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Photo images representing (clockwise from top left): The River (downtown mural), Music (FAME  studios),  Native 
American Heritage (Hendrix Wall), and the People (W.C. Handy) of the Muscle Shoals National Heritage Area. All photos 
by RGDE except of Handy (image of photo taken at W.C. Handy Museum). 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

The Muscle Shoals National Heritage Area has been designated for 
Morgan, Limestone, Lawrence, Franklin, Colbert, and Lauderdale counties in 
northwest Alabama. The Tennessee River flows through much of this area, 
carrying the unique natural and cultural heritage of the region to distant lands. 
The river provided the bounty that drew ancient peoples and Native Americans to 
this area. Shoals in the river harbored mussels that provided sustenance and 
may have helped isolate the regionôs unique culture and music. Great local 
musicians and professionals willing to cross boundaries helped launch the 
Shoals region as one of the worldôs great recording centers. The river, Native 
American heritage and music form the three themes for heritage tourism 
development in the region. 

 
This report provides an initial summary of findings from an economic and 

market assessment as input to the Management Plan for the Muscle Shoals 
National Heritage Area. This assessment included a overview of economic 
conditions in the area, along with an inventory and review of tourism sites and 
services in the region. Tourism flow and trends were analyzed. Heritage tourism 
market potentials were then forecasted for the area as a basis for identifying 
opportunities for tourism development. A more detailed report will be produced 
to provide additional background information on the individual sites and 
attractions assessed as input to this analysis. Recommendations for 
implementation of projects and programs will also be provided in a later report. 

 
Section 1 of this report provides an overview of the regional economic 

base and tourism flow. Section 2 summarizes the existing tourism asset base, 
with a focus on heritage tourism attractions. Section 3 provides findings from an 
assessment of market potentials for heritage tourism attractions. In Section 4, 
initial concepts for projects and programs are recommended as a starting point 
for further discussion. 
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Section 1. ECONOMIC & TOURISM SECTOR OVERVIEW 
 

This section provides an overview of the regional economy and of tourism 
flow through the area. The Muscle Shoals National Heritage Area (MSNHA) 
comprises Morgan, Limestone, Lawrence, Franklin, Colbert, and Lauderdale 
counties in north-west Alabama. The area also includes the Florence-Muscle 
Shoals and Decatur metropolitan areas, as designated by the U.S. Department of 
Commerce. The regionôs economic history extends back thousands of years as 
ancient peoples hunted the fertile grounds along the Tennessee River and ate 
fish and mussels from the riverôs waters. The presence of such a swift and 
mighty river has influenced the history of the region and is critical to an 
understanding of todayôs economic and tourism base. 

 
Key Economic Sectors and Trends 

 
The regionôs economy has been driven historically and presently by 

access to resources and transportation. The Shoals of the Tennessee River 
sheltered mussels and diverse stocks of fish that helped feed generations of 
Native Americans. Early settlers traveled the Tennessee River from Virginia and 
North Carolina to establish towns  and cities, or traveled by land along the 
Natchez Trace between the Ohio Valley and New Orleans. The nationôs first 
railroad west of the Alleghenies brought rapid transportation and built cities like 
Decatur and Tuscumbia into industrial hubs. But the railway was also used to 
transport thousands of Native Americans on a ñTrail of Tearsò and forced removal 
from their lands. Later, control of rail and railroad bridges proved instrumental in 
war, and the region saw several Civil War skirmishes for that control. 

 
Wilson Dam and later TVA efforts along the river displaced thousands of 

hardscrabble farmers and suffocated much of the riverôs Native American 
heritage, but also created a cheap supply of electricity that attracted industry and 
much-needed jobs to an impoverished region. Access to the river for industry is 
still important, thanks to the Tennessee-Tombigbee Waterway in neighboring 
Mississippi that made the region more competitive for shipping and river-borne 
barge traffic. A happy by-product of the many dams along the Tennessee River is 
an ample supply of fresh-water  lakes and recreation opportunities including 
boating and fishing that bring thousands of visitors and jobs to the region. 

 
Employment Trends 

 
The six-county region covered by the Muscle Shoals National Heritage 

Area saw a significant decrease in the jobs base since 1998. At place 
employment totaled approximately 118,500 in 2009, down 7.8% from 128,500 in 
1998.  The  decrease  in  employment  is  not  only  a  symptom  of  the  recent 
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recession but a continuation of a longer-term trend. By comparison, the nearby 
Huntsville Metropolitan Area gained almost 34,000 jobs during this same period, 
for a growth rate of 24.9%. The Huntsville MSAôs job base exceeded 170,000 in 
2009, despite the recession. Much of Huntsvilleôs growth relates to the 
consolidation of military functions such as missile design at Huntsville through 
the base realignment and closure (BRAC) process. This process has brought 
even more high-earning engineers to Huntsville, feeding the local economy. 
Meanwhile, workers from other north Alabama counties (including those in the 
MSNHA) are commuting increasing distances to jobs in Huntsville. 

