Society of the Methodist Episcopal Church.




The Jubilee Singers


In 1871, Fisk University needed money. Buildings at the school established in old Union army barracks in 1866 were decaying while more and more African Americans came to seek education.


So, in what might later be considered a very Nashville-style idea, the school choir withdrew all the money from the university’s treasury and left on a world tour. The nine singers were Isaac Dickerson, Maggie Porter, Minnie Tate, Jennie Jackson, Benjamin Holmes, Thomas Rutling, Eliza Walker, Green Evans, and Ella Sheppard. Remembering a biblical reference to the Hebrew “year of the jubilee,” Fisk treasurer and choir manager George White gave them their name, the Fisk Jubilee Singers.


The choir struggled at first, but before long audiences were singing their praises. They toured first the American South, then the North, and in 1873 sailed to England for a successful British tour. Their audiences included William Lloyd Garrison, Wendell Phillips, Ulysses S. Grant, William Gladstone, Mark Twain, Johann Strauss, and Queen Victoria. Songs like “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” and “Nobody Knows the Trouble I’ve Seen” moved audiences to tears. The singers introduced the spiritual to mainstream white audiences and erased negative misconceptions about African Americans and African American education.


In 1874, the singers returned to Nashville. They had raised enough money to pay off Fisk’s debts and build the university’s first permanent structure, an imposing Victorian Gothic six-story building now called Jubilee Hall. It was the first permanent structure built solely for the education of African Americans in the United States.


Every October 6, the day in 1871 that the singers departed Fisk, the university recalls their struggle and their triumph with a free convocation featuring the modern-day Jubilee Singers. Jubilee Day, as it is called, also includes a pilgrimage to their gravesites to lay wreaths made from campus magnolia leaves.





Meharry was at one time responsible for graduating more than half of all African American doctors and nurses in the United States. Today it has an enrollment of almost 800 students.


Marathon Village


This “new” neighborhood is actually one that dates back to 1881. A former auto factory, Marathon Village (1305 Clinton St., www.marathonvillage.com) now houses sleek urban condos, restaurants, the Corsair Artisan Distillery, Bang Candy Company, and shops, including Antique Archaeology Nashville, owned by Mike Wolfe of American Pickers TV fame. It’s also becoming a destination for entertainment, thanks to live music venue Marathon Music Works, one of the best places to see non-country concerts, and Third Coast Comedy Club, the city’s first comedy club, featuring stand-up, improv, and sketch acts. Of course, the architecture brings in history buffs who love the buildings’ bones.


Hadley Park


Founded in 1912, Hadley Park (1037 28th Ave. N., 615/862-8451, dawn-dusk daily) is believed to be the oldest public park developed for African Americans in the South and, most likely, the United States. The park got its start when Fisk University president George Gates requested that the city buy land and create a park for its black citizens. This was in the era of segregation, so other city parks were not open to blacks. The request was granted, and the park opened in July 1912. An old farmhouse was converted into a community center, and benches and a playground were installed. It is now home to a state-of-the-art gym and fitness center, computer labs, meeting rooms, and tennis courts.


Tennessee State University


Founded in 1912 as a normal (teacher’s) school for blacks, Tennessee State University (3500 John A. Merritt Blvd., 615/963-5000, www.tnstate.edu) is now a comprehensive university with more than 9,000 students. In 1979, as a result of a court order to desegregate the state’s universities, TSU merged with the Nashville campus of the University of Tennessee. Today, TSU’s student body is 75 percent African American.


Music Row


Home to the business end of the country music industry, Music Row can be found along 16th and 17th Avenues south of where they cross Broadway. While there are few bona fide attractions here, it is worth a jaunt to see the headquarters of both major and independent music labels all in one place (this might be your best chance for a celebrity sighting).


Music Row’s most famous, or infamous, landmark is Musica, the sculpture at the Music Row traffic circle. The sculpture, by local artist Alan LeQuire, caused a stir when it was unveiled in 2003 for the larger-than-life anatomically correct men and women it depicts. Regardless of your views on art and obscenity, it is fair to say that Musica speaks more to Nashville’s identity as the Athens of the South than as Music City USA.


RCA Studio B


As a rule, the music studios in Music Row are open for business, not tours. The lone exception is historic RCA Studio B (1611 Roy Acuff Pl., 615/416-2001, http://studiob.org, $30-40). The RCA studio was the second recording studio in Nashville and the place where artists including the Everly Brothers, Roy Orbison, Dolly Parton, Elvis Presley, and Hank Snow recorded hits. Also called the RCA Victor Studio, this nondescript studio operated from 1957 to 1977. Visitors on the one-hour tour, which departs from the Country Music Hall of Fame downtown, hear anecdotes about recording sessions at the studio and see rare footage of a 1960s Dottie West recording session.


Tours can only be purchased in conjunction with admission to the Country Music Hall of Fame. Tours depart hourly 10:30am-2:30pm daily.


