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THIS IS MY NASHVILLE



Music City is a transplant’s town. We call Nashville natives “unicorns” because so many people who live here came here from somewhere else. They come for the music—to play it, to work in the industry, or just to listen to it—but they also come here because this is a city of people who listen to their own rhythm, people who like to do things differently. That iconoclastic beat is what makes it a fun place to live. There’s always something to do that is unusual and creative; and it is often miles away (literally and figuratively) from Lower Broadway’s tourist sights and crowds.


When I moved to Nashville more than a decade ago, I started a refrain: “People in Nashville do weird things for a living.” And I’ve spent the years since getting to experience those weird things, be it eating “hot chicken cheese,” a gooey vegetarian alternative to the city’s iconic dish created by a local chef; or watching a display of entirely indoor fireworks (set to music, of course).


Sometimes Nashville is depicted as a one-note (pun intended) town of beer, bachelorettes, and boots. The real Nashville is more diverse and complex. It boasts the largest Kurdish population in the United States and is home to the National Museum of African American Music. It even owes its nickname, Music City, to one of its historically Black colleges.


We’re not just “Music City” or “Nash Vegas.” We’re “the Athens of the South” and the “buckle of the Bible Belt.” Explore all of the nuances of Nashville with these experiences, one for each week of the year. But, yes, of course, you can still wear your cowboy boots.
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Corner Music in East Nashville
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TO DO LISTS


Live Music


1 Try your hand at songwriting


3 Hear sweet music on Jubilee Day


7 Kick up your heels at a honky-tonk


14 Learn to two-step or line dance


17 Hear up-and-coming musicians first


18 Celebrate Latin America at Plaza Mariachi


24 Strum and pick your way through local guitar shops
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Food


2 Savor Southern cuisine at a meat-and-three


9 Take a fork to some tender barbecue


11 Snack, shop, and swim on Dickerson Pike


18 Celebrate Latin America at Plaza Mariachi


21 Play with your food at family-friendly restaurants


25 Feed your mind in North Nashville


27 Feast on Kurdish food


31 Make your eyes water sampling hot chicken


33 Lunch at an old-timer restaurant


36 Taste the international flavors of Nolensville Pike


38 Taste Tennessee’s bounty at U-Pick-Em farms
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Black Heritage


3 Hear sweet music on Jubilee Day


6 Celebrate Black culture and history on Jefferson Street


13 Relive the Nashville sit-ins


25 Feed your mind in North Nashville


51 Follow in the footsteps of Civil Rights activists in Memphis
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Art and Culture


15 Create a masterpiece at a makerspace


16 Get collegiate in the Athens of the South


26 Rhapsodize about your favorites at music museums


32 Get hands-on at kid-friendly museums


35 Wander the Buchanan Arts District


47 Meet makers and mules in Columbia


48 Trace the origins of country music to Bristol
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Only in Nashville


1 Try your hand at songwriting


2 Savor Southern cuisine at a meat-and-three


7 Kick up your heels at a honky-tonk


12 Go backstage at the Ryman Auditorium


13 Relive the Nashville sit-ins


14 Learn to two-step or line dance


16 Get collegiate in the Athens of the South


26 Rhapsodize about your favorites at music museums


28 Treat yourself to custom-made boots


30 Get deep into country music at the Hall of Fame


31 Make your eyes water sampling hot chicken
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Be a Tourist in Your City


