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No other region of the United States conjures as many preconceived notions as does the South, but we have a few surprises up our sleeve.



We’ll take you past ancient Native American burial sites as old as the Caesars on the Natchez Trace drive, and introduce you to a self-proclaimed hard-core Civil War reenactor who’s also a Zen-minded historical preservationist. We’ll take you through a tour of the South’s musical roots, antebellum mansions, bluegrass and horse trails, Civil War history, natural beauty and urban hot spots.



You’ll go down to the crossroads in Clarksdale, Mississippi, birthplace of the blues; out to Raleigh, Durham and Chapel Hill, North Carolina, where Southern hospitality meets university culture; and up to Lexington, Kentucky, for a mint julep and a day at the races. And we will, of course, spend plenty of time in New Orleans.



And you will eat. Barbecue (the noun, not the verb), po’boys, locavore Asian-Southern fusion and all the fried food one could ever want, served in plantations, catfish hotels, former train depots and pink mansions.






[image: ]

If it’s American-born and you can hum to it, chances are its roots are in the South – from ragtime to rock and roll, jazz to country, and the blues to bluegrass. And if you want an education about new music tune into New Orleans’ musician-supported WWOZ at 90.7FM (or streamed live from www.wwoz.org).

• “Hound Dog,” Elvis Presley

• “Georgia on My Mind,” Ray Charles

• “Cross Road Blues,” Robert Johnson

• “Sweet Home Alabama,” Lynyrd Skynyrd

• “Coat of Many Colors,” Dolly Parton

• “Coal Miner’s Daughter,” Loretta Lynn

• “Rocky Top,” The Osborne Brothers

• “Ring of Fire,” Johnny Cash
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48 Hours in New Orleans




TIME

2 days

BEST TIME TO GO

Feb – May

START

New Orleans, LA

END

New Orleans, LA







WHY GO Few destinations have as many sensational ways to kill time as the Crescent City. Its history runs deep, the colonial architecture is exquisite, there’s mouthwatering Cajun and Creole food, historic dive bars, a gorgeous countryside, and lashings of great free live music.





The Vieux Carre, or [image: ] French Quarter, is a good place to start your trip. At first it was just a tiny settlement on the river, surrounded by swamps and plantations. After the Louisiana Purchase prompted an influx of Anglo Americans, the French Quarter remained the heart of the Creole city, while white Americans settled Uptown. By the early 20th century the Quarter was a run-down working-class neighborhood and home to 12,000 people. But a 1930s preservation movement polished the old town houses and saved it from demolition. About 5000 people live here today.



Navigation remains a snap even though the grid was laid out in 1722. The narrow streets are lined with 19th-century Creole town houses and Victorian-era shotgun houses. You’ll see wooden shutters, ornate cast-iron balconies and courtyards as you explore an endless lineup of appealing restaurants, bars, shops and galleries.



Begin your Nawlins adventure with a tipple at [image: ] Lafitte’s Blacksmith Shop, set in one of the few 18th-century cottages to survive the French Quarter fires during the Spanish era. This candlelit hole-in-the-wall is purported to have been smuggler Jean Laffite’s workshop and French Quarter hideout. In the 20th century it became the favored watering hole of Tennessee Williams. Dine at [image: ] Felix’s Restaurant & Oyster Bar. It’s been serving fresh-shucked oysters and boiled crawfish (in season) for 55 years. Or head to [image: ] Coops, a Decatur St bar serving fantastic Cajun and Creole dishes. The fried chicken is particularly good.


[image: ]



Take 30 minutes and experience the cheesy go-go bars and mid-grade meat market scene that have colonized Bourbon St, one of the oldest streets in town. Then quickly seek some cleansing night music. [image: ] Preservation Hall is the place to hear authentic New Orleans jazz played by local masters. The hall is cramped and sweaty, plus there’s no bathroom, booze or snacks, so you’ll likely just take in one of the three 50-minute nightly sets. But when the seven-piece band blows, the roof rocks and the crowd goes wild. [image: ] One Eyed Jacks offers a hip, local scene attracting bands that vary from punk to gypsy jazz. The front bar room is swanky, but the main theater is absolutely stunning with early-20th-century chandeliers, an oval bar and tables topped with miniature lamps. It’s the perfect setting for the venue’s burlesque shows.



Bed down at the traditional [image: ] Andrew Jackson Hotel, set on the same property of the former courthouse where the beloved general and future president, who saved the city from British invaders during the War of 1812, was famously held in contempt of court in 1815. You’ll love the 18th-century courtyard, furnishings and gas lamp courtyard. Ask for one of the front 2nd-floor rooms with access to the veranda. It’s next to the Cornstalk Hotel, so you’ll hear horses trot by on occasion, which just adds to the charm.



In the morning swing by [image: ] Croissant D’Or for a breakfast of exquisite fresh-baked pastries. This is another locals’ joint hidden in plain sight and the perfect place to recalibrate after a long New Orleans evening. Then stroll over to [image: ] Jackson Square, where you’ll see a garden surrounding a monument to Andrew Jackson, the hero of the Battle of New Orleans, and the seventh president of the USA. But the real stars are the magnificent St Louis Cathedral and [image: ] Presbytere, designed in 1791 as the cathedral’s rectory. It now holds a permanent exhibit of vibrant masks and costumes, parade floats and historic photos called “Mardi Gras: It’s Carnival Time in New Orleans.”



Royal St is a fun scene on Saturdays, when motorized traffic is blocked and pedestrians rule. In addition to the weekly influx of street musicians, magicians and puppeteers there are elegant antique shops, art galleries and vintage dress and hat boutiques. Chartres St is another great shopping lane for ladies looking for dresses and another pair of heels. [image: ] Napoleon House makes for a cozy lunch spot. Rumor has it that after Napoleon was banished to St Helena, a band of New Orleans loyalists plotted to snatch him and set him up on the 3rd floor here (didn’t happen). An attractive bar set in a courtyard building erected in 1797, it has a back patio, crumbling stucco walls and extraordinary service.



After lunch walk to the [image: ] French Market. New Orleanians have been trading goods for over 200 years from this spot on the Mississippi’s riverbanks. In addition to [image: ] Café Du Monde (famous for serving beignets 24 hours a day for decades), where you can snack on fried and sugared beignets, there’s a flea market, permanent gift stalls geared to tourists and a produce market. Dine on spectacular Cajun fare at [image: ] Cochon in the Warehouse District, owned and operated by the reigning James Beard Southern Chef of the year (at the time of research), Donald Link. He serves a spectacular oyster roast and tasty cochon (Cajun spiced rice and sausage balls).



When darkness deepens, head to Frenchman St in the Faubourg Marigny District. This is where the locals party, and if you are staying in the Quarter, you can easily walk here. [image: ] Snug Harbor Bistro offers nightly live jazz. Sometimes it’s an authentic brass band augmented with West African drummers, but you’ll also find funky acid jazz and straight-ahead bop. The bar has an incredible selection of bourbon, tequila and rum. The [image: ] Spotted Cat is famous for “gypsy jazz”: electric guitar, clarinet and a rhythm section. If you’re lucky you’ll see some hot local dancers swing. If you crave a late-night meal, order the pulled pork po’boy at [image: ] 13 Monaghan. It’s not just an extraordinary sandwich, but an effective hangover vaccine.




ART ANYONE?

New Orleans’ Warehouse District, once a 19th-century industrial district where grain, coffee and produce were stored, fell into disrepair in the mid-20th century. But in 1976 the Contemporary Arts Center opened and launched a neighborhood revival. Artists rented lofts on the cheap, dozens of galleries sprang up, and the Warehouse District became known as the Arts District. Care to explore? Join the well-lubricated herd on Julia St for a district art walk on the first Saturday of every month.





If you feel like a new place to rest your head, consider the [image: ] Degas House on Esplanade Ridge. When Edgar Degas lived here he also produced the city’s most famous painting, The Cotton Exchange In New Orleans. The [image: ] W New Orleans in the Central Business District (CBD) is another fine choice. It’s modern and stylish, walking distance to countless restaurants and art galleries in the CBD, and just a streetcar ride away from the Garden District.



The [image: ] St Charles streetcar will take you up and down this famous avenue, through the CBD, to the Garden District and Uptown mansions. Peer through the gates on Prytania and Coliseum Sts (you’ll like Anne Rice’s house on First St) before walking up and down Magazine St. There are tremendous snacking and shopping opportunities here. [image: ] Agora Galleries has a sexy collection of retro 1940s-inspired dresses and jewelry. [image: ] Parasol’s, a neighborhood bar in the Garden District, has terrific roast beef po’boys.



If you make it all the way to Uptown, you can peruse the [image: ] New Orleans Museum of Art & Besthoff Sculpture Gardens, which has a permanent collection of over 40,000 pieces (paintings, sculpture, photography) from France, Africa, Japan and, of course, New Orleans, as well as edgy rotating exhibits and films, or just stroll beneath the old, mossy oaks in City Park. Before heading back to the CBD, stop into [image: ] Jacques Imos Café, one of the best-loved Creole and Cajun kitchens in the city.



You can also hop the Cemeteries streetcar from the CBD and take it to the above-ground tombs at the end of Canal St. The oldest, most famous and easiest to find is [image: ] St Louis Cemetery #1. But if it’s Sunday consider brunch at [image: ] Lil Dizzy’s, a laid-back neighborhood soul-food joint where you’ll find delicious waffles, buttery biscuits, savory shrimp omelettes and spicy hot sausage, in the working-class, predominantly African American Tremé District, which was hit hard by the Katrina floods.



Nearby the [image: ] Backstreet Cultural Museum documents African American cultural traditions such as Mardi Gras Indians, Jazz Funerals and Social Aid & Pleasure Clubs; you can find out where that Sunday’s Second Line Parade (Mardi Gras–style marching bands) might be. Or you may discover it in full bloom as you stroll through gritty Tremé.

Adam Skolnick




THE TRAGIC TOUR

It’s impossible to come to New Orleans without remembering Katrina and those caught in the floods. If you want a deeper view, take Grayline’s Hurricane Katrina tour. You’ll explore the vital Port of New Orleans, see the “breached” levee, and roll through the devastated Lower Ninth Ward. But you can also tour these neighborhoods by car on your own, or get a feel for ongoing reconstruction by visiting Habitat for Humanity’s Musicians Village and Global Green’s Eco Home.





 




TRIP INFORMATION



GETTING THERE

From Mississippi take Hwy 61 to the I-10. From the east take I-20 to I-59 to New Orleans.



Do

Agora Galleries

An elegant, fun and rambling antiques showroom. [image: ] 504-525-2240; 2240 Magazine St; [image: ] 11am-6pm

Backstreet Cultural Museum

This private, nonprofit museum in the Tremé District documents New Orleans African American cultural traditions. www.backstreetmuseum.org; 1116 St Claude Ave; admission $8; [image: ] 10am-5pm Tue-Sat; [image: ]

New Orleans Museum of Art & Besthoff Sculpture Gardens

The city’s preeminent museum. The sculpture garden is free. [image: ] 504-658-4100; www.noma.org; 1 Collins Dibol Circle; adult/senior/child $8/7/3, out-of-state admission $16/15/10; [image: ] 10am-5pm Thu-Sun, noon-8pm Wed, closed Mon & Tue; [image: ]

One Eyed Jacks

One of the Quarter’s younger, hipper scenes presents everything from burlesque theater to punk rock bands. [image: ] 504-569-8361; www.oneeyedjacks.net; 615 Toulouse St; cover $5-15; [image: ] 2pm-6am

Presbytere

The old St Louis rectory houses a terrific Mardi Gras museum. [image: ] 504-568-6968; 751 Chartres St; adult/senior & student/under 12yr $6/5/free; [image: ] 9am-5pm Tue-Sun; [image: ]

Preservation Hall

Traditional, and consistently great, live New Orleans jazz in a cramped, sweaty music hall in the Quarter. [image: ] 504-522-2841; www.preservationhall.com; 726 St Peter St; admission $10; [image: ] 8am-11pm; [image: ]

Snug Harbor Bistro

At the time of writing, this was the best jazz club on Frenchman. And that’s saying something. [image: ] 504-949-0696; www.snugjazz.com; 626 Frenchman St; cover $5-25; [image: ] 5pm-3am

Spotted Cat

The early-days jazz always delivers, and it’s free. [image: ] 504-943-3887; 623 Frenchman St; [image: ] 4pm-late

St Louis Cemetery #1

New Orleans’ oldest cemetery is where all the city’s original luminaries, like Marie Laveau, are buried. Easy Rider’s acid trip was shot here. [image: ] 504-525-3377; www.saveourcemeteries.org; 501 Basin St; admission free; [image: ] 8am-3pm; [image: ]

Trashy Diva

The rebellious name doesn’t do these retro-designer dresses justice. [image: ] 504-299-3939; www.trashydiva.com; 2048 Magazine St; [image: ] noon-6pm Mon-Sat, 1-5pm Sun



Eat & Drink

Café Du Monde

The floors are coated with powdered sugar from the famous beignets at this 24-hour French Quarter café. [image: ] 504-525-4544; www.cafedumonde.com; 800 Decatur St; beignets $1.75; [image: ] 24hr

Cochon

This James Beard–approved hot spot serves up succulent Cajun cuisine. The cochon (fried rice balls mixed with sausage) and the wood-fired oysters rock! [image: ] 504-588-2123; www.cochonrestaurant.com; 930 Tchoupitoulas St; dishes $7-22; [image: ] 11am-10pm Mon-Fri, 5:30-10pm Sat; [image: ]

Coops

Insanely good regional pub grub. The fried chicken and redfish dinners with red beans and rice are fantastic. [image: ] 504-525-9053; www.coopsplace.net; 1109 Decatur St; mains $10-15; [image: ] 11am-late

Croissant D’Or

A quiet French-run patisserie with wonderful stuffed croissants (sweet and savory) and exquisite quiche. [image: ] 504-524-4663; 617 Ursulines Ave; pastries $2-5; [image: ] 7am-5pm; [image: ]

Felix’s Restaurant & Oyster Bar

Has the best freshly shucked oysters in the Quarter. [image: ] 504-522-4440; www.felixs.com; 739 Iberville St; mains $7-18; [image: ] 10am-10pm Mon-Thu, 10am-midnight Fri & Sat, 10am-9pm Sun; [image: ]

Jacques Imos Café

Superb Creole and Cajun cooking in Uptown. The steaks are exceptional, and enjoy the deep-fried po’boy if you dare. [image: ] 504-861-0886; www.jacquesimoscafe.com; 8324 Oak St; mains $15-29; [image: ] 5:30-10pm Mon-Thu, 5:30-10:30pm Fri & Sat, closed Sun

Lafitte’s Blacksmith Shop

Bourbon St’s most historic and soulful watering hole. [image: ] 504-523-0066; 941 Bourbon St; [image: ] noon-late

Lil Dizzy’s

This classic New Orleans soul food haunt is famous for its lunch buffets and Sunday brunch. [image: ] 504-569-8997; 1500 Esplanade Ave; mains $12; [image: ] 7am-2pm; [image: ]

Napoleon House

Wonderfully timeworn French Quarter institution just off Jackson Sq. [image: ] 504-524-9752; 500 Chartres St; mains $9-15; [image: ] 11am-5pm Mon, 11am-midnight Tue-Thu, 11am-1am Fri & Sat, 11am-7pm Sun

Parasol’s

This neighborhood bar and eatery in the Garden District has a dozen po’boys on the menu. Order the roast beef. [image: ] 504-899-2054; www.parasols.com; 2533 Constance St; po’boys $6-9; [image: ] 11am-late; [image: ]



SLEEP

Andrew Jackson Hotel

A comfortable hotel in the Quarter. Rooms on the 2nd floor with balcony access are best. [image: ] 800-654-0224; www.frenchquarterinns.com; 919 Royal St; r from $100; [image: ]

Degas House

The famous French artist lived here in the 1870s. Rooms are older but large and comfortable, and suites have fireplaces and balconies. [image: ] 504-821-5009; www.degashouse.com; 2306 Esplanade Ave; r from $149; [image: ]

W New Orleans

Rooms on the upper reaches and the rooftop pool have insane Mississippi River views. [image: ] 504-525-9444; www.whotels.com; 333 Poydras St; d from $210



USEFUL WEBSITES

www.experienceneworleans.com
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Music City to Dixieland




TIME

8 days

DISTANCE

660 miles

BEST TIME TO GO

Mar – May

START

Nashville, TN

END

New Orleans, LA







WHY GO Waylon Jennings once said, “I’ve always felt that blues, rock and roll, and country are just about a beat apart.” And a few miles. Get your motor runnin’ on this musical tour of the South, where country, rock and roll, blues and jazz were all born within 500 miles of each other.





There isn’t a spot on planet earth that has seen a soundtrack as influential as the American South. Go on – just try and name a region, anywhere in the world, that can sing a sweeter song than this: blues, rock and roll, country and jazz were all born here; gospel, bluegrass, soul, funk and R&B all grew up here; alternative and indie rock came here for college; and hip-hop settled here after graduation. Ethnically, politically and economically diverse, the sounds of the Southland cut through lines of race, color and creed and, in fact, owe a mound of debt to the composition of the South as a racially mixed land of milk and honey. How sweet it is.



Fire up a good road-trip mix tape and make your way to Music City, [image: ] Nashville, home to country music and the most musicians per capita than any other city in the US (two for every 1000 residents, and those are just the serious ones). Drop your bags at [image: ] Loews Vanderbilt Hotel, a chain hotel anywhere else, a spot steeped in local music memorabilia here. Toss some funds in the jukebox and get your dancing shoes on.



Nashville’s honky-tonk history begins at the [image: ] Country Music Hall of Fame & Museum, a straight shot east on West End Ave from the hotel. This 40,000-sq-ft facility will teach you everything you need to know about the origins of country music, from its humble beginnings in rural Tennessee to where we’re at today: if you don’t live in Nashville and are trying to make it in country music, well, you’re gonna find a lot of tears in your beers.


[image: ]



Just down the road is the historic [image: ] Ryman Auditorium, originally built as a church in 1892, though preaching nothing but the country music gospel these days. The Grand Ole Opry, the longest running radio show in the world, lived here from 1943 to 1974, but the venue fell into neglect when the Opry jumped ship to Music Valley. In 1994, a renovated and revitalized Ryman opened its doors and has never looked back. You can take a self-guided tour or, better yet, check out who’s playing and catch a show. It’s gonna be a long night, so you might want to fill up on a “Cheeseburger in Paradise” at [image: ] Rotier’s, rumored to be the burger Jimmy Buffet was singing about, served here on French bread.