The Upper Room Chapel and Museum


Three million Christians around the world know the Upper Room Daily Devotional Guide, a page-a-day pocket devotional available in 106 countries and 40 languages. Headquartered in Nashville, the Upper Room Ministry has established a bookstore, museum, and chapel to welcome visitors. The Upper Room Chapel and Museum (1908 Grand Ave., 615/340-7207, http://chapel.upperroom.org, 8am-4:30pm Mon.-Fri., free, $5 suggested donation) features a small museum of Christian-inspired art, including a wonderful collection of Nativity scenes from around the world made from materials ranging from needlepoint to camel bone. Visitors may also tour the chapel, with its 8- by 20-foot stained-glass window and 8- by 17-foot wood carving of Leonardo da Vinci’s Last Supper. A 15-minute audio presentation discusses features of the carving and tells the history and mission of The Upper Room.


Midtown



S The Parthenon



In 1893, funds began to be raised for a mighty exposition that would celebrate the 1896 centennial of the state of Tennessee. Though the exposition would start a year later, in 1897, it would exceed all expectations. The old West Side Race Track was converted to a little city with exhibition halls dedicated to transportation, agriculture, machinery, minerals, forestry, and African Americans, among other themes. There were Chinese, Cuban, and Egyptian villages; a midway; and an auditorium. The exposition attracted 1.7 million people between May and October. While the event turned only a modest profit for its organizers, it no doubt contributed in other ways to the local economy and to the stature of the state.


When the exposition closed in the fall of 1897, all the exhibition halls were torn down except for a life-size replica of the Greek Parthenon, which had housed an art exhibit during the centennial. The exposition grounds were made into a public park, aptly named Centennial Park, and Nashvillians continued to admire their Parthenon.


The Parthenon replica had been built out of wood and plaster, and it was designed only to last through the centennial. Remarkably, it survived well beyond that. But by the 1920s, the Parthenon was crumbling. City officials, responding to public outcry to save the Parthenon, agreed to restore it.


Today, the Parthenon (Centennial Park, 2500 West End Ave., 615/862-8431, www.nashville.gov/parthenon, 9am-4:30pm Tues.-Sat., Sun. only 12:30pm-4:30pm June-Aug., adults $6, seniors and children $4) remains one of Nashville’s most iconic landmarks. It’s most beautiful from the outside, particularly when lit dramatically at night.


As breathtaking as it is from the exterior, it’s worth paying to go inside the Parthenon. The landmark has three gallery spaces; the largest is used to display works from its permanent collection of 63 pieces of American art. The other two galleries host interesting, changing exhibits. But upstairs is the remarkable 42-foot statue of Athena, by local sculptor Alan LeQuire. Athena is designed to replicate how the statue would have looked in ancient Greece, in all her golden glory.


Vanderbilt University


Named for philanthropist “Commodore” Cornelius Vanderbilt, who donated $1 million in 1873 to found a university that would “contribute to strengthening the ties which should exist between all sections of our common country,” Vanderbilt University (211 Kirkland Hall, 615/322-7311, www.vanderbilt.edu) is now one of the region’s most respected institutions of higher education.


A private research university, Vanderbilt has an enrollment of 6,800 undergraduates and 5,700 graduate students. The university comprises 10 schools, a medical center, public policy center, and The Freedom Forum First Amendment Center. Originally just 75 acres, the university had grown to 250 acres by 1960. When the George Peabody School for Teachers merged with Vanderbilt in 1979 another 53 acres were added.


Vanderbilt’s campus life is vibrant, and there is a daily roll call of lectures, recitals, exhibits, and other special events for students, locals, and visitors alike. Check the website for an up-to-date listing of all campus events.


Prospective students and their parents can sign up for a campus tour. Vanderbilt also offers a self-guided tour of the campus’s trees, which form the Vanderbilt Arboretum. Most trees on the tour are native to Nashville and Middle Tennessee. This is a nice activity for people who want to hone tree identification skills. Download the podcast, print a copy of the tour from the website, or contact the university for more information.


Vanderbilt University also has two excellent art galleries: the Sarratt Gallery (Sarratt Student Center, Vanderbilt Pl. near 24th Ave., 615/343-0491, 9am-9pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-10pm Sat.-Sun. Sept.-mid-May, 9am-4:30pm Mon.-Fri. mid-May-Aug., free), which has a more contemporary bent, and the Vanderbilt University Fine Arts Gallery (1220 21st Ave. S., 11am-4pm Mon.-Fri., 1pm-5pm Sat.-Sun. Sept.-early May, noon-4pm Tues.-Fri. 1pm-5pm Sat. early May-mid-June, free), which includes works that demonstrate the development of both Eastern and Western art, plus six different traveling exhibits annually. The Fine Arts Gallery is near the intersection of West End and 23rd Avenues. Both galleries are closed or limit their hours during university holidays and semester breaks, so it’s a good idea to call ahead.


There is designated visitor parking in several lots on the Vanderbilt campus. Look on the eastern edge of the sports facilities parking lot off Natchez Trace, in the Wesley Place parking lot off Scarritt Place, or in the Terrace Place parking lot between 20th and 21st Avenues, north of Broadway. Pay attention to these signs, as the university parking monitors do ticket those who park in prohibited areas.


