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How to use this ebook:


•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.


•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.


•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.


•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.


•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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John Oliver Place in Cades Cove






WELCOME TO Tennessee



10 TOP EXPERIENCES


Planning Your Trip


BEST OF Tennessee


MEMPHIS AND THE DELTA


THE US CIVIL RIGHTS TRAIL IN TENNESSEE


NASHVILLE AND MIDDLE TENNESSEE


SOUTHERN EATS


KNOXVILLE AND THE SMOKIES


TENNESSEE’S PARKS—BEYOND THE SMOKIES


SCENIC DRIVES


From the Blues to Bluegrass


DAY TRIPS


MUSIC IN TENNESSEE


My first visit to Tennessee was when I was a teenager. Back then I wasn’t able to articulate what drew me to this Southern destination. But in the years since, I’ve moved away and come back, and now am quite verbose when it comes to the state where I make my home.


Tennessee offers a suggestion for every season, every mood, and every personality. It’s the cradle of country music and the birthplace of the blues. It’s produced Nobel laureates, Pulitzer Prize winners, and history-making statespeople. Creativity of all kinds seems to flow in the rivers and in the veins of the folks who call the Volunteer State home.


That creativity is evident even to visitors just passing through. It fosters an entrepreneurial energy that results in funky, offbeat music clubs for jamming, quirky boutiques for shopping, and one-of-a-kind roadside eateries for . . . well, eating. Introduce yourself to bluegrass and the Nashville Sound, to Appalachian crafts and Black heritage quilts, to meat-and-three, hot chicken, and barbecue. You will soon become well acquainted with (and enamored of) them all.


The creative spirit seems to inhabit the landscape as well. East Tennessee has mountains—scenic peaks that climb up to kiss the clouds and plunge down into valleys. Moving west, the mountains become the rolling hills of Middle Tennessee and then the plains toward Memphis and the mighty Mississippi, the country’s lifeblood river.


Come to eat, to drink, to distill, to study, to shop, to hike and climb, to fish and run rivers, to hear music, to play music . . . it doesn’t matter. Whatever brings you here, Southern hospitality ensures that you’ll feel at home minutes after your arrival. Tennessee’s geography, its arts, its history, and its people all guarantee you can be here a lifetime and never be bored.
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Fall Creek Falls State Park






10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Trekking to gorgeous vistas in Great Smoky Mountains National Park.
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2 Immersing yourself in the music, past and present, at a Nashville honky-tonk and the Birthplace of Country Music.
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3 Getting to know the King by learning about Elvis at Graceland.
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4 Honoring the fight for civil rights by exploring the sites on the US Civil Rights Trail.
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5 Taking a scenic drive on the Cherohala Skyway.
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6 Experiencing the rich heritage of mountain culture at the Museum of Appalachia.
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7 Gaining deeper insight into Civil War history at Shiloh National Military Park and Corinth Contraband Camp.
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8 Hiking to a gushing waterfall (and taking a dip) at Fall Creek Falls.
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9 Indulging in Memphis barbecue.
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10 Sipping local whiskey at Jack Daniel’s Distillery.






Planning Your Trip



WHERE TO GO


Tennessee is a long state: From tip to tip, the Volunteer State stretches 432 mi (695 km). That would be eight hours on the interstate highway—which I don’t recommend! Get off the interstate and explore the towns and roadside stands in between the better-known cities. Cultural and historical differences help define the state’s three basic geographical regions: West, Middle, and East Tennessee. Here’s an overview from west to east.


Memphis


Memphis may owe its physical existence to the mighty Mississippi, but it is music that gives this city its soul. The blues were born in Memphis, and they still call Memphis home in nightclubs on Beale Street and juke joints around the city. But the Bluff City isn’t just the blues. It’s gospel, Elvis Presley, Soulsville, Rev. Al Green, Isaac Hayes, and Sun Studio. And it’s more than music. Memphis is an urban center with fine dining, riverside parks, and a thriving visual arts scene. It is a city where you can unwind by watching the ducks get the red-carpet treatment at The Peabody Memphis or fuel up with a plate of barbecue.


Western Plains


Look for bald eagles and wild turkeys amid the knob-kneed cypress trees at Reelfoot Lake. Hike and camp along the shores of Kentucky Lake at the Land Between the Lakes. Along the Tennessee River is the state’s only pearl farm and Shiloh, the site of an epic Civil War battle. Spend time at the complex of Indigenous mounds at Pinson Mounds State Archaeological Park. Don’t miss Billy Tripp’s outsider art masterpiece, Mindfield.
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sunset at Reelfoot Lake





Nashville


Even as Nashville grows, it is in no danger of losing its quirkiness. Nashville is the epicenter of country music. It is home of the Grand Ole Opry, the Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum, and hundreds of recording studios. It is the place where thousands of musicians and songwriters come to make it, and the city’s nightlife is all the richer for it. Historic Black colleges, fine arts, and excellent dining connect the city to its roots while also nodding to its future. Museums, historic sites, and the unique Tennessee capitol recall the city’s history, while expansive parks invite recreation in this leafy city.


Middle Tennessee


Tennessee’s midsection is a road trip waiting to happen. The landscape is rural and pure relaxation. This is Tennessee Walking Horse Country, where picturesque horse farms dot the landscape and Tennessee sipping whiskey is made. In Amish country, black buggies and old-fashioned homesteads sprinkle the back roads. The historic Natchez Trace Parkway is a scenic, historic highway that marks one of the oldest overland routes between Natchez, Mississippi, and Nashville. Set off into the heartland in search of perfectly fried chicken, the world’s largest MoonPie, and exciting summertime festivals. Don’t forget to sip some of that Lynchburg lemonade.


Cumberland Plateau


The Cumberland Plateau is a breathtaking landscape of caves, waterfalls, gorges, and mountains. It is home to some of the state’s best parks: the Big South Fork National River & Recreation Area and Pickett CCC Memorial State Park in the north, Fall Creek Falls State Park in the center, and Savage Gulf State Park in the south. Come here for outdoor recreation, including hiking, biking, horseback riding, camping, and kayaking. The plateau offers destinations with fascinating history: the lost English colony of Rugby, the idealistic experiment of Cumberland Homesteads, and the moving Children’s Holocaust Memorial in Whitwell.


Chattanooga and the Overhill Country


Nestled in a bend of the Tennessee River and surrounded by the Cumberland Plateau and foothills of the Appalachian Mountains, Chattanooga is not called the Scenic City for nothing. It is a great place to bring the kids thanks to its excellent aquarium, children’s museum, parks, caves, and other family-friendly attractions. East of the city lies the southern Cherokee National Forest and the Ocoee River—a destination for those interested in white-water rafting and other outdoor pursuits. No other region offers a better glimpse at the legacy of the Cherokee people, who once populated the hills and valleys of this Overhill land.
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Knoxville


Like better-known Memphis and Nashville, Knoxville is emerging as a center for live music and the arts. Galleries, restaurants, nightclubs, and theaters on Gay Street and Market Square and in the Old City are funky, unpretentious, and fun. Of course, sports fans have been coming to Knoxville for years to watch the University of Tennessee Volunteers play football and basketball, and to tour the Women’s Basketball Hall of Fame. Attractions such as the East Tennessee History Center and the gold-plated, renovated, historic Sunsphere add to the city’s draw.
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Knoxville skyline with the Sunsphere





Great Smoky Mountains


One of Tennessee’s most picturesque wilderness areas is the Great Smoky Mountains. It is the vistas that first draw you in: the soft-edged peaks enveloped by wispy white “smoke,” touched by brilliant red and orange at sunset, and crowned by crisp white snow in winter. Hike through old-growth forest and mysterious mountain balds. Camp next to a mountain stream. Hunt for wildflowers. Bicycle the Cades Cove loop to see historic cabins and churches. Outside the boundary of the park are gateway communities offering everything from the Dollywood theme park to the roots of mountain arts and crafts.


The First Frontier


It was the eastern mountains of northeast Tennessee that early white settlers took over from Indigenous people in the 1770s. More than 150 years later, their descendants brought forth modern country music during the Bristol sessions. This region of Tennessee is more closely linked to Appalachia than any other; this is a landscape of hills and hollers, small towns, and traditional ways. Erwin and Johnson City offer chances to hike, raft, and camp in this pristine land. Jonesborough is the first city of storytelling and was the birthplace of the country’s first abolitionist newspaper.


WHEN TO GO


Summer can be peak travel season for Tennessee. This is the season of hot weather and crowds at many popular sites, and it’s also when some of the biggest music festivals and events are going on. If you can, avoid the crowds and the heat: Spring and fall are the best times to visit Tennessee. During spring, the weather is mild, flora is in bloom, and you can enjoy springtime festivals. (Between March and May is tornado season, however, so it’s important to pay attention to weather alerts.) During the fall, the trees change color and temperatures drop. The fall is a busy time in the Smokies, however, as “leaf peepers” come to see the foliage.


Visitors in winter may encounter cold weather and snow. If you’re a skier, head to Gatlinburg. In other parts of the state, some attractions close or cut back hours November-February, but the cooler months can also be a nice time to tour, as you’ll have many attractions to yourself. December holidays are particularly festive in Jonesborough, Nashville, and Memphis.


KNOW BEFORE YOU GO


Transportation


While visitors making a getaway to Memphis or Nashville may be able to subsist on public transportation, ride-hailing companies, and taxis, all others will need their own wheels to see this state. A car is essential if you are traveling in Tennessee. If it’s practical, bring your own car. If you’re flying in, arrange a rental car ahead of time to save money and ease hassles. A good road map or GPS is helpful to have before you set out.


If you are flying to Tennessee, which airport you fly into will depend on your destination. Nashville and Memphis have international airports and generally the best airfare deals. Knoxville, Chattanooga, and the Tri-Cities regional airports are convenient if you’re headed to East Tennessee.


What to Pack


A cell phone with a good roaming plan, GPS, and Wi-Fi should cover your basic needs. Prepare with maps and apps, particularly if you are likely to get off the interstate and out of the range of cell phone signals.


Since your trip is likely to include a fair amount of driving, download a mess of tunes. Depending on your destination, pick up some classic country, bluegrass, blues, or Elvis albums to get you in the mood.


If you’re planning on spending time in the Great Smoky Mountains, pack rain gear and several layers of clothes, including a jacket or sweater—even in the summer. If you think you may do some hiking, bring good boots, a backpack, trekking poles, and a trail map. Cowboy boots and a cowboy hat aren’t required, but they’re certainly always appropriate. Grab some stylish sunglasses for all the photos you’ll take. And don’t forget the sunscreen.
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BEST OF Tennessee


MEMPHIS AND THE DELTA


Follow in the footsteps of the King (that would be Elvis), eat tangy Memphis barbecue, and experience the outdoors. With more time, visit the King’s home at Graceland or explore the sights of Greater Memphis.


A Long Weekend in Memphis


Day 1


Arrive in Memphis and check in to a downtown hotel, such as the historic Peabody Memphis. Stroll down to Beale Street for food and a taste of the iconic live music venues here.


Day 2


Take a walking tour of Beale Street in the morning, stopping at the Withers Collection Museum and Gallery. Take your picture with the Elvis statue and go treasure hunting at A. Schwab. Eat lunch at South of Beale (SOB) Memphis downtown and then head across the Mississippi at Big River Crossing for the afternoon. Explore Tom Lee Park to work up an appetite. Eat dinner at Amelia Gene’s.


Day 3


Go to the National Civil Rights Museum in the morning, eat lunch along South Main, and then head to the Stax Museum of American Soul Music. Dine on Cuban food at the misleadingly named The Liquor Store.


Graceland or Greater Memphis


Whether you want to enjoy a day of all things Elvis or experience the great outdoors, there are two compelling options for your last day in the region. Fans of the King will want to spend the day immersed in the sights and sounds of the life of Elvis. If you’re interested in seeing more art and gardens, head out on a tour of the sights beyond the city’s core.




TOP EXPERIENCE


The US Civil Rights Trail in Tennessee


Tennessee is home to 15 stops—and counting—along the US Civil Rights Trail (https://civirightstrail.com [URL inactive]). This national trail, established in 2018, helps travelers better understand the history of the Civil Rights Movement. The events that took place along the portion that runs through Tennessee often focus on music, protest, and education. Some of the sites are limited to exterior informational signage, while others offer interactive experiences (there’s also a podcast you can download for more details.). For more information on this part of the trail, visit www.tncivilrightstrail.com. The stops in Tennessee include:


MEMPHIS


• Beale Street: This historic district is considered the original home of blues music.


• National Civil Rights Museum: This thorough, moving museum is on the site of the Lorraine Motel, where Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated in 1968.


• I Am a Man: The plaza next to the site of a historic 1880s church was a vital gathering place for activists and protestors in the late 1960s.


• Stax Museum of American Soul Music: Learn about soul music and its connection to Memphis at this important museum.


NASHVILLE


• Civil Rights Room at the Nashville Public Library: This informative exhibit features a replica lunch counter of the type that protestors would occupy during the city’s sit-ins.


• National Museum of African American Music: African American musicians of all genres are honored at this impressive, interactive museum.


• Fisk University: This prominent historically Black university was founded soon after the Civil War to educate formerly enslaved people.


AROUND KNOXVILLE


• Green McAdoo Cultural Center: This site just outside Knoxville celebrates the integration of Clinton’s high school in 1956.