Nashville is home to countless live-music venues but two stand out. Garth Brooks and Kathy Mattea were discovered at the [image: ] Bluebird Cafe, where aspiring songwriters, talent scouts, tourists and wannabe Tim McGraws all converge among tightly spaced tables and a whole lot of hootin’ and hollerin’. The musicians here perform right in your face. Early performances by aspiring musicians are often free and there is some real talent. The other spot to drown your sorrows in some tell-it-like-it-is sonic therapy is [image: ] Tootsie’s Orchid Lounge, where Willie Nelson, Waylon Jennings and Kris Kristofferson found their careers nurtured by legendary owner Tootsie Bess, a den mother of country music who died in 1978. Hank Williams, Patsy Cline and Waylon Jennings have all been famously drunk here. Aspiring talents show up at 10am in hopes of discovery (and you thought Los Angeles was bad). It’s located on the stretch of Broadway known as the Honky Tonk Highway for its plethora of bars and live-music venues.



Trade in your Stetsons for Stratocasters and leave country in the dust on I-40 (west bound) to [image: ] Memphis, the birthplace of rock and roll. When Elvis Presley walked into Memphis Recording Services, part of the now legendary [image: ] Sun Studio, in 1954, he was little more than a truck driver for an electric company. When he walked out that July, with a $4, 10-inch acetate carrying the songs “I Love You Because,” “Blue Moon of Kentucky,” and “That’s All Right” in hand, he was days from becoming the world’s first true rock and roll star, and is still its biggest.



They say timing is everything and nobody knows that better than Elvis. Though rock and roll had begun to take shape in the beginning of the decade, it lacked sex appeal and soul. Bill Haley & His Comets are most often credited with charting the first rock and roll song (“Rock Around the Clock”) in 1955, but it wasn’t exactly rough around the edges, nor sexy. It was right around that time that record producer Sam Phillips uttered the very un-PC, and now infamous, quote: “If I could only find a white boy who could sing like a Negro.” In walked Elvis. There’s so much history in that one simple room at Sun Studio, it has been known to bring grown men to tears, including this author. There’s a free shuttle between here and [image: ] Graceland that runs every hour.



Don’t be shocked at the green shag carpet that lines the walls and ceiling in the Jungle Room; the 350 yards of multicolored fabric that covers nearly everything in the Pool Room; and the mirrored ceiling in the TV room – Graceland is star-studded grandiosity, and it’s obvious Queer Eye for the Straight Guy hasn’t been anywhere near it. Elvis Presley’s 1939 Colonial Revival–style mansion and 14-acre estate is a pilgrimage even a gay interior designer could love. You’ll want to spring for the Platinum Package tour, which also includes Elvis’ automobile museum and his two airplanes.




[image: ]

When the Grand Ole Opry departed from its former home in Ryman Auditorium, it moved to the 4400-seat Grand Ole Opry House (www.opry.com) east of Nashville in Music Valley. This squarish modern building hosts the Opry Friday and Saturday from March to November. Guided backstage tours are offered daily by reservation. Out this way, you’ll want to hang your hat at the 2881-room Gaylord Opryland Hotel (www.gaylordhotels.com), a tourist attraction in itself.

From Nashville, exit 215 on I-40 to Briley Parkway and follow the signs – it’s just over 11 miles (about 20 minutes).







If Graceland doesn’t suck the charmed life out of you, begin your evening with burgers at former brothel [image: ] Ernestine’s & Hazel’s, once a hangout of Stax recording folk like Otis Redding and Booker T & the MGs’ Steve Cropper. Yes, Elvis ate here too. From here it’s a quick trolley ride along Main St to [image: ] Beale St. Back in the 1860s, African American traveling musicians would perform here; in the early 20th century it was a debauched thoroughfare of gambling, drinking, prostitution, murder and voodoo; today, it is home to the blues (and lots of drunks). These days it is perhaps a little too Bourbony, but there are still plenty of good live-music venues to get your groove on along this historical stretch of 30 nightclubs. The most authentic of the lot is classic juke joint [image: ] Mr Handy’s Blues Hall, which is attached to the Rum Boogie Café.



Stumble like a rock star back to [image: ] Madison Hotel, a whimsical boutique hotel with soulful tunes pumped right into the lobby inside a renovated 100-year-old bank building. If you’re on an Elvis pilgrimage, you’re sleeping out by Graceland at [image: ] Heartbreak Hotel, where B&W photos of the King don the walls, and four themed suites evoke the true spirit of Presley’s gaudiness.



Stop at the [image: ] Memphis Rock ’n’ Soul Museum, done up by the excellent Smithsonian Institute, before skipping town. This seven-gallery museum covers rock and roll, and soul, from rural roots to modern-day hit makers. It’s here at this corner of Beale and 3rd that your adventure continues: head south from here and you are on the legendary Blues Highway, otherwise known as [image: ] Hwy 61. It’s a 70-mile drive from here to [image: ] The Crossroads, the intersection of Hwy 61 and Hwy 49 just north of [image: ] Clarksdale, Mississippi. This is where legend says Delta blues henchman Robert Johnson sold his soul to the devil at midnight in exchange for mastery of the guitar. Johnson went on to become one of America’s first guitar heroes and one of the most influential blues musicians of all time, but the devil don’t play that: he cashed in on his side of the deal when Johnson was just 27 years old. Three blue guitars mark the spot.



The awesomely named [image: ] Shack Up Inn is the place to stay (B&B here meaning Bed & Beer as opposed to Bed & Breakfast) as much for its renovated shotgun shacks as for proclamations like, “The Ritz we aint!” and “If you like 5-star shit, go somewhere else.” It’s 3 miles from the Crossroads on the old Hopson Plantation. A few miles north in downtown Clarksdale, everything old is becoming new again, all in the name of paying homage to the blues. [image: ] Delta Blues Museum, in the old train depot, hosts an impressive collection of blues memorabilia.




[image: ]

“If you come to Memphis and want to see something Elvis but don’t necessarily want to see the iconic figure buried in his backyard, try a place called the Hi-Tone. It was once Elvis’ karate studio but has long since been turned into a bar and fabulous venue for concerts. On any night of the week you can see acts like Elvis Costello and the Imposters and local rockers Lucero.”

Kyle Blair, Memphis





But Clarksdale’s blues heritage is hardly a thing of the past – stop in at the [image: ] Cat Head Delta Blues & Folk Art, Inc for kitschy blues memorabilia and CDs, but also to pick owner Roger Stolle’s brain about what music to take in during your visit. He owns a blues record label and is also the booking agent for actor Morgan Freeman’s blues club, [image: ] Ground Zero, a must-stop but not nearly as authentic as [image: ] Red’s, a nitty-gritty, smoked-out juke joint rubbed with the kind of musical spices that makes the blues the sonic equivalent of a 60-day dry aged porterhouse. Speaking of which, [image: ] Abe’s does the kind of gut-sticking barbecue that will have you singing the blues on the toilet, but you won’t much care at this stage, they are teeth-pickin’ good. Save some room, though; [image: ] New Orleans may be the birthplace of jazz, but it’s not a bad spot to chew the bone, either.



From Clarksdale, take Hwy 6 (east bound) to Batesville and catch I-55 (south bound) to I-10 (east bound) straight into the heart of the [image: ] French Quarter. You are now in jazz country, where jazz has been wizzled and spit out here dating back to the days when African and Caribbean slaves pounded out their rhythmic postcards home on Sunday in Congo Square (now [image: ] Armstrong Square, named after jazz great Louis Armstrong). Once European instruments and ragtime piano ditties in brothels were stirred into the pot, jazz was born like an improvised stew. Shockingly, New Orleans does not have a jazz museum, so you must resort to listening to music – not a bad deal at all, actually.






3 DOORS DOWN’S MISSISSIPPI – BRAD ARNOLD

“As a musician, there are not many places you can be more proud to be from than Mississippi. It all started right here on a little rural road in the middle of nowhere Mississippi. I can’t put my finger on what it is in that area that breeds the music that comes from there, but it’s something special. It cannot be replicated. People in Mississippi are very set in their ways, and believe what they believe. I’ve always believed myself if you’re going to sing something, you better believe it and live it yourself. Those old blues guys down there, they live those blues.

I was in a bar down in Pascagoula not too long ago and there were a few guys onstage playing covers. An old African American man came in the door, 75 or 80 years-old – he’d been hitting the bottle – and asked the band, ‘Do y’all mind if I play a song or two?’ The guys reluctantly agreed. This old man never got through a full song, and the band went up there a few times to stop him, but I said, ‘Don’t you dare take the guitar away from that guy. That man stumbled in here off the street, asked nicely to borrow your guitar, and played something sincere. You ain’t taking that guitar away from him until he puts it down. You’re looking at the blues.’”

Brad Arnold, vocalist, 3 Doors Down





The genre has since branched off on numerous notes since inception, but traditional New Orleans–style jazz is preserved vehemently at [image: ] Preservation Hall on St Peter St, a muggy, dirty, Prohibition-inspired hothouse with no air conditioning and no beverages (although you are welcome to BYO water). Of course, as the name implies, all of this preserves the throwback feel – you think folks were comfortable back then? Um, no. They got their comfort from food.



For the quintessential Nola meal with a soundtrack to boot, head to the jazz brunch at [image: ] Commander’s Palace and save room for the bread-pudding soufflé. With your ears still ringing, lay yourself to sleep at [image: ] The Columns, a lovely and quieter spot in the Garden District (though there’s live music there nightly, too).



Elvis once said, “I don’t know anything about music. In my line you don’t have to.” Now you know a little more than he did.

Kevin Raub

 




TRIP INFORMATION



DO

Cat Head Delta Blues & Folk Art, Inc

This kitschy, blues-themed shop is full of regional folk art and, more importantly, knowledge. [image: ] 662-624-5992; www.cathead.biz; 252 Delta Ave, Clarksdale, MS; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat;[image: ]

Country Music Hall of Fame & Museum

A $37 million slap on country music’s ass. Historic Studio B tours also leave from here.[image: ] 615-416-2001; www.countrymusichalloffame.org; 222 Fifth Ave S, Nashville, TN; adult/child $20/12; [image: ] 9am-5pm Mon-Fri, 10am-6pm Sat; [image: ]

Delta Blues Museum

The top blues museum in the region, housed inside the old train depot in Clarksdale. [image: ] 662-627-6820; www.deltabluesmuseum.org; 1 Blues Alley, Clarksdale, MS; adult/child $7/5; [image: ] 9am-5pm Mon-Sat; [image: ]

Graceland

The King’s home is the king of all decorating nightmares, but you gotta see it.[image: ] 800-238-2000; www.elvis.com; 3765 Elvis Presley Blvd, Memphis, TN; platinum package tour adult/child $34/16; [image: ] 9am-5pm Mon-Sat, 9am-4pm Sun, 10am-4pm Wed-Mon winter; [image: ]

Memphis Rock ‘n’ Soul Museum

Immerse yourself in the origins of rock and roll and soul music at this excellent museum from the Smithsonian folks. [image: ] 901-205-2533; www.memphisrocknsoul.org; 191 Beale St, Memphis, TN; adult/child $10/7; [image: ] 10am-7pm;[image: ]

Ryman Auditorium

Tour this venue of biblical importance to country music (the Grand Ole Opry stayed here for 31 years) or catch a show if you can. [image: ] 615-889-3060; www.ryman.com; 116 Fifth Ave N, Nashville, TN; adult/child $12.50/6.25; [image: ] 9am-4pm

Sun Studio

The birthplace of rock’n’roll is still rockin’. A 1½-hour tour covers the studio memorabilia and all things Elvis. No children under five allowed. [image: ] 800-441-6249; www.sunstudio.com; 706 Union Ave, Memphis, TN; adult/child $12/free; [image: ] 10am-6pm

EAT

Abe’s

Bone-sticking good barbecue is the calling at this road-food classic immortalized everywhere from blues tunes to Mississippi Delta novels. [image: ] 662-624-9947; 616 State St, Clarksdale, MS; mains $3-12; [image: ] 10am-9pm Mon-Thu, 10am-10pm Fri & Sat, 10:30am-2pm Sun; [image: ]

Commander’s Palace

A Nola classic with a weekend jazz brunch and the best bread-pudding soufflé in town. [image: ] 504-899-8221; www.commanderspalace.com; 1403 Washington Ave, New Orleans, LA; mains $27-38; [image: ] 11:30am-2pm Mon-Fri, 11:30am-1pm Sat, 10:30am-1:30pm Sun, 6:30-10pm nightly

Rotier’s

A classic meat-and-three joint, the thick milkshakes are almost as famous as the cheeseburgers. [image: ] 615-327-9892; www.rotiers.com; 2413 Elliston Pl, Nashville, TN; mains $5-18; [image: ] 10:30am-10pm Mon-Sat



DRINK

Bluebird Cafe

This divey institution is the place to get discovered in Nashville (just ask Garth Brooks).[image: ] 615-383-1461; www.bluebirdcafe.com; 4104 Hillsboro Rd, Nashville, TN; admission free-$20; [image: ] 5:30-11:30pm Mon-Thu, 5:30pm-midnight Fri-Sun

Ernestine’s & Hazel’s

Former brothel-turned-juke joint serving up memorable “Soul Burgers.” Otis Redding, James Brown and Elvis Presley would concur were they alive.[image: ] 901-523-9754; 531 S Main St, Memphis, TN; mains $4-7; [image: ] 5pm-3am; [image: ]

Ground Zero

Actor and owner Morgan Freeman’s take on an old-school juke joint inside a former cotton warehouse. [image: ] 662-621-9009; www.groundzerobluesclub.com; 0 Blues Alley, Clarksdale, MS; [image: ] 11am-2pm Mon & Tue, 11am-11pm Wed & Thu, 11am-1am Fri & Sat

Mr Handy’s Blues Hall

A classic juke joint, stale from the scent of 100 years of cigarettes and hard times. [image: ] 901-528-0150; 182 Beale St, Memphis, TN; cover weekends $5; [image: ] 6pm-12:30am

Preservation Hall

The Preservation Hall Jazz Band holds court in this sonic museum of traditional Dixieland jazz. [image: ] 504-522-2841; www.preservationhall.com; 726 St Peter St, New Orleans, LA; cover $10; [image: ] 8-11pm

Red’s

Sure, it might look like a semi-abandoned building, but it’s one of the foremost blues institutions in the Delta. [image: ] 662-627-3166; 395 Sunflower Ave, Clarksdale, MS; cover $5; [image: ] 8pm-late Fri & Sat

Tootsie’s Orchid Lounge

There’s enough purple here to make Prince sick, but the talent and history make it a must-stop. Live music starts at 10am. [image: ] 615-726-0463; www.tootsies.net; 422 Broadway, Nashville, TN; no cover; [image: ] 9:30am-2:30am



SLEEP

The Columns

A lovely 1883 Victorian choice in the Garden District, with live music nightly and jazz on Friday and Sunday. [image: ] 504-899-9308; www.thecolumns.com; 3811 St Charles Ave, New Orleans, LA; r from $120

Heartbreak Hotel

Elvis-themed hotel steeped in ‘50s kitsch and chic, just steps from Graceland. [image: ] 901-332-1000; www.heartbreakhotel.net; 3677 Elvis Presley Blvd, Memphis, TN; r from $112

Loews Vanderbilt Hotel

Its lobby jukebox is stocked with tunes from past VIP guests and its walls are lined with impressive music memorabilia. [image: ] 615-320-1700; www.loewshotels.com; 2100 W End Ave, Nashville, TN; r from $150

Madison Hotel

This music-themed boutique hotel is where rock stars stay in Memphis. [image: ] 901-333-1200; www.madisonhotelmemphis.com; 79 Madison Ave, Memphis, TN; r from $175

Shack Up Inn

Shotgun sharecropper shacks run by a straight-talking owner, and cozy retro rooms inside an authentic cotton gin on Hopson Plantation. You need to be over 25 to sign for a room. There’s a two-night minimum on weekends. [image: ] 662-624-8329; www.shackupinn.com; 1 Commissary Circle, off Hwy 49, Clarksdale, MS; r from $65



USEFUL WEBSITES

www.clarksdaletourism.com

www.neworleanscvb.com
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TRIP 3    [image: ]

Cajun Country Road Trip




TIME

4 days

DISTANCE

370 miles

BEST TIME TO GO

Mar – Jun & Sep – Nov

START

New Orleans, LA

END

New Orleans, LA







WHY GO Hidden in the maze of bayous, lakes, swamps and prairies that unfurl south and west of New Orleans is a wild and jubilant French-speaking culture punctuated by crawfish boils, all-night jam sessions and dance parties. You’ll enjoy a small taste by looping through Cajun Country to Lafayette and back.





Most folks view Louisiana through a prism called New Orleans, but to experience Cajun Country is to know another side of one of America’s most fun, and funky, states. In the South eras, cultures and fortunes collide, overlap and intermingle. Which is why in addition to legendary music halls and Cajun kitchens you’ll also experience Louisiana’s Creole culture and plantation history as you make this glorious trek.



Depart New Orleans on Hwy 90 through Westwego, then detour on Hwy 1 north to Thibodaux, where you’ll find the [image: ] Wetlands Cajun Cultural Center. Take a boat tour through the bayous and swamps with rangers who will detail Cajun history and discuss their traditional lifestyle. You’ll learn that Cajuns came from rural France and settled in the Acadie region of Nova Scotia. When Great Britain took over, the Acadians refused to swear allegiance to the crown. Tempers flared until the British forcibly removed Acadians from their land in the mid-18th century. Many came to these wetlands in South Louisiana. Most hunted, fished and trapped, while others moved to the prairies to grow rice and beef. Over time their dialect crystallized, and so did their music and food, but they remained true to their own French heritage. If you’re lucky you’ll land here during a boat-building demonstration, or better yet, on a Monday evening when Cajun musicians jam (5pm to 7pm).



