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The Northeastern Hills


The Northeastern Hill country stretches from the edge of the Mississippi Delta to the foothills of the Appalachian Mountains. Traveling west to east, the land gradually becomes more and more hilly, more and more remote, until civilization becomes nothing more than a distant memory. Rich in history, heritage, and scenic beauty, this is the land that inspired both the complex genius of William Faulkner and the raw emotion that permeates the music of Elvis Presley.

This region includes portions of both I-55 and the Natchez Trace Parkway. Both routes take visitors on a north-to-south journey through the area, but the adventures encountered along each path couldn’t be more different. From the modern cities that line I-55 to time-capsule towns along the Tennessee and Tombigbee Rivers, the Northeastern Hills offer a new and different adventure just over the next crest.


The I-55 Corridor

The towns and cities that line I-55 share the fast-paced, modern personality of Memphis, Tennessee, just over the border and often referred to as “the largest city in north Mississippi.”








THE NORTHEASTERN HILLS
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Even the smaller cities along I-55 boast a sophistication that comes from living just barely off a very well-beaten path. Of course, whizzing past the exits at 70 miles per hour is not the best way to soak up the local ambience. Take a short detour from the impersonal asphalt, and you’ll find a wealth of unsung treasures mere minutes from the fast lane.

Begin by following I-55 South out of Memphis into DeSoto County, named for Hernando de Soto, the Spanish conquistador who became Mississippi’s first “tourist” in 1541 and discovered the mighty river for which the state is named. As you travel DeSoto County, you’ll spot frequent markers along a route dubbed the Hernando de Soto Memorial Trail. As de Soto’s exact path has long been lost to history, this scenic route is designed to showcase the area’s attractions and doesn’t attempt to follow in the famous explorer’s footsteps. Pick up the de Soto Trail just south of Memphis near the communities of Horn Lake and Walls. Most historians believe it was somewhere near the sites of these towns that Hernando de Soto first gazed upon the Mississippi River.

At 5921 Goodman Rd. West, just west of the intersection of Goodman Road and MS 301, you’ll spot Elvis and Priscilla Presley’s Honeymoon Cottage. This unassuming structure was the spot where Elvis Presley brought his young bride, Priscilla, for their 1967 honeymoon. The cottage was once a part of Elvis’s sprawling Circle G Ranch. Elvis and Priscilla went horseback riding on the property, and the King of Rock ‘n’ Roll was often spotted riding his motorcycle up and down Goodman Road. The cottage is not open for tours, so fans of the King will have to be content with a look from the road.


AUTHOR’S FAVORITES IN THE NORTHEASTERN HILLS


Antebellum home tours, Holly Springs

Brussel’s Bonsai Nursery, Olive Branch

The Grove at Ole Miss on Football

Saturdays, Oxford

The Square, Oxford

The writing on the wall at Taylor Grocery, Taylor

The University of Mississippi, Oxford



Just east of Horn Lake on MS 302, the bustling community of Olive Branch is one of the fastest-growing cities in the United States. In the 1990s there was talk of bulldozing Olive Branch’s old downtown area. Saved from demolition by visionary developer Bill Cruthirds, the old downtown was instead renovated and reopened as Olive Branch Old Towne. Today, Old Towne is a quaint area of antiques and gift shops surrounding the open-air Pigeon Roost Plaza. Visitors can easily spend an afternoon browsing among the china, furniture, clothing, home accessories, and other unique merchandise in Old Towne’s boutiques.

Gulliver would feel right at home at Brussel’s Bonsai Nursery. Brussel’s showcases the Japanese art form of bonsai, the cultivation of miniature trees. Founded by Brussel Martin in 1972, the nursery is the largest importer and grower of fine bonsai in the United States. Several members of the staff at Brussel’s have studied this ancient art form under Japanese masters and are happy to provide visitors a glimpse into the painstaking world of bonsai. The nursery offers hundreds of specimens, accessories, and tools for sale, and features elaborate display gardens filled with tiny trees decades—and sometimes more than a century—old. You’ll find Brussel’s at 8125 Center Hill Rd., just east of Olive Branch off Goodman Road (MS 302). For more information or a mail-order catalog, call (662) 895-4526 or (800) 582-2593 or visit brusselsbonsai.com.

North Mississippi is best known for Elvis Presley lore, but the area is also home to another rock ‘n’ roll legend. The Jerry Lee Lewis Ranch—sometimes referred to as “DisGraceland”—is just south of Horn Lake in Nesbit. Lewis was as famous for his multiple marriages (including a marriage to his own cousin) and tumultuous personal life as for hit songs like “Great Balls of Fire.” The ranch’s most famous features are its distinctive security gates, emblazoned with pianos and the words “The Killer,” and its piano-shaped swimming pool, complete with black and white “keys.”