Day 4: Graceland Option



Make it Elvis Day. Start early at Graceland to avoid the crowds, and then visit Sun Studio, where Elvis recorded his first hit. Eat a burger at Dyer’s on Beale Street in memory of the King.


Day 4: Greater Memphis Option


Start out at Elmwood Cemetery with the audio tour, and then drive east. Visit the Memphis Brooks Museum of Art and lounge in Overton Park. Tour The Dixon Gallery and Gardens and eat dinner at The Beauty Shop in the Cooper-Young neighborhood.


NASHVILLE AND MIDDLE TENNESSEE


Start out in the state’s capital, and then strike out through Tennessee’s heartland to old railroad towns and quiet parks. See the stars on the Grand Ole Opry stage and make a pilgrimage to Lynchburg, home of that most famous Tennessee whiskey. Take a break from the city at J. Percy Priest Lake, a tranquil spot for a hike, bike ride, or paddle.


A Week in Nashville and Middle Tennessee


Day 1


Arrive in Nashville. Check in to a downtown hotel, such as the historic Hermitage Hotel or the retro Fairlane Hotel. Feast at Chauhan Ale & Masala House. Stroll lower Broadway and enjoy dancing at the honky-tonks on your first night in town.


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. Go to the Ryman Auditorium and Johnny Cash Museum. See the Grand Ole Opry in the evening.


Day 3


Head toward West Nashville. Drive through Music Row on your way to Centennial Park and The Parthenon. Eat lunch at one of the local outposts in the L&L Market, and then spend the afternoon checking out the museum and gardens at Cheekwood. Eat dinner at Bastion south of downtown.


Day 4


Go uptown to the Tennessee State Capitol and the Civil Rights Room at the Nashville Public Library. Then take one of Walk Eat Nashville’s tours, where you can dine and learn at the same time. Visit Fisk University in the afternoon. Catch a songwriter’s show at The Listening Room Café over dinner.


Day 5


Drive 15 mi (24 km) east and spend the day at J. Percy Priest Lake. Wander the lush green landscape on a paddleboard, mountain bike, or on two feet. Grab takeout from Prince’s Hot Chicken Shack on your way home and enjoy a quiet night in with a cocktail from the hotel bar.


Day 6


Head to Wartrace (60 mi/97 km east) to tour the Tennessee Walking Horse Museum. Then drive 20 mi (32 km) to the Jack Daniel’s Distillery in Lynchburg for a tasting flight followed by lunch at Miss Mary Bobo’s Boarding House.


Day 7


Finish off your trip with a visit to the National Museum of African American Music followed by one final lunch of hot chicken before heading onward to explore the rest of the state.




Southern Eats


Food is the way Southerners stay connected to their history, show their love, and spend their free time. You can get a good sense of Tennessee by tasting these staples.


BARBECUE


Memphis barbecue is known for being tangy and sweet. Wherever you go, though, it should be cooked low and slow.


• Coletta’s, Memphis: In a city known for its ‘cue, Coletta’s is known for its longevity…and its barbecue pizza.


• Leonard’s Pit Barbecue, Cordova: The mustard slaw is as much of a delicacy as the barbecue itself.


• Ridgewood Barbecue, Bristol: There’s no pork shoulder or brisket here; it’s all about the ham.


CHICKEN


Deep-fried chicken is a Southern favorite, but hot chicken, served panfried and spicy, is the Nashville way.


• Prince’s Hot Chicken Shack, Nashville: Your eyes will water because the panfried chicken is so spicy, but also because it is so good.


• Gus’s World Famous Fried Chicken, Mason: Yes, there are Gus’s in other cities, but this modest storefront is the place to try the perfect combination of crispy on the outside, juicy on the inside.


• The Farmer’s Daughter Restaurant, Chuckey: Bring a group to eat family-style at this down-home staple for Southern cooking.


BISCUITS


Made with baking soda or baking powder instead of yeast, the biscuit is a Southern staple that has stood the test of time. And, no, they’re not just for breakfast.


• The Loveless Cafe, Nashville: Perhaps the state’s best-known biscuit; you can even buy a cookbook and try to replicate them at home.


• J.C. Holdway, Knoxville: Served with pork belly, this is as Southern as a staple comes, served in a James Beard Award-winning setting.


• Dari Ace, Erwin: This classic diner gets mornings started off right with eggs on biscuits.


MEAT-AND-THREES


At its most basic, a meat-and-three is a cafeteria-style restaurant where you choose one meat and three “vegetables” (macaroni and cheese can be a vegetable here). More so, the meat-and-three is an affordable tradition, and one of the places you’re likely to see folks from all walks of life eating together.


• Big Al’s Deli, Nashville: Tucked away in Salemtown is a menu that changes daily but always includes a meat and stick-to-your-ribs sides.


• Swett’s, Nashville: You’ll see everyone who is anyone in Music City—doctors, chefs, travelers, students—in line at this beloved cafeteria.


• Zarzour’s Café, Chattanooga: Founded in 1919, Zarzour’s shows how immigrants to Tennessee adapted Southern tastes with their own experiences.


SWEETS


Save room for dessert. Tennesseans have a sweet tooth.


• Goo Goo Chocolate Co., Nashville: Chocolate meets marshmallow and peanuts in this century-old signature candy.


• MoonPies, Bell Buckle: Graham crackers, marshmallow, and a sweet exterior coating have made the MoonPie beloved throughout the South, especially at the annual RC Cola-MoonPie Festival.






KNOXVILLE AND THE SMOKIES



Start in Knoxville, and then head into the wilderness of the Great Smoky Mountains. Immerse yourself in the rural reaches of the Cumberland Plateau and find the tallest waterfall east of the Rockies. End your trip in Chattanooga.


Knoxville


Day 1


Arrive in Knoxville and check in to the Oliver Hotel downtown. Grab lunch downtown at Yassin’s, named the “nicest place in America,” then listen to live music at the WDVX Blue Plate Special over the lunch hour. Visit World’s Fair Park and climb to the top of the Sunsphere. Eat dinner at the refined Osteria Stella.


Day 2


Drive to Oak Ridge and see the sights related to the Oak Ridge National Laboratory. Eat a Myrtle Burger at the Jefferson Soda Fountain.


Great Smokies Road Trip


Day 3


Charge the camera and head to the Smoky Mountains. Drive an hour to Gatlinburg and check in to the Rocky Waters Inn or Dolly Parton’s nearby DreamMore Resort. Drive the Great Smoky Arts and Crafts Community road, stopping to meet artists, buy art, and enjoy the scenic views.


Day 4


Get up early and take a picnic lunch to Cades Cove before the crowds converge. Look at old farmhouses and churches, and spy deer and cottontails. Hike to Abrams Falls. Enjoy the mountain views and cooler air.


Day 5


Head north an hour to the Cherokee National Forest and drive to the top of Roan Mountain. Take a stroll along the Appalachian Trail and look for the wild rhododendrons. Overnight on the banks of the Nolichucky at USA Raft Adventure Resort in Erwin.


Day 6


Drive 170 mi (275 km) to Historic Rugby on the Cumberland Plateau and tour the Victorian English village. Stay in one of the charming bed-and-breakfasts through Historic Rugby Lodging.


Day 7


Drive 80 mi (129 km) south to Fall Creek Falls State Park and hike to the falls, the tallest east of the Rockies. Visit the nature center and stay overnight in the park inn.


Chattanooga


Day 8


Drive 40 mi (64 km) down the Sequatchie Valley, stopping in Dayton to see the site of the Scopes Monkey Trial and in Whitwell to visit the Children’s Holocaust Memorial. Press on for 25 more mi (40 km) to Chattanooga and check in to the aesthetic powerhouse The Dwell Hotel.


Day 9


Visit the Tennessee Aquarium in the morning. If the skies are clear, drive to Lookout Mountain and tour Rock City and Point Park. Watch the sun set over Chattanooga. If the weather doesn’t cooperate, trek up the Zig-Zag walkway to the Hunter Museum of American Art. Eat dinner at Easy Bistro & Bar.


Day 10


Have breakfast at the Bluegrass Grill. Make your way back to Knoxville, stopping in Vonore on the way to tour a replica of the British Fort Loudoun and visit the Sequoyah Birthplace Museum.




Tennessee’s Parks—Beyond the Smokies


The purple mountain majesties of the Smokies tend to steal the show in Tennessee, but don’t overlook the state’s other great parks, which offer beauty and recreational variety—often without the crowds.


• Reelfoot Lake State Park (Tiptonville, 2 hours north of Memphis: Formed during a massive earthquake, Reelfoot Lake is an unexpected landscape of knob-kneed cypress trees and flowering lily pads, with bald eagles flying overhead.


• Land Between the Lakes (Dover, 1.5 hours north of Nashville): You get two lakes for the price of one, plus bison, hiking, and history at this extensive recreation area.


• Big South Fork National River and Recreation Area (Oneida, 1.5 hours west of Cumberland Gap): The river gorge carved by Big South Fork is just as scenic as the Great Smoky Mountains, with the added bonus that you won’t battle as many crowds to get on the water or the trails.







Scenic Drives


There’s something for each season in Tennessee. Fuel up the car and take the winding road to see these sights.


NATCHEZ TRACE PARKWAY


Nashville to the Tennessee/Alabama border, 120 mi (193 km)


Wildflowers bloom in spring on the northern section of this historic route. You’ll also encounter waterfalls, historical markers, and one great bridge.


CHEROHALA SKYWAY


Tellico Plains to the Tennessee/North Carolina border, 11 mi (18 km)


The Tail of the Dragon section of this route features 318 curves, and professional photographers stationed to catch you on the hairpin. Best season to drive is winter.


CADES COVE


Great Smoky Mountains National Park, 11 mi (18 km)


Historic structures, great foliage, and beautiful wildlife make this one of the most popular drives in the Smokies. Summer is best—on Wednesdays, you can make it a bike ride instead.


ROARING FORK MOTOR NATURE TRAIL


Great Smoky Mountains National Park, 6 mi (10 km)


Spend a summer day winding through a one-way curving path dotted with rhododendrons, black bear habitats, and pullouts for hikes.


NEWFOUND GAP


Great Smoky Mountains National Park, 32 mi (51 km)


Some of the best vistas in the Smokies can be seen on this route, which is particularly photo-worthy in the fall.
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From the Blues to Bluegrass


Day 1


Any trip about the blues has to start in Memphis. Grab a pastry at Hive Bagel and Deli and then make your way to the W. C. Handy Home and Museum, followed by the Blues Hall of Fame. Armed with knowledge, grab some lunch and maybe some live music at The Arthouse Café before heading to Central Station Hotel Memphis to take in more history and music.


Day 2


Wake up and look out on the railroad from your hotel room. Head to the Cooper-Young neighborhood and window shop and check out the boutiques before settling in for brunch. Fully sated, tour the Memphis Brooks Museum of Art. Then, check the schedule for concerts at Overton Park Shell. This is the stage where Elvis had his first paid gig, and the lineups remain as captivating. If there isn’t a show, buy a ticket to Playhouse on the Square or TheatreWorks.


Day 3


Understanding Memphis music requires a trip to Graceland; it doesn’t have to be an all-day affair. Afterward, head to lunch at The Four Way, a soul food eatery that has been a crucial spot for thinkers and activists since the beginning of the Civil Rights Movement. Back on South Main, plan to listen to more music and people-watch at Earnestine and Hazel’s. Cap off the evening with a bite at Automatic Slim’s.



Day 4



Wake up and get ready to head west. Grab a coffee and a sweet at City and State. Then drive the hour to the West Tennessee Delta Heritage Center. Here you’ll see costumes that once belonged to Tina Turner and learn the legend of “Sleepy” John Estes. Grab lunch at Las Palmas in Brownsville before heading on to immerse yourself in one more musical legend. Loretta Lynn’s Ranch at Hurricane Mills tells the story of the Coal Miner’s Daughter. From there, keep driving to Nashville. Grab dinner before making it a relatively early night. If you check in at the Graduate Nashville, you can get in some animatronic karaoke at Cross-Eyed Critters in the lobby before you go to sleep.


Day 5


This is Music City, so of course you can have many musically themed days in Tennessee’s capital city. Have a big breakfast in the neighborhood at Elliston Place Soda Shop. Then gear up for music museums focused on soul, blues, gospel and more. It’s hard to fit them all in. Today can be focused on one big blockbuster, the National Museum of African American Music. Take a break with lunch upstairs at Assembly Food Hall and then head over to a smaller museum like Musicians Hall of Fame & Museum, which takes a look at the musicians behind the stars, or the Jefferson Street Sound Museum, which delves into the history of Black music and musicians on Jefferson Street in Nashville. Eschew fancy dinner for a frozen pizza served to you at The Station Inn, the country’s best bluegrass bar.


Day 6


Yesterday was an education on Black music and its role in Nashville. That foundation is perfect for jumping into an understanding of country music. Join the crowds for breakfast at Silver Sands Café and then make your way to the Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum, with the add-on tour of Studio B. Head back to Assembly Food Hall to try something different than yesterday. Then explore the smaller, focused Johnny Cash Museum. Book a table at The Listening Room Café for dinner and a show.


Day 7


Grab some caffeine at the city’s first (and still favorite) coffee shop, Bongo Java. Then head to lower Broadway. Most people think of heading to the honky-tonks here at night, but if you go during the day, you’ll hear the music better and have more room to dance. Go wherever sounds good. Solid choices include Robert’s Western World and Friends in Low Places Bar & Honky Tonk. It can be another dinner-and-a-show night at City Winery.