Belmont University


The school for girls founded in the Belmont Mansion in 1890 evolved in 1913 to the Ward-Belmont School for Women and in 1951 to coed Belmont College. Since 1991, it has been Belmont University (1900 Belmont Blvd., 615/460-6000, www.belmont.edu), a higher-education institution with links to the Tennessee Baptist Convention. Today Belmont is a fast-growing university with highly respected music and music business programs. In 2011, the school opened the first new law school in the state in the last century. Belmont, which hosted one of the 2008 presidential debates, has a student enrollment of 6,400. Campus tours are available twice a day on weekdays.


Several Belmont facilities are of interest to the public, including the Curb Event Center (2002 Belmont Blvd., 615/460-8500), which hosts sporting events, concerts, and lectures.


Belmont Mansion


The elaborate “summer home” of Adelicia Acklen was constructed in 1853 and was named Belle Monte. Belmont Mansion (1900 Belmont Blvd., 615/460-5459, www.belmontmansion.com, 10am-4pm Mon.-Sat., noon-4pm Sun., adults $12, seniors and military $11, children 6-12 $3), as it is known today, is a monument to the excesses of the Victorian age.


Adelicia was born to a wealthy Nashville family in 1817. When she was 22, Adelicia married Isaac Franklin, a wealthy bachelor 28 years her senior. When Franklin died seven years later, Adelicia inherited his substantial wealth. Adelicia remarried to Joseph Acklen, a young lawyer, and together they planned and built Belmont Mansion. The home was built in the Italian style, with touches of Egyptian revival style.


The home boasted 36 rooms and 16,000 square feet of space, including a grand gallery where the Acklens hosted elaborate balls and dinner parties. The property included a private art gallery, aviary, zoo, and conservatory, as well as a lake and acres of manicured gardens. After the Civil War, Adelicia traveled to Europe, where she purchased a number of paintings and sculptures that are now on display in her restored mansion.


Shortly before her death, Adelicia sold Belmont to two female educators, who ran a girls school from the property for 61 years. Later, it was purchased by the founders of Belmont College.


Visitors to the mansion are given a 45-minute guided tour of the property, which includes the downstairs sitting and entertaining rooms and three of the upstairs bedrooms. To get here, enter “1700 Acklen Avenue” in your GPS.


Belle Meade


Belle Meade Plantation


The mansion at the former Belle Meade Plantation (5025 Harding Pike, 615/356-0501, http://bellemeadeplantation.com, 9am-5pm daily, adults $20, seniors $18, students $12, youth $10) is the centerpiece of present-day Belle Meade Plantation and one of the finest old homes in the city. Its name means beautiful pasture, and indeed it was Belle Meade’s pastures that gave rise to the plantation’s fame as the home of a superb stock of horses. Purchased as 250 acres in 1807 by Virginia farmer John Harding and his wife, Susannah, the estate grew to 5,400 acres at its peak in the 1880s and 1890s.
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McKissack and McKissack, Architects


The oldest African American architectural firm in Tennessee can trace its roots to Moses McKissack (1790-1865), a member of the West African Ashanti tribe. He was sold into slavery to William McKissack of North Carolina. Later, McKissack moved to Middle Tennessee. Moses became a master builder, and he passed his knowledge on to his son, Gabriel Moses McKissack, born in 1840. Gabriel Moses passed his knowledge of the building trade to his own son, Moses McKissack III, born in 1879.


Moses McKissack III was born in Pulaski, where he received a basic education in the town’s segregated schools. In 1890 he was hired by a local white architect. Until 1905, McKissack designed and built homes throughout the area, including many in Mount Pleasant in Maury County. He developed a reputation as an excellent architect and tradesman.


In 1905, McKissack moved to Nashville, where he started his own construction company. Within a few years, he was working on major projects. He built a home for the dean of architecture and engineering at Vanderbilt University and the Carnegie Library at Fisk University. In 1922, Moses’s brother, Calvin, joined him, and they opened McKissack and McKissack, Tennessee’s first black architectural firm.


The McKissacks continued to distinguish themselves in the building industry, and they have also kept the business in the family. Since 1991 the company has been led by Cheryl McKissack, a fifth-generation McKissack. The firm employs more than 100 people and has corporate offices in Philadelphia and New York City.





Belle Meade was never a cotton plantation, although small amounts of the cash crop were grown here, along with fruits, vegetables, and tobacco. Instead it was the horses, including the racehorse Iroquois, that made Belle Meade famous. The mansion was built in 1820 and expanded in 1853. Its grand rooms are furnished with period antiques, more than 60 percent of which are original to the house. The estate also includes outbuildings, including a smokehouse, dairy, and the original log cabin that Harding built for his family when they moved to Belle Meade in 1807.


The plantation also includes a slave cabin, which houses an exhibit on Belle Meade’s enslaved population, which numbered more than 160 at its peak. Two of these slaves are described in detail. Susanna Carter was the mansion’s housekeeper for more than 30 years, and she remained with the family even after the end of slavery. On her deathbed, Selena Jackson, the mistress of Belle Meade for many years, called Susanna “one of the most faithful and trusted of my friends.” The other African American who features prominently at the museum is Bob Green, whose skill and experience as a hostler earned him one of the highest salaries ever paid to a horse hand of the day.