The ranch is open for tours, which are limited to 15 people at a time and cost $45 per person. The Jerry Lee Lewis Ranch is located at 1595 Malone Rd. From I-55, take exit 284 (Pleasant Hill Road). Head east to Malone Road, and turn right. Three houses down on the right, the Ranch is easily recognized by its graffiti-plastered fence, which bears hundreds of messages from The Killer’s loyal fans. For more information, call (901) 488-1823.

Next, head south of Nesbit and follow the signs to downtown Hernando, where the focal point is the DeSoto County Courthouse. Inside, the story of Hernando de Soto, from his voyage to America through his death and burial in the Mississippi River, is depicted in sweeping oil murals hanging in the courthouse gallery. Painted on canvas by American muralist Newton Alonzo Wells, the murals were completed in 1902 and hung for decades in the old Gayoso Hotel in downtown Memphis. Donated to DeSoto County and installed in the courthouse in 1953, they carry an estimated value of $700,000. Visitors are invited to view the paintings Mon through Fri during normal business hours.

The courthouse was once a hot spot for “quickie” marriages, earning quaint little Hernando the nickname “Las Vegas of the Mid-South.” Marriage laws were once much more relaxed in Mississippi, and Hernando became a magnet for lovebirds from Memphis who just couldn’t stand the three-day waiting period required in Tennessee. In more recent years the courthouse served as the setting for real-life dramas for lawyer-turned-blockbuster-novelist John Grisham. Before his phenomenally successful legal thrillers allowed him to quit his day job, Grisham kept law offices in nearby Southaven and sometimes met with clients and legal associates in the marbled corridors of the courthouse.


Mississippi’s Playing Your Song

Mention Mississippi music, and most people think of the blues or Elvis Presley. But the songs don’t stop there. Whether you tune in to a country, pop, rhythm and blues, or classical station, you’re virtually guaranteed to hear a voice from Mississippi.

Mississippians who’ve made their voices heard include Steve Azar, Brandy, Jimmy Buffett, Bo Diddley, Pete Fountain, Mickey Gilley, W. C. Handy, Faith Hill, Robert Johnson, B. B. King, Elvis Presley, Leontyne Price, Charlie Pride, LeAnn Rimes, Jimmie Rodgers, Fingers Taylor, Son Thomas, Paul Thorn, Ike Turner, Conway Twitty, Muddy Waters, Tammy Wynette, and the members of the group 3 Doors Down.

Another famous Mississippian doesn’t sing himself, but came up with a groundbreaking idea that forever changed the world of music. He’s Bob Pittman, the founder of MTV.



Learn more about Grisham, Jerry Lee Lewis, Elvis, and Hernando de Soto’s ties to the area during a visit to the Historic DeSoto Museum. The museum brings the colorful histories of all of DeSoto County’s towns together in one facility. Along with exhibits on notable residents and events, the museum features an antebellum log cabin used as a field hospital during the Civil War. The Historic DeSoto Museum is located at 111 E. Commerce St. The free museum is open Tues through Sat from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. For more information call (662) 429-8852 or visit desotomuseum.org.

Continue your exploration of the past with a visit to one of DeSoto County’s many antiques shops. Shops are scattered around Southaven, Olive Branch, Nesbit, and Hernando, offering treasure hunters a wide selection of furniture, glass, collectibles, and accessories. For a complete list of antiques shops, visit desotocountytourism.com. A favorite stop for shoppers and art lovers is Joseph Eckles Stoneware (2650 Scott Rd., Hernando; 662-429-1621), where the hand-made pottery includes dinnerware, vases, bird feeders, and decorative pieces. For a sneak peek, visit josephecklesstoneware.com.

Overnight visitors to DeSoto County should plan a stay at Nesbit’s Bonne Terre Country Inn, a charming bed-and-breakfast inn situated on 120 scenic, secluded acres just twenty-five minutes from Memphis. Southern Living magazine describes Bonne Terre as, “not just a place you stay for the night…. It’s a destination, a place to go and stay and savor.” After a visit there, you’re sure to agree. Each of the fifteen rooms at Bonne Terre (French for “good earth”) features a balcony or patio overlooking the five-acre lake, swimming pool, pecan tree grove, or wildflower garden. Enchanting individual decor, French and English antiques, in-room fireplaces, whirlpool tubs, and fresh flowers contribute to each room’s welcoming ambience. Favorite pastimes at Bonne Terre include fishing in three lakes, strolling in the herb and flower gardens, picnicking in the pecan grove, or simply relaxing poolside. For room reservations and rates at the Bonne Terre Country Inn, call (662) 781-5100 or visit bonneterre inn.com.


mississippitrivia


Arkabutla native James Earl Jones is famous for his resonating voice. Ironically, Jones had a terrible stutter as a child and credits acting with helping him overcome it. Jones is best known as the voice of the dreaded Darth Vader in the Star Wars trilogy, ominously informing Luke Skywalker, “I am your father.” Jones also provided the voice for another father figure; he helped Simba find his place in the circle of life as Mufasa in Disney’s The Lion King.