7 Kick up your heels at a honky-tonk


10 Widen your perspective at historic Fort Negley


12 Go backstage at the Ryman Auditorium


20 Embrace the kitsch at Madame Tussauds Wax Museum


22 Get the best views of the city from the John Seigenthaler Pedestrian Bridge


23 Toast the legacy of Printers Alley


30 Get deep into country music at the Hall of Fame


32 Get hands-on at kid-friendly museums
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Shopping


4 Shop local in East Nashville


8 Scope out vintage gems on Gallatin Pike


11 Snack, shop, and swim on Dickerson Pike


19 Shop and sip in The Nations


24 Strum and pick your way through local guitar shops


28 Treat yourself to custom-made boots


34 Go to Nashville Fashion Week in style


35 Wander the Buchanan Arts District
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Families and Kids


5 Pedal the Music City Bikeway


18 Celebrate Latin America at Plaza Mariachi


20 Embrace the kitsch at Madame Tussauds Wax Museum


21 Play with your food at family-friendly restaurants


32 Get hands-on at kid-friendly museums


37 Lace up your boots for an urban hike


38 Taste Tennessee’s bounty at U-Pick-Em farms


43 Escape to Monteagle and Sewanee


45 Go underground at Mammoth Cave
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Neighborhoods and City Streets


4 Shop local in East Nashville


6 Celebrate Black culture and history on Jefferson Street


8 Scope out vintage gems on Gallatin Pike


11 Snack, shop, and swim on Dickerson Pike


19 Shop and sip in The Nations


23 Toast the legacy of Printers Alley


25 Feed your mind in North Nashville


27 Feast on Kurdish food


29 Bask in the beauty of Belle Meade Boulevard


35 Wander the Buchanan Arts District


36 Taste the international flavors of Nolensville Pike
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Outdoor Adventures


5 Pedal the Music City Bikeway


10 Widen your perspective at historic Fort Negley


37 Lace up your boots for an urban hike


39 Kayak and paddleboard on Percy Priest Lake


41 Go chasing waterfalls


42 Dig deep in a Tennessee cave


44 Climb, bike, and paddle in Chattanooga


45 Go underground at Mammoth Cave


50 Witness the mountain magic of the Smokies


52 Get soaked whitewater rafting on the Ocoee River
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Day Trips


39 Kayak and paddleboard on Percy Priest Lake


40 Sip your way down the Tennessee Whiskey Trail


41 Go chasing waterfalls


42 Dig deep in a Tennessee cave


45 Go underground at Mammoth Cave


46 Drive the Natchez Trace Parkway


47 Meet makers and mules in Columbia
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Weekend Getaways


43 Escape to Monteagle and Sewanee


44 Climb, bike, and paddle in Chattanooga


48 Trace the origins of country music to Bristol


49 Better understand the Civil War in Corinth, Mississippi


50 Witness the mountain magic of the Smokies


51 Follow in the footsteps of Civil Rights activists in Memphis


52 Get soaked whitewater rafting on the Ocoee River
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1 Try your hand at songwriting



Live Music • Only in Nashville




Why Go: Take a class to learn how songwriters develop their craft. And who knows? Maybe you’ll get a writing contract out of it.


Where: Songwriting classes and performances happen all over town.


Timing: Most listening rooms host performances in the early evening, occasionally with a second later at night. Weekend songwriter brunches are becoming popular. The annual Tin Pan South Songwriters Festival is where you can really see what goes into blending melody and lyrics.





Telling stories in song is at the core of country music, and Nashville has turned it into an art form. Countless people come to Nashville to turn their stories into music. If you’re among that group, or just want to know what goes into crafting a good song, you can take a songwriting class or attend a performance at a listening room.
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The Listening Room Cafe





Many songwriters offer one-on-one instruction on how to put a song together. Come prepared with ideas about what you want to write; your instructor will help you move the “plot” of your story forward. Here are some options to help you find a class.


From its headquarters on Music Row, the Nashville Songwriters Association International (1710 Roy Acuff Pl., 615/236-3354, www.nashvillesongwriters.com) offers weekly songwriting workshops. You’ll need to pay to join NSAI, which will give you unlimited access to their workshops. You can also book sessions in writing rooms that have all the gear you need to collaborate with others. The Tennessee Songwriters Association International (2416 Music Valley Dr., 615/582-0176, www.tennsongwriters.com) near Opryland has similar offerings for its members.


From its shop in East Nashville, Fanny’s House of Music (1101 Holly St., 615/750-5746, www.fannyshouseofmusic.com) has offered classes taught by local songwriters and musicians for years. In 2020, the owners started a nonprofit organization called Fanny’s School of Music. Both the shop and the school focus on opportunities for female and nonbinary students and teachers. Fanny’s offers one-on-one classes as well as the chance to build your own group class with a few friends.