 

 
Table 1. AT-PLACE EMPLOYMENT TRENDS BY 

INDUSTRY SECTOR, MUSCLE SHOALS 
NATIONAL HERITAGE AREA, 1998-2009 

 

 
1998-2009 Change 

Industry 1998 2009 Number Percent 

 
Agriculture 

 
628 

 
247 

 
(380) 

 
-60.6% 

Mining 180 207 27 15.0% 

Utilities 323 264 (60) -18.5% 

Construction 8,329 7,189 (1,140) -13.7% 

Manufacturing 41,735 29,888 (11,847) -28.4% 

Wholesale 5,995 5,000 (995) -16.6% 

Retail 19,241 18,080 (1,161) -6.0% 

Transport 1,887 3,164 1,277 67.7% 

Information 1,363 1,327 (36) -2.6% 

Finance 3,939 3,830 (109) -2.8% 

Real Estate 1,042 1,215 173 16.6% 

Prof/Tech Svcs 3,014 4,615 1,601 53.1% 

Management 584 497 (87) -15.0% 

Administrative 6,876 6,341 (535) -7.8% 

Education 536 715 180 33.5% 

Health Care 14,349 17,372 3,023 21.1% 

Arts/Entertain/Rec 751 659 (92) -12.3% 

Accommodation /FS 10,177 11,714 1,537 15.1% 

Other 7,528 6,141 (1,387) -18.4% 

TOTAL 128,476 118,466 (10,010) -7.8% 

 

Note: Employment in some counties for certain 
industries and years estimated based 
on Census ranges. 

 
Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census and Randall 

Gross / Development Economics. 
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Economic Sectors 
 

Much of the MSNHA economic base is concentrated in Morgan County 
(Decatur), which has a rich but declining supply of jobs in the manufacturing 
sector. Again, much of this manufacturing base located in the region to take 
advantage of low-cost power and non-union wages. Manufacturing is still the 
largest employer in the region, accounting for more than one-quarter of all jobs; 
despite the decline of manufacturing nationally and regionally due to 
technological automation and increased productivity, foreign competition, and 
recession. The regionôs manufacturing employment base fell by nearly 30% since 
1998. More than 40% of the remaining manufacturing jobs are still concentrated 
in western Decatur and Morgan County, where massive industrial facilities are 
situated along the banks of the Tennessee River. As such, Decatur remains the 
primary economic hub for much of the MSNHA. 

 
Accompanying the long-term decline in manufacturing has been a 

decrease in both retail and construction employment. Retail trade employs more 
than 18,000 people in the MSNHA region, making it the areaôs second largest 
employer. Many of these jobs are tied to the manufacturing sector and wages 
brought home by manufacturing workers. However, some retail employment is 
tied to the tourism sector and remains somewhat insulated from the decline of 
manufacturing. Overall, the MSNHA retail sector lost about 1,200 jobs since 
1998 and construction lost nearly that same number. 

 
After manufacturing and retail, health care & social services ranks as the 

regionôs third largest employment sector. As in other parts of the country, health 
care employment is growing rapidly along with the aging of the population and 
demand for health-care services. Regional health care employment increased by 
more than 3,000 jobs or 21% since 1998. The region also saw significant growth 
in professional & technical services, no doubt related to the concentration of 
NASA- and military-related engineering suppliers in the region. The number of 
professional, scientific, and technical service jobs increased by more than 53% 
since 1998. The MSNHA region added 1,600 such jobs for a total of more than 
4,600 by 2009. 

 
Tourism-Related Employment. The tourism sector is growing in the 

region, as evidenced by increased employment in transportation services, 
accommodation, and foodservice. These industries have been among the few 
growth sectors within the MSNHA region since 1998. Transport added almost 
1,300 jobs to a total of 3,200, yielding a growth rate of almost 70%. 
Accommodation and foodservices added more than 1,500 jobs or 15.1% for a 
total of 11,700 by 2009. Accommodation is now the 4th largest industry in the 
region. Interestingly, accommodation service is one of the industries where the 
jobs  are  fairly  evenly  distributed  throughout  the  region.  There  are  3,700 
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accommodation jobs in Morgan County, but another 3,600 in Lauderdale, 1,700 
in Limestone, 1,700 in Colbert, 550 in Franklin, and 550 in Lawrence. 