For a bed-and-breakfast with a more rustic touch, visit Brigadoon Farms, a sprawling country retreat in Olive Branch. Proprietor Jeanette Martin began developing this rural refuge as a form of grief therapy following the death of her husband. Today, the Brigadoon Farms retreat and conference center encompasses tranquil nature trails, picturesque lakes ideal for fishing and pedal boating, and a relaxing hot tub and swimming pool. Accommodations are available in the farm’s Country Goose Inn, a log lodge overlooking the lake; the Honeymoon Cottage, a modern house overlooking the swimming pool; and the Bunk House, a spacious facility ideal for youth or other groups. Brigadoon Farms is located at 350 MS 305 in Olive Branch. For rates or reservations call (662) 895-3098 or visit brigadoonfarms.com.

Continue south on I-55 to the DeSoto/Tate County border, where signs point the way to Arkabutla Lake. Some two million outdoor enthusiasts visit Arkabutla each year, drawn to the lake for fishing, swimming, and water-skiing, and to its wooded shores for camping, hiking, and hunting. The 12,700-acre lake is the windiest lake south of Chicago, making Arkabutla a favorite for sailing and windsurfing. A strong wildlife management program has also made Arkabutla a popular area for wildlife watching. Pack your binoculars and keep an eye out for wood ducks, turkeys, quail, rabbits, and white-tailed deer.

Continue down I-55 South to tiny Como, population less than 1,300. Como is famous in musical circles as the longtime home of the late “Mississippi” Fred McDowell, the father of the Hill Country Blues; and of the late Otha Turner, a noted performer of African-rooted fife-and-drum music. McDowell is buried in a nearby cemetery in a silver lamé suit given to him by the Rolling Stones; he rests beneath a marker purchased by longtime friend and protégé Bonnie Raitt.


TOP ANNUAL EVENTS IN THE NORTHEASTERN HILLS


APRIL

Double Decker Arts Festival

Oxford

(662) 232-2477 or

(800) 758-9177

doubledeckerfestival.com

Southern Heritage Spring Pilgrimage

Aberdeen

(662) 369-9440

aberdeenms.org

Spring Pilgrimage

Holly Springs

(662) 252-2515 or

(888) 687-4765

visithollysprings.com

MAY

Blue Suede Cruise

Tupelo

(662) 213-8873

bluesc.com

JUNE

Tupelo Elvis Presley Festival

Tupelo

(662) 841-6598

tupeloelvisfestival.com

JULY

Slugburger Festival

Corinth

(662) 287-8300

corinth.net

AUGUST

Watermelon Carnival

Water Valley

(662) 473-1122

SEPTEMBER-NOVEMBER

Football Season at Ole Miss

(662) 915-7167 or

(888) 732-8587

Olemisssports.com




Success Can’t Spoil a Bluesman

Even after his international success as a blues musician and recording star, “Mississippi” Fred McDowell continued to work pumping gas at a Como, Mississippi, Stuckey’s store. When his agent asked him why, McDowell replied, “All my friends are here, so you know I’m going to be here.”

Because he never got around to installing a telephone in his home, McDowell also used the Stuckey’s as a makeshift office. Other employees could be heard calling out to the pumps, “Hey, Fred! We got Paris, France, on the phone for you!”



Make sure your arrival in Como coincides with dinnertime. Next to its musical heritage, the town’s biggest claim to fame is the Como Steakhouse, a beef-lover’s delight housed in the old town post office at 203 S. Main St. You can watch as the cook prepares your juicy steak over an open charcoal pit in the dining room, or cook your own and take $1 off the tab. Enjoy a predinner drink and appetizers upstairs at Oyster Bar, a cozy bar offering seasonal crawfish and oysters on the half shell, as well as a balcony overlooking Main Street. For more information call (662) 526-9529 for the Como Steakhouse or (662) 526-0474 for the Oyster Bar.