Day Trips


If you have more time to explore the scenic routes and charming towns around Memphis and Nashville, here are a few day trips and overnight excursions.




















	Destination

	Why Go

	Access From

	Driving Time










	
Pinson Mounds and Jackson


	Ancient sites and modern art

	Memphis

	3.5 hours round-trip






	Mississippi Blues Trail

	Blues history, scenic drive, overnight in Clarksdale

	Memphis

	6 hours round-trip






	Reelfoot Lake State Park

	Boat cruise, hiking

	Memphis

	4 hours round-trip






	Clarksville

	Cumberland River walk, Dunbar Cave

	Nashville

	2 hours round-trip






	Franklin

	Historic downtown, good eats

	Nashville

	1 hour round-trip






	Shelbyville

	Tennessee Walking Horse National Celebration (summer)

	Nashville

	3 hours round-trip






	
Normandy and Lynchburg


	George Dickel and Jack Daniel’s whiskey distilleries

	Nashville

	4 hours round-trip












Day 8


Start early to reach the Great Smoky Mountains while the sun is in the sky. You can stop to stretch your legs, take in a view or even a short hike, and eat lunch at the restaurant at Cumberland Mountain State Park. Then, keep driving east and head to your room at one of Dollywood’s two lodges (DreamMore Resort or Heartsong Lodge and Resort) and grab the schedule for live music, either in the lodge or in the theme park.
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cinnamon bread at Dollywood





Day 9


Even if amusement parks aren’t normally your thing, Dollywood is a good place to go to hear live music. It’s founded by a legendary musician, after all, and you’ll hear talented musicians play bluegrass, country, gospel, and oldies. Stand in line at the Grist Mill to get the legendary cinnamon bread.


Day 10


Great Smoky Mountains National Park is glorious in the mornings. Sunrise lights up those smoky blue skies and trails tend not to be as crowded. Go on a hike to Laurel Falls and drive along Newfound Gap before getting in the car to head back to Nashville.




IN THE SPOTLIGHT


Music in Tennessee


Music is what many in Tennessee want to experience more than anything else, and thanks to the broad spectrum of musical genres present (if not born) in the state—bluegrass to the blues—music fans don’t have to stick to what they know and love. Take a listen to something different; you’re likely to discover a new favorite. No matter what, you will come to see the connections that exist between even the most varied musical forms.


Tennessee’s Music Tradition


Tennessee is a state that just sounds good. Music is in the water, in the air, and, most importantly, in its roots. Without Tennessee, the blues, jazz, country, and rock might still exist, but they would not be the same.


Genres


Here’s a guide to some of the genres you’ll hear in town. Listen to as many as you can.


Blues


Blues music came out of the Black experience in the Mississippi Delta, a blend of folk, spirituals, and other genres. Memphis is known as the heart of blues in the state, and legends like B. B. King, W. C. Handy, and “Sleepy” John Estes all have connections to the city.


Bluegrass


The Appalachian Mountains on the eastern edge of the state helped nurture musicians playing high-energy banjo, fiddle, mandolin, and guitar, harmonized with vocals. The Del McCoury Band, Bill Monroe, The SteelDrivers, and many other bluegrass artists spend time shaping the Tennessee bluegrass scene. Nashville’s The Station Inn remains one of the country’s best places to listen to bluegrass.


Country


A truly American genre of music, country music relies on guitar, banjo, fiddle, and upright bass to create melodies. Accompanying them are lyrics with a strong storytelling component, particularly in Nashville, where acoustic singer-songwriters reign. It would be shorter to list country musicians who don’t have Nashville connections than list all who do. Johnny Cash, Charley Pride, Dolly Parton, Lainey Wilson, and thousands of others have graced the stage of the Grand Ole Opry. Country can also overlap with gospel, folk, and Americana music.


Honky-Tonk


These classic bars, found many places, but particularly on Nashville’s lower Broadway, are high-energy spots where country-Western and Western swing music is played and people dance—when the dance floor is not too crowded. If you don’t know where to start with your pedal steel guitar-infused education, try Hank Williams or Ernest Tubb. This music is a subset of the larger country music category.


Jazz


Jazz music originated in New Orleans and made its way north, improvising and changing as it melded influences of marching bands, ragtime, and other genres. Memphis jazz is known for that improvision and its big bands and collaborative play. Jelly Roll Morton, Donald Brown, and Kenny G all brought their own takes to the Tennessee jazz scene.


Rock ‘n’ Roll


People may think of the blues, bluegrass, and country music before they think of rock when it comes to Tennessee. But many consider the state the birthplace of rock, given the legacy of Elvis Presley and the way in which the King drew from other music traditions to create his take on rock. Modern rock names with Tennessee connections include the Kings of Leon, Jack White, The Black Keys, and, of course, the pop icon Taylor Swift.


Must-See Music Sights


Memphis


• Sun Studio: See where early blues records were made, where Elvis recorded his first hit, and where the likes of Jerry Lee Lewis and Johnny Cash laid down tracks. Sun Studio is hallowed ground in musical history.


• Stax Museum of American Soul Music: This is the single best musical museum in Memphis. Here you will learn not only about the remarkable story of Stax, but also soul’s roots in gospel and country music.


• Graceland: No place in Memphis is more iconic in American musical history than Graceland, home of Elvis Presley. Here the King lived with his parents, wife, extended family, and his buddies, whom he called the Memphis Mafia. See his remarkable taste in décor and pay your respects at his grave in the Meditation Garden.


Western Plains


It was the landscape and hardship of country living that really gave birth to the blues. Drive the rural routes in Haywood County to breathe in the delta air.


• West Tennessee Delta Heritage Center: In Brownsville, stop here for exhibits about the singer Tina Turner (in Flagg Grove School), the music, and the culture of this region.


Nashville


• Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum: For the more serious of mind, start with an introduction to all things country.


• National Museum of African American Music: Spend the day at this immersive look into Black music traditions.


• Ryman Auditorium: Take a tour of the renowned venue before stocking up on CDs at the city’s numerous record stores.


Knoxville


• Cradle of Music Walking Tour: Take a walking tour of Knoxville’s musical history. See the site of the last hotel where Hank Williams ever slept.


• Museum of Appalachia: Head out to Clinton to tour the museum’s music room, with exhibits about Uncle Dave Macon and Roy Acuff.


Great Smoky Mountains


• Dollywood: Spend the day at this theme park owned and designed by East Tennessee native Dolly Parton.


The First Frontier


• Birthplace of Country Music Museum: Visit Bristol, the birthplace of country music and the site of the historic Bristol sessions.


Best Live Music Venues


Memphis


• Beale Street: Stroll Beale Street, the birthplace of blues, to hear live blues and jazz at clubs like the King’s Palace Café and Rum Boogie Café.


• Memphis’s juke joints, such as Mr. Handy’s Blues Hall, get kicking late on Friday and Saturday nights.


Nashville


• Fisk Jubilee Singers: Seek out a Fisk Jubilee Singers performance for a transformative gospel experience.


• The Listening Room Café: Hear stories from up-and-coming songwriters.


• Grand Ole Opry: No visit to Nashville is complete without seeing a show at this iconic venue.


• Nashville Symphony Orchestra: The delightful sounds of one of the South’s best symphonies will ease the mind and cleanse the musical palate.


Knoxville


• Tennessee Theatre: Catch a live band in the Old City or on Market Square, or a concert in the historic theater.


• Laurel Theater: Listen to modern roots music at the Laurel Theater in historic Fort Sanders.


The First Frontier


• Down Home: In Johnson City, check in at the Down Home for bluegrass, folk, and country music. This venerable club has been nurturing music fans in upper East Tennessee since 1976.


Best Music Events


You could plan your vacations solely around what’s playing when. To catch some of the state’s best events, check out these festivals:


Spring


• Big Ears Festival offers the widest spread of music genres in Knoxville every March.


Summer


• Manchester’s Bonnaroo Music and Arts Festival is the destination for visitors seeking world artists and folk music in June.


• Fans of the King brave the summer heat to attend Elvis Week in Memphis in August.


Fall


• Bristol’s headline event is the The Bristol Rhythm & Roots Reunion in September.
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Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S National Civil Rights Museum: For years the Lorraine Motel represented the tragic assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. Today, it tells the story of the Black struggle for civil rights, from before the Civil War to the present day (click here).


S The Peabody Memphis: Even the ducks in the fountain get the red-carpet treatment at this landmark hotel. The lobby is a must-visit (click here).
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S Elmwood Cemetery: Perhaps the most surprising attraction in Memphis, this park-like destination is the final resting place of dozens of local characters: madams, blues singers, mayors, and pioneers of all types (click here).


S Stax Museum of American Soul Music: Irresistible soul music is what made Stax famous in the 1960s, and it is what makes the Stax Museum sweet today. Exhibits bring to life the work of Otis Redding, the Staple Singers, Isaac Hayes, and more (click here).


S Graceland: The Elvis phenomenon is alive and well. Presley’s South Memphis mansion is a testament to not only the King’s music, but also his fans (click here).


S Barbecue: Tangy, juicy, and just a little sweet, Memphis barbecue at places like the Rendezvous is the stuff of West Tennessee dreams (click here).


S Live Music on Beale Street: Spend the night immersed in the Memphis blues scene (click here).





Memphis may owe its physical existence to the mighty Mississippi, but it is music that has defined this Southern metropolis. Memphis music started with the spirituals and work songs of poor Mississippi Delta cotton farmers who came to Memphis and created a new sound: the Memphis blues. The blues then spawned its own offspring: soul, R&B, country, and, of course, rock ’n’ roll as sung by a phenom from Tupelo, Mississippi, named Elvis Presley.


On any given night you can find joints where the music flows as freely as the booze, and sitting still is not an option. On historic Beale Street, music wafts from inside smoky bars out onto the street, inviting you to come inside for a spell. And on Sundays, the sounds of old-fashioned spirituals and new gospel music can be heard at churches throughout the city.


Memphis music is the backbeat of any visit to the city, but it’s not the only reason to come. For as rich and complicated as Memphis’s history is, this is a city that does not live in the past. It boasts a popular NBA franchise (the Grizzlies), the world-class National Civil Rights Museum on the grounds of the historic Lorraine Motel, and a fantastic AAA baseball field.


While you’re here, you can sustain yourself on the city’s world-famous barbecue, its fried chicken and catfish, and its homemade plate lunches, not to mention nouveau Southern eats. Eating may not be why you come, but it might be why you stay.


Memphis is a city of the South. Memphis is a hub for the entire Mid-South, which stretches from West Tennessee all the way down into Mississippi and Arkansas. As such, the city is a melting pot of cultural, musical, culinary, and economic influences from the entire Mississippi River Delta.
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PLANNING YOUR TIME


You can knock out Memphis’s main attractions in a weekend, but it takes a bit longer to soak up the city’s special mojo: the music, food, and laid-back attitude. In fact, if you want more than just a taste of Memphis’s famous blues, its legendary barbecue, or its rich history, plan to stay at least a week.


If you want to be in the center of the tourist action, choose downtown Memphis as your home base. The city center is home to bars, restaurants, sports venues, live-music clubs, and Beale Street. If you prefer a neighborhood feel, you can’t go wrong in midtown, which has bars, restaurants, boutiques, art, and theater, but fewer hotels.


While a lot of Memphis’s attractions are downtown, others are in the eastern and southern stretches of the city. A free shuttle is available to Graceland and Sun Studio from downtown, but for other attractions like the Stax Museum of American Soul Music and the Memphis Brooks Museum of Art, you will need a car or taxi. Take note that two of the city’s best barbecue joints, as well as some of its best museums and attractions, are not within walking distance of downtown.


WHEN TO GO


Memphis is a city with four seasons. The average temperature in January is 41°F (5°C), and in July it hits 81°F (27°C). Summer is certainly the most popular season for visiting—Elvis Week in August sees the most visitors of all—but the hot, humid Memphis summer is not for the faint of heart. Even in the South, where people are used to hot and humid, the Memphis humidity can be oppressive.


If you like the energy of crowds, the best time to visit Memphis is May, when summer is still fresh and mild, and the city puts on its annual Memphis in May celebration. Memphis in May includes the World Championship Barbecue Cooking Contest and the Memphis International Festival.


Fall is also a good choice. The Memphis Music and Heritage Festival held over Labor Day weekend is a great reason to come to Memphis, and probably the best choice for fans of traditional Memphis music.


But if you can’t come when the weather is temperate, don’t fret. Memphis attractions are open year-round, and the city continues to rock, day in and day out.


ORIENTATION


Memphis is perched atop a low bluff overlooking the majestic Mississippi River (hence one of its official nicknames, Bluff City). The center city district lies, roughly speaking, along the river. Main Street, a pedestrian-only mall (except for the trolleys) runs north-south, while Union, Madison, and Poplar Avenues are the main east-west thoroughfares.


While not compact, central Memphis is entirely walkable for people willing to use a little shoe leather. The Main Street Trolley makes it easy to see downtown and uptown attractions without a car.



Downtown



In this guide, locations south of Union Avenue are considered downtown, while locations north of Union are uptown. Downtown’s main attraction is Beale Street. Also contained within the downtown district is the area known as South Main, a three-block strip along southern Main Street that is home to trendy boutiques, art galleries, restaurants, and condos. South Main is about a 15-minute walk or a 5-minute trolley ride from Beale Street.