The best way to learn songwriting is to do it, of course. But the second-best way is to head to a listening room and hear for yourself what other songwriters are doing. A listening room is a place where songwriters perform acoustically and share the stories behind their lyrics. In some cases, they’ll tell you how they sold the song that became a hit—and it will sound different from the writer’s mouth than it does on the radio. Many listening rooms are set up “in the round,” meaning several songwriters will be on stage together and take turns playing a tune and bantering with one another. Listening rooms are quiet spots; please don’t talk during performances. You also won’t find any fancy stage design: The emphasis is on the singer and the song. Here are some of the best listening rooms in the city:


The Bluebird Café (4104 Hillsboro Pike, 615/383-1461, http://bluebirdcafe.com) is Nashville’s most famous listening room. The Bluebird is famous for its songwriters’ nights, open mics, and performances in the round. Musicians aren’t up on a stage—they are on the floor with you. Since it’s a small room, reservations are required—and they are tough to come by. Get on the website in the morning a few weeks before you want to see a show and be ready to nab your ticket. The Bluebird is all ages, except for its 10 bar seats, which are only for patrons 21 and older. Note: You will be shushed if you talk here.
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The Bluebird Café





The Listening Room Cafe (618 4th Ave. S., 615/259-3600, http://listeningroomcafe.com) in SoBro has become a destination for both locals and tourists. The space here is bigger than some other listening rooms, with large communal tables, but it’s still small enough that you can hear the writers’ stories and witness them rib and praise each other onstage. The food here, particularly the biscuits, is a draw all on its own.
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The Listening Room Cafe





Commodore Grille (2613 West End Ave., 615/327-4707) is nestled in the lobby of the Holiday Inn near the Vanderbilt campus. While its location may seem odd, it has become a favorite listening room for Nashville singer-songwriters who want to perform in a quiet place with a positive vibe. You can call ahead to get the lineup of performers, but it’s a reliable rotation of talented locals, so you can just as easily show up and be impressed. The happy hour specials are a nice incentive to get there early.




Local Lore


Songwriting is all about collaboration. The “Nashville co-write” is an industry method that pairs songwriters together to craft a song. Since the 1980s, music publishers have been deliberately matching writers with different strengths, setting them up in a room with a few guitars (and maybe a few beers), and hoping they emerge with some hit songs. Look at the credits from any of your favorite tunes; you’ll likely see more than one name listed as the writer…and you have Nashville to thank for that.





Bobby’s Idle Hour (9 Music Square S., 615/649-8530, www.bobbysidlehour.com) has been at different locations around Music Row over the decades. All the while, it has remained a dependable, low-key place to have a cheap beer and hear songwriters share their stories. The small stage has just enough room for a few guitarists and microphones.


Connect with…


12 Go backstage at the Ryman Auditorium


17 Hear up-and-coming musicians first


24 Strum and pick your way through local guitar shops





2 Savor Southern cuisine at a meat-and-three



Food • Only in Nashville




Why Go: The meat-and-three cafeteria is a Nashville institution, where you can eat food like Mama made—even if your mama didn’t cook like this.


Where: Citywide, but concentrated around Germantown, Midtown, and The Gulch. The best way to identify a meat-and-three is to look for a line out the door at midday.


Timing: Meat-and-threes serve comfort food. Go when the weather starts to cool off in fall and you want something warm and comforting. Many of these spots are open for lunch only, so go at lunchtime on a day when you can take a nap afterward.





There’s a hilarious scene in the first season of the Netflix show Master of None where Aziz Ansari’s character, Dev, takes a woman on a whirlwind date from New York to Nashville. They’re standing in line ordering dinner, but Rachel, Dev’s date, can’t find any vegetarian-friendly options. The restaurant manager assures Rachel he can build her something to eat from sides. He brings her a tray with a meager offering: a square of cornbread, a cup of pickles, and a banana. The scene is funny because it’s true. (I admit: I saved a screenshot of those sad pickles to look at when I need a laugh.)


Nashville has long been known for its lack of vegetarian food (though it is becoming more common). Contributing to that legacy is the meat-and-three, a cafeteria-style restaurant that serves one meat dish and three vegetables on the side. (Sometimes the restaurant serves an entrée and two sides; this is still called a meat-and-three.) Such eateries are dotted all over the South, but have a particular concentration in Nashville, where they have become their own category of local cuisine, second only to hot chicken.


