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Granted, one must be willing to enjoy
all kinds of folks and appreciate great
American kitsch. If you run screaming at
the smell of a go-cart or fudge, then get
you to that pristine isolated beach and
stew, self-righteously, in the sun. 

But what’s a real family vacation with-
out top-tier miniature golf (a Pigeon Forge
specialty), arcade games (ditto), roller
coasters (ditto ditto) and outlet malls for
back-to-school shopping (thrice ditto)? 

Head to Dollywoodland, and you get all
this and the most beautiful natural sce-
nery this side of the Grand Canyon. Every
other vacation we’ve tried requires a
trade-off between child-friendly pleasures
and rural isolation. Not here. You can
drive away from the gates of Dollywood
(sadly, of course) and, in 15 minutes, find
yourself alone in a mountain clearing
watching bears frolic in the distance.

Eastern Tennessee is a relatively easy,
and surely scenic, drive from any major
urban market in the Eastern half of the
nation. From our home, we have the nine-
hour trip down cold. We leave in the eve-
ning with our two boys (Peter, 6, and Ev-
an, 4) already in their pajamas, stop over-
night at a Hampton Inn and arrive just as
the sun reaches its midpoint over the
Smoky Mountains.

We always rent a house from the reli-
able Mountain Rentals of Gatlinburg.
Many other rental companies offer prop-
erties in and around Gatlinburg and
Pigeon Forge, but Mountain Rentals has
two crucial advantages for summer vaca-
tioners: It offers one night free with six
paid nights (ideal for our typical one-week
vacation), and most important and unusu-
al, the rates don’t rise during the peak
summer weeks. 

Thanks to the large inventory of mostly
log-built homes, the relatively long season
(fall colors are crucial here) and the local
culture, the privately owned rental prop-
erties offer what I think are incomparable
standards and value. 

Our houses have varied, but these
whimsically named delights (“Forget Me
Not” and the like) invariably include two
bedrooms, a private outdoor hot tub, a
whirlpool bath, a game room, a full kitch-
en, a balcony, free Wi-Fi access, privacy
and glorious views. We typically pay
about $900 for the week, a sum that can
hardly buy you a single crude motel room
in July and August in such locales as Door
County, Wis., Myrtle Beach, S.C., or Michi-
gan’s harbor country.

We spend at least two days in Dolly-
wood. We’re theme-park aficionados, and
this one is the best.

Here’s why. Dollywood staffers, many of
whom are retirees, are infallibly warm
and pleasant, without any Disneyfied
artifice. The park is built not on Florida
swamp but in tree-filled, mountainous

terrain, with its watersides and rides—
especially the wondrous Thunderhead
roller coaster, which takes advantage of
the land’s natural contours.

The rides are excellent. Dollywood’s
heart-pumping Mystery Mine is one of the
few in the nation to feature a 95-degree
vertical drop, as its 1,811 feet of track race
through an abandoned coal mine. You feel
a controlled gas explosion. You see a fake
canary drop dead. And then you plunge off
the edge.

And what theme park have you ever
visited where the food is actually imagina-
tive? Dollywood has ham ’n’ beans (yum),
skillet potatoes (yum again), corn bread,
pork barbecue, peaches, smoked sausage
and the juiciest of grilled turkey legs. It’s
neither cheap nor perfect, but at least you
feel as if you’re eating food with some
roots.

You can also hear music with roots.
Sure, Dollywood has its share of trite
collegiate revues, but it also has the Back
Porch Theatre, a stage at the rear of the
park’s beloved replica of the wooden
shack where Parton was born and raised.
Every morning, Parton’s relatives (and at
Dollywood, it seems as if almost everyone
is a relative of Parton’s) play bluegrass
and country, as the day warms around
them. I never want to leave.

But the boys always want to ride the
trains, enter the mine shafts, watch the
eagles soaring in patriotic display. One can
come from a world very different—cultur-
ally and politically—from the pervasive
gestalt of the only theme park I know with
a church on the grounds, and still find
oneself seduced by the warmth and kind-
ness of eastern Tennessee’s great people.

