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Cruisin’ Branson on a sunny day
Missouri tourist mecca has become so much more than
the ‘Live Music Capital of the Universe,’ but it’s that too.
By Nicole Pensiero
For South Jersey Times

Nearly 25 years after “60
Minutes” proclaimed the
then relatively undiscovered
Branson, Mo., as the “Live
Music Capital of the Universe,” this charming, small
city in the Ozark Mountains
is more popular than ever,
drawing more than 8 million
visitors each year.
Prior to that 1991 segment,
about 4 million tourists came
to Branson annually to enjoy
shows in the 22 independent
theaters in operation. Today,
Branson has more than twice
that many showrooms, and
boasts more seats than all the
venues on Broadway
combined.
I’ll be honest, I wasn’t sure
exactly what to expect from
this Midwestern Mecca. I’d
heard that Branson could be
like stepping into the past,
with an ultra-patriotic,
mom-and-apple pie vibe. But
I’d also heard it was a bit like
Vegas, with dozens of
showrooms hosting flashy,
colorful performances.
It ends up both things are
true, but Branson is more
than the sum of its parts. A
recent four-day visit had me
hankering for a longer stay,
as this is a destination with
something for everyone: Live
theater, amusement rides,
good dining and shopping.
And the prices to catch a
show were beyond reasonable, with most evening
performances averaging less
than $35 person.
What sets Branson apart?
Simply put: Nature and neon,
doled out in equal doses. The
region’s natural beauty
becomes apparent during the
45-minute drive from the
nearest major airport
(Springfield, Mo.) through
tree-covered mountains.
But once you head into
Branson’s downtown area,
commonly referred to as
“The Strip,” it’s a different
story. There you’ll find a
plethora of theaters, shops,
and attractions, including a
Titanic Museum, a Ripley’s
Believe It or Not museum,
zip-lining, a water park, and
a Hollywood Wax Museum, to
name a few.
After checking in at our
elegant, centrally located
hotel, the Hilton Promenade
at Branson Landing (hiltonsofbranson.com), we began
our visit in earnest with a
stroll along the step-back-intime Main Street (downtownbranson.com), where we
discovered the iconic Dick’s
Old-time 5 & 10 (dicksoldtime5and10.com).
In business for more than
50 years — and open every
day from 8:30 a.m. to 9 p.m.
— this family-run business is
a huge draw for tourists, and
no wonder: Every nook and
cranny is filled with some
unique food item (candy
cigarettes, anyone?) or
household trinket.
For lunch, we checked out

Mel’s Hard Luck Diner
(melshardluckdiner.com),
another Branson institution,
known as much for its
singing wait staff (some of
whom have appeared on
“American Idol”) as for its
killer milkshakes.
Unique entertainment
From there, we spent a few
hours at the impressive
Titanic Museum (titanticattraction.com), one of two
Titanic-themed museums
owned by John Joslyn (who
headed a 1987 expedition to
the doomed liner’s final
resting place). The two-story
museum, which opened in
2006 and holds 400-plus
artifacts in 20 galleries, is
shaped like the Titanic itself,
but built half-scale to the
actual ship. A definite
must-see for any Titanic buff.
From there, it was dinner
on the Showboat Branson
Belle, an 1880s-style paddle
wheel boat/floating theater
that features a gourmet
dinner, a two-hour cruise on
Table Rock Lake and a
fast-paced variety show.
Standouts included host/
comedian/magician Christopher James (funnyhypermagic); singer Cassandre
Faimon-Haygood; a four-man
dance/clogging troupe called
Rhythm; and a terrific male
vocal group, the ShowMen.
Since our time in Branson
was tight, we decided to
check out a second show that
same night — the acclaimed
sibling act, The Haygoods.
These seven brothers and
one sister are tremendously
talented musicians, singers
and dancers. Between the
humor, high-energy choreography and the undeniable
musical talent, I quickly
understood why this family
act has been a Branson
favorite for more than a
decade (thehaygoods.com).
The night we caught their
show, talented fiddler/singer
Kayliann Lowe was filling in
for the Haygood sister; she
did such a fantastic job I’m
not sure many people in the
audience even realized she
was an understudy.
We devoted our entire
second day to the much
buzzed-about Silver Dollar
City (silverdollarcity.com),
which was named “America’s
Best Them Park” by USA
Today Travel’s10best.com.
Branson’s most visited
attraction since it opened in
1960, this one-of-a-kind
theme park (which operates
from March to late December) evokes an experience
reminiscent of the late 19th
century. Tours of historic
Marvel Cave, located within
its grounds, are also offered
through the theme park,
which has recently opened a
new area devoted to small
kids (Fireman’s Landing).
Our time at Silver Dollar
City flew by as we took part in
everything the place offers. I

A visit to Branson, Mo., is worth more than just four days. The
Titanic Museum, above, is a half-size replica of the doomed
luxury liner. Top: The Branson Belle offers dinner cruises and
shows on Table Rock Lake. (PHOTOS/COURTESY BRANSON CVB)

was surprised and impressed
with how green and lush
Silver Dollar City is, and the
quality of its food offerings
— especially the Family Feud
Succotash prepared on the
spot in a giant iron skillet at
Buckshot Annie’s.
Music makes it right
In terms of live shows in
Branson, there are so many
options, it was tough to
choose. While many of the
theaters and performances
feature elaborate stage sets
and special effects, I was
absolutely charmed by a little
show at the Branson IMAX
Theatre (bransonimax.com).
Originally produced by
Princeton’s McCarter Theatre
Company, “Smoke on the
Mountain,” a seven-person,
two-act musical comedy, is
set in 1938 North Carolina,
and follows the Sanders
Family Singers as they
perform at a Baptist church’s
Saturday Night Gospel Sing.
It features plenty of
comedic antics and more
than 30 old-time gospel tunes

(sung by a very talented, and
very funny, cast). I also
enjoyed Branson’s popular
tribute show, “Patsy Cline
Remembered,” (patsyclineremembered.com), starring
C.J. Newsom. (Note: this is
not a play about Cline’s life,
rather a straight-out musical
tribute featuring capable,
respectful singer with a
strong backing band, cleverly

called The Re-Cliners).
Amid the “down-home” feel
of Branson, we enjoyed
plenty of upscale shopping
and dining, too. The popular
Branson Landing (bransonlanding.com), a $435 million,
95 acre public/private project
spanning 1.5 miles of waterfront on Lake Taneycomo,
offers a mix of casual shops
and pricey boutiques.
It was conveniently located
next to our hotel, which has a
sister property across the
street — the Hilton Branson
Convention Center Hotel
— that houses the fabulous
Level 2 Steakhouse (hiltonsofbranson.com). The quality
of the food we enjoyed cannot
be overstated and the
atmosphere is elegant.
We also had a terrific lunch
at the nearby Keeter Center
at the College of the Ozarks
(cofo.edu). “Hard Work U,” as
the school is dubbed, is
unique in that its students do
not pay tuition to attend;
instead they work on campus
in an array of roles, including
at the popular Dobyns Dining
Room (keetercenter.edu).
There, you can enjoy lunch,
dinner (or Sunday brunch) in
a beautiful Adirondack-style

lodge that also features 15
hotel suites. Our relaxing
meal there was an experience
I’ll long remember.
In fact, my only gripe about
Branson is there’s far too
much to see to try to squeeze
it into a four-day stay. Next
time, I’ll stay a week!
For more information
about Branson, visit explorebranson.com.
Nicole Pensiero is a
freelance writer in South
Jersey.
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