Another unique neighborhood in the city center is the Pinch District, located along North Main Street past the I-40 overpass. Originally settled by German immigrants, the Pinch is now a hub of restaurants and nightlife. It is also the gateway to gentrifying residential neighborhoods farther north. Restaurants in the Pinch have been categorized as uptown in this guide. You can walk to the Pinch, but the best way to get there is to ride the Main Street Trolley.


Harbor Town


In Harbor Town, a community on Mud Island, you’ll find schools, gyms, entertainment, and restaurants within walking distance of each other. The homes are close together with low fences, front porches, and small yards.


Midtown


Memphis sprawls south, east, and north from the river. Head east from downtown, and you are in midtown, a district of revitalized neighborhoods and the city’s best park and art museum. Poplar Avenue is the main artery of midtown, and it’s a good point of reference when exploring by car.


Within midtown is Cooper-Young, a redeveloping residential and commercial neighborhood that lies around the intersection of Cooper Street and Young Avenue. In this neighborhood you’ll find lots of restaurants, breweries, a great used bookstore, record shops, and other attractions that draw the city’s young and young at heart. Crosstown, named for the Crosstown Concourse mecca of restaurants, apartments, shops, and galleries in an old Sears warehouse, is also in midtown.



East Memphis



East Memphis is where you will find large shopping malls, major hospitals, the University of Memphis, and a few traffic jams. There are also a few attractions, the Dixon Gallery and Gardens and the Memphis Botanic Garden among them.
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the Memphis skyline





South Memphis


During the day, visitors beat a path to South Memphis to see attractions like Graceland and the Stax Museum of American Soul Music. Some of the neighborhood’s streets are poorly lit, and rates of pickpocketing and other crimes are higher here than in other parts of the city. Visitors should avoid this neighborhood at night, unless accompanied by a local who knows the way around.


Sights


DOWNTOWN


Downtown refers to the area south of Union Avenue in the city center. It is the heart of Memphis’s tourist district.
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Beale Street


If you want to delve into the history and character of Memphis music, your starting point should be Beale Street, home of the blues.


A combination of forces led Beale Street to its place in musical history and popular culture. Named in the 1840s after a war hero, Beale Street was originally part of South Memphis, a separate city that rivaled Memphis during the 1840s.


Beginning in the 1850s and continuing in greater numbers during and after the Civil War, Black people began to settle along the western part of Beale Street. By the 1880s and 1890s, a middle class of Black professionals began to emerge, and Beale Street became the center of commerce, entertainment, and life for many of them. Many other businesses were operated by immigrants from eastern Europe, Ireland, China, Greece, and Germany. From the 1880s until the 1960s, Beale Street was the epicenter of Black life, not just for Memphians but also for the entire Mid-South region.


Beale Street’s decline began in the mid-20th century, and by the 1970s it was a shadow of its former self. Investment during the 1980s and 1990s led to the street’s rebirth as a destination for tourists and a source of pride for residents, who could now show off the street that gave birth to the blues.


Today, Beale Street has two distinct personalities. During the day it is a laid-back place for families or adults to stroll, buy souvenirs, and eat. You can also stop at one of several museums and attractions. At night, Beale Street is a tourist-centric strip of nightclubs and restaurants, a place to people-watch, and a reliable place to catch live blues seven nights a week.


W. C. Handy Home and Museum


The story of Beale Street cannot be told without mentioning William Christopher Handy, whose Memphis home sits at the corner of Beale Street and 4th Street. The building was originally located at 659 Jeanette Place, but it was moved to Beale Street in 1985. Now the W. C. Handy Home and Museum (352 Beale St., 901/527-3427, www.wchandymemphis.org, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sat. summer, 11am-4pm Tues.-Sat. winter, adults $6, children $4) is dedicated to telling the story of Handy’s life. It was Handy who famously wrote, in his “Beale Street Blues”: “If Beale Street could talk, married men would have to take their beds and walk, except one or two who never drink booze, and the blind man on the corner singing ‘Beale Street Blues.’ I’d rather be there than any place I know.”


Withers Collection Museum and Gallery


With more than 1.8 million photographic images, the Withers Collection Museum and Gallery (333 Beale St., 901/523-2344, www.thewitherscollection.com, noon-6pm Tues.-Thurs., noon-9pm Fri.-Sat., 2pm-6pm Sun., adults $10, students and seniors $7, children under 5 free) is one of the world’s leading archives of images about the US Civil Rights Movement. Memphis native Ernest Withers (1922-2007) was a freelance photojournalist who documented the fight for equality. You can look at the historical images in changing themed exhibitions and also purchase prints for sale at this site on the Memphis Heritage Trail.


A. Schwab


During Beale Street’s dark days of the 1970s and 1980s, when the clubs and restaurants closed and the pawn shops opened, one mainstay remained: A. Schwab (163 Beale St., 901/523-9782, www.a-schwab.com, 11am-5pm Sun.-Thurs., 11am-7pm Fri., 11am-8pm Sat.). This landmark general store opened in 1876 and was owned and operated by the same family until 2011. Originally the source for household necessities for thousands of delta residents, A. Schwab remains a treasure trove of goods. Here you will find practical items like underwear, hats, umbrellas, cookware, and tools, as well as novelties like old-fashioned candy, incense, and actual cans of Tennessee Whoop-Ass. Upstairs is the A. Schwab museum, a hodgepodge of old-time tools, clothes, and memorabilia of the store’s history.


Memphis Rock ’n’ Soul Museum


Music fans should plan to spend several hours at the Memphis Rock ’n’ Soul Museum (191 Beale St., 901/205-2533, www.memphisrocknsoul.org, 10am-5pm daily, adults $14, children 5-17 $11), right next to FedExForum, off Beale Street. An affiliate of the Smithsonian Institution, this museum tells the story of Memphis music from the delta blues to Shaft. Start with a short video documentary and then follow the exhibits with your personal audio guide, which includes recordings of dozens of Memphis-influenced artists, from B. B. King to Elvis. Exhibits are dedicated to Memphis radio stations; the influence of the Victrola, Sam Phillips, and Sun Studio; and, of course, all things Elvis, among others.



S National Civil Rights Museum
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If you do nothing else while you are in Memphis, or, frankly, the state of Tennessee, visit the National Civil Rights Museum (450 Mulberry St., 901/521-9699, www.civilrightsmuseum.org, 9am-5pm Wed.-Mon., adults $20, students and seniors $18, children 5-17 $17, children under 5 free). Built on the Lorraine Motel site, where Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated on April 4, 1968, the museum makes a thorough examination of the US Civil Rights Movement, from enslavement (including a powerful depiction of the cramped quarters on slave ships) to the present day. Exhibits display original letters, audio recordings, photos, and newspaper clippings from events including the Montgomery bus boycott, Brown v. Board of Education, Freedom Summer, and the march from Selma to Montgomery. Original and replicated artifacts, such as the bus where Rosa Parks made her stand in 1955 and the cell where Dr. King wrote his famous Letter from Birmingham Jail, help to illustrate the story of civil rights.


When Dr. King visited Memphis in March and then again in April 1968, the Lorraine Motel was one of a handful of downtown hotels that welcomed Black people. The room (and balcony and parking lot) where he spent his final hours has been carefully re-created, and a narration by those who were with King tells the shocking story of his death. It is a solemn exhibit. Across Mulberry Street, in the building that was once the boardinghouse from where James Earl Ray is believed to have fired his sniper shot, exhibits probe various theories about the assassination, as well as the worldwide legacy of the Civil Rights Movement.


Visitors to the museum can pay an extra $2 for an audio guide—a worthwhile investment. This is a large museum, with nuanced presentations of complex information, and with the 2025 expansion, even more so. Visitors who want to give the displays their due attention should plan on spending 3-4 hours here. One good way to visit would be to tour the Lorraine Motel exhibits first, take a break for lunch, and then go across the street for the second half of the museum when you are refreshed.


Admission is free on Monday after 3pm for Tennessee residents. In June, July, and August the museum stays open until 6pm.




Beale Street Walking Tour


Beale Street runs from the Mississippi River to Manassas Street in midtown Memphis, but its main attractions occupy the half dozen blocks from Main Street to 4th Street. This walking tour begins at the intersection of Beale and Main Streets and heads eastward.


• At the southwest corner of Beale and Main Streets is the Orpheum Theatre (203 S. Main St.), which has been used for entertainment since 1890, when it served as an opera house. Later, it presented vaudeville shows and theater productions. Fire destroyed it in 1923, but in 1928 it reopened as the Orpheum, a movie theater and performing arts venue for the likes of Duke Ellington, Cab Calloway, Bob Hope, and Mae West. The Orpheum remains one of the city’s premier venues for the performing arts.


• A block east of the Orpheum, in Elvis Presley Plaza, is a statue of Memphis’s most famous native son, depicting the King during his early career.


• In the middle of the next block, the general store A. Schwab (163 Beale St.) has served Memphis residents since the late 1800s. Stop in for a souvenir or to visit the shop’s museum, a collection of old-fashioned household tools and implements.


• A few doors down from A. Schwab, at the Irish pub Silky O’Sullivan’s (183 Beale St.), you can see what remains of one of Beale Street’s most magnificent old buildings. The facade of what was once the Gallina Exchange Building is held up by six steel girders. From the late 1800s until 1914, this structure housed a saloon, restaurant, and 20-room hotel, as well as a gambling room.


• On the same side of the street as A. Schwab is Withers Collection Museum and Gallery, a collection of photographs that document the fight for civil rights in Memphis.


• At 3rd Street is Handy Park, named for famous blues composer and musician W. C. Handy. Since it opened in the 1930s, Handy Park has been a popular place for street musicians, peddlers, concerts, and community events, all of which are presided over by the life-size statue of W. C. Handy.


• About midway up the southern side of the next block of Beale Street is the Daisy Theater (329 Beale St.), built in 1902 as a movie house. Much of the original interior remains today. The theater is closed to the public.


• Across the street from the Daisy Theater is the New Daisy Theatre (330 Beale St.), built in 1941 as another movie house. The New Daisy is one of Memphis’s prime live-music venues, booking national rock and alternative acts.


• The stately First Baptist Beale Street Church (379 Beale St.), built in the late 1800s, is home to one of the oldest Black congregations in Memphis. The church was an important force in Memphis’s Black history: It was here that Black Memphians published their first newspapers, the Memphis Watchman and the Memphis Free Speech and Headlight.


• Today, Church Park (bounded by Beale St., 4th St., and MLK Ave.) is a humble city park. But in 1899, when Robert Church built it, it was something truly special. Church is said to have been the first Black millionaire in the South. He was troubled that there were no public parks expressly for Memphis’s Black residents, so in 1899 he opened the park along Beale Street. Church Park remains a venue for community events, particularly the annual Africa in April event every spring.






Belz Museum of Asian and Judaic Art



The Belz Museum of Asian and Judaic Art (119 S. Main St., 901/523-2787, www.belzmuseum.org, 10am-5pm Wed.-Fri., noon-5pm Sat.-Sun., adults $6, seniors $5, students $4, children under 5 free) houses one of the largest collections of artwork from the Qing dynasty. Forged from the private collection of Memphis developers Jack and Marilyn Belz, owners of The Peabody, the museum features some 1,000 objects, including an array of jade, tapestries, paintings, furniture, carvings, and other artifacts. The museum, located on the basement level, is also home to the largest US collection of work by Israeli artist Daniel Kafri.


The Belz Museum’s Holocaust Memorial Gallery includes portraits and testimonials from Jewish survivors of the Holocaust in the Living On exhibit. Special exhibits also change semiannually.


Blues Hall of Fame


The Blues Hall of Fame (421 Main St., 901/527-2583, www.blues.org, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sat., adults $15, students $10, children under 12 free) has existed since 1980. But the physical building that you can tour and experience didn’t open until 2015. The building is across the street from the National Civil Rights Museum at the Lorraine Hotel. It celebrates the more than 400 people who have been inducted into the Blues Hall of Fame.


Clayborn Temple and I Am a Man Plaza


Built in 1887, Clayborn Temple (294 Hernando St., https://clayborn.org) has both architectural and historical significance. Once the Second Presbyterian Church, this Romanesque Revival-style building, with its commanding presence and stained glass windows, was sold to the African Methodist Episcopal Church (AME) in 1949 and was then renamed Clayborn Temple. In April 2025, much of the church was destroyed in a fire. Efforts to rebuild the historic building are underway. You can still stop by to admire the standing sections of the exterior architecture.


In February 1968, the temple became a key gathering place and a safe haven in the US Civil Rights Movement. Protestors during the pivotal sanitation workers’ strike met here to discuss their strategies. It wasn’t unusual for Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. to stop here when in town. The iconic “I Am a Man” signs that were part of the movement were distributed here. In 2018—the 50th anniversary of King’s death—the I Am a Man Plaza was dedicated next to Clayborn Temple. The plaza is a place of powerful remembrance, bearing the name of all the striking sanitation workers.


Clayborn Temple and the I Am a Man Plaza are stops on the US Civil Rights Trail and the Memphis Heritage Trail. Nearby street parking is usually available.


UPTOWN


Uptown refers to locations along Union Avenue and points north in the center city district. Here downtown workers are more common than tourists, and tall office buildings rise above the city blocks.