Visitors to Belle Meade are given a one-hour guided tour of the mansion and then visit the outbuildings and grounds on their own. While the address on Harding Place is official, enter “110 Leake Avenue” into your GPS to get to the visitors entrance.


Cheekwood


Plan to spend a full morning or afternoon at Cheekwood (1200 Forrest Park Dr., 615/356-8000, http://cheekwood.org, 9:30am-5pm Tues.-Sun., adults $16, seniors $14, students and children $9-12) so you can experience the full scope of this magnificent art museum and botanical garden. Galleries in the Cheekwood mansion house the museum’s American and European collections, including an excellent contemporary art collection. Cheekwood has the largest public collection of works by Nashville artist William Edmondson, the sculptor and stoneworker. Cheekwood usually displays items from its permanent collection as well as traveling exhibitions from other museums. Many exhibits have special ties with Nashville.


But the Cheekwood is far more than just an art museum. The mansion overlooks hundreds of acres of gardens and woods, and it is easy to forget that you are near a major American city when you’re at the Cheekwood. Walk the mile-long Carell Woodland Sculpture Trail past works by 15 internationally acclaimed artists, or stroll past the water garden to the Japanese garden. There are dogwood gardens, an herb garden, a delightful boxwood garden, and much more. Wear comfortable shoes and pack a bottle of water so you can enjoy the grounds in comfort.


The Cheekwood owes its existence to the success of the coffee brand Maxwell House. During the 1920s, Leslie Cheek and his wife, Mabel Wood, invested in the new coffee brand being developed by their cousin, Joel Cheek. Maxwell House proved to be a success and earned the Cheeks a fortune, which they used to buy 100 acres of land in West Nashville. The family hired New York residential and landscape architect Bryant Fleming to create a 30,000-square-foot mansion and neighboring gardens. Cheekwood was completed in 1933.


Leslie Cheek lived in the mansion just two years before he died, and Mabel lived there for another decade before deeding it to her daughter and son-in-law, who later offered it as a site for a museum and garden. Cheekwood opened to the public in 1960.


Visitors pay admission at a guard gate at the entrance; parking is $5 per vehicle. Once inside, drive to parking lot B so you can explore the art museum and grounds. Parking lot A is for the museum shop and restaurant.


South Nashville


Fort Negley


Early in the Civil War, the Union army determined that taking and holding Nashville was a critical strategic link in their victory. So after Nashville fell in 1862, the Federals wasted no time fortifying the city against attacks. One of the city’s forts was Fort Negley, built between August and December 1862 on St. Cloud Hill south of the city center.
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Fort Negley owes its existence to the 2,768 men who were enrolled to build it. Most were blacks, some free and some slave, who were pressed into service by the Union army. These men felled trees, hauled earth, and cut and laid limestone for the fort. They slept in the open and enjoyed few, if any, comforts while they labored. Between 600 and 800 men died while building the fort, and only 310 received payment.


When it was completed, Fort Negley was the largest inland masonry fortification in North America. It was never challenged. Fort Negley was abandoned by the military after the war, but it remained the cornerstone of one of Nashville’s oldest African American communities, now known as Cameron-Trimble. During the New Deal in the 1930s, the Works Progress Administration rebuilt large sections of the crumbling fort, and it became a public park.


In 2007, the city opened a visitors center to tell the story of the fort. Fort Negley Park (Fort Negley Dr., 615/862-8470, noon-4pm Tues.-Thurs., 9am-4pm Fri.-Sat. June-Aug., noon-4pm Tues.-Fri., 9am-4pm Sat. Sept.-May, free) includes a museum about the fort and Nashville’s role in the Civil War. There is a short, paved loop trail around the base of the fort, plus raised boardwalks through the fortifications themselves. Historical markers tell the story of the fort’s construction and detail its military features.


City Cemetery


Right next to Fort Negley Park, off Chestnut Street, is the old City Cemetery (1001 4th Ave. S., www.thenashvillecitycemetery.org, 9am-5pm daily). Opened in 1822, City Cemetery was the final resting place of many of Nashville’s most prominent early citizens, including founder James Robertson; William Driver, the U.S. Navy captain who named the flag “Old Glory”; Mabel Lewis Imes and Ella Sheppard, members of the original Fisk Jubilee Singers; and 14 Nashville mayors.


During the Civil War, the cemetery was contracted to bury more than 15,000 Union and Confederate dead, although they were later reinterred in different cemeteries.


Visitors are welcome 9am-5pm daily; if the gate is locked, call the phone number on the gate to be let in. Consult the information board in the Keeble Building for help with your self-guided tour. Guided tours and special events, such as living history tours, garden tours, and historical lectures, take place on the second Saturday of each month. The events are aimed at telling the history of Nashvillians who are buried at this historical cemetery.


Adventure Science Center


Children and their caretakers will enjoy the hands-on science education available at the Adventure Science Center (800 Fort Negley Blvd., 615/862-5160, www.adventuresci.com, 10am-5pm daily, adults $15, children $11). Interactive exhibits explore how the body works, the solar system, and other scientific areas. A multistory climbing tower in the building’s center features a giant guitar and other instruments.


