
Clara Isaacs (right) shares a laugh with a fellow employee during a slow lunch hour at the Branson Cafe, which celebrated its 100th anniversary in October. The cafe serves 
breakfast, sandwiches and home-style dinners, as well as plate-sized cinnamon rolls and other baked goods.
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can dress in a backless yellowed wedding gown and 
pose with him as “Here Comes the Bride” plays in the 
background.

The city’s other commercial center, Branson Landing, 
is across the town, on the bank of Lake Taneycomo. Lined 
with chain stores, it could just as easily be a shopping center 
in any other town. But some stores hold true to the city’s 
spirit. The Bass Pro Shops and accompanying floating 
restaurant are, as always, complete with an excess of supplies 
for any outdoor activity imaginable. The decorations 
and accessories, including fish-pun welcome mats, stuffed 
badgers eating popcorn and DVDs titled The Verminators 
II: Predator or Prey, are at home in Branson but seem oddly 
out of place at a strip mall with a Victoria’s Secret and a 
Hollister Co.

Twice daily, at noon and 9 p.m. on weekends and noon 
and 8 p.m. on weekdays, a spectacular event takes place at 
the Landing. In an open square at its center, people gather in 
front of a large fountain, a series of tall black columns and, 
above it all, an American flag. The lake serves as a backdrop. 
On this day, a three-story tour yacht slows to a halt. A voice 
jumps out of the square’s speakers: “Ladies and gentlemen, 
please rise for your national anthem.”

A recording of a woman’s voice plays: “O, say can you 
see.” Only a few men remove their caps, but just about 
everyone stops to watch. The fountain fires choreographed 
shots of water into the air, occasionally producing a gun-
like popping sound. Right as the woman reaches “and the 
rocket’s red glare,” flames begin shooting out of the columns. 
As the song reaches the finale, a cheering crowd is heard on 
the recording.

And everyone returns to shopping. 

* The King and the hillbillies
Located just blocks from the Landing is the 100-year-old 
Branson Cafe, which bears no resemblance to the restaurants 
at the shopping center. You can see the cooks from your 
table. Framed pictures and newspaper clippings, baskets, 
cans and picnic blankets hang from the walls. The servers 
are friendly, the sandwiches are cheap, and the cookies are 
the size of your head.

Clara Isaacs, a cashier at the cafe who has lived in the 
Branson area her entire life, says she’s been to the Landing 
only twice in the five years since it replaced a park, pool 
and garment factory, among other things. “When I come to 
work, I feel like I’m going to a different town,” she says. 

Another remnant of an earlier time, Dick’s 5 & 10, sits 
on the same block as the cafe. The massive dime store has 
everything you need and many things you don’t: deck lights 
shaped like shotgun shells and a tin armadillo drinking from 
a liquor bottle the size of its body, to name a few. A section 
of the store is entirely devoted to John Deere merchandise. 
A woman points to a matchbook holder just outside the John 
Deere section. “If they had this in John Deere, I’d buy four,” 
she says.

Back on The Strip, the stark contrast between the local 
and corporate is impossible to miss. On one side of the road 
is Tanger Outlet Center, which contains many popular brand 
names such as Banana Republic, Coach and Gap. When we 
visit, the parking lot is filled with out-of-state license plates 
and luxury model cars. Across the street is the near-empty 
lot of the Branson Mall, which receives significantly less 
traffic during the off-season than during the summer.

When we enter the mall, the smell from a two-store 
leather outlet is jarring. The scent of leather drifts 50 feet 
down the hall, where a closed Maurices clothing store has 
been converted into an arcade, nearly empty except for a few 
teenagers. Adjacent to the arcade is Center Stage, an open 
performance space in the mall’s sole corridor that provides 