A meat-and-three is the great equalizer. There’s nothing fancy: The decor will be low-key, and you’ll carry your own tray. A meat-and-three is where you will see folks from every segment of Nashville life—politicians, academics, tourists, construction workers, and celebrities—stand in the same line. No one, not even the celebrities, can reserve a table in advance during a lunch rush. You have to go through the line, pay, and then wait for an open table, no matter how many gold records you have. (And no matter how many gold records you have, you may end up with squash casserole on your sleeve.)


Most meat-and-threes are predictable, but also change their menus regularly. For example, fried chicken may only be available on Fridays; meatloaf only on Thursdays. Once a meat-and-three is sold out, that’s probably it for the day. Don’t expect anyone to make more creamed corn just because the person in front of you took the last in the pan. Oh, and at a classic meat-and-three, mac and cheese counts as a vegetable…even if it has bacon in it. No matter what’s on the menu, the options will be delicious and filling—and probably not cardiologist approved.


Arnold’s Country Kitchen (605 8th Ave. S., 615/256-4455, www.arnoldscountrykitchen.com) is the gold-standard. Chef Kahili Arnold has taken the helm at the restaurant his parents started, and he brings a creative sensibility to the classics (there’s even a James Beard award in the restaurant’s past). Celebrity chef Sean Brock has said that Arnold’s is the first place he takes out-of-towners. There are several dozen other time-honored meat-and-threes throughout the city. Among the best is Swett’s Restaurant (2725 Clifton Ave., 615/329-4418, www.swettsrestaurant.com) in Midtown, which has great beef tips and a good amount of elbow room at its tables. Sophia Vaughn’s family has been serving soul food to locals for almost 70 years near Germantown at Silver Sands Café (937 Locklayer St., 615/780-9900, www.silversandsnashville.com). In addition to Southern classics, Silver Sands also has tilapia and salmon croquette on the menu.
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Arnold’s Country Kitchen







[image: image]


Swett’s Restaurant
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Swett’s Restaurant
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Swett’s delivery van







Local Lore


In her 2015 cookbook Nashville Eats, author Jennifer Justus quoted music journalist Chet Flippo as saying country music record contracts used to come with gravy stains on them, since most deals were signed at a meat-and-three. Contracts nowadays are digital, but you’ll still see business lunches taking place at these beloved restaurants.





Like on Master of None, at many meat-and-threes, the vegetarian option is to load up on sides. Hopefully, you’ll get more than a banana and pickles, but it is worth asking how vegetables are prepared, as many greens are cooked in bacon fat. JamaicaWay Restaurant in the Farmers Market (900 Rosa L. Parks Blvd., 615/255-5920, http://jamaicawayrestaurant.com) makes all its dishes without pork. Berry Hill’s Sunflower Café (2834 Azalea Pl., 615/457-2568, www.sunflowercafenashville.com) is an entirely vegetarian restaurant with many nods to traditional meat-and-three dishes.


Connect with…


25 Feed your mind in North Nashville





3 Hear sweet music on Jubilee Day



Fisk University


Live Music • Black Heritage




Why Go: This annual event is the first opportunity of the year to hear the melodic voices of the Fisk Jubilee Singers at a poignant performance honoring the choir’s storied history.


Where: Fisk University, 1000 17th Ave. N., www.fisk.edu • free to attend


Timing: October 6, rain or shine, is Jubilee Day. Plan to spend a couple of hours at the various events and walking through the Fisk University campus.


The choir performs concerts around the city, including at the Ryman Auditorium, for the length of the academic year, so there are other opportunities to hear them sing if you miss out on Jubilee Day.





Jubilee Day is my favorite day of the year in Nashville, a day when I feel connected to those who were here before me, and a day when I feel hopeful for the connections we will make going forward.