Next double back to Hwy 90W and go south on Hwy 182, the Old Spanish Missionary Trail, to [image: ] Houma, the economic hub of the Cajun Wetlands. Like many towns and counties in the USA, it was named for the Native Americans whom the white settlers replaced. Carved by bayous, channels and waterways, you can understand their self-anointed title “Venice of America.” But this isn’t a tourist town, so you’ll likely just pass through on your way to [image: ] Annie Miller’s Son’s Swamp & Marsh Tours. Take an entertaining two-hour tour aboard a flat-bottom boat to see swamp life, plus some massive gators.




[image: ]



Follow Hwy 182 to Gibson, where you’ll link back onto Hwy 90W, Cajun Country’s commercial lifeline. You’ll roll past too many swamps, bayous, rivers and lakes to count, and eventually you’ll reach [image: ] New Iberia, a plantation town founded in 1779 on sugar and slaves, on Bayou Teche. Echoes of its plantation past are still on display. [image: ] Shadows on the Teche is a palatial Greek-revival mansion with gorgeous grounds. Massive oaks drip with Spanish moss and a dark green lawn rolls to the brown banks of the bayou. Order a traditional Creole plate lunch at [image: ] Brenda’s Diner. The menu rotates, but there’s always a selection of meats (such as smothered liver, fried pork chops, turkey wings and meatloaf) and sides (creamy, tangy mustard greens).



Next turn onto Hwy 31, a two-lane country road that leads to [image: ] Breaux Bridge, a charming small country town outside of Lafayette. If you are in the area on a Saturday do not miss the zydeco brunch at [image: ] Café Des Amis. From 8:30am some of the best zydeco bands in Louisiana jam as guests dance like mad. Stay the night nearby at [image: ] Maison Madeleine, an 1830s Creole cottage set on a dirt road just off Lake Martin. The lake is known as the biggest white ibis rookery on earth. When dinner calls, head to [image: ] Pat’s Fisherman’s Wharf, just 15 minutes away by car. It’s a legendary Cajun seafood house built on a levee above the river and serving up boiled crawfish, fried gator tail, and terrific crawfish and lump crab étouffée.



On Sunday afternoon, [image: ] Angelle’s Whiskey River Landing rocks to zydeco and Cajun tunes. It’s a small house, and it gets packed. Locals dance on tables, on the bar and in the water. If you want to really experience a night or two on the water, rent a houseboat at [image: ] Cypress Cove. You don’t even have to drive it. They’ll pilot the boat out into the middle of Lake Henderson and lend you a little johnboat to get back to land for more beer.



[image: ] Lafayette is the grooviest town in Cajun Country. It’s home of the University of Louisiana, full of beautiful people, tasty Cajun cuisine and an abundance of live music. If you’re looking for a young scene, check into the [image: ] Blue Moon Guesthouse. Part outdoor saloon, part hostel, you will not be bored, but don’t expect early shut-eye. Crave more sophisticated sleep? Check into [image: ] La Maison de Belle B&B, a converted 1898 house with a lavish downstairs suite (including its own parlor and sitting room), and a rustic cabin out back where John Kennedy Toole penned Confederacy of Dunces, adjacent to the park.




TERRANCE SIMIEN’S LAFAYETTE

Louisiana-based musician Terrance Simien is considered a master of the zydeco genre and proud ambassador of Creole culture. Here are some of his favorite Lafayette haunts.

• Blue Moon Saloon (www.bluemoonpresents.com) “It’s a real down-home place where local people go to hear local music,” says Terrance of the roots, honky-tonk, Creole and Cajun music bar nestled on the back porch of the Blue Moon Guesthouse. “It’s about good times, good people coming together, dancing and having a good time.”

• McGee’s Café & Bar (www.mcgeeslanding.com) “It’s right on the banks of the Atchafalaya Basin, so you have a beautiful view while you eat your meal,” Terrance says of the family-owned marina restaurant renowned for some of the city’s most authentic Cajun cooking. “They have real great crawfish, everything you order is done great.”

• Old Tyme Grocery (www.oldetymegrocery.com) Terrance loves bringing out-of-towners to this old-fashioned white-and-red shack, which serves up some of Louisiana’s finest po’boys. “They’re some of the best I’ve ever had,” he raves. “My favorite is the half-shrimp, half-oyster; they do these jumbo shrimps and huge oysters, and the bread is baked fresh in a local bakery.”

Interview by Simona Rabinovitch







On Wednesday mornings stop by [image: ] Dwyer’s for a breakfast biscuit and listen in as old Cajun codgers hold court in their local French patois. The best plate lunches in town can be found at [image: ] Antlers, an old pool hall turned Cajun rice and gravy lunch counter, dishing up stuffed and smothered pork chops, terrific stewed chicken and rice, and killer soft-shell crab po’boys. Dinner at [image: ] Don’s Seafood and Steakhouse, a legendary local seafood house, is always tasty. The crawfish bisque is superb and comes with the heads stuffed with breadcrumbs and ground crawfish.






[image: ]

Once you are in Lafayette, detour northwest to Eunice (46 miles) and you’ll land in Cajun music central. Musician Mark Savoy builds accordions at his Savoy Music Center, where you can also pluck some CDs and catch a Saturday morning jam session. Saturday night means the Rendez-Vous Cajuns are playing the Liberty Theater, which is just two blocks from the Cajun Music Hall of Fame & Museum.





If you’re looking for something regional yet upscale, sample the Cajun fusion at [image: ] Charley G’s. All ingredients come from local fishermen and farmers, and their smoked duck and andouille gumbo, and bluepoint crab cakes come highly recommended. If you’re hungry for Cajun snack food between meals, take the short drive west to Scott and pick up some boudin (pork, rice, gravy and green onions) sausage from the [image: ] Best Stop, a third-generation Cajun butcher. Eat it with cracklin’ (fried pork fat sprinkled with salt and pepper). When the moon shines, patrol the many buzzing bars on Jefferson Ave in Lafayette or head over to Blue Moon Saloon (attached to the guesthouse) for some live and local Cajun music.



You’ll take the I-10 back to New Orleans, but make sure to turn off on Hwy 70 to historic [image: ] Donaldsonville. Although 632 buildings were burned and bombed during the Civil War, there remain dozens of antebellum homes in the area. But one of the city’s most interesting attractions is the [image: ] River Road African American Museum, a private museum that tells the story of local African Americans from slave ships to the vicious toils and abuse of slavery to slave revolts and the Underground Railroad, to freedom and Jim Crow. This is a place to learn about African American Louisiana’s unsung heroes and pioneers.




[image: ]

While you are in Thibodaux consider heading further south on Hwy 1 before heading toward Houma. You’ll roll along the bayou through traditional shrimp fishing towns before the wetlands unfurl and roll onto Grand Isle State Park and the Gulf of Mexico. There’s oil production (and oil money) here, but it’s still a beautiful stretch of coastline, and has long been Louisiana’s favored beach destination. Jean Lafitte and his crew once set up camp on the golden sand.







Hit [image: ] Grapevine Café for lunch or dinner, or for a dynamite Sunday brunch. It’s owned by one of the founders of Café Des Amis in Breaux Bridge. Bed down in one of the large suites at [image: ] Cabahanosse B&B, which open onto a 2nd-story veranda shaded by an oak canopy. From here, return to the I-10 and follow it back to Nawlins.

Adam Skolnick

 




TRIP INFORMATION



GETTING THERE

Take Hwy 90W from New Orleans to Hwy 1 and Thibodaux. Double-back to Hwy 90W, turn onto Hwy 182S to Houma. Back on the 90W stop in New Iberia, take Hwy 31 to Breaux Bridge and I-10 to Lafayette.



DO

Angelle’s Whiskey River Landing

Get wild on Sunday evenings at this long-beloved Cajun juke joint. Bar- and table-dancing is recommended. [image: ] 337-228-2277; www.whiskeyriverlanding.net; 1365 Henderson Levee Rd, Breaux Bridge, LA; cover varies; [image: ] 4-8pm Sun

Annie Miller’s Son’s Swamp & Marsh Tours

A classic two-hour Cajun gator tour. [image: ] 985-868-4758; www.annie-miller.com; 3718 Southdown Mandalay Rd, Houma, LA; [image: ] seasonal hrs, call ahead; [image: ]

Cypress Cove

Rent a houseboat and cruise beautiful Lake Henderson. [image: ] 337-228-7484; www.houseboat-adventures.com; 1399 Henderson Levee, Henderson, LA; houseboat per day from $135; [image: ] 8am-5pm Mon-Sat; [image: ]

River Road African American Museum

Details the harsh reality, and the heroes and triumphs of Louisiana’s African American history. [image: ] 225-474-5553; www.africanamericanmuseum.org; 406 Charles St, Donaldsonville, LA; admission $4; [image: ] 10am-5pm Wed-Sat, 1-5pm Sun; [image: ]

Shadows on the Teche

New Iberia’s most famous and accessible antebellum plantation home. Stroll the grounds and watch gentle Bayou Teche roll by. [image: ] 337-365-5213; www.shadowsontheteche.org; 317 E Main St, New Iberia, LA; adult/senior/student $10/8/6.50; [image: ] 9am-4:30pm Mon-Sat, noon-4:30pm Sun; [image: ]

Wetlands Cajun Cultural Center

Enjoy ranger-guided boat tours of Bayou Lafourche where you’ll learn about the natural and cultural history of Cajun Country. Has live Cajun music every Monday night. [image: ] 985-448-1375; www.nps.gov/jela; 314 St Mary St, Thibodaux, LA; admission free; [image: ] 9am-7pm Mon & Tue, 9am-6pm Wed & Thu, 9am-5pm Fri & Sat; [image: ]



EAT

Antlers

Hands-down the best plate lunch in Lafayette. [image: ] 337-234-8877; 555 Jefferson St, Lafayette, LA; mains $7-15; [image: ] 11am-2pm Mon-Fri, dinner Fri and 2nd Sat; [image: ]

Best Stop

It’s worth a drive from Lafayette just for the smoked boudin, a Cajun pork, rice and gravy sausage. [image: ] 337-233-5805; www.thebeststopsupermarket.com; 615 Hwy 93, Scott, LA; [image: ] 6am-3pm Mon-Fri; [image: ]

Brenda’s Diner

Brenda serves heaping portions of delicious soul food. [image: ] 337-367-0868; 409 W Pershing St, New Iberia, LA; mains $6-12, plate lunches $8; [image: ] 7am-3pm Mon-Fri; [image: ]

Café Des Amis

The Creole and Cajun menu is good, but the real hit is the live zydeco breakfast every Saturday morning. [image: ] 337-332-5273; www.cafedesamis.com; 140 E Bridge St, Breaux Bridge, LA; mains $12-22; [image: ] 11am-2pm Tue, 11am-9pm Wed & Thu, 7:30am-9:30pm Fri & Sat, 8am-2:30pm Sun; [image: ]

Charley G’s

This popular dining room serves upscale Cajun fusion, with live music from 6pm to 9pm Wednesday to Saturday. [image: ] 337-981-0108; www.charleygs.com; 3809 Ambassador Caffrey Parkway, Lafayette, LA; mains $10-39; [image: ] 11:30am-2pm & 5:30-9pm Mon-Thu, 5:30-10pm Fri & Sat

Don’s Seafood and Steakhouse

A vintage seafood and steak house in downtown Lafayette. Don’t miss the crawfish bisque. [image: ] 337-235-3551; 301 E Vermilion St, Lafayette, LA; mains $12-25; [image: ] 11am-9pm Sun-Thu, 11am-10pm Fri & Sat; [image: ]

Dwyer’s

This family-owned joint is especially fun on Wednesday mornings when local Cajuns shoot the breeze in their old-school French dialect. [image: ] 337-235-9364; 323 Jefferson St, Lafayette, LA; mains $5-12; [image: ] 7am-3pm; [image: ]

Grapevine Café

The former owner of Café Des Amis serves up scrumptious Creole and Cajun dishes. The brunch is spectacular. [image: ] 225-473-8463; www.grapevinecafeandgallery.com; 211 Railroad Ave, Donaldsonville, LA; mains $7-27; [image: ] 11am-2pm & 5-9pm Tue-Thu, 5-9.30pm Fri, 11am-9.30pm Sat; [image: ]

Pat’s Fisherman’s Wharf

A delicious and authentic Cajun seafood joint perched above the river. [image: ] 337-228-7512; www.patsfishermanswharf.com; 1008 Henderson Levee Rd (Hwy 352), Henderson, LA; mains $13-22; [image: ] 11am-10pm; [image: ]



SLEEP

Blue Moon Guesthouse

There’s a backyard nightclub and hostel environs (dorms, with a few private rooms) in this tidy old Lafayette home. [image: ] 877-766-2583; www.bluemoonhostel.com; 215 E Convent St, Lafayette, LA; dm $18, r $70-90

Cabahanosse B&B

The four suites are large and comfortable with a fantastic 2nd-floor veranda, claw-foot bathtubs and a grill out back. [image: ] 225-474-5050; www.cabahanosse.com; 602 Railroad Ave, Donaldsonville, LA; r $159; [image: ]

La Maison de Belle B&B

Overnight where John Kennedy Toole dreamed up Confederacy of Dunces. The grounds and adjacent park are lovely. [image: ] 337-235-2520; 610 Girard Park Dr, Lafayette, LA; r $110-150

Maison Madeleine

Overnight in this gorgeous, historic Creole cottage surrounded by luscious gardens, just up the dirt road from Lake Martin. [image: ] 337-332-4555; www.maisonmadeleine.com; 1015 John D Hebert Rd, Breaux Bridge, LA; r $125-180



USEFUL WEBSITES

www.epiculinary.com

www.theind.com
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TRIP 4    [image: ]

Antebellum South




TIME

8 days

DISTANCE

1100 miles

BEST TIME TO GO

Mar – Jun

START

Charleston, SC

END

Vacherie, LA







WHY GO The Civil War decimated the South, but several elegant plantation homes built in the 30 years leading up to the war avoided the Union’s fiery wrath. Referred to as antebellum, they not only represent some of the most astounding architecture on American soil, but also offer a glimpse into a bygone era.





Many people’s idea of antebellum architecture, whether they realize it or not, is Tara Plantation, the fictional abode of Scarlett O’Hara in Margaret Mitchell’s 1946 novel, Gone with the Wind – but you can only visit that one in your own fantasyland. In the book, Tara is spared the fiery wrath of the Union’s matchbook warfare, surviving untorched while its neighbors are burnt to the ground. That’s pretty much how it went, and why antebellum architecture is so vehemently preserved today: there just isn’t very much of it left.



Antebellum refers to a time and place in history – the 30 years leading up to the Civil War, from 1831 to 1861 – not an architectural style as some people think. Most antebellum homes are actually one of three styles: Greek Revival, Classical Revival, Tidewater or Federal style. They are boxy, grand mansions with central entrances in the front and back, impressive columns and sizable covered porches made for lazily watching the days go by while sipping on homemade lemonade or backyard hooch (as the case may be). These are typical architectural features introduced by Anglo Americans who settled in the area after the Louisiana Purchase in 1803. Today, antebellum homes conjure up romanticized images of Southern opulence, owned by folks with so much money, they’d gladly give you some (just ask nicely, hon); but in reality, folks with this much money usually “owned” slaves, so most of these antebellum homes aren’t without their dark side.


[image: ]



Bookending this trip are two evocative river roads – Ashley in Charleston, South Carolina and the Great Mississippi in Vacherie, Louisiana – that together represent the most picturesque destinations to take in the refined elegance of antebellum architecture in a concentrated area. But there is no shortage of impressive stops along the way – small patches of the Deep South, like the fictional Tara, were left untouched, while others suffered damage but not irreparably so, leaving behind one of America’s most endearing architectural legacies.



[image: ] Charleston, South Carolina offers its visitors an unparalleled continuum of classical American architecture, ranging from early colonial through Federal, antebellum and Victorian styles, unmatched anywhere else in the United States. Despite being the cradle of the Civil War and its succession movement, a surprising amount of buildings here eluded destruction or irreversible damage. The [image: ] Aiken-Rhett House is the only surviving urban plantation. Built in 1818, it was described in a 19th-century newspaper ad as: “Twelve upright rooms, four on each floor, all well finished, the material of the piazzas and fences all of cypress and cedar; underneath the house are large cellars and storerooms.” Confederate President Jefferson Davis slept here on a visit to Charleston in 1863.



Everywhere you turn in Charleston, an historic inn or hotel beckons. Try the [image: ] Mills House Hotel, which is slightly hipper than most. Owned by Holiday Inn, it’s anything but a typical highway-exit haunt. An ornate $17 million restoration has returned it to the glory of its original opening date (1853). The staircases and chandeliers are original. Inside a 19th-century shipping warehouse a few blocks west, you’ll find [image: ] S.N.O.B. which stands for Slightly North of Broad, but order the Carolina quail breast over cheese grits and your graduation to food snob will be complete.



A few miles west of town is the impossibly scenic [image: ] Ashley River Road, a picturesque glimpse into once-thriving South Carolina Lowcountry wealth. The oldest preserved plantation in the US is the pre-revolutionary [image: ] Drayton Hall, built in 1738 and unique here for its Georgian-Palladian architecture. If it all goes down while you’re in the area, this is a good place to seek shelter; it has survived the American Revolution, the Civil War, the earthquake of 1886, and Hurricane Hugo. A few clicks northwest is the [image: ] Magnolia Plantation (1676), known for its exquisite formal gardens – said to be the origin of azaleas in the US – and 19th-century slave cabin.



Your bed for the night is at the [image: ] Inn at Middleton Place on the sprawling [image: ] Middleton Place Plantation, another 4 miles or so down Ashley River Road. The main house (c 1730) is home to the oldest landscaped gardens in the US. Several generations of influential Middletons stomped these gorgeous grounds, including the president of the first Continental Congress (Henry), a signer of the Declaration of Independence (Arthur) and a governor of South Carolina (Henry). The inn is cozy, and noted for its wide plantation shutters, hardwood floors and braided rugs. The whole property has also been designated a National Wildlife Federation (NWF) Backyard Wildlife Habitat site and offers memorable kayaking and birding. Allow a few hours to visit the plantations on Ashley River Road.




[image: ]

”Beloved in Southern history, the Olde Pink House is my favorite of Savannah’s antebellum structures. Today, as a fine-dining restaurant, the graceful dining rooms are dressed in white tablecloths and candles, while the grandeur and pioneering adventures of the 18th century seem to hover gracefully. My vivid imagination has often taken me on a time travel to the Planters Tavern, at basement level, to watch and listen as Liberty Boys plotted and put in motion Georgia’s role in the united colonies’ fight for independence from England.”