Outside the gates of Dollywood, temp-
tations are everywhere, from kid-friend-
ly teppanyake dining (much cheaper
than Benihana) to the kid-friendly Rip-
ley’s Aquarium of the Smokies to horse-
back riding in the foothills. 

And when you’re all done with the
screams and the thrills and a summer day,
spent together, that you didn’t want to end,
you can put the kids to bed, head to the
balcony of your temporary Smoky Moun-
tain home, run the hot tub, pour a glass of
wine, put some vintage Dolly on the stereo
and stare out at the untouched majesty of
this most beautiful American place.

More information on Dollywood is avail-
able at dollywood.com or 800-365-5996.
Information about Mountain Rentals of
Gatlinburg is at mountainchalets.com
or 866-482-1044. General information on
the area can be found at
mypigeonforge.com, 800-251-9100;
gatlinburg.com, 800-588-1817; and
nps.gov/grsm, 865-436-1200.

cjones5@tribune.com

Hurray for
Dollywood!
By Chris Jones
TRIBUNE NEWSPAPERS

PIGEON FORGE, Tenn.—If your circle of friends includes self-styled urban
sophisticates, a declaration that you like to take your family vacation in and near
Dollywood in Pigeon Forge, Tenn., is a bit like announcing you’re a fan of Ann
Coulter at a global-warming convention. You are met with simultaneously sympa-
thetic and condescending looks. 

But they are fueled by ignorance. For there is no better place to spend quality
time with the kids than in Gatlinburg and Pigeon Forge, in verdant eastern Ten-
nessee—with ample time spent at the friendly, good-times emporium owned by
Dolly Parton, perhaps the only American icon who could be said to rival her belov-
ed Great Smoky Mountains. 

A paradise in the backwoods of Tennessee
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Dollywood is one of the friendliest places you’ll find, once the Tennessee Tornado steel coaster (top
photo) is done punishing you. And the mountains are peppered with rental cabins.

Sunday, July 19, 2009 F

Travel & Arts

Hal Boedeker: TV 
Is America ready for
ABC’s Dating in the
Dark? Reality show
saves on electric bills.
10 p.m. Monday 

This week in arts: Our critics’ picks

Arts coverage begins, F6

Roger Moore: Movies 
Katherine Heigl re-
news her comic chops
with Gerard Butler in
The Ugly Truth. 
In theaters Friday 

Elizabeth Maupin:
Theater
Farmers, meet the cow-
men in Bay Street Players’
‘Oklahoma!’2:30 p.m. today
(continues through Aug. 2)

Greg Dawson tells how his
mom escaped the Nazis, F8

Dining, F7
Soaps guide, F10
Florida Flashback, F11

Our resort is beyond compare.Our service is without compromise.
And this summer, our amenities are complimentary.

Once you stay, you’ll understand.™

$225
*

pernight

from

*Valid 05/26-09/30/09, subject to availability. Cart fee: $35 per person. Not available to groups. Other restrictions apply. Breakfast, spa admission, kid’s meals & camp available on the days of Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday.

Stay every day and receive:
Unlimited Golf
Unlimited Tennis
Fitness Classes
WiFi Internet
PLUS, Savings on Dining,
Spa Services, Bungalow
Rentals, Shopping and more

Stay Sunday – Wednesday
nights and receive more:*
Continental Breakfast
Spa & Fitness Admission
Valet Parking
Kid’s Meals
Kid’s Camp

Plan your summer vacation now. 1-888-BREAKERS (273-2537) | thebreakers.com

Enjoy SpendlessSummer Savings and experience the best of The Breakers. Free.
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TRAVEL SECTION
And 2 more sections weekly!

SPOT COLOR BLUE

YEARLY TRAVEL 
MAGAZINE

Sunday, May 16
(Deadlines April 16)

All ads full color!
(Special sizes for this product only)

Reach a close 
Drive Market … 
Orlando and the 

5 counties 
around it!

860,000  
Sunday Readers!

614,000 Daily 
Readers!