After dinner, take a short stroll down Main Street to The Como Courtyard (235 Main St.), a New Orleans–style bed-and-breakfast retreat. Housed in a restored 125-year-old mercantile building, The Como Courtyard features tin ceilings, exposed brick walls, and antique furnishings, but the B&B’s most memorable feature is its lushly landscaped interior courtyard, complete with fountain and hot tub. Rooms are available in the main townhouse and in a guest cottage; rates begin at $125. For information or reservations call (662) 526-5494 or visit comocourtyard.com.


’Til Death Do Us Part

The city now known as Grenada was established in 1836 by the union of the towns of Pittsburgh and Tullahoma. While the two communities were actually joined in a marriage ceremony—complete with an officiating minister—it was not a case of love at first sight.

Originally settled in the early 1830s, the towns were separated only by a surveyor’s line, known today as Line Street. Neither town would concede one inch to the other. Each operated its own ferry across the Yalobusha River, a mere mile apart. When Pittsburgh established the area’s first newspaper, Tullahoma enticed the cash-strapped editor to move it to their city by paying off his mortgage. Pittsburgh, however, still claimed the area’s only post office—until, that is, the residents of Tullahoma stole it, actually moving the building and its contents across the city line in the dark of night.

Eventually both sides wearied of the rivalry, and in 1836, agreed to consolidate. The union would take the form of a wedding ceremony, followed by a community barbecue.

The ceremony was performed on July 4, 1836, but before the barbecue got cold, arguments broke out over which name the new town would be known by. A wise wedding guest suggested starting over with a new name. Grenada was chosen in honor of Granada, Spain, the citizens shared a reconciliatory toast, and the town has enjoyed an atmosphere of matrimonial bliss ever since.



From Como it’s just 5 miles south to Sardis, another quiet little town where “action” is for the most part limited to water-skiing and swimming at Sardis Lake. There is the Heflin House Museum (304 S. Main St.), constructed in 1858 and now operated as a historical museum by the Heflin House Heritage Association. The house is open for tours the third Sun of every month from 1 to 4 p.m., and hosts an annual Christmas open house the first Sun of Dec. Rental cabins and camping are available at John W. Kyle State Park overlooking Sardis Lake. Call (662) 487-1345 or visit mdwfp.com.

Continue along I-55 South to Grenada, where a brochure for a historic Grenada walking and driving tour is available from the Grenada Tourism Commission (662-226-2060). Highlights include the Confederate Cemetery, where 180 unknown Civil War soldiers are buried; the Yellow Fever Cemetery, created by a dreadful 1878 epidemic that claimed 80 percent of the city’s population; and Golliday House, an antebellum home that briefly served as headquarters for Confederate president Jefferson Davis during the Civil War and was the scene of a still-unsolved murder in the 1930s.

No trip to Grenada is complete without a stop at the Grenada Lake Visitor Center (2151 Scenic Loop 333), which features a large observation deck overlooking the 36,000-acre reservoir, the largest lake in Mississippi. For more information, call (662) 226-1679 or visit visitgrenadams.com.

From Grenada, head back north on I-55 a short distance until you reach MS 7, then travel northeast toward the Central Crests.


The Central Crests

The gently rolling hills to the east of the interstate seem far removed from the hustle and bustle of urban life. This is Faulkner country, a timeless realm of Civil War battlefields, well-tended historic homes, and picturesque town squares. Most of the more than 500 Civil War battles waged on Mississippi soil were fought in this area, making the few antebellum towns that survived the Union torch all the more impressive. With a rich legacy of history, heritage, and literature, this peaceful area of gently rolling hills is widely regarded as a center for American southern culture.


Mississippi Writers

Mississippians are fond of saying, “We may not be able to read, but we sure can write.” Works by Mississippians Margaret Walker Alexander, Nevada Barr, Larry Brown, Ellen Douglas, William Faulkner, Shelby Foote, John Grisham, Carolyn Haines, Thomas Harris, Beth Henley, Greg Iles, Kathryn Stockett, Willie Morris, Angie Thomas, Eudora Welty, and Tennessee Williams would certainly seem to justify that claim.




Railroad buffs and hobos at heart can pay tribute to one of the South’s cultural icons in Water Valley. Located on MS 7, the town is home to the Water Valley Casey Jones Railroad Museum, a heartfelt tribute to the legendary engineer and folk hero killed in the crash of engine No. 382. Housed in the restored Water Valley Depot, the museum showcases the extensive railroad memorabilia and photography collection of the late Bruce Gurner of Water Valley, a retired railroader and schoolteacher who spent almost fifty years researching the legend of Casey Jones and the history of the Mississippi Division of the Illinois Central Railroad. Gurner began collecting Casey Jones memorabilia in 1955 and continued until his death in 2002. In his later years Gurner spoke of the day when he could “ask Casey in person why he didn’t jump.” The Water Valley Casey Jones Railroad Museum is open Thurs, Fri, and Sat from 2 to 4 p.m. and by appointment. Climb aboard at 105 Railroad Ave. Call (662) 473-3828 or visit caseyjonesmuseum.weebly.com.