The center’s Sudekum Planetarium (www.sudekumplanetarium.com, additional $6) is the largest planetarium in Tennessee. The 164-seat planetarium offers a variety of space-themed shows. There are also star-viewing parties, gravity-suspending rides, and other exhibits about space flight, the moon, the solar system, and other things found in space.


Tennessee Central Railway Museum


Railroad enthusiasts should make a detour to the Tennessee Central Railway Museum (220 Willow St., 615/244-9001, http://tcry.org, 9am-4pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-3pm Sat., free). This institution is best known for its special railroad excursions, but it also collects railroad equipment and paraphernalia, which are on display at the museum. The museum is located in an otherwise industrial area between the interstate and the railroad tracks, one block north of Hermitage Avenue and east of Fairfield Avenue.




The Battle of Nashville


During most of the Civil War, Nashville was occupied by Federal forces. After Fort Donelson, 90 miles northeast of Nashville, fell in mid-February 1862, Nashville was in Union hands. The Union turned Nashville into an important goods depot for the Northern cause and set strict rules for city residents during occupation.


As the war drew to a close in late 1864, Nashville was the site of what war historians now say was the last major battle of the Western Theater.


The Battle of Nashville came after a string of defeats for the Confederate army of Tennessee, commanded by John Bell Hood. After his bloody and humiliating losses at Spring Hill and Franklin a few miles south, Hood moved north and set up headquarters at Travellers Rest, the home of John Overton. His plan was to set up his troops in an arc around the southern side of the city. Union major general George H. Thomas did not plan to wait for Hood’s attack, however. He devised to attack first and drive the Confederates away from Nashville.


A winter storm and frigid temperatures delayed the battle. For two weeks, from December 2 to 14, 1864, the two armies peered at one another across the no-man’s-land between the two lines. Then, at dawn on December 15, 1864, the Union attack began. Union troops on foot and horse, including at least four U.S. Colored Infantry brigades made up of African American soldiers, attacked various Confederate posts around the city. By the close of the first day of fighting, Hood withdrew his troops two miles farther south from the city.


The dawn of the second day of battle augured more losses for the Confederates. Unable to hold their line against the Union assault, they fell back again. As darkness fell, Union major general Thomas wired Washington to announce his victory. Pursued by a Union cavalry commanded by Major General James Wilson, what remained of the Confederate army of Tennessee marched south, and on the day after Christmas they crossed the Tennessee River into Alabama. Four months later, the war was over.


The Battle of Nashville Preservation Society, Inc. (www.bonps.org) offers guided tours ($100-150) of the battlefield sites. Customers drive their own vehicle and the guide rides along; prices are per vehicle, not per person.





Nashville Zoo at Grassmere


See familiar and exotic animals at the Nashville Zoo at Grassmere (3777 Nolensville Pike, 615/833-1534, www.nashvillezoo.org, 9am-4pm daily Jan.-mid-Mar., 9am-6pm daily mid-Mar.-mid-Oct., 9am-4pm daily mid-Oct.-Dec., adults $16, seniors $14, children ages 3-12 $11, children under 3 free, parking $5). Many of the zoo’s animals live in beautiful habitats like Lorikeet Landing, Gibbon Islands, and Bamboo Trail. The zoo’s meerkat exhibit, featuring the famously quizzical and erect animals, is one of its most popular. The Wild Animal Carousel is an old-time carousel with 39 brightly painted wooden animals.
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a white tiger at the Nashville Zoo at Grassmere





The zoo is located at Grassmere, the onetime home and farm of the Croft family. The historic Croft farmhouse has been preserved and is open for guided tours in October and December.



Travellers Rest Plantation and Museum



Travellers Rest Plantation and Museum (636 Farrell Pkwy., 615/832-8197, www.travellersrestplantation.org, 10am-4:30pm Mon.-Sat., adults $12, seniors $11, students 6-17 $10, children 5 and under free) was the home of John Overton, a Nashville lawyer who helped found Memphis, served on the first Tennessee Supreme Court, and was a trusted advisor to Andrew Jackson, the seventh U.S. president and the first from Tennessee.


Overton was born in Virginia and studied law in Kentucky before he decided to move to Middle Tennessee, what was then the western frontier of the United States. When workmen were digging the cellar for the original home in 1799, they uncovered Native American skeletons and artifacts—Overton had chosen a Mississippian-era Indian mound for the site of his home. But the archaeological finds did not stop Overton, who initially named his home Golgotha, or “hill of skulls.” The name did not stick, however; tradition has it that Overton later renamed the home Travellers Rest because it was his place of rest between long trips as a circuit judge in Middle and East Tennessee.


Travellers Rest underwent two major expansions in its lifetime: one in 1808 and another 20 years later. The additions allowed Overton first to accommodate a growing number of young students who wished to study law with him; later his wife, Mary, and their children; and, finally, the elaborate parties that Overton hosted to further the political career of Andrew Jackson.