First, some history. In 1871, Fisk University was struggling. The historically Black college was using old Union army barracks to house students. The school was just five years old, but its infrastructure was already decaying while more Black students were seeking the higher education Fisk provided. The school needed some cash. So, in what might now be considered a very Nashville idea, the nine-person school choir withdrew all the money from the university’s treasury and set out on a world tour. (In the U.S., their route followed the Underground Railroad, and many of these concerts were secret affairs.) Remembering a biblical reference to the "year of the jubilee," Fisk treasurer and choir manager George White gave the choir their name—the Fisk Jubilee Singers. By 1874, they were successful enough that the school was able to build its first permanent building, the aptly named Jubilee Hall.
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Fisk Jubilee Singers
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Cravath Hall, Fisk University
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Jubilee Hall





Every October 6, the school hosts Jubilee Day to honor the day in 1871 when the choir departed Fisk to see the world and secure the school’s future. The day kicks off with a convocation in the school’s Victorian-style Memorial Chapel, featuring the current Jubilee Singers. Each year, new students audition and join the choir. (Today’s choir is mixed-gender and larger than the original nine.) This performance is their first of the academic year; the singers perform time-honored spirituals and gospel music. The convocation’s service recalls the struggles and the triumph of the original choir. Featured speakers, ranging from Fisk alumni to Civil Rights leaders, draw parallels to modern times.
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Memorial Chapel





Before the day’s events begin, current Fisk students gather leaves from the magnolia trees on campus and make wreaths to place on the graves of four of the original Jubilee Singers who are buried in town. After the convocation, a caravan drives through town to two different cemeteries to lay these wreaths and pay respects. Other campus-based events take place throughout the day, including free access to the remarkable Carl Van Vechten Gallery (www.fisk.edu/galleries), which houses part of a collection once owned by Alfred Stieglitz. It is also worth stopping at the smaller Aaron Douglas Gallery, which houses Fisk’s collection of African, African American, and folk art works. At night, there’s typically a concert on campus that helps raise money for the current singers’ annual scholarship fund and to keep the choir singing all year.




Local Lore


The Fisk Jubilee Singers set out across the ocean in 1871, where the United Kingdom’s Queen Victoria was so amazed by their voices that she is said to have exclaimed, “You must come from some kind of music city.” And, well, you already know that the nickname stuck.





I love gazing at the university’s architecture and inhaling the scent of the magnolias as I walk across campus. I head over to Cravath Hall and look at the powerful Aaron Douglas murals that are tucked away in rooms on the second floor. Douglas was a painter and illustrator during the Harlem Renaissance who established Fisk’s first formal art department, and is known as the father of African American art. These murals depict Black figures in classic art settings, fusing Greek and Roman symbols with African American figures. The murals are one of the city’s unsung gems, just like Jubilee Day.


Connect with…


6 Celebrate Black culture and history on Jefferson Street


16 Get collegiate in the Athens of the South


25 Feed your mind in North Nashville





4 Shop local in East Nashville



Neighborhoods and City Streets • Shopping




Why Go: Nashville’s very essence—scrappy, creative, joyful, perplexing—plays out in the city’s east side, thanks to a collection of small businesses and the people who run them.


Where: The majority of the exploration here is in walking distance of the Five Points area, where 10th Street, Main Street, and Woodland Street meet.


Timing: Head over in the early afternoon to stroll the shops and stay through the evening to have a cocktail and dinner as the sun sets.





Just east of downtown, on the other side of the Cumberland River, begins East Nashville, a collection of smaller neighborhoods—Lockeland Springs, Dickerson Pike, Cleveland Park, and Five Points—known for their eclectic sensibilities, food scenes, and musician residents. East Nashville prides itself on being eccentric: This is a part of town with undeniably quirky stores, such as The Donut Distillery (311 Gallatin Ave., 615/678-8685, https://donutdistillery.com), which makes bourbon-infused doughnuts. You won’t find any big box stores here. Some residents, myself included, occasionally challenge themselves to do all their errands without crossing the river to get to “the mainland.”


East Nashville is a neighborhood that honors its past. It’s where “The Devil Went Down to Georgia” was recorded. It’s home to the bar where Johnny Cash spent his 70th birthday. Lockeland Table (1520 Woodland St., 615/228-4864, www.lockelandtable.com), one of the city’s best restaurants, designed its exterior to look like the original 1930s dry goods store that once stood in its place. (Inside, check out the photos of the building through the ages.) But East Nashville is also an area that looks to the future, supporting the small businesses that seem to crop up every day.
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Lockeland Table