Sandy Traub, Savannah







Leave Ashley River Road on Hwy 61, which takes you to Hwy 17 Alt (south bound) and I-95 (south bound) on to [image: ] Savannah, Georgia’s Belle of the Ball. For a good comparison of middle-class versus high falutin’ antebellum life, two good examples spell it out for you here. The [image: ] Davenport House Museum, a 200-year-old mansion built in Federal style is credited with spawning Savannah’s historical preservation movement when it avoided demolition in 1955. Built by Isaiah Davenport in the 1820s, the simply appointed home boasts an impressive entrance hall with two iconic columns, a spiral staircase and Palladian window. There is, however, questionable – though period-perfect – wallpaper.



A block away, but worlds away in social status, one of the wealthiest men in America, cotton merchant Richard Richardson, built the [image: ] Owens-Thomas House between 1816 and 1819. This ornate English Regency mansion features rare Haint Blue ceiling paint, made from crushed indigo, buttermilk and wine, in the slave quarters. Haint means “haunt” in the Gullah language (still spoken by some Lowcountry African Americans), and the paint was used to ward off spirits. The home also boasts a gorgeous upstairs bridge connecting two sides of the house, impressive curved doors in the dining room and a beautiful Russian harp belonging to Isabella Habersham. The home is part of Savannah’s [image: ] Telfair Academy, the oldest public museum of art in the Southeast.




Mo-Beel’s Historic Homes

Residents of Alabama’s oldest city throw open the doors to their most preciously preserved historic homes for two days every March for the Mobile Historic Homes Tour (Mo-beel, not a bunch of trailers!). Mobile’s diverse architectural styles are all represented on the tours: Creole cottages, Greek Revival mansions, Victorian and neoclassic residences, among others. It’s a one-shot chance to get inside some of the country’s best antique abodes.







Savannah is an ideal spot for a sleepover. Dine on the signature crispy scored flounder at [image: ] Olde Pink House, a 1771 National Landmark that turned from white to Jamaican pink after the original bricks “bled” through the plastered walls. The [image: ] Kehoe House, a romantic Renaissance Revival B&B built in 1892 and said to be haunted, is where you’ll find your historic bed. Twins are said to have died in a chimney here, so they are boarded up. The skittish should steer clear of rooms 201 and 203!



Continue on I-95 (south bound) to Jacksonville, Florida, where you’ll pick up I-10 (west bound) across the entity of the Florida Panhandle all the way to [image: ] Mobile, AL. It’s risky to stop first and drop your bags at the [image: ] Kate Shepard House, historic Mobile’s must-sleep. Innkeeper Wendy James is as gracious a host as humanly possible. The meticulous restoration of this gorgeous 1897 Queen Anne–style home by Wendy and her husband deserves the museum treatment itself. You won’t want to leave. But it’s the pecan praline French toast that ensures this wonderful find won’t soon be forgotten. Ask about the long-lost Civil War papers found in the attic. This surely must be where the phrase “Southern hospitality” was first uttered. The house is across the street from Katharine Philips, who played a role in the Ken Burns documentary, The War.



Located in one of Mobile’s eight National Register Historic Districts, the main T-shaped Greek Revival mansion at the [image: ] Oakleigh Historic Complex dates back to 1833. Its distinct cantilevered front staircase and grand double parlors offer a peek in to the Gulf Coast’s high society lifestyle, while the Cook’s House (1850), originally built for slaves, and Cox-Deasy Cottage (1850), built by a brick mason for his wife and 11 kids, show how the working and servant classes lived. Spend your evening in the classic [image: ] Pillars restaurant; they do wonderful things with blackened cow.



Before hopping on I-10 (west bound) towards Natchez, stop off at the [image: ] Bragg-Mitchell Mansion (1855), one of the most splendid Greek Revival mansions on the Gulf Coast. It closes without notice for special events though, so call ahead. From there, it’s a 4½-hour drive to southwest Mississippi, where [image: ] Natchez, Mississippi, the oldest civilized settlement on the Mississippi River (beating out New Orleans by two years), stands perched on a bluff. Settled by the French in 1716, it remains a living antebellum museum (when it’s not getting pounded by hurricanes) and boasts more antebellum homes than any other US city. If you can get here during spring and fall pilgrimage, many private residences are open to the public – but there is plenty to do and see here year-round.



[image: ] Longwood Plantation, a six-story, 30,000-sq-ft, Greek Revival monster is considered the grandest octagonal house in America (rumor has it a sassy hexagonal number from Tallahassee is looking to unseat Longwood for most striking geometric dwelling). When the Civil War broke out during construction, the workers hightailed it out of here (damn straight), leaving the home unfinished. It’s still unfinished (not cool, yet fascinating). You can sleep in Natchez most well-known antebellum attraction, the Federal-style [image: ] Monmouth Plantation (1818). Union soldiers almost took this one out, due to the succession cries of its original owner, Mexican War hero General John A Quitman. He died before war broke out, but if it weren’t for his two daughters pleading with Union soldiers on their way to declaring allegiance to the United States, Monmouth would have been a smoldering mess in no time. Toast to the daughters’ quick-thinking resilience over mint juleps at the [image: ] Carriage House on the grounds of Stanton Hall (1857). It’s famous for fried chicken and tiny buttered biscuits.




[image: ]

“The historic homes are certainly the main attraction, but we also have a vineyard and winery, Old South Winery, and a great exhibit of photographs of life in Natchez from the mid-1800s to about 1920 at the Stratton Chapel. We have seasonal pilgrimages in the spring and fall, when more of the homes are open to the public for tours than usual, and that’s when we enjoy more visitors because the seasons are milder.”

Charles Burns, Natchez







A little over two hours’ travel south along the Mississippi River’s scenic [image: ] Great River Road lands you in Darrow, Louisiana, worth a stop for the [image: ] Houmas House Plantation and its excellent restaurant, [image: ] Latil’s Landing. The former is a grand mansion so unmistakably Cribs-worthy, it sold for $1 million in 1857, and is notable as one of the few antebellum homes that remain an active residence (no, Snoop Dogg doesn’t live here). The restaurant is set inside the 230-year-old French House on the same grounds, complete with original beamed ceilings, cypress mantels, wood-burning fireplaces and original wood floors. It’s the foodie highlight of the trip.



Continue east along Great River Rd to the Louisiana’s two most adored plantations. [image: ] Laura Plantation, built in 1805, stands out for its whimsical exterior (canary yellow with a bright-red roof, pine-green shutters, and mauve and grey trim) and its fascinating tour – far and away the most interesting along the road for its deep-rooted Creole past, its slave quarters and the slaves’ affiliation with the West African folktale of Br’er Rabbit (the American version of which was said to have originated here among slaves). The backbone of the tour is based on 5000 pages of documents related to the plantation found archived in Paris, plus the memoirs of Laura Locoul Gore, for whom the house is named. These written accounts from generations of the Creoles who lived here (the women who ran the plantation and the slaves who lived here) will inspire laughter one minute, tears the next, but it’s never boring.



The easiest plantation on the eyes is [image: ] Oak Alley Plantation, with its 28 perfectly symmetrical live oak trees naturally framing the 28-column entrance corridor to this majestic Greek Revival beauty from 1837. Arrive early or stay late for that postcard-perfect shot without a bunch of gawking tourists mucking up your photos. Like elsewhere on Great River Rd, countless movies have been filmed here, most notably Primary Colors and Interview with the Vampire. It runs a B&B, so you can sleep here, too, dreaming of a simpler time, wondering if the South were to rise again, what would become of its most treasured possessions?

Kevin Raub

 




TRIP INFORMATION



GETTING THERE

From Atlanta, take I-20 (east bound) to I-26 (east bound) into Charleston.



DO

Aiken-Rhett House

Charleston’s most intact antebellum mansion. Many pieces are still sitting in the same rooms for which they were purchased. [image: ] 843-723-1159; www.historiccharleston.org; 48 Elizabeth St, Charleston, SC; adult/child $10/5;[image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat, 2-5pm Sun;[image: ]

Bragg-Mitchell Mansion

This Greek-Italianate mansion (1855) is the grandest of the surviving Gulf Coast antebellum homes. It does close sporadically though. [image: ] 251-471-6364; www.braggmitchellmansion.com; 1906 Springhill Ave, Mobile, AL; adult/child $5/3; [image: ] 10am-4pm Tue-Fri; [image: ]

Davenport House Museum

This 200-year-old Federal-style mansion kicked off Savannah’s preservation movement. [image: ] 912-236-8097; www.davenporthousemuseum.org; 324 E State St, Savannah, GA; adult/child $8/5;[image: ] 10am-4pm Mon-Sat, 1-4pm Sun;[image: ]

Drayton Hall

The oldest surviving Georgian Palladian structure in the US and the only originally intact plantation along the Ashley River. [image: ] 843-769-2600; www.draytonhall.org; 3380 Ashley River Rd, Charleston, SC; adult/child $14/8;[image: ] 9:30am-4pm Nov-Feb;[image: ]

Houmas House Plantation

Exquisite 1828 Greek Revival mansion originally owned by Houmas Indians. There’s a fantastic restaurant here too. [image: ] 225-473-9380; www.houmashouse.com; 40136 Hwy 942, Darrow, LA; adult/child $20/10;[image: ] 9am-5pm Mon & Tue, 9am-7pm Wed-Sun;[image: ]

Laura Plantation

This 1805 Creole plantation runs exceptional tours of the colorful manor house, formal French gardens and historic outbuildings. [image: ] 225-265-7690; www.lauraplantation.com; 2247 Hwy 18, Vacherie, LA; adult/child $18/5;[image: ] 10am-4pm;[image: ]

Longwood Plantation

The Civil War interrupted the construction of Longwood (1861), the grandest octagonal house in the US. [image: ] 601-442-5193; www.natchezpilgrimage.com; 140 Lower Woodville Rd, Natchez, MS; adult/child $10/8;[image: ] 9am-4:30pm;[image: ]

Magnolia Plantation

Exquisite gardens (some parts as old as 325 years) and main home dating back to 1676. [image: ] 843-571-1266; www.magnoliaplantation.com; 3550 Ashley River Rd, Charleston, SC; adult/child incl house tour $22/17;[image: ] 9am-5:30pm;[image: ]

Middleton Place Plantation

Sprawling 18th-century Lowcountry plantation and America’s oldest landscaped gardens. [image: ] 843-556-6020; www.middletonplace.org; 4300 Ashley River Rd, Charleston, SC; adult/child $25/5;[image: ] 9am-5pm;[image: ]

Oakleigh Historic Complex

A three-home museum highlighted by the main Greek Revival house (1833) and its 1840 rosewood piano with mother-of-pearl keys. [image: ] 251-432-6161; www.historicmobile.org; 300 Oakleigh Pl, Mobile, AL; adult/child $7/3;[image: ] 10am-4pm Thu-Sun;[image: ]

Owens-Thomas House

Ornate English Regency mansion that’s part of Savannah’s Telfair Museum of Art. [image: ] 912-233-9743; www.telfair.org; 124 Abercorn St, Savannah, GA; adult/child $15/5; [image: ] noon-5pm Mon, 10am-5pm Tue-Sat, 1-5pm Sun

Telfair Academy

Three unique buildings make up the Telfair, which isn’t antebellum, but dates back to 1886. [image: ] 912-790-8800; www.telfair.org; 121 Barnard St, Savannah, GA; adult/child $15/5; [image: ] noon-5pm Mon, 10am-5pm Tue-Sat, 1-5pm Sun



EAT

Carriage House

Southern fried chicken, tiny buttered biscuits and mint juleps top the fare at this restaurant on the grounds of 1857 Greek Revival Stanton Hall.[image: ] 601-445-5153; www.stantonhall.com; 401 High St, Natchez, MS; mains $10-15;[image: ] 11am-2pm Thu-Mon

Latil’s Landing

Inside the 1770 French House on the grounds of Houmas House, chef Jeremy Langlois’ discriminating cuisine will leave you feeling like a sugar baron.[image: ] 225-473-9380; www.houmashouse.com; 40136 Hwy 942, Darrow, LA; mains $25-35;[image: ] 6-10pm Wed-Sat, 2-9pm Sun

Olde Pink House

This 1771 pink mansion on Reynolds Square epitomizes antebellum romance. The nouveau Southern cuisine ain’t bad, either.[image: ] 912-232-4286; 23 Abercorn St, Savannah, GA; mains $17-29;[image: ] 5-10:30pm Sun & Mon, 11am-10:30pm Tue-Thu, 11am-11pm Fri & Sat, closed 3-5pm daily

Pillars

Historic 1904 mansion-turned-restaurant, serving up excellent steaks (the Queen filet, blackened – trust us) and seafood, served in a space boasting picturesque original checkerboard-tile floors.[image: ] 251-471-3411; www.thepillarsmobile.com; 1757 Government St, Mobile, AL; mains $16-34;[image: ] 11am-3pm Mon-Fri & 5pm-10pm Mon-Sat

S.N.O.B.

An eclectic menu, and decor carved from a 19th-century shipping warehouse.[image: ] 843-723-3424; 192 E Bay St, Charleston, SC; mains $10-34;[image: ] 11:30am-3pm Mon-Fri, 5:30-10pm Sun-Thu, 5:30-11pm Fri & Sat



SLEEP

Kate Shepard House

This 1897 Queen Anne–style B&B isn’t antebellum, but don’t fret. The only thing more gorgeous than the home is the pecan praline French toast.[image: ] 251-479-7048; www.kateshepardhouse.com; 1552 Monterey Pl, Mobile, AL; r from $145; [image: ]

Kehoe House

An intimate, 13-room Renaissance Revival B&B on beautiful Columbia Square.[image: ] 912-232-1020; www.kehoehouse.com; 123 Habersham St, Savannah, GA; r from $229

Inn at Middleton Place

Inviting cypress paneling, warm hardwood floors and wood-burning stoves are a highlight of this romantic inn at Middleton Place. [image: ] 843-556-0500; www.theinnatmiddletonplace.com; 4290 Ashley River Rd, Charleston, SC; r $170-285

Mills House Hotel

Originally opened just before the Civil War, this hotel features an opulent marble lobby and gilded elevators.[image: ] 843-577-2400; www.millshouse.com; 115 Meeting St, Charleston, SC; r from $148

Monmouth Plantation

A night at this regal Federal-style 1818 mansion and eight outbuildings is like sleeping on history. Good restaurant, too.[image: ] 601-442-5852; www.monmouthplantation.com; 36 Melrose Ave, Natchez, MS; r from $195

Oak Alley Plantation

Slip into slumber in century-old plantation cottages on the grounds of Oak Alley Plantation (1841) and its famously photographed 28 classic columns.[image: ] 225-265-2151; www.oakalleyplantation.com; 3645 Hwy 18, Vacherie, LA; r from $130



USEFUL WEBSITES

www.charlestoncvb.com

www.visitnatchez.com
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TRIP 5    [image: ]

Driving the Natchez Trace Parkway




TIME

3 days

DISTANCE

442 miles

BEST TIME TO GO

Apr – Jun & Sep – Nov

START

Nashville, TN

END

Natchez, MS







WHY GO With emerald mounds, jade swamps, hiking trails, opulent mansions, riverside saloons, and layer upon layer of American history, the Natchez Trace Parkway is the richest drive in the South. It winds 442 gorgeously wooded miles from Nashville all the way to Natchez in southern Mississippi.





America grew from infancy to childhood then adolescence in the late 18th and 19th centuries. That’s when we explored and expanded, traded and clashed with Native Americans, and eventually confronted our own shadow during the Civil War. Evidence of this drama can be found along the Natchez Trace, but before you begin, enjoy a little night music.



You’ll begin in [image: ] Nashville, where amateur musicians descend in the hopes of becoming country music stars. There are boot-stomping honky-tonks, the country music hall of fame and a sweet historic district to explore. Don’t miss [image: ] Bluebird Cafe, tucked away in a suburban strip mall. This is a singer-songwriter haven. While you eat and sip cocktails, souls will be bared on the tiny stage. No midshow chitchat, mind, or you will get bounced.



If you’d like to enjoy a less controlled musical environment, head over to [image: ] Tootsie’s Orchid Lounge. In 1960, when Hattie “Tootsie” Bess bought the joint, she began nurturing up-and-coming country stars like Waylon Jennings and Faron Young on two stages. It remains a glorious dive smothered with old photographs and handbills from the Nashville Sound glory days, while the music (still country) has evolved with the times.



Grab dinner at [image: ] Swett’s, a family-owned, cafeteria-style Nashville institution that’s been around for 53 years. It’s all about Southern food here, covering everything from BBQ chicken and pig’s feet to turnip greens and baked apples. Snooze at the [image: ] Union Station Hotel on Broadway. If the 65ft vaulted lobby and 100-year-old timetables remind you of a train station, that’s because this was the Nashville rail depot once upon a time.


[image: ]





The next day head south, and you will traverse the Double-Arch Bridge, 155ft above the valley, before settling in for a pleasant country drive. You’ll notice dense woods encroaching and arching elegantly over the smooth highway for the next 442 miles.



Although it’s just 10 miles outside of Nashville, it’s worth stopping in the tiny historic hamlet of [image: ] Franklin. The Victorian-era downtown is charming and the nearby artsy enclave of Leiper’s Fork is fun and eclectic. But you’re in the area to check out one of the Civil War’s bloodiest battlefields. On November 30, 1864, 37,000 men (20,000 Confederates and 17,000 Union soldiers) fought over a 2-mile stretch of Franklin’s outskirts. Nashville’s sprawl has turned much of the battlefield into suburbs, but the [image: ] Carter House property is a preserved 8-acre chunk of the Battle of Franklin. The house is still riddled with 1000 bullet holes.



At mile-marker 403.7 (don’t mind the “backward” mile-markers, we think a north–south route works best), you’ll find the first of several sections of the [image: ] Old Trace. In the early 19th century, Kaintucks (boatmen from Ohio and Pennsylvania) floated coal, livestock and agricultural goods down the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers aboard flat-bottom boats. Often their boats were emptied in Natchez, where they disembarked and began the long walk home up the Old Trace to Nashville, where they could access established roads further north. This walking path intersected Choctaw and Chicasaw country. In fact, indigenous travelers were the first to beat this earth. You can walk a 2000ft section of that original trail at this turnout.