John Overton was many different things in his lifetime. Among them was slave owner. Records show that 30-80 slaves lived at Travellers Rest before emancipation. While Overton’s plantation was not the primary source of his wealth, it no doubt contributed to his status and prominence. Sadly, when the L&N Railroad purchased the Overton property in the 1940s, the company destroyed not only the Overton family burial ground and peach orchard, but also the slave cabins that remained at the rear of the house.


Visitors to Travellers Rest may choose to skip the mansion tour; admission to the grounds alone is just $5 for everyone over the age of 4. But to get the full story and flavor of the property, choose the 45-minute guided tour.


Tennessee Agricultural Museum


The Tennessee Agricultural Museum (Ellington Agricultural Center, 440 Hogan Rd., 615/837-5197, www.tnagmuseum.org, 9am-4pm Mon.-Fri., free) celebrates the ingenuity and dedicated labors of farm life from the 17th to the 20th centuries. Operated by the Tennessee Department of Agriculture and set on the department’s pleasant South Nashville campus, the museum depicts various facets of Tennessee farm life. There are exhibits about clothes washing, blacksmithing, coopering, plowing, weaving, and more. Outside, there is a small kitchen garden with heirloom vegetables, and replicas of a log cabin, one-room schoolhouse, and outdoor kitchen. A short self-guided nature trail illustrates the ways that settlers used various types of native Tennessee trees.


Music Valley


A collection of tourist attractions separated from the rest of Nashville by the Cumberland River, Music Valley is most known for being the new home of the Grand Ole Opry. The area was one of those hit hardest by the 2010 flood, leading to some significant improvements and upgrades, along with some closures. This strip of motels, restaurants, and country music “museums” is tourist-centric. It is more campy than authentic, although it does offer some fun, affordable ways to explore Music City’s kitsch.


[image: Image]


If you’re game, however, head straight for Cooter’s Place (2613 McGavock Pike, 615/872-8358, www.cootersplace.com, 8:30am-9pm Sun.-Thurs., 8:30am-10pm Fri.-Sat., free), a gift shop and museum dedicated to the Dukes of Hazzard television show. The museum features a mind-boggling array of toys, ornaments, and model cars manufactured in the 1970s and 1980s to profit off the Dukes’ popularity. You can also see one of the bright-orange Dodge Chargers that became the Dukes’ icon. In the gift shop, buy a pair of “official” Daisy Dukes or any number of General Lee souvenirs. Cooter’s Place is operated by Ben Jones, who played Cooter, the affable sidekick mechanic, in the original television series. In recent years, Jones has been one of the forces behind DukeFest, a wildly popular annual celebration of fast cars and the General Lee held at the Nashville Motor Speedway. Jones has been determined to keep the signature Confederate flag as part of the art associated with the Dukes of Hazzard, despite controversy over the flag.


A few doors down from Cooter’s Place, you will find Willie Nelson and Friends Museum and General Store (2613 McGavock Pike, 615/885-1515, http://willienelsongeneralstore.com, 8:30am-9pm daily, $8), which showcases a number of things that once belonged to Willie Nelson, including his golf bag, a replica of his tour bus, and the guitar he played during his first performance at the Grand Ole Opry. Many of the Willie Nelson items were purchased by museum operators Jeannie and Frank Oakley at an IRS auction.


Grand Ole Opry House


Since 1974, the Grand Ole Opry has been most often staged at the specially built Grand Ole Opry House (2804 Opryland Dr., 615/871-6779, www.opry.com) in Music Valley. This is the Opry’s sixth regular home, and it was completely renovated after it was shuttered due to the 2010 flood. The Opry House may have been closed, but the Opry went on. The show still made the airwaves for every scheduled performance, playing at different venues around town while construction went on around the clock.


With the renovated Opry came an updated backstage tour. Daytime tour tickets go on sale two weeks in advance and are generally offered every 15 minutes; if you are buying tickets to a show, you can also purchase postconcert backstage tours. On this docent-led tour you’ll get to see dressing rooms, learn lots of Opry history, and hear plenty of juicy stories about performers and their backstage behavior. One of the highlights of the guided tour is going on stage and having your photo taken under the lights. If you book a postshow tour, you’ll see a performer or two. Tickets are $27 for adults, $22 for children; VIP tour $150 after a show; daytime tours are $22 adults, $17 children. The Opry performs at least two times a week, Friday and Saturday, with additional shows on Tuesday night most weeks.


Greater Nashville



S Fontanel Mansion



The former estate of country music icon Barbara Mandrell, Fontanel Mansion (4125 Whites Creek Pike, 615/724-1600, www.fontanel.com, 9am-3pm daily, adults $24, seniors $22, children 7-15 $14, 6 and under free) has been a surprising draw for locals and tourists alike since it opened in 2010. These 136 acres include walking trails, a music venue, a restaurant with its own live music, an art gallery, and a gift shop. But the main attraction is the mansion, a 27,000-square-foot log cabin, which is the city’s only country music mansion tour. Fans get to see how the most famous of the Mandrell sisters once lived. Tours are sometimes given by Mandrell’s daughter, who throws in lots of personal tidbits. Even those who don’t love “I Was Country When Country Wasn’t Cool” will appreciate the music history, artifacts such as Gretchen Wilson’s “Redneck Woman” Jeep, the indoor shooting range, and the bucolic scenery.