The Cotton Museum


The Cotton Museum at the Memphis Cotton Exchange (65 Union Ave., 901/531-7826, www.memphiscottonmuseum.org, 10am-5pm Mon., Tues., Thurs., Fri., and Sat., 1pm-5pm Sun. and Wed., adults $10, seniors and students $9, military $8, children 6-12 $8, children under 6 free) is in the broad rectangular room that once was the nerve center of the Mid-South’s cotton trade. The Cotton Exchange was established in 1873, and it was here that buyers and sellers of the South’s most important cash crop met, and where fortunes were made and lost. Just steps away from the Mississippi River, the Exchange was the trading floor of Cotton Row, the area of town that was defined by the cotton industry.


The Cotton Museum is home to exhibits about cotton’s history, its uses, and the culture that its cultivation gave rise to in Memphis and the Mississippi Delta. There are several videos you can watch, as well as a live internet feed of today’s cotton exchange—now conducted entirely electronically. The nicest thing about the museum, however, is seeing the chalkboard where the prices of cotton around the world were written by hand. There is also a replica of the Western Union office, where buyers and sellers sent telegrams using an intricate system of abbreviations known only to the cotton trade.



S The Peabody Memphis
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The Peabody Memphis (149 Union Ave., 901/529-4000, www.peabodymemphis.com) is the city’s most famous hotel. Founded in 1869, the Peabody was one of the first grand hotels of the South, a place as well known for its elegant balls and big-band concerts as for the colorful characters who sipped cocktails at its famous lounge. Named in memory of the philanthropist George Peabody, it closed in 1923, and a new Peabody opened two years later in its present location. It remained the place to see and be seen for generations of Memphians and delta residents. It was historian and journalist David Cohn who famously wrote in 1935 that “the Mississippi Delta begins in the lobby of the Peabody Hotel.” The Peabody is also home to Lansky Bros. (www.lanskybros.com, 10am-6pm Sun.-Wed., 10am-7pm Thurs.-Sat.), a men’s clothing store known as the “Clothier to the King,” as it dressed Elvis Presley.


Even if you don’t stay here, you must stop by the elegant hotel lobby to see the twice-daily march of the Peabody ducks (a trip to Memphis is incomplete without this experience). The ducks live on the roof of the hotel and make the journey—by elevator—to the lobby fountain every morning at 11am. At 5pm they march out of the fountain, back onto the elevator, and up to their accommodations on the roof. Show up early so you have a good vantage point to see the show. The hotel employs a “Duckmaster” who takes care of the ducks and supervises their daily trip downstairs. Watching the ducks is a free, frenzied, and undeniably fun event.


Mud Island


A narrow band of land in the Mississippi River, Mud Island is home to the Mud Island River Park (101 N. Island Dr., 901/576-7241, www.mudisland.com, 7am-5pm daily summer, 6am-6pm winter, free), which has exhibits about early uses of the river, steam- and paddleboats, floods, and much more. The River Walk is a five-block scale model of the entire Mississippi River—from Minnesota to the Gulf of Mexico. Walk along the model to see scale representations of cities along the river’s path and read placards about the river’s history. The River Park is also home to a shuttered outdoor amphitheater, a dog park, a brightly colored sculpture that is popular for selfies, outdoor tables, and restrooms.


Admission to the River Park is free. You can walk across the pedestrian bridge (a great photo/selfie opportunity) from Front Street at Adams Avenue, or drive around and pay to park.


Slave Haven Underground Railroad Museum


The legend of the Burkle Estate, a modest white clapboard house on North 2nd Street, has given rise to the Slave Haven Underground Railroad Museum (826 N. 2nd St., 901/527-3427, http://slavehavenmemphis.com). The museum, which suffered a fire in 2024, told the story of enslavement and the Underground Railroad, which helped thousands of enslaved people escape to freedom in the North (and, after the 1850 Fugitive Slave Act, to Canada). Jacob Burkle, a German immigrant and owner of the Memphis stockyard, is said to have built the Burkle Estate around 1850. Escaping enslaved people would have hidden in a root cellar beneath the house before making the 1,500-ft (455-m) trip to the banks of the Mississippi, where they made a further journey north. Rebuilding efforts are underway.


Skeptics say that there is no evidence of this story and even point to documents that show that Burkle may not have purchased the property until 1871, well after the end of enslavement. Advocates for the Underground Railroad story say that it was the nature of the railroad to be secret, so there is nothing unusual about a lack of concrete evidence.


The details of the debate seem like an aside when you’re here. Instead, focus on the museum’s good work highlighting the brutality of the slave trade and enslavement as well as the ingenuity and bravery it took for enslaved people to escape.


The Pyramid


The Memphis Pyramid is the one of the most physically dominating features of the northern city skyline. Memphis’s affiliation with all things Egypt began with its name and continued in 1897, when a large-scale replica of a pyramid was built to represent Memphis at the Tennessee Centennial Exposition in Nashville.


The first serious proposal for a life-size pyramid to be built in Memphis was in the 1970s, but the idea did not take off until the 1980s, when the city and county governments agreed to fund it. The 321-ft (98-m) pyramid was built and opened in 1991, minus the money-making engines that had been promised. For years the “Great American Pyramid” sat empty.


In 2015 Bass Pro Shops at the Pyramid (1 Bass Pro Dr., 901/291-8200, www.basspro.com, 9am-8pm Mon.-Sat., 10am-7pm Sun.) opened what it calls “one of the most dynamic, immersive retail stores in the world.” This outdoor gear store is a head-turner, with an indoor cypress swamp, 10 aquariums, the Ducks Unlimited Waterfowling Heritage Center (which has free museum-quality exhibits on wetlands conservation and duck hunting), and more. You can access the top-floor observation deck, The Lookout, for a fee (adults $8, kids $5 until 4pm, annual membership $100).


MIDTOWN


You’ll need a car to see the attractions in midtown, which sprawls along Union, Poplar, and Madison Avenues as they head eastward from the city center.


[image: image]


Sun Studio


It is well worth your time to drop by the famous Sun Studio (706 Union Ave., 800/441-6249, www.sunstudio.com, 10am-5:15pm daily, adults $20, youth 12-18 $18, kids 5-11 $15, under 5 not admitted), where Elvis Presley recorded his first hit, “That’s All Right,” and where dozens of blues, rock, and country musicians recorded during the 1950s. Founded by radioman and audio engineer Sam Phillips and his wife, Becky, the studio recorded weddings, funerals, events, and, of course, music. Phillips was interested in the blues, and his first recordings were of yet-unknown artists such as Rufus Thomas and Howlin’ Wolf. In 1953, Elvis Presley came into the studio on his lunch break to record a $3 record of himself singing “My Happiness” for his mother. Phillips was not impressed with the performance, and it was not for another year—and thanks to the prodding of Phillips’s assistant, Marion Keisker—that Phillips called Presley in to record some more. When Phillips heard Elvis’s version of the blues tune “That’s All Right,” he knew he had a hit.


But the story of Elvis’s discovery is just one of many that took place in the modest homemade Sun Studio, and this attraction is not just for Elvis fans. The 90-minute tour of the studio leaves every hour on the half hour (10:30am-4:30pm daily). While you are waiting you can order a real fountain drink from the snack bar or browse the shop’s collection of recordings and paraphernalia. The studio is still in business; you can record here for $200 an hour for a five-hour block at night, and dozens of top-notch performers have, including Grace Potter, Beck, and Matchbox Twenty.


Victorian Village


Set on a tree-lined block of Adams Avenue near Orleans Street is Victorian Village, where a half dozen elegant Victorian-era homes escaped the “urban renewal” fate of other historic Memphis homes.




Johnny Cash’s Boyhood Home


There’s a worthwhile musical detour in the delta region, an easy day trip from Memphis. Johnny Cash (1932-2003) spent his childhood just over the state line in Dyess, Arkansas. As he became musical royalty, he remembered his hardscrabble roots in Dyess, and often sang about and spoke up for those living in poverty.


Created in 1934 as part of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal, the Historic Dyess Colony (110 Center Dr., Dyess, Arkansas, 870/764-2274, http://dyesscash.astate.edu [URL inactive], tours 9am-3pm Mon.-Sat., adults $20, seniors $15, students and children 5-18 $10, children under 5 free) was a community built to encourage local economic recovery from the Great Depression. Families moved to Dyess for a chance at a better life, working the land, growing soybeans and cotton, and living in a community with a movie theater, library, store, and newspaper. Cash lived here from the age of three until he graduated from high school.


In 1976, the Colony was added to the National Register of Historic Places. Between 2009 and 2012, Arkansas State University began work on drawing visitors to the former Dyess Colony sites by promoting the Johnny Cash Boyhood Home. The former home of the country music star has been restored to the 1930s and 1940s period, with input from Cash’s siblings. Inside the small home, you can see how the Cash family lived in close quarters. Artifacts include a piano adorned with sheet music and family photos, a pantry filled with canned goods, and period furniture. The views of the farmland through the kitchen window are particularly striking. The tour guides do a great job putting the Dyess development and the restoration in context. To tour the Cash home, you must check in at the gift shop, buy a ticket, and take the bus to the home site. Don’t skip the Dyess museum exhibits and films, even if your primary interest is Johnny Cash.


From downtown Memphis, Dyess is a 40-mi (64-km) drive; take exit 41 off of I-55 North. (GPS systems will guide you to the wrong exit, one that requires driving on dirt roads and through fields.) While Dyess Colony was once a thriving community, it is now a remote tourist site, without a lot of supporting businesses. There’s a small convenience store and gas station, and a gift shop with souvenirs and books, but there are no hotels, restaurants, or other amenities.





Visitors can tour the Woodruff-Fontaine House (680 Adams Ave., 901/526-1469, www.woodruff-fontaine.com, noon-4pm Wed.-Sun., tours adults $16, seniors $13, children 6 and up $11), one of the street’s most magnificent buildings. Built in 1870 for the Woodruff family and sold to the Fontaines in the 1880s, the house was occupied through 1930, when it became part of the James Lee Art Academy, a precursor to the Memphis Academy of Arts. When the academy moved in 1959, the building became city property and stood vacant. Beginning in 1961, city residents raised funds to restore and refurnish the house with period furniture and accessories, and it opened as a museum in 1964. This was during the period of urban renewal that saw the demolition of many of Memphis’s other old homes, and some of the house’s furnishings were taken from homes that were later demolished. Self-guided tours include all three floors and the basement; the first floor is wheelchair accessible, but there is no elevator to access the different levels.


Memphis Brooks Museum of Art


Memphis’s foremost art museum is in Overton Park, a short drive from downtown. Memphis Brooks Museum of Art (1934 Poplar Ave., 901/544-6200, www.brooksmuseum.org, 10am-4pm Wed. and Fri., 10am-8pm Thurs., 10am-5pm Sat., 11am-5pm Sun., adults $18, seniors and students $15, youth 5-17 $10, children under 5 free) is the largest fine-art museum in Tennessee, and its permanent collection includes 8,000 works of art. This includes ancient African and Asian art, as well as European art from the 14th century to the present and American art from the 18th century to the present. There are 29 galleries, and special exhibitions have focused on the work of Annie Leibovitz, men’s fashion in Africa, the silver work of Paul de Lamerie, activist photographers of the Civil Rights Movement, and American folk art. The museum also has a shop and café, as well as an auditorium often used to screen films. A plan is in the works to relocate the Brooks to the riverfront.


Crosstown Concourse


This renovated and repurposed warehouse has become a center of the arts community in midtown. Crosstown Concourse (1350 Concourse Ave., https://crosstownconcourse.com, 8am-9pm Mon.-Fri., 8am-9pm Sat. and Sun., hours may vary by business) has a black-box theater, artist studios and maker space, a weekend flea market, galleries, public art exhibitions, pop-up shops, restaurants, bars, and a gelato shop. Its appeal lies in its energy and sense of possibility. You never know who you’ll see performing or what art exhibit will be on display, but you can be sure that this diverse, high-energy space will be a great place to hang out for the day. The website includes a full calendar of events and details about the building’s architecture and design.


Memphis Zoo


The Memphis Zoo (2000 Prentiss Pl., 901/333-6500, www.memphiszoo.org, 9am-6pm daily mid-Mar.-mid-Oct., 9am-5pm daily mid-Oct.-mid-Mar., adults $24.95, children 2-11 $19.95, children under 2 free) is the proud steward of large cats, penguins, tropical birds, and 500 other animal species. More hippos have been born here than at any other zoo; they’re featured in the Zambezi River Hippo Camp. Its butterfly exhibit, open May-October, is a popular feature, and camel rides are available in the spring. The zoo is on the grounds of Overton Park. Parking is an additional $10 and a point of some contention in the neighborhood. (Parking on the grass during zoo events upsets those who want to see the magnificent Overton Park for other events and purposes. Be mindful when you visit.)


SOUTH MEMPHIS



S Elmwood Cemetery



Elmwood Cemetery (824 S. Dudley St., 901/774-3212, www.elmwoodcemetery.org, 8am-4:30pm daily, group tours available), southwest of the city center, is the resting place of 70,000 Memphians—ordinary citizens and some of the city’s most prominent leaders. It was founded in 1852 by 50 gentlemen who wanted the cemetery to be a park for the living as well as a resting place for the dead. They invested in tree planting and winding carriage paths so that the cemetery today is a pleasant, peaceful place to spend a few hours.