 
The tourism industry has seen a temporary set-back during the recent 

recession. Tourism employment, as measured by the Alabama Department of 
Tourism, fell from 5,100 in 2008 to 4,700 in 2010. Given the overall impact of the 
recession, however, a 9.0% decrease indicates more resiliency than some other 
sectors of the local economy. Clearly, this employment data includes only a 
portion of all accommodation services, which are more evenly distributed 
throughout the region. 

 

Table 2. TOURISM EMPLOYMENT TRENDS, MUSCLE SHOALS 

NATIONAL HERITAGE AREA, 2008-2010 
 

 
 

County 

 

 
 

2008 2009 

 

 
 

2010 
 

 
 

Colbert (MS/Tuscumbia) 

 

 
 

658 600 

 

 
 

531 

Franklin (Russellville) 135 131 134 

Lauderdale (Florence) 1,426 1,372 1,404 

Lawrence (Moulton) 166 148 129 

Limestone (Athens) 819 785 793 

Morgan (Decatur) 1,929 1,782 1,681 

Total 5,133 4,818 4,672 
 

 
 

Sources: 

 

 

State of Alabama, Department of Tourism & Randall 

Gross / Development Economics. 

 

Tourism Flow 
 

Northern Alabama is already a major tourism destination that attracts 
visitors not only from the region but also from far-flung areas of the country and 
other countries. The region has a large and vibrant network of tourism sites and 
attractions, recreation amenities, and visitor services. The Alabama Mountain 
Lakes Tourist Association (AMLTA) pro-actively ñpublicizes, promotes, advertises 
and encourages the further developmentò of the entire North Alabama region for 
tourism. AMLTA represents and supports its member organizations including city 
and county convention and tourism bureaus throughout the region. AMLTAôs 16- 
county region includes all seven counties located within the MSNHA. 
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Key Drivers 
 

There are several key ñdriversò for tourism in the area, including long- 
distance highways, large cities, and major attractions. Several of these drivers 
are noted below. 

 
Huntsville and the U.S. Space & Rocket Center. While Huntsville is not 

located within the Muscle Shoals National Heritage Area (MSNHA), it is the 
largest city and tourism driver for the broader northern Alabama region. The city 
of Huntsville had a population of 180,000 in 2010, making it the fourth largest city 
in the state. The Huntsville Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) had a population 
of about 417,600 in 2010. The largest single visitor attraction in northern 
Alabama is the U.S. Space & Rocket Center in nearby Huntsville, which not only 
operates a large museum that celebrates NASAôs achievements, but also a 
popular space camp. The Space & Rocket Center attracts about 500,000 visitors 
per year, making it the most visited attraction in the state of Alabama. 

 
Interstate 65. The region also benefits from north-south access provided 

by Interstate 65, which links Alabama to populous regions of the upper Midwest. 
There is a traditional flow of ñSnowbirdsò and retirees from the Midwest who 
travel south for winter sunshine in the south. Other travelers along I-65 are 
visiting family and friends, or are traveling for business and pleasure during 
holidays. I-65 is also the primary route for beachgoers headed to the Gulf Shore 
from Nashville, Louisville and other cities. I-65 carries average daily traffic (ADT) 
counts of 17,000 to 19,000 at the State Line in Ardmore, and 34,000 to 35,000 at 
I-565 in Decatur. 

 
U.S. Highways 72 and 72A. Highways 72 (north of the Tennessee River) 

and 72A (south of the river) are also important tourism drivers, as they bisect the 
region east-west. US72A carries ADT ranging from about 9,000 near Courtland 
to 14,000 near Decatur and 31,000 in Tuscumbia/Muscle Shoals. On the north 
side, US72 carries about 10,000ADT near Rogersville to about 13,000 outside 
Athens and 34,000 near Florence. These highways have, like others in the 
region, been upgraded nearly to Interstate-grade freeways. While these 
improvements make for much faster and easier long-distance travel, they also 
impact on the marketing and marketability of the region for heritage tourism and 
ñslowò leisure travel. Many heritage tourism visitors tend to prefer traveling 
leisurely, once they have arrived in the destination region. Large concrete 
highways, commercial fast-food chains, sprawling suburbia, and fast-moving 
traffic are not typically equated with the heritage tourism experience. 