Tours


NashTrash Tour


Nashville’s most notorious tour guides are Sheri Lynn and Brenda Kay Jugg, sisters who ferry good-humored tourists around town in a big pink school bus. The NashTrash Tour (615/226-7300 or 800/342-2123, www.nashtrash.com, $33-36) is a raunchy, rollicking, rib-tickling tour of city attractions, some of which you won’t even find in this guidebook. Be prepared to be the butt of some of the jokes yourself. Its “I Got Trashed” T-shirts have a double meaning. You’ll snack on canned cheese, and there’s a pit stop to buy beer. Not appropriate for children or adults who aren’t comfortable laughing at themselves and others. As Sheri Lynn says, “If we haven’t offended you, just give us some time.” NashTrash Tours sell out early and often. If you think you want this perspective of the city, make your reservation now. Tours depart from the Nashville Farmers Market.


Gray Line Tours


Nashville’s largest tour company, Gray Line (2416 Music Valley Dr., 615/883-5555 or 800/251-1864, http://graylinetn.com) offers more than 12 different sightseeing tours of the city. The three-hour Discover Nashville tour costs $49 per adult and includes entrance to the Ryman Auditorium and the Country Music Hall of Fame, and stops at other city landmarks.


The 3.5-hour Homes of the Stars tour takes you past the domiciles of country stars, including Jack White, Taylor Swift, Dolly Parton, and others for $49. There is also a hop-on, hop-off double-decker tour for $39 (children $20) and a 2.5-hour Nashville Walking Food tour ($49).


General Jackson Showboat


Gaylord Opryland’s General Jackson Showboat (2812 Opryland Dr., 615/458-3900, http://generaljackson.com, tickets $45-135) offers campy, big-budget-style musical shows on the stage of a giant riverboat as it lumbers down the Cumberland River. Show dates and times vary by season, but typically there are midday lunch and evening dinner cruises. A smaller boat, the Music City Queen, offers tailgating cruises before Tennessee Titans NFL football games. Because of the meal and the live entertainment, these cruises aren’t necessarily the best way to see the river, as you’re focused on the stage rather than the scenery.


Nashville Pedal Tavern


Have 15 friends and a taste for beer? Then the Nashville Pedal Tavern (1516 Demonbreun St., 615/390-5038, www.nashvillepedaltavern.com, 11:30am-11pm daily, $380 Sun., $350 Mon.-Wed., $300 Thurs., $400 Fri.-Sat.) is for you. You board what is basically a giant group bicycle and pedal together to move forward through downtown or midtown, stopping at various pubs on the route. Members of your party pass out food and drink while you pedal. Each tour includes two or three pub stops; at each spot there’s a special for Pedal Tavern customers. Expect to be photographed by people on the street as you ride by.


River Queen Voyages


Choose between several different kayak tours down the Cumberland River with River Queen Voyages (1900 Davidson St., 615/933-9778, http://rqvoyages.com, hours vary May-Oct., $29-79). The three-mile guided tour starts in Shelby Bottoms Greenway, winding under railway bridges, and ending downtown with the skyline in sight. The four-mile, two-hour option takes you from Opryland to Shelby Bottoms.


Walk Eat Nashville


Former Tennessean editor Karen-Lee Ryan started her Walk Eat Nashville (locations disclosed upon reservation, 615/587-6138, www.walkeatnashville.com, 12:30pm-3:30pm Wed. 1:30pm-4:30pm Thurs., 11am-2pm Fri., 1:30-4:30pm Sat., $53-58) walking culinary tours as a way to show off her neighborhood of East Nashville. They were so popular, she soon expanded to midtown and downtown. The walking tours include food tastings at six restaurants and artisan food shops. Ryan and her informative guides narrate as you walk (and taste) and you get the benefit of her considerable knowledge of the city. You’ll leave satisfied, but not full.


Tennessee Central Railway


The Tennessee Central Railway Museum (220 Willow St., 615/244-9001, www.tcry.org) offers an annual calendar of sightseeing and themed railway rides in central Tennessee, including kids’ trips, Old West shoot-outs, and murder mysteries. Excursions include fall foliage tours, Christmas shopping expeditions, and trips to scenic small towns. All trips run on the Nashville and Eastern Railroad, which runs east, stopping in Lebanon, Watertown, Cookville, or Monterrey. Prices vary based on the trip but run $32-180 for adults.


These tours are not just train rides, but well-organized volunteer-led events. You might get “robbed” by a Wild West bandit (the cash goes to charity) or taken to a scenic winery. The volunteers know their railroad trivia, so feel free to ask questions. The cars vary depending on what is available, but one car doubles as a gift shop and another is a concession stand, although you are welcome to bring your own food on the train. Trips sell out early, so book your tickets well in advance.


Entertainment and Events


From live music to theater, Nashville offers visitors plenty of diversions. Even if you are not a fan of country music, you will find plenty to do in Music City.