The dog days of August may not seem like the best time to visit Mississippi—unless you happen to be visiting Water Valley during the annual Watermelon Carnival. The juicy festivities here date back to the early 1930s. When the town’s economy suffered from a dramatic drop in cotton prices, local farmers chose watermelons as their new cash crop. The chamber of commerce organized a carnival to introduce the world to Water Valley watermelons, and a tradition was born. Today the three-day “melonbration” includes a music festival, motorcycle parade, arts and crafts show, the crowning of the Watermelon Queen, and, of course, all the chilled, juicy watermelon you can slurp up. For this year’s dates, call (662) 473-1122.

Continue on MS 7 North from Water Valley into Oxford, a postcard-pretty college town and literary center listed in the books The 100 Best Small Towns in America and The 100 Best Small Art Towns in America and called a “thriving New South arts mecca” by USA Today and “the best place in the South to retire” by Money magazine. Oxford’s folksy town square, graceful antebellum homes, tree-shaded boulevards, and quintessential southern college campus have been immortalized in more pages than the city has residents.

Begin a literary tour of Oxford with a trip down MS 6 West and a look at the big yellow Victorian on the left. It’s the part-time home of John Grisham, former Mississippi state legislator and best-selling author of The Firm, The Client, A Time to Kill, The Chamber, The Testament, The Brethren, The Summons, The King of Torts, The Associate, and other legal thrillers. The estate includes a full-size baseball diamond where Grisham once coached a local Little League team.

Of course, Oxford’s dust jackets don’t stop with Grisham. Willie Morris, Barry Hannah, and Larry Brown all felt their genius stirred by Oxford’s landmarks and landscapes, but it was Nobel Prize–winner William Faulkner who first put Oxford on the literary map.

Even if you haven’t thought of Faulkner since high school English class, a trip to Oxford will have you searching for your old paperbacks. Faulkner modeled the mythical Yoknapatawpha County, the setting for his tales of glory and decadence in the South, after Oxford and Lafayette County. As a child, Faulkner lived in a small cottage at the corner of South Eleventh and Buchanan Streets, but Rowan Oak, Faulkner’s antebellum home at the bend of Old Taylor Road, is the place where his genius came to life. The house remains much as Faulkner left it, with his black manual typewriter on display in the study and the outline of his Pulitzer Prize–winning novel, A Fable, scrawled on the wall.

Rowan Oak is open for tours. Non-summer hours: 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. Tues through Sat, and 1 to 4 p.m. on Sun. Closed every Mon. Summer hours: June 1 through Aug 1, Mon through Sat, 10 a.m. to 6 p.m., and Sun 1 to 6 p.m. Holiday schedules are as follows: Closed on July 4, Thanksgiving, December 24, 25, 31, and January 1.

Guided tours are available by appointment; call (662) 234-3284 for more information. Even when the house isn’t open, the tree-shaded grounds and adjacent Bailey’s Woods are the perfect place to enjoy a quiet afternoon stroll.


The Blind Side

The blockbuster film The Blind Side recounts the inspirational story of Michael Oher, former NFL star offensive tackle. The Blind Side tells the story of Oher’s difficult childhood on the mean streets of Memphis, his life with adoptive parents Sean and Leigh Anne Tuohy, and the incredible athletic talent that won Oher a football scholarship

to the University of Mississippi and his career as an NFL pro. The film stars Sandra Bullock as Leigh Anne Tuohy, Tim McGraw as Sean Tuohy, and Quinton Aaron as Michael Oher.



During his lifetime, Faulkner was regarded as a bit of a character around town. He served briefly as the University of Mississippi’s postmaster and was reportedly the worst postmaster in the school’s history. Faulkner himself generally agreed with this assessment, explaining that he “didn’t care to be at the beck and call of any fool who could afford a postage stamp.” Rowan Oak is owned by the University of Mississippi, where Faulkner was briefly enrolled as a lackluster student. The university’s J. D. Williams Library displays Faulkner’s 1949 Nobel Prize, first-edition prints of his books, and early handwritten manuscripts. The inscription on the library’s wall, “I decline to accept the end of man. I believe that man will not merely endure, he will prevail,” was pulled from Faulkner’s Nobel Prize acceptance speech. Faulkner is buried in nearby St. Peter’s Cemetery at the corner of Jefferson Avenue and North Sixteenth Street. Faithful readers and aspiring writers leave dog-eared paperbacks—and the occasional bottle of bourbon—on the author’s grave.