 
Tennessee River and TVA Lakes. The Tennessee River and lakes 

managed by the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) not only link the various 
towns and tourism attractions in the MSNHA and northern Alabama, they also 
form a major destination in themselves. Wilson, Wheeler, and Pickwick dams 
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create extensive recreational resources for the region and attract major 
professional fishing tournaments including Bassmasters and others. The eight 
Bear Creek lakes, also created through dams managed by TVA, bring further 
recreational opportunities to areas south of The Shoals. 

 
Natchez Trace Parkway. The Natchez Trace follows in the ancient path 

of migrating animals, Native American traders, and travelers including Andrew 
Jackson. Today, this linear national park attracts 5.9 million visitors per year, one 
of the most visited in the nation. Many visitors drive the entire length of the 
parkway from Natchez to Nashville, passing through the northwest corner of the 
MSNHA. As a major heritage route, the parkway provides multiple opportunities 
for interface with the MSNHA. That being said, the parkway itself does not 
typically accommodate tourism services or non-park facilities. 

 
Other Drivers. Other tourism drivers include the Shoalsô  musical 

heritage and history associated with local-born leaders (Helen Keller, W.C. 
Handy, Sam Phillips, Jesse Owens, etc), major industry, historic districts, 
universities, and many other reasons to visit the region. 

 
Overall Tourism Visitor Trends 

 
The number of tourists within the Muscle Shoals National Heritage Area 

has been estimated by the Stateôs Department of Tourism at about 1.3 million 
(2010). This number is down by about 51,400 or 3.8% from 2008 and represents 
a recession-period trend. 

 

Table 3. TOURISM VISITOR TRENDS, MUSCLE SHOALS NATIONAL 

HERITAGE AREA COUNTIES, 2008-2010 

2008-2010 Change 

County/City 2008 2009 2010 Number Percent 
 

 
 

Colbert (MS/Tuscumbia) 

Franklin (Russellville) 

Lauderdale (Florence) 

Lawrence (Moulton) 

Limestone (Athens) 

Morgan (Decatur) 

 

 
 

167,048 148,983 123,192 (43,856) -26.3% 

30,493 31,282 33,552 3,059 10.0% 

405,221 389,552 423,318 18,098 4.5% 

38,311 33,607 32,324 (5,987) -15.6% 

209,410 194,677 240,611 31,201 14.9% 

504,134 435,704 450,214 (53,921) -10.7% 

TOTAL 1,354,616 1,233,804 1,303,210 (51,406) -3.8% 
 

 
 

Sources: 

 

 

State of Alabama, Department of Tourism and Randall 

Gross / Development Economics. 
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The State estimates the largest number of tourists to be in Morgan County 
(450,000 per year), followed by Lauderdale County (423,000), Limestone 
(241,000), and Colbert (124,000). Together, the ñShoalsò region of Lauderdale 
and Colbert counties attracted a total of about 550,000 tourists in 2010, a 
significant share of the regionôs total. The State asserts that up to 50% of these 
visitors are heritage-related tourists. Based on that assumption, the region 
attracted about 650,000 heritage tourists in 2010, down from 677,300 in 2008. 

 
Tourism expenditures were estimated at about $470.0 million in 2010, 

down by $31.7 million from 2008. The largest share of expenditures were in 
Morgan and Lauderdale counties, but the largest percentage decrease in 
revenues was in Colbert County (Muscle Shoals / Tuscumbia), where 
expenditures fell by $19.4 million or 30.5% in just three years. This represents a 
significant decline in spending and exceeds the decrease in the number of 
tourists in that county. 

 

Table 4. TOURISM EXPENDITURE TRENDS, MUSCLE SHOALS NATIONAL 

HERITAGE AREA COUNTIES, 2008-2010 
 

 
 

County/City 

 

 
 

2008 2009 2010 

2008-2010 Change 

Number Percent 
 

 
 

Colbert (MS/Tuscumbia) 

 

 
 

63,679,539 55,958,155 44,242,785 

 

 
 

(19,436,754) -30.5% 

Franklin (Russellville) 11,008,389 11,286,064 12,049,612 1,041,223 9.5% 

Lauderdale (Florence) 146,699,130 140,798,649 152,029,570 5,330,440 3.6% 

Lawrence (Moulton) 14,055,837 12,088,459 11,608,587 (2,447,250) -17.4% 

Limestone (Athens) 78,501,331 72,560,278 86,412,528 7,911,197 10.1% 

Morgan (Decatur) 185,825,575 156,640,263 161,688,595 (24,136,980) -13.0% 

TOTAL 499,769,801 449,331,868 468,031,677 (31,738,124) -6.4% 
 

 
 

Sources: 

 

 

State of Alabama, Department of Tourism and Randall 

Gross / Development Economics. 