The cemetery is the resting place of Memphians like Annie Cook, a well-known madam who died during the yellow fever epidemic of 1878; Marion Scudder Griffin, a pioneering female lawyer and suffragette; and musician Sister Thea Bowman. Thousands of anonymous victims of the yellow fever epidemic were buried here, as were both Confederate and Union casualties of the Civil War. Prominent citizens, including Robert Church Sr., Edward Hull Crump, and Shelby Foote, are also buried at Elmwood.


Visitors to the cemetery may simply drive or walk through on their own. But it is best to purchase a map ($5) and rent the one-hour audio CD guide ($10, available for rent 8am-3:30pm Mon.-Fri., 8am.-noon Sat.) of the cemetery, which takes you on a driving tour and highlights 50 people buried in the cemetery.


The cemetery offers occasional lectures and docent-guided tours. Check the website to find out if any are scheduled during your visit. To find Elmwood, drive east along E. H. Crump Boulevard, turning south (right) onto Dudley, which dead-ends at the single-lane bridge that marks the entrance to the cemetery.



S Stax Museum of American Soul Music



GOOGLE MAP


Perhaps there is no place in Memphis that better tells the story of the city’s legendary soul music than the Stax Museum of American Soul Music (926 E. McLemore Ave., 901/261-6338, www.staxmuseum.com, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sun., adults $15, seniors, students, and military $12, children 9-12 $10, children under 9 free). It’s a must-see for music enthusiasts but also an educational journey for those who don’t know the story behind some of America’s most famous songs.


The museum tour starts with a short toe-tapping video that sets the scene for the musical magic that took place here during the 1960s. Exhibits include the sanctuary of an old clapboard delta church, which illustrates the connection between soul and gospel music. You can also see Booker T. Jones’s original organ, Otis Redding’s favorite suede jacket, and Isaac Hayes’s 1972 peacock-blue gold-trimmed Cadillac Eldorado, Superfly.


The museum also takes you through a re-creation of Studio A’s control room and into the studio itself, slanted floors and all. If you want to try your hand at singing, there is a karaoke machine, as well as a dance floor in case you can’t help but move to the music. The museum sits next door to the Stax Music Academy, a music school that reaches out to neighborhood youth. The museum was added to the US Civil Rights Trail (https://civilrightstrail.com) in 2022.


Church of the Full Gospel Tabernacle


A native of Arkansas and longtime resident of Michigan, Al Green first made his name as one of history’s greatest soul singers, with hits like “Let’s Stay Together,” “Take Me to the River,” and “Love and Happiness.” Following a religious conversion in 1979, he founded the Church of the Full Gospel Tabernacle (787 Hale Rd., 901/345-8040) in Memphis, where his Sunday sermons dripped with soulful gospel.


For almost 11 years, the Reverend Al Green left secular music, dedicating himself exclusively to religious music. He began his return to secular music in 1988, and in 1995 Green released the first of three new secular albums on Blue Note Records.


Despite his rebirth as a secular soul performer, Al Green, now a bishop, still makes time for his church. He preaches occasionally, but not every Sunday, and continues to sing the praises of God. The Sunday service at his Memphis church begins at 11:30am. Visitors are welcome, and you can come—within reason—as you are. Please show respect, though, by being quiet when it’s called for and contributing to the offering plate when it comes around. And don’t forget that the church is a place of worship and not a tourist attraction. If you’re not in town on Sunday, you can catch the weekly choir rehearsal on Thursday at 7pm.


Metal Museum


An unusual delight, Metal Museum (374 Metal Museum Dr., 901/774-6380, www.metalmuseum.org, 11am-5pm Tues.-Sun., adults $8, seniors $6, students $5, children $4) is dedicated to preserving and displaying fine metalwork. Its permanent collection numbers more than 3,000 objects and ranges from contemporary American sculpture to works up to 500 years old. The museum hosts special exhibits several times a year, showcasing various aspects of metalwork. There is also a working metalwork studio, and the museum grounds on the bluff overlooking the Mississippi are an attraction in themselves. This is reputed to be the site where Spanish explorer Hernando de Soto and his men camped when they passed through the area in 1542.


Demonstrations and hands-on workshops may be available on weekends; call the museum in advance to confirm. A plan to expand the museum to Overton Park is in the works.




Soulsville


A lucky convergence of people, talents, and social forces led to one of Memphis’s—and America’s—most distinctive musical stories.


STAX RECORDS


Stax Records was founded in 1960 by Jim Stewart, an aspiring country fiddler, and his sister, Estelle Axton. The first two letters of the brother and sister’s surnames came together to form Stax, a name now synonymous with the raw Memphis sound of performers like Rufus and Carla Thomas, Otis Redding, Sam & Dave, Isaac Hayes, Eddie Floyd, the Mar-Keys, the Staple Singers, and Booker T. & the M.G.’s.


Stewart chose a closed movie theater in a working-class South Memphis neighborhood for his recording studio. He was on a tight budget, so he didn’t bother to fix the sloped theater floor or angled walls, and the room’s reverberating acoustics came to define the Memphis sound.


Motown was known as “Hitsville” for its smooth and palatable sound, so the artists at Stax began to call their neighborhood “Soulsville,” a name that still refers to the area of South Memphis where Stax is located. The soul music that Stax recorded was raw and inventive, influenced by country, blues, gospel, and jazz.


The label’s first hit was with WDIA-AM disc jockey Rufus Thomas and his daughter, Carla Thomas, who came in one day and recorded “Cause I Love You.” The song became an overnight sensation.


Stax tapped into the talent of the neighborhood, and particularly Booker T. Washington High School, one of the first public high schools for Black students, which graduated such greats as the members of the Soul Children and the Mad Lads. As the Stax reputation developed, artists came from out of town to record, including a 21-year-old Otis Redding, who drove up from Georgia in hopes of making a record and made a career instead.


Stax was unique for its time as an integrated organization, where the love of music trumped racial differences. As the Civil Rights Movement evolved, Stax artists turned to serious social themes in their music. In 1972, Stax artists organized Wattstax, an outdoor Black music festival in Los Angeles.


Between 1960 and 1975, when the Stax magic ran out, the studio produced 800 singles and 300 albums, including 243 Top 100 and 14 number-one R&B hits. Isaac Hayes’s theme from the movie Shaft was the fastest-selling record in Stax history, and one of three Stax songs that went to number one on the pop charts.


WHERE TO LEARN MORE


Sadly, Stax was destroyed financially by a bad distribution deal with CBS Records in 1975, and the studio was closed. Its rare master tapes were sold at auction, and the studio where soul was born no longer produced hit music. Thankfully, the story of Stax has not been forgotten. Today you can visit the Stax Museum of American Soul Music (click here).





TOP EXPERIENCE



S Graceland



GOOGLE MAP


Drive south from downtown on Elvis Presley Boulevard to reach the King’s most famous home, Graceland (3717 Elvis Presley Blvd., 901/332-3322 or 800/238-2000, www.graceland.com or www.elvis.com, 9am-4pm daily, prices vary by tour option, parking $10-15) to experience all things Elvis.


Elvis Presley’s Memphis Entertainment Complex is a massive complex housing a career museum, automobile collection, and several other exhibits featuring everything from fashion to Elvis’s army gear. Visitors can choose from several tour packages. Choose one of the tours that includes the mansion (from $47, allow one hour); that’s the part of the complex that features information and artifacts you can’t find anywhere else. The planes, too, are standouts. The rest of the museums and exhibits are worthwhile for die-hard fans. If you aren’t, or your time in Memphis is limited, don’t splurge on the extra money or time.


Dining on-site includes barbecue at Vernon’s Smokehouse, traditional American fare at Gladys’ Diner, treats at Minnie Mae’s Sweets, and grab-and-go items at Rock ’n’ Go, which are fine options if you’re peckish while touring, but there’s better food elsewhere in Memphis.


The ticket counter, shops, and restaurants are on the west side of the boulevard, and here you board a shuttle van that drives across the highway and up the curved drive to the Graceland mansion. The Graceland mansion attracts more than 650,000 visitors annually. If you want to stay nearby, check out The Guest House at Graceland (3600 Elvis Presley Blvd., 901/443-3000 or 800/238-2000, http://guesthousegraceland.com, from $170), the 430-room Elvis-themed hotel with suites whose designs were supervised by Priscilla Presley herself.


A group of platform and ridge mounds along the Mississippi River is the main attraction at Chucalissa Archaeological Site (1987 Indian Village Dr., 901/678-5381, www.memphis.edu/chucalissa, 9am-4:30pm Tues.-Sat., adults $6, seniors and children $4). The mounds were once part of an Indigenous community that existed 1000-1550 CE. The village was empty when Europeans arrived; “chucalissa” means “abandoned house” in Choctaw.


The largest mound would have been where the chief and his family lived. The present-day museum, operated by the University of Memphis, consists of an exhibit about the Indigenous people of the area and a self-guided tour around the mounds and courtyard area, where games and meetings would have been held. A 0.5-mi (0.8-km) nature trail along the bluff overlooks the river. Call in advance to make a reservation for a guided tour.



EAST MEMPHIS



East Memphis is home to old suburbs, gracious homes, and some excellent parks and other attractions.


The Dixon Gallery and Gardens


The Dixon Gallery and Gardens (4339 Park Ave., 901/761-5250, www.dixon.org, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sat., 10am-8pm third Thurs., 1pm-5pm Sun., free), an art museum housed inside a stately Georgian-style home, has an impressive permanent collection of more than 2,000 paintings, many of them French impressionist and postimpressionist style, including works by Monet, Renoir, Degas, and Cézanne. It also mounts a half dozen special exhibits each year; previous ones have showcased the art of Lester Julian Merriweather, Rodin, and Brian Russell.


The Dixon is an easy, free place to spend several hours immersed in its art and walking the paths that roam the beautifully tended gardens, which include a cutting garden, woodland garden, and formal gardens.


On-site restaurant Park + Cherry (10am-4:30pm Tues.-Sat., 1pm-4:30pm Sun.) serves hot and cold sandwiches, salads, and espresso drinks.


Memphis Botanic Garden


The 100-acre (40-hectare) Memphis Botanic Garden (750 Cherry Rd., 901/636-4100, www.memphisbotanicgarden.com [URL inactive], 9am-6pm daily summer, 9am-4:30pm daily winter, adults $12, seniors $10, children $7) is home to more than 140 different species of trees and more than two dozen specialty gardens, including a Sculpture Garden, Azalea Trail, and Iris Garden. Trails meander through the gardens, but for the greatest fun, buy a handful of fish food and feed the fish and ducks that inhabit the pond at the Japanese Garden. The garden puts on many events, including blockbuster concerts, workshops, plant sales, wine tastings, and programs for children. Fratelli’s Café (901/766-9900, 11am-2pm Mon.-Sat.) is a good option for lunch on-site.


Museum of Science and History (MoSH)


A good destination for families, the Museum of Science and History (MoSH, 3050 Central Ave., 901/636-2362, https://moshmemphis.com, 10:30am-5pm Tues.-Sun., adults $21.75, seniors $20.75, children $16.75) is a group of attractions rolled into one. Formerly called the Pink Palace Museum, MoSH is a museum about Memphis, with exhibits about the natural history of the Mid-South region and the city’s development. The museum is housed within the Pink Palace Mansion, the Memphis home of Piggly Wiggly founder Clarence Saunders.


MoSH has many appeals, but the Clyde Parke Miniature Circus should be on the top of your list. Displayed in its own room on the 2nd floor, the 1930s-era circus is a 10-by-30-ft handmade marvel, a mechanical wonder and tribute to pastimes of yore. You can learn about the history of the circus in Memphis and why Parke spent decades building his replica of it, which mirrors many of the circus’s details, from its hardworking performers to the audience (which was segregated when the circus ran in the 1930s). The miniature circus runs just six minutes a day (twice on Saturdays), usually at 1pm, but even when it’s static it’s worth the visit. While you’re checking out the exhibits, don’t miss the Palace’s refurbished grand staircase.


MoSH is also home to the Sharpe Planetarium. Star attractions include a 145-seat theater-in-the-round and a 3D theater. Special package tickets are available for all the Pink Palace attractions, as well as the planetarium only (adults $14.75, seniors $12.75, children $12.75, with additional fees for 3D films).


Children’s Museum of Memphis


You will know the Children’s Museum of Memphis (2525 Central Ave., 901/458-2678, www.cmom.com, 9am-5pm Tues.-Sun., $18, parking $4) by the large alphabet blocks outside spelling its acronym, CMOM. Bring children here for constructive and educational play: They can sit in a flight simulator and real airplane cockpit, learn about railroad safety, climb a skyscraper, and more. The museum has more than 20 permanent exhibits and several traveling exhibits. Beat the Memphis summer heat at the museum’s H2Oh! Splash Park, which has 40 water sprayers in which children can frolic.


The museum is also home to the Grand Carousel ($3). Built in 1909 and moved to Memphis in 1923, it was part of the city for decades, until Libertyland amusement park closed in 2005. In 2017 the restored carousel was added to the museum. The carousel now includes Elvis’s favorite horse, as well as modifications that make it wheelchair accessible. The carousel runs on the quarter hour, with the last ride at 4:45pm. Adults without children are not permitted in the museum alone; however, they may go to the Grand Carousel, which is often rented for private events.