Oxford’s rich literary heritage is showcased in the annual Oxford Conference for the Book, which attracts aspiring writers and renowned authors from around the world; past speakers have included John Grisham and Stephen King. For a list of conference speakers and dates, visit oxfordconferenceforthe book.com.

Much of the activity in Oxford is focused on the town square (known simply as “The Square”), where the focal point is the imposing Lafayette County Courthouse, which played a starring role in Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury. Faulkner fans will also want to visit City Hall, where a bronze statue of the literary genius gazes out over the courtyard.


A (Religious) Conversion on the 10-Yard Line

It’s been said that in the South, college football is a religion, and Saturday is the day of worship.

Of course, casual spectators may question whether heaven really cares about the outcome of a football game. For these naysayers, devout Mississippians have but one reply—November 19, 1983.

On that fateful day, the University of Mississippi Rebels and the Mississippi State University Bulldogs met for the annual intrastate bloodletting known as the Egg Bowl. State dominated the first half, but Ole Miss rallied in the second, battling to a precarious 24 to 23 lead in the fourth quarter. Not to be denied, the Bulldogs drove to the Rebel 10-yard line, and with seconds remaining, lined up to kick the game-winning field goal.

The kick was up, it had the distance, it split the uprights … and then, miraculously, a strong gust of wind blew the winning kick back outside the goal posts.

The ball fell harmlessly back to earth. MSU kicker Artie Cosby stared in disbelief. The Ole Miss team began a wild celebration that lasted into the night. Fans on both sides fell to their knees.

Headlines the next day screamed “The Immaculate Deflection!” and the 1983 Egg Bowl—and its supernaturally influenced kick—made history and highlight reels for years to come.



The Square is also home to a number of restaurants and specialty and antiques shops. Excellent dining choices located on or near The Square include City Grocery (152 Courthouse Sq.), Saint Leo (1101 Jackson Ave.), and the Ajax Diner (118 Courthouse Sq.).

A stroll around The Square isn’t complete without a visit to Square Books (160 Courthouse Sq.), a favorite hangout of Oxford’s many famous and aspiring writers and widely regarded as one of the South’s premier bookstores. Square Books packs the calendar with signings and readings from best-selling and soon-to-be-best-selling authors year-round. Located five doors down from the main store, Off Square Books is a sister store featuring thousands of reduced-price and remaindered titles, as well as rare, out-of-print, and collectible books. Fall and spring Thursday evenings 5:30 to 6:30 p.m., Off Square Books hosts a standing-room-only crowd for the live broadcast of Thacker Mountain Radio (thackermountain.com), a quirky program that showcases two of Oxford’s greatest treasures: literature and music. Described as Prairie Home Companion meets the South, Thacker Mountain Radio features authors reading from their latest works and live music performed by local and national talent. Tickets aren’t required; you’re welcome to walk in and choose a folding chair. If you can’t stop by for the show, tune in locally to Rebel Radio 92.1 FM or Mississippi Public Radio for a distinctive radio program like no other in the country. For reading recommendations and a calendar of events at Square Books, Off Square Books, and Thacker Mountain Radio, visit squarebooks.com.

Even for non-bibliophiles, shopping opportunities abound on The Square. The Southside Gallery (150 Courthouse Sq.) brings the international art scene to Oxford with exhibits by noted painters, photographers, and folk artists. Mississippi Madness on the Square (141 Courthouse Sq.) offers gourmet foods and handmade Mississippi pottery, and University Sporting Goods Company (105 Courthouse Sq.) is the place to shop for Ole Miss apparel. You’ll also want to browse in the J. E. Neilson Company Department Store (119 Courthouse Sq.), the oldest continuously operating department store in the South.

Anywhere you go in Oxford, you’re bound to run into a student or two. The city fathers chose the name “Oxford” in 1837 in hopes of improving their chances of landing Mississippi’s first public university. Their efforts were successful; the University of Mississippi, known affectionately as “Ole Miss,” was founded in Oxford in 1848.

Perhaps the University’s most famous feature is the ten-acre, parklike retreat known simply as The Grove. Normally a peaceful spot for strolling, counting tulips, or relaxing in the shade, The Grove is packed with enthusiastic tailgaters on Southeastern Conference football weekends when many put out their best silver and finest table linens—along with a brass candelabra or two—in honor of the pregame festivities. For really big games and homecoming, waiters, bartenders, and big-screen TVs are the norm. If you attend a football game at Ole Miss, don’t come in blue jeans. Football is serious business in Oxford, with an unwritten student dress code that demands blue blazers and ties for gentlemen and skirts and high heels for ladies. Attire has relaxed a little since the 1950s and 1960s, when women often sported full-length furs for ninety-degree September kickoffs.