Just under 20 miles later, at mile-marker 385.9, you’ll come to the [image: ] Meriwether Lewis Site, where the famed explorer and first governor of the Louisiana territory died of mysterious gunshot wounds at nearby Grinders Inn. Lewis’ good friend, Thomas Jefferson, was convinced it was suicide, though his family begged to differ. Continue on and you will cross into Alabama at mile-marker 341.8, and Mississippi at mile-marker 310 where you’ll also find [image: ] Bear Creek Mound, an ancient indigenous ceremonial site built between 1200 and 1400.




[image: ]

If you plan on driving the entire Natchez Trace from Nashville to Natchez, you may want to detour at Tupelo along Hwy 6 to Oxford, Mississippi (about 50 miles), a town rich in culture and history. This is Faulkner country, and Oxford is a thriving university town with terrific restaurants and bars. Don’t miss the catfish dinner at Taylor Grocery, 15 minutes south of Oxford.







The highway bisects [image: ] Tishomingo State Park at mile-marker 304.5. If you’re taking it slow, you may want to camp here among the sandstone cliffs, fern gullies and waterfalls of Bear Creek canyon. Hiking trails abound and canoes are available for rent. The [image: ] Phar Mounds, a 2000-year-old, 90-acre complex of eight indigenous burial sites, are worth braking for at mile-marker 286.7, and at mile marker 269.4 you’ll contemplate the Civil War once again, this time at the [image: ] Confederate Gravesites for 13 unknown soldiers.



At mile-marker 266 you’ll roll into Tupelo and the [image: ] Natchez Trace Parkway Visitors Center. Peruse natural and American history displays, grab maps and pick the brains of local rangers behind the counter. While you’re in town consider visiting the [image: ] Elvis Presley Birthplace. The original structure has a new roof and furniture, but Elvis grew up, learned to play the guitar and dreamed big in these humble rooms.



South from Tupelo, the trace winds past [image: ] Chicasaw Village, where displays document how the Chicasaw lived, and the 2100-year-old [image: ] Bynum Mounds, before reaching [image: ] French Camp. If you plan on driving the trace in two days, you should overnight here in log cabins on the site of a former French pioneer settlement. You can tour a cute antebellum two-story home, built by Revolutionary War veteran Colonel James Drane. The table is set for dinner, aged leather journals are arranged on the desk and Drane’s original US flag is in an upstairs bedroom along with a cool antique loom.



At mile-marker 122, tour the [image: ] Cypress Swamp. The 20-minute trail snakes through an abandoned channel and continues on a boardwalk over the milky green swamp shaded by water tupelo and bald cypresses. Look for turtles on the rocks and gators in the water.



At mile-marker 10.3 is [image: ] Emerald Mound, the best of the indigenous mound sites. Using stone tools, pre-Columbian ancestors to the Natchez Indians graded this 8-acre mountain into a flat-topped pyramid. It is now the second-largest mound in America. There are shady, creekside picnic spots here too.






KAYAKING THE OLD RIVER

According to Keith Benoist, a photographer, landscaper and co-founder of the Phatwater Challenge marathon kayak race, the Mississippi has more navigable river miles than any other state in the union. Natchez-born Benoist trains for his 44-mile race by paddling 10 miles of the Old River, an abandoned section of the Mississippi fringed with cypress and teeming with gators. If you’re lucky enough to meet him at Under the Hill, he may just take you with him.





When the woods part, revealing historic antebellum mansions, you have reached [image: ] Natchez, Mississippi. In the 1840s, Natchez had more millionaires per capita than any city in the world (because the plantation owners didn’t pay their staff). Yes, old cotton money built these homes with slave labor, but they are graced all the same with an opulent, Gone With the Wind charm. “Pilgrimage season” is in the spring and fall, when the mansions open for tours, though some are open year-round. The redbrick [image: ] Auburn Mansion is famous for its freestanding spiral staircase. Built in 1812, the architecture here – a pediment roof supported by thick columns – influenced countless mansions throughout the South.



Care to taste mansion life? [image: ] Monmouth Plantation will do just fine. This 26-acre mansion property has 30 guest rooms within the mansion and in outlying buildings, done up with old Southern antiques. There are original Waterford chandeliers and luxurious canopy beds. Service and food are impeccable, as well. [image: ] The Castle, a restaurant set at Dunleith mansion (also turned B&B), is widely considered the best in town, while [image: ] Magnolia Grill is a casual spot for tasty salads and grilled fish, shrimp and steaks.



Natchez has dirt under its fingernails too. When Mark Twain came through town, he crashed in a room above the local saloon. [image: ] Under the Hill Saloon remains the best bar in town, with terrific (and free) live music on weekends. And you can still crash upstairs at [image: ] Mark Twain Guesthouse, where rooms on the riverside have a balcony overlooking the Mississippi River.

Adam Skolnick

 




TRIP INFORMATION



GETTING THERE

Catch the Natchez Trace Parkway in Nashville and follow it 442 miles until it ends in Natchez. Or vice versa.



Do

Auburn Mansion

An antebellum Natchez mansion open for year-round tours. [image: ] 800-647-6742; www.natchezpilgrimage.com; Duncan Park, Natchez, MS; [image: ] tours 11am-2:30pm Tue-Sat; [image: ]

Bear Creek Mound

One of several ceremonial mounds along the Natchez Trace Parkway. [image: ] 800-305-7417; www.nps.gov/natr; mile marker 310 Natchez Trace Parkway, MS; [image: ] [image: ]

Bluebird Cafe

Obscure talents come to this suburban strip-mall café hoping to be discovered. [image: ] 615-383-1461; www.bluebirdcafe.com; 4104 Hillsboro Pike, Nashville, TN; admission free-$20; [image: ] 5:30-11:30pm Mon-Thu, 5:30pm-midnight Fri-Sun

Bynum Mounds

Another interesting mound site with information detailing native life. [image: ] 800-305-7417; www.nps.gov/natr; mile-marker 232.4 Natchez Trace Parkway, MS; [image: ] [image: ]

Carter House

A preserved, 8-acre swath of the Franklin Battlefield. [image: ] 615-791-1861; www.carterhouse1864.com; 1140 Columbia Ave, Franklin, TN; adult/senior/child $12/10/6; [image: ] 9am-5pm Mon-Sat, 1-5pm Sun; [image: ] [image: ]

Chicasaw Village

An old indigenous village site just off the Trace. [image: ] 800-305-7417; www.nps.gov/natr; mile-marker 261.8 Natchez Trace Parkway, MS; [image: ] [image: ]

Confederate Gravesites

Thirteen unidentified Confederate soldiers were buried here just off the parkway. [image: ] 800-305-7417; www.nps.gov/natr; mile-marker 269.4 Natchez Trace Parkway, MS; [image: ] [image: ]

Cypress Swamp

This 20-minute walk around a gorgeous jade swamp is an ideal stretch break. [image: ] 800-305-7417; www.nps.gov/natr; mile-marker 122 Natchez Trace Parkway, MS; [image: ] [image: ]

Elvis Presley Birthplace

Elvis freaks descend to see where the king learned to walk then play guitar then thrust his pelvis. [image: ] 662-841-1245; www.elvispresleybirthplace.com; 306 Elvis Presley Dr, Tupelo, MS; adult/child $12/6; [image: ] 9am-5pm Mon-Sat, 1-5pm Sun; [image: ]

Emerald Mound

These two massive grassy pyramids still buzz with ancient energy. [image: ] 800-305-7417; www.nps.gov/natr; mile-marker 10.3 Natchez Trace Parkway, MS; [image: ] [image: ]

Meriwether Lewis Site

The explorer Lewis died in these woods from mysterious gunshot wounds. [image: ] 800-305-7417; www.nps.gov/natr; mile-marker 385.9 Natchez Trace Parkway, TN; [image: ] [image: ]

Natchez Trace Parkway Visitor Center

The parkway visitors center is just outside Tupelo. [image: ] 800-305-7417; www.nps.gov/natr; mile-marker 286.7 Natchez Trace Parkway, MS; [image: ] 8am-5pm, closed Christmas; [image: ] [image: ]

Old Trace

Remnants of the Old Trace walking trail are preserved at various points in the woods along the parkway. [image: ] 800-305-7417; www.nps.gov/natr; mile-marker 403.7 Natchez Trace Parkway, MS; [image: ] [image: ]

Phar Mounds

This 2000-year-old complex includes eight mound sites scattered over 90 acres. [image: ] 800-305-7417; www.nps.gov/natr; mile-marker 286.7 Natchez Trace Parkway, MS; [image: ] [image: ]

Tootsie’s Orchid Lounge

This purple glazed honky-tonk has hosted good live country music since 1960. [image: ] 615-726-0463; www.tootsies.net; 422 Broadway, Nashville, TN; admission free; [image: ] 10am-late

Under The Hill Saloon

Historic bar that was once a favorite haunt of Mark Twain. [image: ] 601-446-8023; www.underthehillsaloon.com; 25 Silver St, Natchez, MS; [image: ] 10am-late

EAT

Castle

Upscale continental cuisine served on the sensational Dunleith Plantation. [image: ] 601-446-8500; www.dunleith.com; 84 Homochitto St, Natchez, MS; mains $18-34; [image: ] 7:30-10am, 11am-2pm & 6-9pm Mon-Thu, 11am-10pm Fri, 6-10pm Sat

Magnolia Grill

Delicious, fresh, grilled fare served with fabulous Mississippi River views. [image: ] 601-446-7670; www.magnoliagrill.com; 49 Silver St, Natchez, MS; mains $9-32; [image: ] 11am-9pm, 11am-10pm Fri & Sat; [image: ]

Swett’s

Tasty traditional Southern cooking has been served up cafeteria-style at this Nashville institution since 1954. [image: ] 615-329-4418; www.swettsrestaurant.com; 2725 Clifton Ave, Nashville, TN; mains $9; [image: ] 11am-8pm; [image: ]



SLEEP

French Camp B&B

Stay the night in a log cabin built on a former French pioneer site that was further developed by a Revolutionary War hero. [image: ] 662-547-6835; www.frenchcamp.org; mile-marker 180.7 Natchez Trace Parkway, MS; cabins $75-150; [image: ]

Mark Twain Guesthouse

Riverboat captain Samuel Clemens used to drink till late at the saloon and pass out in one of three upstairs bedrooms (room 1 has the best view). Can be noisy until after 2am. [image: ] 601-446-8023; www.underthehillsaloon.com; 25 Silver St, Natchez, MS; r $65-85

Monmouth Plantation

If you’ve ever wanted to make like Scarlett O’Hara and collapse into the luxurious shade of your veranda, you can do so at this historic plantation turned boutique hotel and divine restaurant. [image: ] 800-828-4531; www.monmouthplantation.com; 36 Melrose Ave, Natchez, MS; r from $199

Tishomingo State Park

Campers can rent canoes and paddle Bear Creek. [image: ] 662-438-6914; www.mississippistateparks.reserveamerica.com; mile-marker 304.5 Natchez Trace Parkway, Tishomingo, MS; campsite $16; [image: ] [image: ]

Union Station Hotel

Once the Nashville train station and now a grand and elegant modern hotel. [image: ] 615-726-1001; www.unionstationhotelnashville.com; 1001 Broadway, Nashville, TN; r from $149; [image: ]



USEFUL WEBSITES

www.scenictrace.com
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TRIP 6    [image: ]

Historic Battles of the Civil War




TIME

5 – 7 days

DISTANCE

741 miles

BEST TIME TO GO

Apr – Jun

START

Vicksburg, MS

END

Atlanta, GA







WHY GO The Civil War shaped the South and the rest of the United States in ways unmatched by any other period in American history. Civil War expert and Zen-minded self-proclaimed “hard core” reenactor Robert Lee Hodge leads us on a visit through some of the most influential Civil War sites in the South.





“I’ve been wearing the funny clothes and shooting guns for 27 years,” says Robert Lee Hodge, about his lifelong fascination with the Civil War. “My brother named me after Robert E Lee. My favorite book growing up was The Golden Book of the Civil War. I’d say my prayers with my mom and she’d ask, ‘What battle do you want me to read from tonight?’”



For Hodge, visiting battlefields and Civil War sites is not about celebrating war but about creating a connection with the land and with the past. “For me,” says Hodge, “it’s kind of a low-key spiritual thing. It’s respectful and almost Zen-like. I go to these places now and they’re places of peace. There’s this weird juxtaposition between war and death and the brutality that people can do to each other and the land, and then you have birds chirping and quiet fields and the sun shining. People who go to battlefields can relate to this.”



Although it’s not one of Hodge’s favorite battlefields, [image: ] Vicksburg National Military Park is first on the list of anyone who studied the Civil War in eighth-grade history class. The Vicksburg campaign came in the middle of the war, and was a turning point of sorts, especially for the beleaguered Union troops. For over six months, starting in December of 1862, Grant and his army staged 11 battles with the Confederate army, many of them naval battles along the Mississippi River. After Grant’s final decisive victory on July 4, 1863, the Mississippi River was once again controlled by the Union forces, beginning a sea change in the direction of the war. Once you enter the battlefield grounds, you can drive along a 16-mile road that takes you past marked sites including trenches, a restored Union gunboat and a cemetery.


[image: ]





Stay the night at the historic [image: ] Cedar Grove Mansion Inn & Restaurant. Feel like a Southern belle when you sip wine and nibble cheese in the parlor’s afternoon reception or as you tuck yourself in under a romantic canopied bed. (Hint: history fans will want to stay in Rhett’s Penthouse Suite, where you can still see a patched-up hole from where a Union cannonball crashed through the wall during the Civil War.) The restaurant serves dinner only, but what a dinner it is. Taste 200 years of Southern culinary history with updated dishes like crab martini, pan-seared catfish on a bed of okra, and peppered risotto or quail with crawfish corn-bread dressing.



One of Hodge’s favorite spots is [image: ] Shiloh National Military Park in Hardin County, Tennessee. In one of the first of the ensuing mega-battles of the Civil War, over 109,000 Union and Confederate troops met near the Pittsburg Landing on the Tennessee River on April 6, 1862, resulting in a casualty rate of about 25%. The battlegrounds are some of the best preserved in the United States, partly because the area was designated a national landmark back in 1894. “Shiloh was one of the first preserved national military parks,” says Hodge. “It’s probably about 85% pristine. All these people of pedigree – senators, politicians – felt a strong desire to memorialize and interpret these places.” After picking up a map at the visitors center, take a tour of the cemetery (eternal home to 4000 soldiers who died at the battle), Indian Mound and the site of the Methodist church that gave the battle its name.



“If you go to Shiloh,” Hodge says, “you’ve got to go to Hagy’s. They serve old-school Dr Pepper in bottles and have these pictures on the wall of old-time farmers plowing with mules, plus they serve all-you-can-eat catfish.” Officially known as the [image: ] Catfish Hotel, the original 1825 shack on the park grounds burned down in 1975, but the third generation of the Hagy family rebuilt the institution. It is one of the oldest continually operating restaurants in the country. After eating a plate full of breaded frogs legs, fried oysters and hush puppies, or smoked baby back ribs, relax in a catfish-shaped Adirondack chair overlooking the Tennessee River.






[image: ]

“We can’t change history, nor should we be ashamed of it, but we should learn from it and not repeat its errors. My reenactor friends yearn to know American history as told by all of its participants. The African American perspective is still unique, but there are some of us in ‘the hobby,’ as reenactors call it. It’s a joy to be with like-minded people who are just as passionate about history as I am.”

Daniel J Johnson, aka Thomas Morris Chester, the only African American war correspondent hired by a major daily newspaper during the war





Take Hwy 22 north for about 40 miles until you hit I-40, which will take you toward Nashville. Detour south to [image: ] Franklin, where the Battle of Franklin was fought and where, these days, a new battle for preservation is being waged. The historic downtown has many preserved buildings, but suburban sprawl has put the site of the Battle of Franklin on the Civil War Preservation Trust’s most-endangered-sites list for several years in a row. First, head to the [image: ] Carter House, which holds the dubious record of sustaining more bullets (over 1000) than just about any other building during the Civil War. The Carter family went to sleep on November 29, 1864, only to be woken in the middle of the night by a brigadier army general, who turned the house into a Union command center for the battle that was about to occur. What was to become known as the “five bloodiest hours in the Civil War” killed or wounded over 8500 mostly Confederate soldiers on and around the Carter farm. While 23 Carter family members and neighbors hid in the basement, Union and Confederate troops clashed, sometimes hand to hand, on their front porch. One of the arriving Confederate soldiers was Tod Carter, who was thrilled to see his home for the first time in three years. However, he later died inside after being mortally wounded (some say he never left and his ghost, along with dozens of others, still lingers).



The next stop in Franklin is [image: ] Carnton Plantation. On the New York Times best-seller list for months, The Widow of the South was based on the life of Carrie McGavock, the mistress of the plantation during the Civil War. After the Battle of Franklin, the plantation – like many other large houses near battlefields – became an impromptu army hospital. McGavock cared for hundreds of wounded and dying men from both sides of the war, and in 1866, enlarged her own family’s cemetery to bury 1500 troops. Tours now showcase the family’s portraits and furnishings, much unchanged since the war. “On the floor, you can see imprints of bloody shoes from the Civil War,” says Hodge. “They had tests done to make sure it wasn’t oil from the 1950s, but no, it was blood.”




BATTLEFIELD VISTAS

According to Robert Lee Hodge, “You’ve got to hit a battlefield early in the morning. Sunrise to 8am is best. It’s beautiful with the fog in the morning, or at twilight with the fading light. I’m a filmmaker, so I’ll take my tripod and camera out and I’ll film the historic vistas I’m enamored with. That’s when the spiritual vibe gets me more.”







On the anniversary of the battle, Franklin hosts thousands of die-hard Civil War reenactors, who spend days dressed in woolen shell jackets, camping out in A-frame canvas tents and eating Civil War rations from tin mess plates. Hodge had never much thought about the environment before he began spending time in historic locations that were being swallowed up by suburban sprawl, or ignored out of budget constraints or apathy. But then he found reenacting and, “the Confederate flag made me an environmentalist,” he says. “It’s about being at Franklin, Tennessee, on November 30, and preferably on a Wednesday, because the battle was on a Wednesday. It’s about knowing that you’re stepping on the same ground at the same time where people you’ve read about stepped.” Years ago, a Pizza Hut was built over soldiers’ graves, but preservation groups have raised $2.5 million and reclaimed the area as a public green space, open to visitors.