Crystal Shrine Grotto at Memorial Park Cemetery


Inside the mammoth Memorial Park Cemetery (5668 Poplar Ave., 901/446-0724, www.memorialparkfuneralandcemetery.com, from 6am daily, closing hours vary by gate), you’ll find one of Memphis’s most offbeat charms. The Crystal Shrine Grotto (sunrise to sunset daily) is something that is hard to describe but easy to appreciate. Being inside the grotto’s cavern, which bills itself as the world’s only manmade crystal cave, feels like standing in a geode, with an added quirk: All around are biblical scenes documenting the life of Jesus Christ.


Made with five tons of crystals, the cave was started in 1935 by artist Dionicio Rodríguez, whose craftsmanship is apparent. Rodríguez is known for faux bois, the sculpting of wood patterns from concrete; look for these details on benches and the exterior of the grotto. Other artists finished the creation in the early 1980s. The grotto area that leads to the cave has a koi pond with a bridge, and pathways and stairs for climbing and exploring. The too-blue dyed water of the pond, the tinted concrete, and the colored lights are a lot to take in, but the space is somehow both kitschy and serene. Even those who aren’t interested in the religious iconography will likely appreciate the design, the craftsmanship, and the oddity of this mini park inside of a cemetery.


Enter the cemetery from the Poplar Avenue side for the most direct route (north) to the grotto. (The cemetery’s Poplar Avenue gate stays open till 10pm; the gate at Yates Road closes at 8pm.) There are some signs inside the cemetery directing visitors toward the grotto. You can grab a map (plus free food for the koi) in the cemetery office. While you ought to be respectful of mourners who are at the cemetery, don’t feel uncomfortable about visiting the grotto for fun. The folks at Memorial Park are proud of their tourist attraction, and it isn’t unusual for Memphians to treat a trip here like a day at the park (the cave is naturally cool inside, which is a draw during the hot Memphis summer). R&B singer Isaac Hayes (1942-2008) is buried just across the path from the grotto.


TOURS


History Tours


Heritage Tours of Memphis (901/527-3427, www.memphistravel.com, call for group rates) is the city’s only tour company dedicated to presenting Memphis’s Black history. Operated by Memphians Elaine Turner and Joan Nelson, Heritage Tours offers Black heritage and civil rights tours. The company can also arrange out-of-town tours to area attractions, such as the Alex Haley Museum and Interpretive Center in Henning, Tennessee (adults $10, youth $8). Most local tours last about three hours.


The Black heritage tour includes stops at the W. C. Handy Home and Museum, Slave Haven Underground Railroad Museum, Beale Street Historic District, the National Civil Rights Museum/Lorraine Motel, St. Jude Hospital, Memphis Pyramid, and other historical monuments and parks.


River Tours


Memphis Riverboats cruises (901/527-2628, www.memphisriverboats.net, adults $20, seniors, students, and children 13-17 $25, children 3-12 $15, children under 3 free) leave daily at 2:30pm from 45 South Riverside Drive. The afternoon tour lasts 90 minutes and takes you a few miles south of the city before turning around. Commentary tells some of the most famous tales of the river, but the biggest attraction of the tour is simply being on Old Man River. The views of the Memphis skyline from the water are impressive. Concessions are available on board. The company also offers two-hour dinner cruises at 7:30pm with a buffet meal, cash bar, and live music, starting at $50 per person. See the website to check dates and times.


Music Tours


Music-themed tours are the specialty at Backbeat Tours (197 Beale St., 901/527-9415, www.backbeattours.com, $15 and up, tickets must be reserved in advance). You will travel on a reconditioned 1959 transit bus and be serenaded by live musicians. Tours include the Memphis Mojo Tour (adults $60, students $56, children 7-12 $39), which takes you to music landmarks like Sun Studio and the Stax Museum, and the Hound Dog Tour, which follows in Elvis Presley’s footsteps. Backbeat can also take you to Graceland and offers ghost-themed and history-themed walking tours of the city.


Sports and Recreation


With a professional basketball team, excellent downtown baseball club, and lots of city parks, Memphis is a great city in which to both watch sports and get active yourself.


PARKS


Downtown


Named for the legendary blues composer W. C. Handy, Handy Park (200 Beale St., sunrise-sunset daily), on Beale Street between 3rd Street and Rufus Thomas Boulevard, seems a tad out of place among Beale’s nightclubs and restaurants. But the park is a site of historical importance, if only because of the statue of its namesake that guards its gates. The park hosts occasional outdoor concerts and festivals, and at other times you will find places to sit and a handful of vendors.


Once a long, 30-acre (12-hectare), narrow, grassy strip overlooking the Mississippi, Tom Lee Park (Riverside Dr., www.memphisriverparks.org, dawn-dusk daily) got a $60 million overhaul in 2021. It was already a popular venue for summertime festivals and events, including Memphis in May’s World Championship Barbecue Cooking Contest. Now the park includes a plaza, café, forested paths, games, and equipment you can check out and use for free. And it connects to the rest of the riverside greenbelt. The park is named for Tom Lee, a Black man who saved the lives of 32 people when the steamboat they were on sank in the river in 1925. Lee, who pulled people out of the river and into his boat, Zev, could not even swim.


Midtown


The Madison Avenue trolley passes Health Sciences Park (Madison Ave. and S. Dunlap St., sunrise-sunset daily), along Madison Avenue, between North Manassas and North Dunlap Streets, an ample city park formerly named Forrest Park after the controversial Nathan Bedford Forrest. Forrest, a slave trader, Confederate, and the first grand wizard of the Ku Klux Klan, has an uncomfortable position of prominence in the whole of western Tennessee. In 2018 the city of Memphis sold this park (and a few others) to a nonprofit so that it could legally have the statue of Forrest removed.




One Day at Hot Springs National Park


Arkansas’s Ouachita Mountains are home to what was—sort of—the country’s first national park, established before the National Park Service itself. The raison d’être of a road trip to Hot Springs, Arkansas, is to visit 5,500-acre Hot Springs National Park (101 Reserve St., 501/620-6715, www.nps.gov/hosp, visitor center 9am-5pm daily, free park admission). About 700,000 gallons per day of thermal water is collected on Hot Springs Mountain by the National Park Service. Because Hot Springs Mountain has no volcanic component, the water from the geothermal springs has no sulfur, and therefore no taste and no smell. This is great drinking water—whether you believe it has therapeutic powers or not. And, because the water is owned by the National Park Service, it is owned by the people of the United States.


MORNING


Your first order of business when you get to the park is to head to one of the taps. There are several on Central Avenue, Whittington Avenue, and Fountain Street. You can fill up your Stanley water bottle or whatever other container you have with you. If you want something fancier, commemorative glass jugs are available at all the souvenir shops.


Hydrated, use your muscles on a short hike. Try the Hot Springs Mountain Trail—a 1.7-mi (2.7-km) loop that winds its way by the observation tower—or Whittington Trail—a 1.2-mi (1.9-km), fully accessible flat trail.


AFTERNOON


Head to Bathhouse Row, where you can visit either Buckstaff (www.buckstaffbaths.com) or Quapaw (http://quapawbaths.com), the two historic bathhouses still open for soaking in these waters. Stop in the Fordyce Bathhouse Row Visitor Center, an old bathhouse turned into a museum with all the historic artifacts you can imagine.


EVENING


Stop by the Superior Bathhouse Brewery (329 Central Ave., 501/624-2337, www.superiorbathhouse.com, 11am-9pm Sun.-Mon., 11am-9pm Wed.-Thurs., 11am-10pm Fri.-Sat.) which uses Hot Springs’s thermal waters in its beers. Located inside one of the shuttered bathhouses, Superior is also the first craft brewery in a national park.


ACCOMODATIONS


Take a step inside The Arlington Resort Hotel & Spa (239 Central Ave., 501/623-7771, www.arlingtonhotel.com, $175-485) and you can imagine what Hot Springs was like in its heyday. Even if you don’t stay at the hotel, it is worth walking through for the ambience.


PRACTICALITIES


Trail maps are available from park rangers in the Fordyce Bathhouse Row Visitor Center as well as for download on the National Park Service website. Peak season is Memorial Day through Labor Day. Crowds are smaller during the shoulder seasons, but some businesses may close early. During the off-season, plan to visit the spas and downtown businesses noon-5pm. Hot Springs National Park is 190 mi (306 km) west of Memphis on I-40, about a three-hour drive.





In midtown Memphis, Overton Park (1914 Poplar Ave., www.overtonpark.org, dawn-dusk daily) is one of the all-around best parks the city has to offer. This park has a nine-hole golf course, nature trails through the woods, bike trails, an outdoor amphitheater called the Overton Park Shell, and lots of green, open spaces. The park shares space with the Memphis Zoo and the Memphis Brooks Museum of Art, making the area a popular destination for city residents and visitors.


South Memphis


Crossing the Mississippi southwest of downtown, the mile-long Big River Crossing (www.bigrivercrossing.com, 6am-10pm daily) boasts that it is the country’s longest active pedestrian bridge. It connects to a 10-mi (16-km) corridor that is part of the Big River Trail System (www.bigrivertrail.com), attracting cyclists, runners, walkers, and others to pop on over to Arkansas for the day. This is one of the best options for seeing river views and getting outside in Memphis. To get to the base of the bridge, head to Channel 3 Drive and Virginia Avenue West. There is street parking and some lot parking in nearby Martyrs Park. High rains can temporarily flood some of the trails on the Arkansas side.


Check in with Mississippi River Expeditions (101 Island Dr., www.canoethemiss.com, prices vary) to reserve a half-day, full-day, or multi-day guided canoe trip. Matthew Burdine and his crew bring all the gear; you just need to show up and be ready to paddle and learn about Memphis’s mighty river.


Southwest of the city center, about a 15-minute drive from the airport, is T. O. Fuller State Park (1500 W. Mitchell Rd., 901/543-7581, https://tnstateparks.com [URL inactive], visitor center 8am-sunset Mon.-Fri., free), the first state park east of the Mississippi River open to Black people, and the second in the nation. Amenities at the park include sheltered picnic areas, tennis courts, a golf course, a swimming pool, basketball courts, a softball field, 8.5 mi (13.7 km) of hiking trails, and camping facilities, making urban camping an option. The Environmental Interpretive Learning Center functions as an educational center for the local community, and its indoor conference room and outdoor classroom are available for rentals.


East Memphis


Located near the University of Memphis and Oak Court Mall, Audubon Park (4145 Southern Ave., sunrise-sunset daily) has an 18-hole golf course, indoor tennis courts, walking trails, picnic areas, and other sports facilities. The Memphis Botanic Garden is located here.


Memphians celebrate the fact that their largest city park, Shelby Farms Park (6903 Great View Dr. N., www.shelbyfarmspark.org, sunrise-sunset daily), is five times the size of New York’s Central Park. But the fact is that Shelby Farms is underused because most of its 4,500 acres (1,800 hectares) are pleasantly undeveloped. The park does have a visitor center, lakefront stage, pavilions, boathouse, and trails, however. You can also check out the park from above via a network of rope ladders, bridges, and zip lines near Pine Lake courtesy of Go Ape! (www.goape.com).


More than 500,000 people come to Shelby Farms annually to go mountain biking, horseback riding, inline skating, walking, or running along some of the many trails. You can also fish, raft, canoe, or sail on any of the park’s six lakes. It has a wheelchair-accessible trail, areas for picnicking, and a shooting range. Shelby Farms was originally set aside to be the county penal farm, and although it was not used in this way, the county jail is on the western edge of the park. Shelby Farms is on the eastern side of the city, just outside the I-40/I-240 loop that circles Memphis. It is easily accessible from exits 12 and 14 off I-40 and exit 13 off I-240. Or follow Walnut Grove Road from midtown.


BIKING


Most cyclists in the city bike as a form of recreation, rather than transportation. The City of Memphis has established five bike routes that circle the city and various neighborhoods. These routes are marked and have designated parking and restroom facilities at the start. They are not bike paths—you share the road with cars—and normal safety measures are necessary.


There are a number of parks near Memphis that are bike friendly. Meeman-Shelby Forest State Park (910 Riddick Rd., 901/876-5215, https://tnstateparks.com [URL inactive], sunrise-sunset daily, free), north of the city, has 5 mi (8 km) of paved bike paths, and cyclists use the main park roads for more extensive riding. Bicyclists will also find trails and bike rentals at Shelby Farms Park (6903 Great View Dr. N., www.shelbyfarmspark.org, sunrise-sunset daily).


The Mississippi River Trail (www.nps.gov), a bicycle route that runs 3,000 mi (4,800 km) from the headwaters of the Mississippi River in Minnesota to the Gulf of Mexico, runs through Memphis.


SPECTATOR SPORTS


Basketball


Playing in Memphis since 2001, the NBA’s Grizzlies have yet to achieve any major titles, but their finals and playoffs rankings keep fans coming back to the FedExForum. The arena is one of the largest in the NBA and hosts frequent concerts and performances by major artists. Ticket prices range from under $20 to several hundred dollars. For ticket information, contact the FedExForum box office (191 Beale St., 901/205-2640, www.fedexforum.com, 10am-5pm Mon.-Fri.) or purchase through Ticketmaster. The NBA season runs October-April.


Baseball


From April to October, the Memphis Redbirds (901/721-6000, www.milb.com/memphis, $13-75), a AAA affiliate of the St. Louis Cardinals, play ball at the striking AutoZone Park (bounded by Union Ave., Madison Ave., and 3rd St.) in downtown Memphis. The stadium is convenient to dozens of downtown hotels and restaurants. The cheaper tickets buy you a seat on the grassy berm, or you can pay a little more for seats in the stadium or boxes.