The university has closed its doors only once—when the entire male faculty and student body marched away to fight in the Civil War. The wounded from the fierce battles of Corinth and Shiloh were treated in the university’s buildings, and legend has it that spiteful Union troops rode their horses through the university’s most hallowed halls. A handful of the university’s original buildings survived the 1864 torching of Oxford, including the Lyceum, a white-columned Greek Revival structure that houses the administrative offices and serves as the campus focal point and university logo. Also of interest is 1889 Ventress Hall, where stained-glass windows honor the University Greys, a company of faculty and students who were wiped out in the Battle of Gettysburg.

The Barnard Observatory was built to house a magnificent telescope ordered with great excitement by the university science department but never delivered due to the outbreak of the war. Today, the observatory houses the Center for the Study of Southern Culture, a teaching and research center dedicated to the study of the South. Researchers at the center produced the highly acclaimed Encyclopedia of Southern Culture, an eight-and-a-half-pound tribute to everything southern. Bone up on your southern culture with a visit to the center’s website at southernstudies.olemiss.edu.

The University of Mississippi Blues Archive is the only research facility in the country dedicated to the study of the blues. The archive includes the personal collection of blues legend and Mississippi native B. B. King. View the artifacts and photographs or listen to any of the more than 60,000 soulful recordings Mon through Fri from 8 a.m. until 5 p.m. Call (662) 915-7753 for more information.

University Museums usually promotes its Greek and Roman antiquities, but the average person would probably tell you the real attraction there is the Amazing, Ingenious, and Grotesque Display. Housed in its own “cabinet of curiosity,” this Ripleyesque collection includes a wreath made entirely of human hair, an unidentified “critter” fashioned into a purse, and a pair of fleas dressed as a bride and groom posing for wedding photos under a magnifying glass.

University Museums also houses an extensive collection of paintings by former Oxford resident Theora Hamblett. Hamblett launched her artistic career at the age of fifty-five, painting scenes from her childhood, dreams, and religious visions. A growing collection of southern folk art includes works in textiles, wood, clay, paint, and natural materials, and the museums’ collection of World War I posters is one of the most complete in existence. You’ll find University Museums on the edge of campus at the corner of Fifth Street and University Avenue. Hours are 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. Tues through Sat. Admission is free. Call (662) 915-7073.

If you stay overnight in Oxford, you’ll also find comfortable accommodatations on The Square at The Chancellor’s House hotel (662-371-1400; chancellorshouse.com) or The Graduate hotel (662-234-3031; graduatehotels.com). You can also stay with the locals at one of the town’s bed-and-breakfast inns. Delightful, moderately priced accommodations are available at The Z Bed and Breakfast (281-804-8022; thez-oxford.com), conveniently located near the university and the town square. If you’re seeking a little peace and quiet after the hustle and bustle of the Square and the campus, take a short drive into the country and stay the night at The Nests at Holly Grove Farm. You’ll enjoy private accommodations in cottages just steps away from the home of your congenial and knowledgeable hosts, Holly and Linda Raney. Call (662) 801-9369 or visit thenestsoxford.com.

Seven miles southwest of Oxford, tiny Taylor has carved out quite a reputation as an artists’ colony. The community is home to writers, sculptors, photographers, and painters, most of whom live and work within walking distance of one another.


Monument to the Movement

When James Meredith became the first African American to enroll at the University of Mississippi in 1962, his arrival on campus was signaled by rioting, tear gas, and the deployment of the National Guard. Forty years later, the university launched a fund-raising campaign to erect a permanent memorial on campus honoring Meredith and other heroes of the civil rights movement in Mississippi.

The $150,000 project was funded through donations from students, businesses, and private citizens, and through state and federal arts grants. The completed memorial stands between the historic Lyceum and the John D. Williams Library at the heart of the Oxford campus—the same spot where James Meredith fought to make history in 1962.



“Downtown” Taylor is anchored by a wonderful combination of cholesterol and artwork known as the Taylor Grocery. Once a country grocery store that served catfish in the back, Taylor Grocery has removed the old shelves and merchandise and devoted the entire ramshackle building to the art of preparing and serving fried catfish and perfectly grilled steaks, operating under the motto “Eat or we both starve.” While the steaks are delicious, traditionalists prefer to stick with the catfish that made the place famous—a deep-fried indulgence that actually does your heart good every once in a while.