If you’d like to bed down for the night somewhere a tad more comfortable, head into [image: ] Chattanooga and the [image: ] The Inn at Hunt Phelan, a stately 1889 home with as many modern comforts as antique touches. Set your alarm to rise before dawn to head down Hwy 1/US-27 to the expansive [image: ] Chickamauga and Chattanooga National Military Park. Chattanooga was a major railroad thoroughfare at the start of the Civil War, so whichever side claimed it would be able to boast a clear transportation advantage. The park was the first battlefield made into a national military park, back in 1890. From September 18 to 20, 1863, over 60,000 Union troops and 43,000 Confederate troops fought at Chickamauga. At the end of the battle, there were 34,000 soldiers wounded, killed or taken prisoner. The Union troops had retired to Chattanooga, where they gathered supplies. One month later, under the direction of General Ulysses S Grant, Union and Confederate forces once again fought, this time resulting in a clear Union victory, paving the way for Union General William Tecumseh Sherman to start his eastward march to the sea from Chattanooga the following spring. Be sure to stop in at [image: ] Lookout Mountain, the site of much fighting. “I haven’t been able to find it yet,” says Hodge, “but there’s an interpretative marker [somewhere on the mountain] where my ancestors fought with the Fourth Alabama Calvary.”



Head toward [image: ] Atlanta, to the [image: ] Kennesaw Mountain National Battlefield Park, located just before the city beltline. It’s surrounded by suburbs, but is easily accessible. Considered one of the events with the most needless waste of troops, the series of battles led by General Sherman saw 3000 Union and 1000 Confederate soldiers die without any ground gained. In the city, Hodge recommends the [image: ] Atlanta History Center. For him, museums are about the “stuff” that make the history books and battlefields real, and the history center is filled with enough “stuff” to bring a tangible connection to the history of the war. “There are all sorts of relics from the army – guns, uniforms, IDs from everyone who did heroic deeds to unknown soldiers. It gives you an idea of: what did the guns look like? What were the blankets like? What were their letters like?”




A WAR BY ANY OTHER NAME

In the South, one conflict comes by many names.

• The Civil War: what the federals called it, simply a term for fighting within a country.

• War Between the States: used primarily by those in Confederate states, as states broke away and began fighting for independence.

• War of Northern Aggression: the South had the right to secede and the North attacked.

• War for Southern Independence: ditto.

• The Recent Unpleasantness: first used by Charlie Weaver on Jack Paar’s Tonight Show in the 1960s, when the events of the 1800s weren’t a too distant memory.

• The War: across the South and in Charleston, everyone will know what you mean.

Jack Thomson, Civil War historian







Don’t miss sleeping in the [image: ] Village Inn B&B, one of only a handful of inns in the Southeast with a direct connection to the Civil War. It’s 15 minutes east of downtown Atlanta. The only reason it wasn’t burned down during Sherman’s march was because it served as a Confederate hospital (there are a few reputed ghosts left over from days past). The inn was built in the 1840s and is as romantic as it gets – in-room spa tubs and fireplaces, homemade cookies waiting for you each afternoon and a veranda overlooking nearby [image: ] Stone Mountain. If you enjoy the breakfast so much you want to be able to make the raspberry-stuffed French toast or flaky biscuits at home, you’re in luck; the B&B publishes its own recipe book so you can take some of the South home with you.

Alex Leviton

 




TRIP INFORMATION



Do

Atlanta History Center

See hundreds of artifacts from the Civil War, including uniforms, ID tags and letters home. [image: ] 404-814-4000; www.atlantahistorycenter.com; 130 West Paces Ferry Rd, Atlanta, GA; adult/child$15/10; [image: ] 10am-5:30pm Mon-Sat, noon-5:30pm Sun

Carnton Plantation

A mansion that became a makeshift Confederate hospital during the Battle of Franklin. [image: ] 615-794-0903; www.carnton.org; 1345 Carnton Ln, Franklin, TN; adult/child $12/5; [image: ] 9am-5pm Mon-Sat, 1-5pm Sun

Carter House

Over 1000 bullet holes riddled this mansion, next to where the Battle of Franklin raged. [image: ] 615-791-1861; www.carterhouse1864.com; 1140 Columbia Ave, Franklin, TN; adult/child $12/6; [image: ] 9am-5pm Mon-Sat, 1-5pm Sun

Chickamauga & Chattanooga National Military Park

Site of the second deadliest battle in Civil War history. [image: ] 423-752-5213; www.nps.gov/chch; 3370 S. Lafayette Rd, Fort Oglethorpe, GA; admission free; [image: ] 8:30am-6pm Apr-Sep, 8:30am-5pm Oct-Mar

Kennesaw Mountain National Battlefield Park

A full-scale battlefield with a scenic mountain and hiking trails. [image: ] 770-427-4686; www.nps.gov/kemo; 905 Kennesaw Mountain Dr, Kennesaw, GA; admission free; [image: ] 8:30am-6pm Apr-Oct, 8:30am-5pm Nov-Mar

Shiloh National Military Park

Near the Corinth Civil War Interpretive Center, with a driving tour of a historic battlefield. [image: ] 703-689-5696; www.nps.gov/shil; 1055 Pittsburg Landing Rd, Shiloh, TN; admission free; [image: ] 8am-5pm Apr-Sep, 8am-6pm Oct-Mar

Vicksburg National Military Park

A 16-mile driving tour of the USS Cairo museum, Civil War ironclad gunboat display and national cemetery. [image: ] 601-636-0583; www.nps.gov/vick; 3201 Clay St, Vicksburg, MS; vehicle $8; [image: ] 8am-5pm



EAT

Catfish Hotel

A catfish “palace” right on the Tennessee River, serving dishes and tradition for almost 200 years. [image: ] 731-689-3327; www.catfishhotel.com; 1005 Pittsburg Landing, Shiloh National Military Park, TN; mains $9-12; [image: ] 11am-9pm Tue-Thu & Sun, 11am-10pm Fri & Sat

Cedar Grove Mansion Inn & Restaurant

Decorated with furnishings brought back from an 1842 European honeymoon. The elegant mansion was once used as a Union hospital. [image: ] 601-636-1000; www.cedargroveinn.com; 2200 Oak St, Vicksburg, MS; mains $18-32, r $100-215; [image: ] 5-10pm dinner



SLEEP

The Inn at Hunt Phelan

The antebellum mansion is a registered historic landmark, as well as a gracious inn and four-star restaurant. [image: ] 901-525-8225; www.huntphelan.com; 533 Beale St, Memphis, TN; r $165-295

Village Inn B&B

It doesn’t get any more authentic than having a patched hole in your room from a Civil War cannon blast. [image: ] 770-469-3459; www.villageinnbb.com; 992 Ridge Ave, Stone Mountain, GA; r from $145



Useful Websites

www.civilwar.org

www.civilwartraveler.com
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Eclectic Americana in the Triangle




TIME

5 days

DISTANCE

128 miles

BEST TIME TO GO

Year-round

START

Raleigh, NC

END

Siler City, NC







WHY GO The Triangle – Raleigh, Durham and Chapel Hill – may be one of the most livable places in the country. The rare blend of Southern hospitality, university culture, rural charm and big-city life, however, also makes it a spectacular place to visit…if you know where to look.





Downtown [image: ] Raleigh is filled with all the usual capital city offerings – excellent museums, professional sports venues, historic homes, impressive governmental buildings and so on – but we trust our readers can find these on their own. Instead, we start our tour with a good, swift kick in the pants.

But first, spend a day absorbing culture at the [image: ] North Carolina Museum of Art. Bring your picnic blanket on summer evenings, as outdoor concerts (from jazz to world music), films and events grace every weekend from May to September. Next head west on Hwy 70 to [image: ] Angus Barn, a storied local steakhouse with several agents of death beckoning. Guns and taxidermied heads line the wall heading up to the Wild Turkey cigar lounge (cigars are for sale in the gift shop’s walk-in humidor), while butter-smooth marbled steaks adorn most diners’ plates. The legendary wine list is thicker than the Oxford American dictionary (unabridged). If you’ve ever uttered “I could just kick myself” drop by the parking lot’s 1937 kicking machine for a self-booting.



The liveliest area at night in Raleigh is [image: ] Glenwood South, a formerly gritty warehouse district turned bustling cultural mecca of restaurants, pubs, clubs, art galleries, shops, wine bars and coffeehouses where you’re encouraged to stay out past your bedtime. The neighborhood is bordered by Peace St to the north and Hillsborough St to the south, running along Glenwood Ave for half a mile of more than 100 businesses. Pull into [image: ] 518 West, an Italian restaurant housed in a former train depot, now in the heart of the fine dining scene. Venetian plaster walls and a boldly offbeat wine list bring a taste of the good life to the gentrified neighborhood. Cap off your late-night adventure with the most local of treats, the North Carolina–born and bred hot glazed doughnut from [image: ] Krispy Kreme, whose 1950s sign glows on the edge of the historic Oakwood district of jaw-dropping Victorian beauties.


[image: ]





Start your second day in [image: ] Durham, whose past is inextricably tied to the tobacco that made the Duke family one of the wealthiest in North Carolina history. Up until the 1990s, town residents say the smell of the sweet tobacco curing in downtown’s brick warehouses would fill the streets. Just after the Civil War, Washington Duke planted several acres of the local Bright Leaf tobacco on his farm north of town. Millions of lung cancer diagnoses later, the [image: ] American Tobacco Historic District is now an entertainment complex, exhibition space and outdoor concert venue with five restaurants (all, ironically, smoke-free). Next door is the most famous minor league ballpark in the country, the [image: ] Durham Bulls Athletic Park, where, in between innings, mascot Wool E Bull shoots T-shirts from his miniature race car or referees wrestling matches between fans in inflatable sumo costumes.



Today science, medicine and art have replaced tobacco and farming as Durham’s most prolific exports, and the Triangle has one of the most educated populations in the US, nowhere more apparent than in downtown Durham.

The city went through an ill-found “urban renewal” effort in the 1960s and ’70s, but preservationists (including one woman who chained herself to the about-to-be-destroyed downtown theater, ensuring its survival to this day) eventually won out. These days, the “Durham Love Yourself” movement devotees (look for the T-shirts and bumper stickers everywhere) have an almost militant love for the city’s revitalization of art galleries and restaurants. Join grad students, filmmakers and yoga teachers at the morning epicenter of the good fight, the [image: ] Guglhupf Bakery and Patisserie, a favorite for its European pastries and bread, outdoor patio, free wi-fi and inexpensive meals. If you want to go more upscale in the evening, the internationally recognized [image: ] Magnolia Grill, just north of Duke University’s student hangout zone, [image: ] Ninth Street, has been wowing critics for the past decade with its Southern take on California-style cuisine.




FARMERS MARKETS

The Triangle’s weather and agricultural roots make for spectacular farmers markets, some with traditional bluegrass or old-time entertainment, including:

• Durham: Saturday 8am to noon and Wednesday 3:30pm to 6:30pm in Central Park at 501 Foster St.

• Carrboro: Saturday 7am to noon and Wednesday 3:30pm to 6:30pm at 301 W Main St.

• Raleigh: Monday to Saturday 6am to 5pm and Sunday 8am to 6pm at 1201 Agriculture St.







From Durham, take Hwy 85 northwest to the historic town of [image: ] Hillsborough, whose heyday was around the Revolutionary War. The entire downtown is on the National Registry for Historic Places with more than 100 buildings from the 18th and 19th centuries. It’s no wonder that dozens of writers have made it their home, including novelist Lee Smith and the late Doug Marlette, creator of the “Kudzu” comic strip. If you’re here on the last Friday of the month from April to September, downtown turns into an art walk, with open studios, wine and cheese receptions and live music. If you’re looking for lodging that’s historical and charming, Hillsborough has several, including the [image: ] Webb House B&B, a 200-year-old Colonial home in downtown with claw-foot tubs, four-post beds and filling breakfasts. Start the next day at [image: ] Ayr Mount. The stately brick Federal-style home still has some of the original family furnishings from almost 200 years ago. The serene [image: ] Poet’s Walk past the woodsy Eno River really shows off the beauty of the area. The [image: ] Historic Occoneechee Speedway Trail, off exit 165 from I-85, is, surprisingly, exactly as it sounds. It’s not often you get to call a hiking trail “eclectic,” but this one leads to the Occoneechee Speedway, used in Nascar’s inaugural 1949 season. The overgrown track and surrounding area, blanketed with pines and weepy thickets, has been turned into a 44-acre nature preserve, accessible to day hikers. The original oval track dates back to the early 1900s, when it was used to train horses, and backs up against the Eno River, the unexpected final resting place of many an out-of-control stock car.

From Hillsborough, head back to the I-40 and take exit 265 for Hwy 86 to dine and drink in collegiate [image: ] Chapel Hill. The University Tour of the Triangle trip will introduce you to university life, but the noncollege crowd will appreciate one of Gourmet magazine’s top 50 restaurants in the country, [image: ] Lantern. The chef and owner heads up a local Slow Food convivium and many of her ingredients are grown within a 50-mile radius. The sake- and tea-cured salmon bento box appetizer is like an edible toy set where adults are encouraged to play with their food. Stick with child-friendly food with dessert at [image: ] Locopops, a few doors down historic Franklin St. With flavors like Nilla wafer, mojito, plum black pepper and cherry hibiscus, you’ll understand why obsessed locals are fiercely loyal to their gourmet Mexican popsicle parlor.




LIVING IN A TOBACCO WAREHOUSE

“In 2003, I bought a loft condo in the first tobacco warehouse converted after Durham’s cigarette industry died out in the 1980s. Next to the elevators, signs read: “Ironically, the hallways and common areas in this former tobacco warehouse are smoke-free.” My neighbors and I still hear stories from teary-eyed visitors about how they loved the smell of cured Bright Leaf tobacco when visiting their dads or granddads at work here in the 1940s.”

Alex Leviton, guidebook author, San Francisco, CA & Durham, NC







Sleep off dessert at [image: ] Siena Hotel, an upscale Tuscan-inspired hotel where the restaurant, [image: ] Il Palio, marries all that is holy about Italian cuisine with a few Southern touches – fried green tomatoes on mozzarella di bufala or fennel-crusted tuna with watermelon. Start the next morning fresh at [image: ] A Southern Season, a football field–sized gourmet food store that sells everything, and we mean everything, from Le Creuset cookware and imported prosciutto to artisanal North Carolina organic cheeses and 500 different types of candy bars on its “Wall of Chocolate.” Book the restaurant or legendary cooking classes in advance, and bring your credit card; the wine department is easily the top in the state.



Bordering Chapel Hill is the quirky town of [image: ] Carrboro, whose most famous resident dances to his own beat…literally. The center of town is the Triangle’s version of the village green, the lawn at [image: ] Weaver Street Market, which now has an “Open Space Policy” to make sure dancing alone (and, um, shirtless, with no music) isn’t a crime. During the day, wi-fi users and fans of the organic salad bar and hot bar congregate at picnic tables to nosh, read Umberto Eco novels or discuss the nearby biodiesel fuel pumping station. Events run throughout the week, including Sunday morning jazz concerts, Thursday evening After Hours concerts, and Friday night wine tastings. Hula-hoop clinics pick up during the summer.

For a more rocking evening at one of the South’s most venerable venues for eclectic music, check out [image: ] Cat’s Cradle. The Cradle exemplifies the Triangle’s split personality (North Cackalacky’s coolest club is currently housed in a strip mall), but indie legends Sonic Youth sang about it and bands like Superchunk and Ben Folds Five rose to fame in it. Fans are indoctrinated early; many shows are all ages.



Head west on Hwy 15/501 toward Pittsboro until a grain silo and colorful whirligigs welcome you to [image: ] Fearrington Village, home to the famed belted cows (the bovine version of the Oreo cookie). These black and white three-stripe cows, and goats, have been at this farm’s location for generations. The tiny village deserves an afternoon wander through shops that sell books, garden supplies and gifts, but the night belongs to the famed [image: ] Fearrington House Restaurant – there’s not an award it hasn’t won. With dishes like duck breast and foie gras in a cherry cinnamon sauce or pork belly and lobster with shellfish cappuccino, it’s no wonder. Get in touch with your inner Southern belle next door at [image: ] Fearrington Inn, where the exercise in sumptuous hospitality includes canopied beds, English high-tea finger sandwiches each afternoon and in-room massages. For lunch in the village, dine at the Old Granary Restaurant, where lighter fare like salad with cornmeal-fried oysters or sea scallops on cauliflower risotto have an equally gourmet feel. If you feel a sudden urge to retire here, you’re not alone; Fearrington caters to well-heeled and active older folks (the housing wing of the village advertises in the back of New Yorker magazine).




[image: ]

“I like to go where the wild things are: like Bynum, a Chatham County mill village, home of stilt-walking puppeteers (www.paperhand.org) and famous artist, Clyde Jones. Among a frenzy of new construction in the Triangle, this oasis protrudes like an extra 5lb on a supermodel. Get to the Bynum General Store music series by 6:30pm to grab a seat, and you’ll get to see the fireflies spring to life. Plus, it offers jam sessions and art shows on Saturdays.”

Molly Matlock, director, Chatham County Arts Council, Bynum, NC







If Fearrington is exquisite sophistication overlaid on farm fields, [image: ] Allen & Son Barbecue is as plain and genuine as North Carolina red clay. Here, before sunrise, owner Keith Allen loads hand-chopped hickory logs into a barbecue pit, lays out a pig and cooks his homemade sauce from scratch to maintain one of the last bastions of genuine pit cooking. Believe your waitress – who might or might not have a beehive hairdo and call you “Hon” – when she tells you to order the peanut butter pie.



Keep going down the road towards [image: ] Bynum, a tiny former mill village where intellectuals and artsy types dwell alongside longtime residents all in humble front-porch cottages. Lazed up against the Haw River, Bynum is perhaps best known for artist Clyde Jones and his colorful, chain saw–cut wooden critters. There’s no museum or store, as Jones refuses to sell his creations for money (though he’s given one away to Mikhail Baryshnikov), but it just takes a quick stroll through town to see dozens gracing front yards. On Friday nights in summer, mosey on down to the [image: ] Bynum General Store whose “Front Porch Music Series” draws an astoundingly wide variety of artists, including folk/country goddess Tift Merritt, who got her start hereabouts. The store provides the plastic chairs and hot-dog vendor, you provide the toe tappin’.