[image: image]


AutoZone Park, home to the Memphis Redbirds





Entertainment and Events


Memphis’s vibrant, diverse personality is reflected in its entertainment scene. Blues, rap, R&B, and gospel are just some of the types of music you can hear on any given weekend. Alternative and indie rock find a receptive audience in Memphis, as do opera, Broadway productions, and the symphony. There’s always a good excuse to go out.


PERFORMING ARTS


Memphis has a thriving performing arts scene, with ArtsMemphis (901/578-2787, www.artsmemphis.org) providing funding for more than 80 local arts groups. It’s a reliable source of information about upcoming events.


Major multiuse performing arts venues include the Cannon Center for the Performing Arts (255 N. Main St., 901/576-1200, www.thecannoncenter.com, box office noon-5pm Mon.-Fri. and two hours before showtime) and the Orpheum Theatre (203 S. Main St., 901/525-3000, https://orpheum-memphis.com, box office 9am-5pm Mon.-Fri.). They regularly book major artists and Broadway performances.


Theater


For theater, check out Playhouse on the Square (66 S. Cooper St., 901/726-4656, www.playhouseonthesquare.org, box office 10am-5pm Tues.-Sat., 1pm-5pm Sun.). This dynamic Memphis institution serves as home to several of the city’s acting companies and puts on 15-20 different performances every year. It also offers theater classes, school performances, and pay-what-you-can shows.


TheatreWorks (2085 Monroe Ave., 901/274-7139, www.theatreworksmemphis.org) and midtown’s Evergreen Theatre (1705 Poplar Ave., 901/274-7139) encourage nontraditional and new theater with resident companies including Our Own Voice Theatre Troupe, Bluff City Tri-Art Theatre Company, Cazateatro, and Emerald Theatre Company.


Theatre Memphis (630 Perkins Ext., 901/682-8323, www.theatrememphis.org, box office 10am-5pm Tues.-Fri., plus 6pm-curtain on performance weekdays, noon-curtain Sat.-Sun.) in East Memphis is a community theater company that has been in existence since the 1920s. It stages about 12 shows annually at its theater in midtown.




Live Music at Overton Park Shell


Looking for local music in midtown? Overton Park Shell (1928 Poplar Ave., 901/300-3011, https://overtonparkshell.org) is a good bet. Locals gravitate here for more than 50 free concerts a year. Past lineups have included The Soul Rebels, Cherry Poppin’ Daddies, Steep Canyon Rangers, and Lera Lynn. Want to do the shell like a local? Bring your own lawn chair or blanket and chill out on the lawn. Concessions are sold and you can also bring your own food and drinks, including booze for those of age. (There are a few ticketed concerts every year, which are not free and outside food and drink are not permitted.)


The shell was designed by architect Max Furbringer and built by the city in 1936 as part of the Works Progress Administration (WPA). The WPA built dozens of band shells in that era; Overton Park Shell is one of the few that remain in use. But more important to Memphians: On July 30, 1954, Elvis Presley had his first paid gig on this stage, opening for Slim Whitman.


Parking is generally free, and concerts are held rain or shine. Memphis Area Transit Authority (MATA) bus routes 50 Poplar and 53 Summer make stops near Overton Park. Of the two, the 50 Poplar stops closer to the shell.





Music


The Memphis Symphony Orchestra (610 Goodman Rd., 901/537-2500, www.memphissymphony.org, box office 9am-5pm Mon.-Fri.) performs a varied calendar of works year-round in its home at the Cannon Center for the Performing Arts (255 N. Main St.). The symphony was founded in 1952 and today has more than 850 musicians, staff members, and volunteers. The box office is in Newport Hall on the University of Memphis campus.


Opera


Opera Memphis (Clark Opera Memphis Center, 216 Cooper St., 901/257-3100, www.operamemphis.org, box office 9am-5pm Mon.-Fri. and 2 hours before showtime, $10-75) performs traditional opera at a variety of venues around town, including the historic Playhouse on the Square and the Germantown Performing Arts Center. For the 30 days of September the company performs “pop-up” operas at different locations around the city.


Dance


Ballet Memphis (901/737-7322, www.balletmemphis.org, box office Mon.-Fri. 9am-5pm and 2 hours before showtime, $10-75) performs classical dance at the Playhouse on the Square, the Orpheum, and other venues throughout the city. The New Ballet Ensemble (901/726-9225, www.newballet.org, box office 11am-7pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-7:30pm Sat., $25) puts on performances around the city.


FESTIVALS AND EVENTS


Spring


In early May, the Memphis-based Blues Foundation hosts the annual Blues Music Awards (www.blues.org), the Grammys of the blues world. Per the foundation, a nominee announcement, as well as ticket information for the event, is released each year in mid-December on its website.


Memphis in May (www.memphisinmay.org), the city’s largest annual event, is really several major festivals rolled into one. In mid-May, attention turns to the World Championship Barbecue Cooking Contest, a four-day celebration of pork, pigs, and barbecue that takes place in Tom Lee Park. In addition to the barbecue judging, there is entertainment, hog-calling contests, and other piggy antics. If you’re not part of a competing team (or friends with one), you can buy barbecue from vendors who set up in the park.


The Memphis International Festival pays tribute to a different country each year with presentations about its music, food, culture, and history.


The month wraps with 901Fest, a closing party with music, fireworks and plenty of locally made food and drinks. Book your hotel rooms early for Memphis in May, since many hotels, particularly those in downtown, sell out.


The Africa in April Festival (Church Park, 901/947-2133, $5 admission) started in 1986 and since then has offered three days every year showcasing cuisines, arts and crafts, fashion, and presentations from dignitaries and local leaders, as well as representatives from African countries, to promote cultural awareness in Memphis. Each year features a different theme.


Summer


Carnival Memphis (901/458-2500, www.carnivalmemphis.org) is a Mardi Gras-style celebration, not a fairgrounds-esque event. It features a parade, fireworks, a ball, and more. This festival, once called Cotton Carnival, was segregated for decades but since the mid-1980s has been racially integrated. This celebration raises funds for local children’s charities. Like carnivals elsewhere in the South, Carnival Memphis consists of several events, including the Crown & Sceptre Ball, Princess Ball, and a luncheon for businesses. Carnival members (who pledge $150-2,500 in fees) get discounted tickets or tickets included in their membership, depending on their contribution. Public ticket prices are released annually on the website.


The annual candlelight vigil at Graceland on August 15, the anniversary of Elvis’s death, has grown into a whole week of Elvis-centric activities throughout Memphis. More than 30,000 people visit Graceland during Elvis Week (www.graceland.com/elvisweek), and during the vigil his most adoring fans walk solemnly up the Graceland drive to pay their respects at his grave. Special concerts, tribute shows, and movies are shown during the week as the city celebrates its most famous son even more than usual.


Fall


Organized by the Center for Southern Folklore, the Memphis Music and Heritage Festival (901/525-3655, www.southernfolklore.com), held over Labor Day weekend, sticks close to the roots of Memphis music. Performers include gospel singers, bona fide blues musicians, rockabilly superstars, and many more. Performances take place in the center’s shop and concert hall (119 S. Main St.), making them more intimate than at other blockbuster music festivals.


In mid-September, the Cooper-Young neighborhood throws its annual one-day jamboree at the Cooper-Young Festival (http://cooperyoungfestival.com). This street carnival features an arts and crafts fair, live music, and food vendors.


The annual Southern Heritage Classic (www.southernheritageclassic.com) is one of the South’s big football games. But the match of two historically Black college rivals, University of Arkansas at Pine Bluff and Alcorn State University, is more than just a game—it is a serious citywide festival that lasts three days in September.


Winter


The colder weather welcomes a number of sporting events, including the St. Jude Marathon and Half Marathon (800/565-5112, www.stjudemarathon.org) in December, which is a qualifying race for the Boston Marathon. The AutoZone Liberty Bowl (901/795-7700, www.libertybowl.org) typically welcomes two of the National Collegiate Athletic Association’s (NCAA) best football teams to town in late December.


Taking place over the weekend closest to Elvis Presley’s January 8 birthday, the Elvis Birthday Celebration (www.elvis.com) draws Elvis fans with special performances, dance parties, and a ceremony at Graceland proclaiming Elvis Presley Day.



Shopping



DOWNTOWN


Books


South Main Book Juggler (548 S. Main St., 901/249-5370, www.southmainbookjuggler.com, 10am-6pm Tues.-Sat., 10am-3pm Sun.) stocks new and used books, with an emphasis on local interest. Your dog is welcome to come with you while you browse in this brightly colored shop.


Clothing


Since 1946, Lansky Bros. (149 Union Ave., 901/529-9070, www.lanskybros.com, 9am-6pm Sun.-Thurs., 9am-7pm Fri.-Sat.) has been Memphis’s men’s clothing store, although its fashions are not dated or stogy. Lansky is known as the “Clothier to the King,” as it dressed Elvis Presley (plus lots of other musicians).


Local art, women’s clothing, jewelry, and other surprises are stocked at Stock and Belle (387 S. Main St., 901/734-2911, https://stockandbelle.myshopify.com, 10am-5pm Mon., 10am-7pm Tues.-Fri., 10am-6pm Sat., noon-5pm Sun.). This South Main boutique is browse-worthy, with lots of tiny items tucked away; plan to spend a little time checking it out. There’s a small section of high quality, secondhand clothes, too.


Gifts and Souvenirs


For a unique gift or something practical for yourself, A. Schwab (163 Beale St., 901/523-9782, www.a-schwab.com, 11am-5pm Sun.-Thurs., 11am-7pm Fri., 11am-8pm Sat., longer summer hours) is your best choice and is lots of fun to boot.


All of the city’s museums have good gift shops, including the National Civil Rights Museum, the Center for Southern Folklore, and Sun Studio.


MIDTOWN


Art


Whitney Winkler’s eponymous shop, Whitney Winkler Art (503 N. Hollywood St., www.whitneywinkler.com, 11am-5pm Tues.-Sat.), carries art, jewelry, and home décor made by Winkler and other local artists, as well as some vintage items. The emphasis is on women artists, and the vibe is fun and welcoming. It’s a good first stop to orient you in the Broad Avenue Arts District.


The Cooper-Young Gallery + Gift Shop (889 S. Cooper St., 901/729.6305, www.cooperyoung.gallery, 10am-6pm Tues.-Sat., noon-5pm Sun.) stocks locally designed fabrics, one-of-kind of art, books, jewelry, and gifts. More important than the goods is charming conversation with the owner, who loves her craft and her community.


Yes, you can buy objects made by local artists at Five in One Social Club (2535 Broad Ave., 901/308-2104, www.fiveinone.org, 11am-6pm Sun.-Wed., 11am-8pm Thurs.-Sat.). And you should, but you can also get crafty yourself, thanks to an ever-changing list of workshops and classes, many just a few hours long, so you don’t need to be a local to learn how to make stained glass or master screen printing.


Records


If you have a car, head out to Shangri-La Records (1916 Madison Ave., 901/274-1916, www.shangri.com, 11am-6pm Mon.-Sat.), one of the city’s best record stores, which specializes in Memphis music.


Clothing


Mbabazi House of Style (2553 Broad Ave., 901/303-9347, https://mbabazistyles.com, 10am-5pm Mon.-Sat., noon-3pm Sun.) is a must-visit for those who enjoy a bright pop of color. Everything at this Broad Avenue gem is fair trade and made in Africa—or made with fabrics, beads, and supplies from Africa.


Antiques and Vintage


Head out to Central Avenue between Cooper Street and East Parkway for the greatest concentration of antiques stores. Flashback (2304 Central Ave., 901/272-2304, www.flashbackmemphis.com, 10:30am-5:30pm Mon.-Sat., 1pm-5pm Sun.) sells both vintage furniture and clothes, including a whole lot of Levi’s jeans. Palladio Antiques and Arts (2169 Central Ave., 901/276-3808, 10am-5pm Mon.-Sat.) works with more than 75 dealers to provide a cross section of styles.


Antique Warehouse Mall (2563 Summer Ave., 901/331-3111, 10am-5pm Tues.-Fri., 9am-5pm Sat., 11am-5pm Sun.) is a bargain-hunter’s dream. Wind your way through many rooms stuffed with thrift, antique, and collector goods. There’s plenty of jewelry, clothing, art, home goods, and, as at every secondhand spot in Memphis, plenty of Elvis memorabilia.


SOUTH MEMPHIS


Records


If vinyl is your jam, don’t miss the gift shop at the Stax Museum of American Soul Music (926 E. McLemore Ave., 901/261-6338, www.staxmuseum.com, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sun.). It is stacked with records, CDs, and other items related to Stax artists. The shelves include boxed sets, T-shirts, hats, and souvenirs.


Food


Eating may be the best thing about visiting Memphis. The city’s culinary specialties start—but don’t end—with barbecue. Plate-lunch diners around the city offer delectable cornbread, fried chicken, greens, fried green tomatoes, peach cobbler, and dozens of other Southern specialties. And to make it even better, such down-home restaurants are easy on your wallet. For those seeking a departure from home-style fare, Memphis has dozens of fine-dining restaurants, including both established eateries and trendy newcomers.


Not sure where to start? Try a Tastin’ ’Round Town food tour (901/482-7555, www.tastinroundtown.com, $75). These walking tours are multi-restaurant experiences that let you sample some of the city’s best food. One of the tours focuses solely on barbecue.
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