
The audience is divided at Dolly Parton’s Dixie 
Stampede in Branson. In the U-shaped stands around 
the stage, the crowd is assigned to either the North 

or the South. We’re divided right down the middle like a 
Mason-Dixon Line to play out a dinner-theater competition 
to settle the rivalry between the two regions. For this one 
night, we’re pulling for the rebels, hoping to rewrite history 
and take down our Northern neighbors.

We’re seated directly at the North-South border, and a 
man two seats away from us is disappointed to find himself 
among the Yankees. He leans toward us. “I’ll trade ya seats,” 
he jokes.

Half-an-hour of rodeo theater ensues, a loose plot 
that has something to do with Western settlers, Native 
Americans and Southern belles that lays the historical 
context for the competition. During this time, a staff of 
servers dressed as soldiers continually delivers us a six-
course onslaught — a biscuit and veggie soup, corn on the 
cob, a potato, barbecue pork loin, an entire rotisserie chicken 
and an apple turnover — with no eating utensils provided.

There are 12 competitions, such as playing horseshoes 
with toilet seats, chicken chases and pig races, which often 
include members of the audience. Nine events in, it’s not 
looking good for the South. Our performers are dragging, 
and our miniature horse just got roasted in the last race.  

The North is up 6-3 when two of us are yanked from 
the crowd to compete in an event: riding two laps on a stick 
pony around a set of barrels. Despite the demeaning nature 
of publicly running around with a broomstick fashioned 

into a horse shoved between their legs, we take pride in 
dusting the North. The victory sparks a rally, and the South 
eventually wins the overall competition.

But the show isn’t over: A larger-than-life Dolly Parton 
appears on the big screen. The South might have won, she 
says, but really: “There is no North, South, East or West — 
we’re all the United States of America. We’re all winners 
because we stand for freedom and justice for everyone.” For 
the finale, she launches into a belting performance of “Color 
Me America” that might be the most patriotic thing we’ve 
ever seen. The cast re-enters the arena on horseback, decked 
out in patriotic American costumes that light up in red, 
white and blue and waving flags. The fanfare is complete 
with doves, fireworks and an IMAX-sized Dolly Parton 
singing head. A voice comes over the loudspeaker: “Ladies 
and gentlemen, are you proud to be an American?”

After seeing all that, it’s hard not to be.

* The spectacle
Branson, which is approximately 200 miles southwest 
of Columbia, is outright otherworldly: a fun but 
commercialized, family-friendly tourist trap governed 
by excess, camp and glitz. The Dixie Stampede, a faux 
plantation comical in its titanic size, is a perfect example. 
On a smaller scale, just down the street is a mountain of a 
man with a ZZ Top beard, sunglasses, a red and black cape 
and a bedazzled Viking helmet who is singing jazz standards 
outside the Great Wall Super Chinese Buffet.

Residents who grew up in the Branson area tell us the 

city used to be a lot different — think more mom-and-pop 
shops and fewer Ruby Tuesdays. Now, the new standard for 
Branson is an ebb and flow of tourists throughout the year 
who come to see Yakov Smirnoff and the Baldknobbers. 
Some residents say they love the large attractions and chains 
that have moved in through the years; others rarely visit 
them. When we ask Branson residents where to go aside 
from commercial tourist destinations, a few give us the 
name of an old bar or restaurant, but mostly they pause, 
stutter and draw a blank, or tell us to go somewhere like 
Dick Clark’s American Bandstand Grill or another place on 
Country Boulevard — commonly known as The Strip.   

The Strip is packed with everything that brings you to 
Branson: the shows and theaters, the hotels, the all-you-can-
eat buffets. But the first thing you notice is the signs. They 
come at you from every angle, seemingly blocking every 
view of what lies beyond. Visually, they’re a heart attack. 
Each one seems to shout louder than the last. A few of the 
buildings on The Strip are old and distinguished, and many 
are merely built to look that way — it becomes hard to tell 
which are which. But mostly, they have giant facades and 
jut out at awkward angles. They are yellow. Orange. Teal. 
Green. Purple. They scream: “I don’t care if you like what 
you see! But please, God! Look at me!” 

From two miles in each direction, you can see King 
Kong’s towering figure atop the Empire State Building at 
the Hollywood Entertainment Center. Next to that is a 
reimagined Mount Rushmore with the faces of John Wayne, 
Marilyn Monroe, Elvis Presley and Charlie Chaplin — 

nostalgic icons who appeal 
to people who visit Branson 
and claim that Andy 
Williams is still a thing. 
Parts of the attraction 
are entertaining — in 
one section, we wander 
through a disorienting 
maze of dimly lit, Windex-
clean mirrors to save a 
princess who has been 
trapped in a mirror by a 
witch or something like 
that. Other attractions 
are just confusing, such 
as the Castle of Chaos, 
a zombie-shooting 
adventure ride in 5-D. 
Do you know what that 
means? We don’t. The wax 
museum, an import from 
the center’s Hollywood, 
Calif., home base, has a 
Matt Damon statue that 
one of us understandably 
misidentifies as Mark 
Wahlberg. Around the 
corner from the ambiguous 
Jason Bourne is Barbara 
Eden from I Dream of 
Jeannie, whose Kobe 
Bryant-sized hands could 
easily palm a basketball. 
The museum ends with 
Johnny Depp inside a 
wedding chapel where you 
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Josh Barone explores the crowded aisles of Dick’s 5 & 10. The variety store, complete with a section of John Deere-branded items and deck lights 
shaped like Bud cans, shotgun shells and trout, will celebrate its 50th anniversary in July.