As the area’s popularity has increased, so have its real estate prices, making it harder for small businesses to survive. The Shoppes on Fatherland (1006 Fatherland St., 615/227-8646, http://fatherlanddistrict.com) is one response to this dilemma. More than 20 tiny businesses are housed in equally small storefronts here, selling handmade goods and repurposed vintage items. Some of the stores have very specific niches: If you need a custom-made Western wear onesie for your baby or a themed dog collar, you’ll find it here. The complex offers a strong community vibe and a fun energy. Some business owners use their storefronts to test the retail waters before they move to bigger spaces. Some businesses pop up just for the holiday season, while others are stalwarts that have been here for years.
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1: Bongo Java 2: The Shoppes on Fatherland 3: Five Points Alley Shops 4: Hunters Station





The Five Points Alley Shops (1108 Woodland St., 615/226-2070, http://c615.co) is another collection of quirky, brightly colored storefronts, and it’s within walking distance of The Shoppes on Fatherland. It’s home to more than 10 micro-businesses, including a used bookstore, a home goods shop, a vintage clothing store, an art gallery, a letterpress stationery shop, and a store selling vintage cowboy boots. Outside the shops you’ll find lovely, small gardens.


Hunters Station (975 Main St., www.huntersstation.com) is the dining equivalent of The Shoppes on Fatherland and Five Points Alley Shops. A food hall that opened in an old automotive supply shop, Hunters Station is home to as many as 10 local restaurants, all organized around communal seating areas (both indoor and outdoor). The complex also houses a community kitchen that small food businesses can use without having to lease their own space. Try their bagels, smoothies, and sweet treats for yourself at Citizen Market, one of Hunters Station’s tenants. The other restaurants at Hunters Station sell goodies like grilled cheese sandwiches, burgers, milkshakes, and tacos.




Community Focus


While today it is a small business hub, East Nashville went through a lot to get to this point. The neighborhood has borne the brunt of both natural and political disasters. Tornadoes ravaged this area in 1933, 1998, and again in March 2020. There’s also the 1916 fire, the 1927 flood, and the post-World War II governmental policies that caused some historic homes to be demolished to make way for newer housing.


In many ways, it was the 1998 tornado that transformed East Nashville into what it is today. That was the same year the NFL’s Tennessee Titans (then the Tennessee Oilers) came to town. Nissan Stadium opened in the neighborhood in 1999, giving people a reason to visit the city’s east side. Soon after that, the prominent local coffee chain Bongo Java (107 S. 11th St., 615/777-3278, www.bongojava.com/bongo-east [URL inactive]) moved to East Nashville, helping to further revitalize the neighborhood. (Today, this location shares space with a board game café.)





Thanks to these retail spaces that encourage small businesses and allow them to thrive, East Nashville has grown into a community of entrepreneurs—people who are willing to try new things, even ones that seem silly or unsustainable. This neighborhood is understandably proud of its restaurants, bars, shops, and music venues. If you haven’t yet visited from the mainland, give it a try. I have no doubt you’ll find something to your taste.
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		26 Rhapsodize about your favorites at music museums



		27 Feast on Kurdish food



		28 Treat yourself to custom-made boots



		29 Bask in the beauty of Belle Meade Boulevard



		30 Get deep into country music at the Hall of Fame



		31 Make your eyes water sampling hot chicken



		32 Get hands-on at kid-friendly museums



		33 Lunch at an old-timer restaurant



		34 Go to Nashville Fashion Week in style



		35 Wander the Buchanan Arts District



		36 Taste the international flavors of Nolensville Pike



		37 Lace up your boots for an urban hike



		38 Taste Tennessee’s bounty at U-Pick-Em farms



		39 Kayak and paddleboard on Percy Priest Lake



		40 Sip your way down the Tennessee Whiskey Trail



		41 Go chasing waterfalls



		42 Dig deep in a Tennessee cave



		43 Escape to Monteagle and Sewanee



		44 Climb, bike, and paddle in Chattanooga



		45 Go underground at Mammoth Cave



		46 Drive the Natchez Trace Parkway



		47 Meet makers and mules in Columbia



		48 Trace the origins of country music to Bristol



		49 Better understand the Civil War in Corinth, Mississippi



		50 Witness the mountain magic of the Smokies



		51 Follow in the footsteps of Civil Rights activists in Memphis



		52 Get soaked whitewater rafting
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