SUNDAY SUPPER

On the third Sunday of each month, the Sunday Dinner at the Celebrity Dairy kicks off at 1:30pm with an all-afternoon Slow Food feast. Local farms contribute sustainably raised meats and fresh produce to create four mouthwatering courses, shared with 35 new friends over BYO wine in between tours of the dairy facilities, lazing on the tire swing and, in February’s kidding season, cuddling baby goats in the barn.







The tour ends at the [image: ] Inn at Celebrity Dairy, the culmination of all that is good and right about the Triangle’s eclectic side. If you liked the goat cheese at Lantern, Weaver Street Market, Fearrington House Restaurant, the Carrboro farmers market or Magnolia Grill, you can thank Celebrity Dairy, a working organic goat dairy farm. Each spring and fall, the dairy welcomes all to its Open Barn weekends, a feast of goat cheese, farm lessons and baby goat cuddles. The inn’s seven rooms are antiqued but comfortable – there’s a bay window seat in the 3rd-floor attic room (shared bath), and an 1887 log cabin cottage with a private front porch. In the winter, curl up with Wordsworth in front of the fireplace; in summer, take Kerouac out to the front porch, shared with the farm kittens and chickens.

Alex Leviton

 




TRIP INFORMATION



DO

American Tobacco Historic District

Five restaurants, including sushi, pub food and pizza; Friday evening summer concerts; temporary art exhibits and history, next door to the Athletic Park. [image: ] 919-433-1566; www.americantobaccohistoricdistrict.com; 318 Blackwell St, Durham, NC; [image: ]

Ayr Mount and Poet’s Walk

A homage to Revolutionary era homes and gardens. [image: ] 919-732-6886; www.classicalamerican.org; 376 St Mary’s Rd, Hillsborough, NC; admission $10; [image: ] tours 11am Wed-Sat & 2pm Thu-Sun, closed Jan & Feb

Bynum General Store

Old-time summer front porch music series with events throughout the year. www.bynumfrontporch.org; 950 Bynum Rd, Bynum, NC; suggested donation $3-7; [image: ] 7pm Fri; [image: ]

Durham Bulls Athletic Park

In 2008, Kevin Costner returned to this iconic stadium to jam with his band. [image: ] 919-956-2855; www.durhambulls.com; 409 Blackwell St, Durham, NC; baseball tickets $6-16; [image: ]

Historic Occoneechee Speedway Trail

A historic Nascar speedway that’s now a 3-mile walking trail reclaimed by nature (and Preservation North Carolina). www.presnc.org; 320 Elizabeth Brady Rd, Hillsborough, NC; admission free; [image: ] 7am-8pm Jun & Jul, 7am-7pm Apr, May, Aug & Sep, 8am-6pm Mar & Oct, 8am-5pm Nov-Feb; [image: ]

North Carolina Museum of Art

An international art collection inside, a deluge of films, concerts and events outside. [image: ] 919-839-6262; www.ncartmuseum.org; 2110 Blue Ridge Rd, Raleigh, NC; museum free, events $3-40; [image: ] 10am-5pm Tue-Thu & Sat, 10am-9pm Fri; [image: ]

A Southern Season

Sixty thousand square feet of the world’s best culinary finds, with a popular cooking school and restaurant. [image: ] 800-253-3663; www.southernseason.com; 201 S Estes Dr, Chapel Hill, NC; [image: ] 9am-9pm Mon-Sat, 11am-6pm Sun; [image: ]

Weaver Street Market

Weaver Street is not only an expansive coop, but the “town square” of Carrboro with weekly entertainment. [image: ] 919-929-0010; www.weaverstreetmarket.com; 101 E Weaver St, Carrboro, NC; [image: ] 7:30am-9pm Mon-Fri, 8am-9pm Sat & Sun; [image: ]



EAT

518 West

Trendy Italian in the heart of Raleigh’s nightlife district. [image: ] 919-829-2518; www.518west.com; 518 W Jones St, Raleigh, NC; mains $7-18; [image: ] 11:30am-9:30pm Mon, 11:30am-10pm Tue-Thu, 11:30am-10:30pm Fri & Sat, 10:30am-2pm & 5-9pm Sun

Allen & Son Barbecue

Slow-cooked BBQ and ribs over real hickory wood with all the fixin’s. [image: ] 919-942-7576; 6203 Millhouse Rd, Chapel Hill, NC; mains $4-9; [image: ] 10am-5pm Tue & Wed, 10am-8pm Thu-Sat; [image: ]

Angus Barn

Special occasion steakhouse with a gift and cigar shop and a “Wild Turkey” lounge. [image: ] 919-781-2444; www.angusbarn.com; 9401 Glenwood Ave, Raleigh, NC; mains $19-57; [image: ] 5:30-10:30pm Mon-Fri, 5-10:30pm Sat, 5-10pm Sun; [image: ]

Fearrington House Restaurant

A reclaimed village with a romantic inn and surrounding shops and farmlands. [image: ] 919-542-2121; www.fearrington.com; 2000 Fearrington Village Rd, Pittsboro, NC; mains $18-42; [image: ] 6pm-9pm Tue-Sat, 6-8pm Sun

Guglhupf Bakery and Patisserie

A full selection of omelettes, small plates and pastries, but the bread basket is everyone’s favorite. [image: ] 919-401-2600; www.guglhupf.com; 2706 Durham-Chapel Hill Blvd, Durham, NC; mains $4-20; [image: ] 8am-9:30pm Tue-Thu, 8am-10pm Fri & Sat, 9am-5pm Sun; [image: ]

Il Palio

Upscale Italian delicacies paired with top-notch wine in an elegant setting. [image: ] 919-929-4000; www.sienahotel.com/ilpalio; 1505 E Franklin St, Chapel Hill, NC; mains $12-32; [image: ] 5:30-9pm Sun-Thu, 5:30-10pm Fri & Sat

Krispy Kreme

Have a late-night doughnut in the state that brought the world the treat. [image: ] 919-833-3682; www.krispykreme.com; 549 N Person St, Raleigh, NC; doughnut $1; [image: ] 24hr; [image: ]

Lantern

Asian-Southern fusion known for its cocktails, Slow Food–inspired menus and sophistication. [image: ] 919-969-8846; www.lanternrestaurant.com; 423 W Franklin St, Chapel Hill, NC; mains $14-26; [image: ] from 5:30pm

Locopops

Beloved gourmet Mexican popsicles; also in Raleigh, Durham and Hillsborough. [image: ] 919-286-3500; www.ilovelocopops.com; 128 E Franklin, Chapel Hill, NC; popsicle $2-3; [image: ] noon-9pm; [image: ]

Magnolia Grill

An internationally award-winning neighborhood restaurant with desserts to die for. [image: ] 919-286-3609; www.magnoliagrill.net; 1002 Ninth St, Durham, NC; mains $22-31; [image: ] from 6pm Tue-Thu, 5:30pm Fri & Sat, closing around 9:30pm or 10pm



DRINK

Cat’s Cradle

Headquarters for the indie rock and live-music scene in the Triangle, and beyond. [image: ] 919-967-5053; www.catscradle.com; 300 E Main St, Carrboro, NC; shows $10-20; [image: ] around 8pm on show nights

SLEEP

Fearrington Inn

A reclaimed village with an inn, restaurant and surrounding shops and farmlands. [image: ] 919-542-2121; www.fearrington.com; 2000 Fearrington Village Rd, Pittsboro, NC; r $275-575

Inn at Celebrity Dairy

The most peaceful spot in the Triangle, with roaming farm animals, an inviting B&B and a third Sunday of the month supper. [image: ] 919-742-5176; www.celebritydairy.com; 144 Celebrity Dairy Way, Siler City, NC; r $90-150; [image: ]

Siena Hotel

Just outside the main Franklin St strip, the Tuscan-inspired hotel has professional rooms and a bellissimo restaurant. [image: ] 919-929-4000; www.sienahotel.com; 1505 E Franklin St, Chapel Hill, NC; r $125-259; [image: ]

Webb House B&B

The centrally located bed and breakfast offers early-19th-century panache with decidedly modern amenities. [image: ] 919-732-8466; www.webbhousebb.com; 117 Queen St, Hillsborough, NC; r $95-195; [image: ]

Useful Websites

www.durham-nc.com

www.visitchapelhill.org
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TRIP 8    [image: ]

The Great Smokies




TIME

5 days

DISTANCE

180 miles

BEST TIME TO GO

Apr – Jun, Sep & Oct

START

near Bryson City, NC

END

Knoxville, TN







WHY GO The Cherokee Indians fell in love with these ancient, mist-shrouded mountains, which they named Shaconage (Place of the Blue Smoke). Lose yourself in their lush valleys and mossy, shaded trails. But lest you overdose on trees, there’s plenty of man-made fun (hello, Dollywood!) on either side of the park.



The Great Smoky Mountains, a subrange of the Appalachians, straddle the North Carolina–Tennessee border. On a map, the southwestern corner of North Carolina looks like a lump of taffy being flattened by the rollers of Tennessee and Georgia. This “tail” – geographically part of the Tennessee Valley – is crisscrossed with thundering mountain rivers, and dotted with lakes and hidden waterfalls.



The terrain, unsurprisingly, is fantastic for whitewater rafting, kayaking and tubing. The [image: ] Nantahala Outdoor Center (NOC) launches trips on the class II and III rapids of the Nantahala River from their main outpost west of Bryson City. Ride a group raft or a two-person ducky through the wide, brown river gorge, spinning through a dizzying whirlpool and splish-splashing over the Nantahala Falls. The NOC also offers whitewater trips for all ages and skill levels on a half-dozen other rivers in the Appalachians. Experienced paddlers can brave the 9-mile trip down the roiling class IV–V Cheoah, launching from nearby Robbinsville. After a long day on the river, put your sore muscles to bed at the NOC’s [image: ] Nantahala Inn, a rustic, pine-paneled motor lodge tucked into the trees.



Trips on the historic [image: ] Great Smoky Mountains Railroad depart from Bryson City and plow through the dramatic Nantahala Gorge and across the Fontana Trestle. The former Murphy Branch Line, built in the late 1800s, brought unheard of luxuries like books, factory-spun cloth and oil lamps to these mountains, making rural Appalachian life a little less tough. Themed trips on the red-and-yellow trains include a beer tasting, a Thomas the Tank Engine–themed ride for kids, and a mystery dinner theater.


[image: ]





Half an hour to the northeast is the town of [image: ] Cherokee, the major North Carolina gateway to the Great Smoky Mountains National Park. The Cherokee people have lived in this area since the last ice age, though many of them died on the Trail of Tears. The descendents of the people who escaped or returned are known as the Eastern Band of the Cherokee, about 12,000 of whom live on the Qualla Boundary reservation near town. Seeing contemporary Cherokee can feel a bit sad, with “chiefs” hawking plastic headdresses on Tsali Blvd and elderly locals playing the one-armed bandits in the dim, smoky depths of Harrah’s Cherokee Casino.



But several sights transcend the kitsch and stereotypes, and actually teach a thing or two about Cherokee culture and history. The cool, earth-colored halls of the [image: ] Museum of the Cherokee Indian have displays filled with artifacts such as pots, deerskins, woven skirts, eerie life-sized dioramas and a new animated exhibit on Cherokee myths.



In the summer, catch [image: ] Unto These Hills, an outdoor play dramatizing the Trail of Tears. Performed at the Mountainside Theater since 1950, it’s the second longest–running outdoor drama in America (the oldest is The Lost Colony, in the North Carolina coastal town of Manteo).

Pick up any last minute supplies at the mini-mart and head into the vast, cool wilderness of Great Smoky Mountains National Park. Established in 1934, the park attracts as many as 10 million travelers a year, making it the most-visited national park in America. To beat high-season crowds, merely wander off the main trails to find yourself deep in the damp, earth-scented wilderness.



Newfoundland Gap Rd/Hwy 441 is the only thoroughfare crossing the entire 521,000-acre park. And what a drive it is, traversing 33 miles of deep oak and pine forest, and wildflower meadows. Stop first at the [image: ] Oconaluftee Visitor Center, with interactive exhibits on the park’s history and ecosystems. Pick up a map and stroll the Oconaluftee River Trail, which leaves from the center and follows the river for 1.5 miles to the boundary of the Cherokee reservation. Don’t forget to pick up a free backcountry camping permit if you plan to go off-trail.




THE TRAIL OF TEARS

In the late 1830s, President Andrew Jackson ordered more than 16,000 Native Americans removed from their southeastern homelands and resettled in what’s now Oklahoma. Thousands died of disease, exposure and exhaustion on the forced march west, now known as the “Trail of Tears.” In Gatlinburg, see a monument to Tsali, the Cherokee hero who, according to legend, was executed for his part in an anti-relocation rebellion.







Also near the park entrance is the [image: ] Mountain Farm Museum and Mingus Mill. The museum, located next to the visitor center, is a 19th-century farmstead assembled from buildings from various locations around the park. The worn, wooden structures, including a barn, a blacksmith shop and a smokehouse, give you a peek into the hardscrabble existence of early Appalachian settlers. A half-mile north, the 1886 Mingus Mill still grinds corn and wheat.



Further down the road, 6643ft [image: ] Clingmans Dome is the third-highest mountain east of the Mississippi. You can drive almost all the way to the top via Clingmans Dome Rd, then walk the rest of the way to the Jetsons-like concrete observation tower. From here you can see over the spruce- and pine-covered mountaintops for miles around.



Climbing 6593ft [image: ] Mt LeConte is probably the park’s most popular challenge, sure to give some serious hamstring burn. The Alum Cave Trail, one of five routes to the peak, starts out from the Alum Cave parking area on the main road. Follow a creek, pass under a stone arch and wind your way steadily upward past thickets of rhododendron, myrtle and mountain laurel. [image: ] LeConte Lodge, a collection of rough-hewn log cabins near the summit, is the park’s only non-camping accommodation. There’s no electricity, no real showers and all the food – beef and gravy for dinner, grits and ham for breakfast – is packed in by llamas three times a week. But you’ll be amply rewarded by glowing purple sunrises from the eastern-facing cliffs at Myrtle Point.

Continuing on Newfound Gap Rd, turn left on Little River Rd, which becomes Laurel Creek Rd, running right into the 11-mile loop around [image: ] Cades Cove. This secluded (except for the glut of cars in summer) valley contains the remnants of a 19th-century settlement. Park your car to see the old churches and farmhouses up close, and to hike trails through postcard-perfect meadows filled with deer, wild turkeys and the occasional bear. Cyclists take note – cars are banned from the loop road until 10am every Wednesday and Saturday from May through September.




[image: ]

In the Pisgah National Forest, one hour southeast of Cherokee, you’ll find Sliding Rock, a 60ft-long natural waterslide. In summertime visitors wait their turn to swoosh down the slick rock face into the 7ft-deep pool below. The ride can be painful on the tailbone and the water is freezing, but you’ll line up to do it again anyway. Nearby Brevard is a cute mountain town of B&Bs and candy shops.







Doubling back to Little River Rd, you’ll find the [image: ] Elkmont Campground. The 220 wooded sites can fill up quickly in high season. Back at the juncture of Little River and Newfound Gap Rds is the [image: ] Sugarlands Visitor Center, park headquarters. There’s a bookstore, exhibits on plant and animal life, and seasonal ranger-led talks and tours.



Driving out of the park on the Tennessee side is a bit disconcerting. All at once you pop out of the tranquil green tunnel of trees and into a blinking, shrieking welter of cars, motels and minigolf courses, all blaring Christmas music and smelling of fried dough. Welcome to [image: ] Gatlinburg. It’s Heidi meets Hillbilly in this vaguely Bavarian-themed tourist wonderland, catering to Smokies visitors since the 1930s. Turn off your cynical side and let the kitsch work its magic. Most of the tourist attractions are within the compact, hilly little downtown.



Pancakes are to Gatlinburg what pizza is to New York. Though there’s a different pancake house on every corner proclaiming itself the best in town, [image: ] Pancake Pantry is the granddaddy of them all. Chow down on 24 varieties of pancake, cheese-swollen omelettes or whipped cream–smothered waffles in a building that looks like an overgrown Smurf house.



The Ripley’s franchise operates seven shock-and-awe-style attractions in town. The gargantuan [image: ] Ripley’s Aquarium of the Smokies features sea turtles, piranhas and stingrays far, far from their homes. A 340ft-long moving sidewalk shunts you through the clear tunnel on the floor of the Shark Lagoon, where you can watch long, sinister shapes glide by overhead. Though the original [image: ] Ripley’s Believe It or Not! burned down in 1992, taking with it nearly all the exhibits, the popular odditorium rose from the ashes twice as large. Join the crowds to gawk at the shrunken heads, the 6583.5ft-long gum-wrapper chain and the 1840s vampire-killing kit.

The [image: ] Gatlinburg Sky Lift, a repurposed ski-resort chair lift, whisks you high over the Smokies. You’ll fill up your camera’s entire memory card with panoramic snapshots. At night, take your pick of a plethora of Appalachian-themed motels and lodges. [image: ] Buckhorn Inn is a tasteful bed and breakfast with views of Mt LeConte, and a flagstone terrace with rocking chairs.



A few miles north of Gatlinburg is the dismal stretch of chain motels, ye olde kountry shoppes and discount cigarette warehouses known as [image: ] Pigeon Forge. This town exists for one reason only: the worship of that big-haired, big-busted angel of East Tennessee, Dolly Parton. Dolly was born in a one-room shack in the nearby hamlet of Locust Ridge, started performing on Knoxville radio at the age of 11 and moved to Nashville at 18 with all her worldly belongings in a cardboard suitcase. She’s made millions singing about her Smoky Mountain roots and continues to be a huge presence in her hometown, donating money to local causes and riding a glittery float in the annual Dolly Parade.




WATERFALLS OF THE SMOKIES

The Smokies are full of waterfalls, from icy trickles to roaring cascades. Here are a few of the best:

• Grotto Falls: you can walk behind these 25ft-high falls, off Trillium Gap Trail.

• Laurel Falls: this popular 80ft fall is located down an easy 2.6-mile paved trail.

• Mingo Falls: at 120ft, this is one of the highest waterfalls in the Appalachians.

• Rainbow Falls: on sunny days, the mist here produces a rainbow.