Live Music Venues


No trip to Nashville is complete without listening to some live music. Music City overflows with musicians and opportunities to hear them. So whether you catch a show at the Opry, stake out a seat at The Bluebird Café, or enjoy a night at the symphony, be sure to make time for music during your visit.


Even before you arrive in the city, you can plan out your nights, thanks to the Nashville Convention and Visitors Bureau (www.nashvillecvb.com). Through a handy feature on the bureau’s website you can check out upcoming concerts a month or more in advance. Many venues will let you buy tickets in advance over the phone or online. But don’t panic if you can’t plan ahead. Because there are so many shows, there is always something that hasn’t sold out.


Published on Wednesday, the Nashville Scene provides detailed entertainment listings and recommendations. The Nashville Tennessean, the city’s daily paper, publishes its entertainment insert on Friday. Now Playing Nashville (www.nowplayingnashville.com) is a great resource for both entertainment listings and discounted tickets. Now Playing Nashville has a kiosk in the Nashville airport.



S Grand Ole Opry



If there’s any one thing you really must do while in Nashville, it’s go to see the Grand Ole Opry (2804 Opryland Dr., 615/871-6779 or 800/733-6779, www.opry.com, $37-77). Really. Even if you think you don’t like country music. For more than 90 years this weekly radio showcase of country music has drawn crowds to Nashville. Every show at the Opry is still broadcast live on WSM, a Nashville AM radio station. Shows are also streamed online, and some are televised on cable. But nothing beats the experience of being there.




The Origins of the Grand Ole Opry


Nashville’s most famous broadcast can trace its roots to October 1925, when Nashville-based National Life and Accident Insurance Company opened a radio station in town. Its call letters (then and now), WSM, stood for “We Shield Millions,” the company’s motto.


WSM hired George D. “Judge” Hay, a radio announcer who had worked in Memphis and Chicago, to manage the station. Hay—who, while in Chicago, had announced one of the nation’s first live country radio shows—planned to create a similar program in Nashville.


On November 25, 1925, Hay invited a 78-year-old fiddler, Uncle Jimmy Thompson, to perform live on Saturday night over the radio airwaves. The response was electric, and WSM continued to broadcast live old-time music every Saturday night. In May 1927, Hay was segueing from the previous program of classical opera to the barn dance, and he came up with the famous name: “For the past hour, we have been listening to music taken largely from Grand Opera. From now on, we will present the Grand Ole Opry,” he said. The name stuck.


During the first few years, most Opry performers were unknowns. But as the show gained popularity, some acts were able to make it professionally, including Uncle Dave Macon, the Vagabonds, and the Delmore Brothers. By 1939, the Opry gained a slot on the NBC radio network, allowing it to reach a national audience.





The Opry runs Tuesday through Saturday nights, with two shows (7pm, 9:30pm) on Saturday. Shows start and end right on time.


Every Opry show is divided into 30-minute segments, each of which is hosted by a different member of the Opry. This elite country music fraternity includes dozens of stars that you’ve heard of and others you haven’t. The host performs two songs—one at the beginning of his or her half-hour segment and one at the end. In between the host will introduce two or three other performers, each of whom will sing about two songs. In between segments, the announcers read radio commercials and stagehands change around the stage set.


It’s a fast-paced show that keeps your toes tapping. Even when the biggest stars appear on the Opry stage, they rarely sing more than a few numbers. Fans are welcomed, and even encouraged, to walk to the front of the seating area to take photographs during the performances.


The Opry usually releases the full lineup for each show about a week in advance. Some fans wait until then to buy their tickets so they’re sure to catch a big-name artist. The best advice is to buy tickets to any show at all. Each show is carefully balanced to include bluegrass, classic country, popular country, and, sometimes, gospel or rock. It’s a true showcase that music and Americana fans will enjoy.


Most Opry shows take place in the Grand Ole Opry House, a 4,400-seat auditorium. A circle of the original stage from the Ryman Auditorium was cut out and placed in the center of the Opry House stage, and it’s here that artists perform. During the Christmas season the Opry returns to its Ryman roots (and the Radio City Rockettes take the Opry House stage).


Tickets for the Opry House’s guided backstage tour (adults $27, children $22) go on sale two weeks in advance; times vary based on the time of year and day. The tours include a peek at the Green Room, Opry stars’ mailboxes, and other behind-the-scenes treasures. If you book one of the evening tours, you’re likely to see performers jamming in folding chairs after a show. Glitzy costumes, juicy stories, and a chance to walk on that stage are all part of the tour offerings. It’s also possible to book combination packages that include the backstage tour, an Opry performance, and accommodations and meals at the Gaylord Opryland Resort.


Ascend Amphitheatre


This open-air concert venue offers the chance to rock out by the river in Metro Riverfront Park. Between folding seats, box seats, and the lawn, it can hold 6,800 concert-goers, all of whom get a view of the skyline and great sightlines of the stage. Ascend Amphitheatre (310 1st Ave. S., 615/999-9000, www.ascendamphitheater.com, hours and cost vary by event) is the place to see a big show, with big-name national acts on the schedule as well as the Nashville Symphony. Locals have been known to picnic nearby to listen to shows without being inside.
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