Both the catfish and the steaks come with a side order of Magic Markers and an invitation to add your own clever maxims to Taylor Grocery’s graffiti-plastered walls, floors, furniture, and ceiling. If you’re lucky enough to visit this mecca for fish-lovers and aspiring poets, be sure to scribble a witty message for those who come after you. And don’t forget to check the walls for words of wisdom from US senator Thad Cochran, actress Lauren Hutton, singer Jimmy Buffett, and aspiring writer Marlo Carter. Call (662) 236-1716 or visit taylorgro cery.com for more information.

From Taylor, take MS 7 North from Oxford to Holly Springs. This pretty little town is home to some sixty antebellum homes and churches, spared destruction because the ladies of Holly Springs devoted themselves to distracting the Union soldiers sent to torch the town. In this charming setting of white-columned homes and colorful gardens, hoopskirts seem almost mandatory, but the only time they’re considered appropriate street attire is during the annual Spring Pilgrimage.


mississippi footballgreats


Football greats Brett Favre, Archie Manning, Deuce McAllister, Steve “Air” McNair, Walter Payton, and Jerry Rice all hail from Mississippi. Former New York Giants quarterback Eli Manning hails from New Orleans but played quarterback for the University of Mississippi.



The original Holly Springs Pilgrimage allowed visitors to tour twenty-three homes for a quarter. Today, the pilgrimage offers tours of seven homes with two open each year on a rotating basis, guaranteeing repeat visitors new tours each spring. Approximately 5,000 pilgrims visit Holly Springs during the three-day event, usually held the second weekend in Apr. For next spring’s dates and ticket prices, call the Holly Springs Tourism Bureau at (662) 252-2515 or (888) 687-4765 or visit visithollysprings.com.

Located at 148 East College Ave., the Tourism Bureau offers self-guided walking and driving tour maps, and brochures featuring historic homes, churches, and landmarks. One of the homes is Hamilton Place, where the mistress of the house hosted parties, teas, and concerts for the Union troops, hoping to take their minds off their torches. One Union general particularly enthralled with her musical gifts told her, “You and your piano can take credit for saving Holly Springs.” You’ll also want to drive by Airliewood, where General Grant established headquarters and his restless troops shot every picket off the iron fence. Montrose, the lushly landscaped home of the Holly Springs Garden Club, is open for tours during limited hours and by appointment. The Montrose Arboretum on the grounds showcases native trees labeled with common and botanical names. For tour hours or to arrange an appointment, call (662) 252-2515.

History buffs will also want to stop by the Marshall County Historical Museum, three floors and 22 viewing rooms filled to the rafters with artifacts and displays. The building itself was constructed in 1903 as a dormitory for the old Mississippi Synodical College, the first junior college for women in the state. A $5 admission fee for adults, $3 for children buys a look at Chickasaw Indian artifacts, vintage clothing, Civil War relics, antique toys, and a display detailing events from the 1878 yellow fever epidemic, which claimed more lives in Holly Springs than the Civil War. Notable artifacts include a condolence card from Mrs. Jefferson Davis to a Mississippi war widow, and an 1869 income tax return listing a total tax liability of $27.95. The museum is located at 220 E. College Ave., and is open all year except Christmas, New Year’s Day, and Thanksgiving. Normal operating hours are from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. Tues through Fri, and 10 a.m. to 2 p.m. on Sat. Admission is $5 for adults and $3 for children. For more information or to arrange for a group tour, call (662) 252-3669.

Nearby Hillcrest Cemetery (Elder St. and S. Market St.) is the final resting place of hundreds of yellow fever victims and of Hiram Revels, the country’s first black United States senator. Five Confederate generals and a number of Civil War soldiers are also buried at Hillcrest.

A Holly Springs attraction of a different sort is the Kate Freeman Clark Art Gallery (300 E. College Ave.), a collection of more than 1,200 paintings by a single Holly Springs native. The collection is believed to be one of the world’s largest single collections of paintings by a single artist. Clark’s paintings were shown in Chicago, Boston, Philadelphia, and New York, but she refused to sell even one, perhaps because her mother told her it would be “like selling a child.” Instead, Clark willed the entire collection to the town of Holly Springs, including sketches, still lifes, landscapes, even a colorful bird painted on a real leaf. Clark is buried in Hillcrest Cemetery. Hours are 10 a.m. to 3 p.m. Tues through Fri. Tours are arranged by appointment by calling (662) 252-5300 or (662) 252-9745 after hours. Visit 










































The Appalachian Foothills


























Rivers and Rails






































































The Natchez Trace Parkway





































[image: chpt_fig_002.jpg]


Places to Stay in the Northeastern Hills
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Places to Eat in the Northeastern Hills
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