The [image: ] Dollywood theme park is an enormous, gushy love letter to mountain culture. Minivans full of families pour in each morning to ride the hee-haw themed thrill rides like the Mystery Mine Coaster and the Tennessee Tornado; see demonstrations of traditional Appalachian crafts such as wagon-making; and browse a plethora of shops hawking Christian-themed T-shirts and pink taffy. You can also tour the bald eagle sanctuary, attend Sunday services at the country chapel or worship at the altar of Dolly in the Chasing Rainbows life-story museum. The adjacent [image: ] Dollywood’s Splash Country takes the same themes and adds water. Ride the Mountain Scream waterslides and the “whitewater rafting adventure” of Big Bear Plunge.




[image: ]

“Any real Dolly fan must make a pilgrimage to Dollywood. But there are also several less well-known stops in the area. Many fans visit the Sevier County Courthouse in Sevierville and get their picture made at the statue of her on the courthouse lawn. In Pigeon Forge you’ll pass the Little House of Prayer, where her ‘holy roller’ Pentecostal grandfather preached, and Caton’s Chapel School, one of the schoolhouses Dolly attended as a child.”

Duane Gordon, webmaster, www.dollymania.net







Head out of town via Hwy 321. This rural highway gives you an idea of what a Tennessee road trip was like before I-40 sliced its way through the state. Watch as the tree-covered peaks of the Smokies mellow into grassy green hills dotted with farmstands and flea markets; stop for an ice-cream cone as you pass through the time-warp town of [image: ] Maryville, where it still looks like 1955.



About two hours southwest of Pigeon Forge is the town of Sweetwater, home to America’s largest underground lake. [image: ] The Lost Sea is a genuine country roadside attraction, where families and elderly couples with guidebooks queue up for hour-long tours. Before the modern tourist era, the caves were used as a dance hall, as a venue for cockfighting and as a hiding place for moonshine stills. Descend into Craighead Caverns via a long metal tunnel and ride a glass-bottom boat across the eerie greenish lake, illuminated from below by underwater lights. If you’re lucky you’ll spot a silvery cave trout gliding through the murky depths.



Double back northeast for 45 minutes to hit [image: ] Knoxville. This funky little gem of a city is one of those places where, despite the lack of specific tourist attractions, you come away feeling like you might want to live there one day. Driving in, note the giant gold orb towering over the city skyline. That’s the [image: ] Sunsphere, a relic of the 1982 World’s Fair. You can walk up to the observation deck for free. Downtown Knoxville is full of splendid 19th-century warehouses and storefronts turned lofts and boutiques. Pedestrian-only [image: ] Market Square is the center of the action, with outdoor cafés and a public green that hosts summertime concerts and plays.



Grab a table in the crowded, art-filled dining room of the [image: ] Tomato Head, where tattooed hipsters will serve you a gorgonzola and free-range chicken calzone. Right around the corner, the [image: ] Hotel St Oliver is like something out of a Tennessee Williams play. The 28 rooms have the eccentric elegance of a slightly dotty Southern belle, with Victorian wingback armchairs and thick Persian carpets. Sit for a spell in the dim downstairs library with its crumbling leather tomes and gilt-framed oil paintings. Wind down with a night of music at the impeccably restored [image: ] Bijou Theatre. Built in 1909, the Bijou has hosted luminaries of the bygone era like Dizzy Gillespie and Groucho Marx. These days, Knoxville’s old guard comes for the ballet, while the whippersnappers from the University of Tennessee bobble their heads to indie rock performers such as Bright Eyes.

Emily Matchar

 




TRIP INFORMATION



GETTING THERE

From Charlotte, NC, take I-85 South to I-26 West to I-40 W. Turn onto the Great Smoky Mountains Expressway and continue for 40 miles toward Bryson City.



DO

Bijou Theatre

Downtown Knoxville’s opulent 19th-century theater hosts big-name rock acts, ballet and theater. [image: ] 865-656-4444; www.knoxbijou.com; 803 S Gay St, Knoxville, TN; [image: ] show times vary

Dollywood

Revel in the Appalachian-themed kitsch at this family-friendly amusement park, owned by East Tennessee’s own darlin’ Dolly. [image: ] 865-428-9488; www.dollywood.com; 1198 McCarter Hollow Rd, Pigeon Forge, TN; adult/child $53/42; [image: ] hrs vary by season, closed Jan-Mar; [image: ]

Dollywood’s Splash Country

Cool off in the Mountain Waves pool at Dolly’s 25-acre water park. [image: ] 865-428-9488; www.dollywoodssplashcountry.com; 1198 McCarter Hollow Rd, Pigeon Forge, TN; adult/child $46/40; [image: ] 10am-6pm, 10am-7pm high season; [image: ]

Gatlinburg Sky Lift

Ride this chairlift high into the mountains for incomparable views. [image: ] 865-436-4307; www.gatlinburgskylift.com; 765 Parkway, Gatlinburg, TN; adult/child $12/9; [image: ] 9am-10pm, 9am-5pm winter

Great Smoky Mountains Railroad

Choose from a variety of scenic train tours, including dinner and wine trips and kid-friendly rides. [image: ] 800-872-4681; www.gsmr.com; 226 Everett St, Bryson City, NC; adult/child from $34/19; [image: ]

The Lost Sea

Descend into Craighead Caverns and sail across a 4.5-acre underground lake. [image: ] 423-337-6616; www.thelostsea.com; 140 Lost Sea Rd, Sweetwater, TN; adult/child $16/7.50; [image: ] 9am-5pm, until later spring & summer; [image: ]

Mountain Farm Museum and Mingus Mill

Be transported to the 19th century at this replica farm (next to Oconaluftee Visitor Center) and working grist mill (a half-mile up the road). [image: ] 423-436-1200; www.nps.gov/grsm; [image: ] 9am-5pm Mar-Nov

Museum of the Cherokee Indian

Artifact-filled exhibits trace the long, proud and often sad history of Native Americans in these mountains. [image: ] 828-497-3481; www.cherokeemuseum.org; 589 Tsali Blvd, Cherokee, NC; adult/child $9/6; [image: ] 9am-5pm

Nantahala Outdoor Center

This trusted river outfitter has whitewater trips for all levels, with several outposts throughout the Appalachians. [image: ] 828-488-2176; www.noc.com; 13077 Hwy 19 W, Bryson City, NC; guided rafting trips from $38; [image: ]

Oconaluftee Visitor Center

Pick up maps and camping permits at North Carolina’s gateway to the Smokies. [image: ] 423-436-1200; www.nps.gov/grsm; Hwy 441, near Cherokee, NC; [image: ] 8am-4:30pm, until later spring & summer

Ripley’s Aquarium of the Smokies

Take a walk through the shark tunnel and play with stingrays at this massive fish tank. [image: ] 865-430-8808; http://gatlinburg.ripleyaquariums.com; Parkway light 5, Gatlinburg, TN; adult/child $19/10; [image: ] 9am-9pm Sun-Thu, 9am-11pm Fri, Sat & daily in high season; [image: ]

Ripley’s Believe It or Not!

The shrunken heads are a crowd pleaser at this house of oddities. [image: ] 865-436-5096; www.ripleys.com; Parkway light 7, Gatlinburg, TN; adult/child $17/9; [image: ] 10am-11pm; [image: ]

Sugarlands Visitor Center

Tennessee’s main park entrance has a bookstore and ranger tours in summer. [image: ] 865-436-1291; www.nps.gov/grsm; Hwy 441, TN; [image: ] 8am-4:30pm, until later spring & summer

Unto These Hills

This outdoor play dramatizing Cherokee history has been performed at the Mountainside Theater since 1950. [image: ] 866-554-4557; www.cherokee-nc.com; Drama Rd, Cherokee, NC; adult/child $18/8; [image: ] 8:30pm Mon-Sat Jun-Aug

EAT

Pancake Pantry

Dig into an extra-tall stack at this beloved all-day breakfast joint. [image: ] 865-436-4724; 628 Parkway, Gatlinburg, TN; mains $4-9, [image: ] 7am-4pm, 7am-3pm Nov-Mar; [image: ]

Tomato Head

Fill your belly with pizza and tofu burritos at this quirky locals spot. [image: ] 865-637-4067; 12 Market Sq, Knoxville, TN; mains $5-9; [image: ] 11am-9:30pm Tue-Thu, 11am-3pm Mon, 11am-10:30pm Fri & Sat, 11am-9pm Sun

SLEEP

Buckhorn Inn

Curl up by the fire and gaze out at the misty mountains from the parlor of this gracious bed and breakfast. [image: ] 865-436-4668; www.buckhorninn.com; 2140 Tudor Mountain Rd, Gatlinburg, TN; r from $115

Elkmont Campground

The park’s largest campground has 220 sites on the banks of the Little River. [image: ] 865-436-1200; www.nps.gov/grsm; Little River Rd, TN; campsites from $17; [image: ] Mar-Nov; [image: ]

Hotel St Oliver

Sleep amid quirky Southern antiques in this eccentric old downtown hotel, with a grand piano in the tiny lobby. [image: ] 865-521-0050; www.hotelstolivertn.com; 407 Union Ave, Knoxville, TN; r from $100

LeConte Lodge

Hike up to these rustic cabins at the summit of Mt LeConte and enjoy a group meal and a stunning sunrise. [image: ] 865-429-5704; www.leconte-lodge.com; cabins per adult/child from $79/60, meals $37/25; [image: ] Mar-Nov

Nantahala Inn

Rafters crash at this simple wooden lodge amid the pines after a day on the river. [image: ] 828-488-2176; www.noc.com; Hwy 19, 12 miles west of Bryson City, NC; r from $59



USEFUL WEBSITES

www.gatlinburg.com

www.nps.gov/grsm
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TRIP 9    [image: ]

Kentucky Bluegrass & Horse Country




TIME

3 days

DISTANCE

140 miles

BEST TIME TO GO

Apr – Sep

START

Louisville, KY

END

Harrodsbug, KY







WHY GO A trip through the sunlight-dappled hills and meadows of Bluegrass Country is like a massage for your tired brain. Drive the scenic byways from Louisville to Lexington and beyond, stopping to tour storybook-like country estates, ride horses through the poplar forests and sip the region’s famous bourbon.





Kentucky’s Bluegrass Region encompasses the north-central part of the state, including the cities of Lexington, Frankfort and Louisville, and is home to half the state’s population. Though Lexington is the capital of Horse Country, cheerful, solid [image: ] Louisville has the racing world’s most iconic building: the white spires of [image: ] Churchill Downs. The Run for the Roses, as the Kentucky Derby is known, happens here on the first Saturday in May. Though most seats are reserved years in advance, if you’re around on Derby Day you can pay $40 to get into the Paddock area, though don’t expect to see much. But from April through November you can get ultra-cheap seats for warm-up races and simulcasts of racing events worldwide.



Wander over to the riverfront downtown, with its well-preserved 19th-century brick buildings. Have a mint julep while listening to live piano music in the [image: ] Lobby Bar of the gilded Brown Hotel, where starlets and ambassadors got up to no good during the Roaring Twenties. Clear your head with a stroll around the [image: ] Old Louisville neighborhood south of downtown, with America’s largest collection of Victorian homes.



Head out of Louisville and into the Arcadian countryside, where – sorry to disappoint – but the grass is not actually blue. Poa pratensis, or Kentucky Bluegrass, gets its name from the bluish-purple buds it sprouts in early summer which, from a distance, can give fields of the grass a slightly sapphire cast.


[image: ]



About an hour east of Louisville is Kentucky’s tiny capital, [image: ] Frankfort. This well-tended bluffside city has a gracious, all-American downtown – good for a leg-stretching stroll. A scenic overlook on Hwy 60 offers a sweeping view over the capital buildings, a popular photo op. Stay the night at the [image: ] Meeting House, a 168-year-old Federal-style mansion in the historic district. Have a tall glass of tea on the veranda and sleep in one of four bedrooms, each decorated with quirky, hand-picked antiques.



The next day, have a decadent lunch near the village of [image: ] Midway, at the [image: ] Holly Hill Inn. This winsome 1845 Greek Revival estate, nestled beneath the oaks, houses one of the best restaurants in Kentucky. The married chef-owners serve a simple but elegant multi-course feast of handmade pastas, locally raised meats and farmstead cheeses. Diminutive Midway is the state’s first railroad town and home to Kentucky’s only all-female college, Midway College.



Drive the scenic oak-lined Old Frankfort Pike into stately [image: ] Lexington, once known as the “Athens of the West” for its architecture and culture. The area surrounding Lexington, known as the Inner Bluegrass (or Horse Country), has been a center of horse breeding for three centuries. The region’s ancient limestone deposits are natural fertilizers, feeding the lush meadows that in turn nourish grazing thoroughbreds.

Outside the city is the 1200-acre [image: ] Kentucky Horse Park, an equine theme park and sports center. The park is home to about 50 different horse breeds, from the Akhal-Teke to the Welch Cob. Catch the daily Parade of Breeds or, in springtime, watch mares and new foals nuzzle in the paddock. The park’s Museum of the Horse has life-sized displays on horses through history, from the dog-sized prehistoric eohippus to modern polo ponies. Here you learn just how deep the human–horse relationship runs – Cro-Magnon man painted horses on cave walls as far back as 17,000 years ago.



To tour a working stable and training facility, visit the [image: ] ThoroughbredCenter, where visitors get to see a day in the life of Derby hopefuls, from morning workouts to cool-down currying. You’ll see exactly why blue-blooded Kentucky horses get reputations as divas. In the afternoon get even more up-close-and-personal with the horses with a guided ride at [image: ] Sunburst Horsemanship Center. This picturesque Lexington farm offers lessons for all levels, from basic safety to advanced jumping.




[image: ]

“The American Saddlebred horse was developed primarily in Kentucky and was often used to ride around the plantations. It was showy and high-stepping and pretty, and could be hitched to the wagon and go to church and show off. It was developed from a riding horse into a show horse – we have quite a strong showing contingent around here, They’re beautiful horses, with long flowing manes and tails – very aristocratic.”

Kathy Hopkins, Lexington







In the evening, put your money on an old-school harness race, where jockeys are pulled behind the horses in two-wheeled carts called sulkies, at the [image: ] Red Mile. Fans have been cheering from the grandstands at this red dirt track since 1875. Though live races are in the fall only, simulcasts are offered year-round.



For dinner, try quirky [image: ] a la Lucie in Lexington’s grand historical district. The funky bistro decor could have been scrounged from a Parisian flea market, but the menu is all over the map – lobster corn dogs, Mediterranean stuffed eggplant, bourbon pork. Spend the night in restored 19th-century style at the [image: ] Gratz Park Inn around the corner. Its leather and dark wood-paneled library makes you just itch to smoke a pipe.



If you have time in the morning, drive 30 miles through scenic pasturelands dotted with horse barns along Hwy 68 to [image: ] Shaker Village of Pleasant Hill. In the early 1800s these softly rolling hills were home to a communal society of 500 peace-loving men and women. Though the Shakers worshipped God through uninhibited ecstatic dancing, they practiced strict celibacy (probably why there aren’t any left). See their remarkable craftsmanship in dozens of restored buildings and learn about their history at the Shaker Life Exhibit.

Emily Matchar

 




TRIP INFORMATION



GETTING THERE

From Nashville, take I-65 north for 170 miles, exit at 137 for I-64, and then at 4 for Louisville.



DO

Churchill Downs

The world’s most famous horseracing track is home to the Kentucky Derby and various other races. [image: ] 502-636-4400; www.churchilldowns.com; 700 Central Ave, Louisville; admission from $10; [image: ] race times vary

Kentucky Horse Park

This horse-theme park has 50 breeds and two equine history museums. [image: ] 859-233-4303; www.kyhorsepark.com; 4089 Iron Works Parkway, Lexington; adult/child Mar-Oct $15/8, Nov-Mar $9/6; [image: ] 9am-5pm, closed Mon & Tue Nov-Mar; [image: ]

Red Mile

This 1875 track has live harness racing and simulcasts. [image: ] 859-255-0752; www.theredmile.com; 1200 Red Mile Rd, Lexington; [image: ] simulcasts afternoon & evening, live racing Aug-Oct

Shaker Village of Pleasant Hill

America’s largest restored Shaker village, outside the town of Harrodsburg, has an inn, restaurant and historical displays. [image: ] 800-734-5611; www.shakervillageky.org; 3501 Lexington Rd, Harrodsburg; tours adult/child Apr-Oct $15/5, Nov-Mar $7/3; [image: ] 10am-5pm Apr-Oct, 10am-4pm Nov-Mar

Sunburst Horsemanship Center

This school and training facility has lessons for riders of all levels. [image: ] 859-224-8480; www.sunbursthorsemanshipschool.com; 1129 Durham Lane, Lexington; intro lesson $60; [image: ]

Thoroughbred Center

Watch champion horses go through their paces at this working farm. [image: ] 859-293-1853; www.thethoroughbredcenter.com; 3380 Paris Pike, Lexington; adult/child $10/5; [image: ] tours 9am Mon-Sat, closed Sat Nov-Mar



EAT & DRINK

a la Lucie

This bohemian bistro has vintage furniture and an eclectic international menu. [image: ] 859-252-5277; www.alalucie.com; 159 N Limestone St, Lexington; mains $8-28; [image: ] 11:30am-2pm Mon-Fri & 4:30-10pm Mon-Sat

Holly Hill Inn

This stately old country manse is just the place for a special dinner. [image: ] 859-846-4732; www.hollyhillinn.com; 426 N Winter St, Midway; mains $18-30; [image: ] 5:30-10pm Wed-Sat, 11:30am-2pm Sat & Sun

Lobby Bar

Sip bourbon in the opulent, marble-floored lobby of the Brown Hotel, an Old Louisville institution. [image: ] 502-583-1234; www.brownhotel.com; 335 West Broadway, Louisville; [image: ] 4pm-2am



SLEEP

Gratz Park Inn

Draw the brocade curtains and fall asleep on a 19th-century poster bed in Lexington’s historic district. [image: ] 859-231-1777; www.gratzparkinn.com; 120 W Second St, Lexington; r from $179

Meeting House

The quirky antiques at this Federal-style bed-and-breakfast speak of the owners’ fascination with local history. [image: ] 502-226-3226; www.themeetinghousebandb.com; 519 Ann St, Frankfort; r from $115



USEFUL WEBSITES

www.bluegrasskentucky.com

www.visitlex.com
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