 

Summary 
 

The Muscle Shoals National Heritage Area (MSNHA) is comprised of six 
counties in north-west Alabama, with economic and population hubs including 
Decatur, the Shoals, and Athens. The Shoals consists primarily of the cities of 
Florence, Sheffield, Muscle Shoals, and Tuscumbia. This region has seen a 
long-term transition from river to rail to highway-oriented economy. Cheap 
electricity and access to water helped attract a boom in manufacturing to Decatur 
and other Tennessee River Valley cities starting in the 1930s. Yet the regionôs 
manufacturing employment has been in decline much like that of the nation in 
recent years. Meanwhile, nearby Huntsvilleôs economy is driven by 21st-century 
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space and missile technologies. That cityôs growth has helped fill the gap left by 
heavy manufacturers, attracting workers and commuters from Morgan, 
Limestone, and other MSNHA counties. While many industries falter, tourism 
appears to remain healthy throughout the region. Accommodation and 
transportation services growth has increased rapidly, and its employment base is 
spread more evenly throughout the six-county area. Despite a temporary setback 
due to recession, the industry continues to attract more than 1.3 million people 
per year to the area, many of whom are experiencing the regionôs rich natural 
and cultural heritage. 
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DRAFT, PRELIMINARY DRAFT, PRELIMINARY 
 

Section 2. HERITAGE TOURISM ASSET BASE 
 

This section summarizes findings from an inventory and assessment of 
the regionôs tourism asset base, with a particular focus on heritage tourism. The 
inventory and analysis were conducted based on extensive field reconnaissance 
(to as many sites as possible), interviews with operators and managers, and 
other research. This inventory includes over 700 tourist attractions, museums, 
parks and natural assets, towns and districts, festivals, sports and recreation 
facilities, trails and tours, lodging facilities, unique stores, tourism organizations, 
and related activities. These activities are summarized by type, then by theme, 
below. A more detailed analysis of the activities is then provided for heritage- 
related festivals, museums, natural areas, and historical sites & parks. This 
analysis includes a discussion of attendance and other factors, while a more 
detailed assessment of individual sites will be provided in a follow up report. 

 
Tourism Activities and Assets by Type 

 
The tourism assets are organized by general type or function and also by 

theme. Each of these types and themes is discussed below, to provide an 
indication of the general scale and location of the asset base. 

 
Types and Locations of Assets 

 
The Muscle Shoals National Heritage Area (MSNHA) has a wide variety of 

tourism assets, well-distributed throughout the six-county region. These assets 
and activities are summarized below. 

 
Festivals and Events. Perhaps the largest number and most broadly- 

distributed of these assets are events and festivals. This inventory includes a 
total of nearly 130 festivals in the region, widely distributed to every county and 
most towns of any size. Many communities (large and small) have 4th of July, 
Christmas, farmerôs market, and ñFounders Dayò events. But there are also 
unique festivals and events like the Helen Keller Festival, W.C. Handy Music 
Festival, Phil Campbell Hoedown, Coon Dog Labor Day Celebration, Wacky 
Quacky Ducky Derby, Casa Mud, Wings of Thunder Bike Rally, Soulstock, 
Delmore Days, Trail of Tears Commemoration, Alabama Jubilee Hot Air Balloon 
Festival, and the UNA Film Festival. There are also large sporting events like 
Bassmasters and other pro fishing tournaments, golf tournaments, 10k runs, and 
softball and other amateur athletic tournaments. Again, these events are spread 
throughout the region, with some concentration in the larger population centers. 

 
Museums. There are 26 museums inventoried for this analysis. The 

broad range of museums covers art, local and natural history, science, childrenôs, 
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and various specialties. Most of the museums are found in the larger cities (i.e., 
Athens, Decatur, and the Shoals), although some local history and specialty 
museums are scattered in smaller towns like Red Bay, Oakville, Courtland, 
Hartselle, Waterloo, Ardmore, and Elkmont. 

 
Parks, Natural Areas, and Recreation Facilities. There are at least 42 

public parks and more than 24 public sports and recreation facilities in the 
MSNHA. There are also 28 natural resource areas and sites. These parks, 
nature reserves, recreation and sport sites are distributed throughout the region. 
The parks range from small urban play parks to Joe Wheeler State Park and 
Bankhead National Forest. Sipsey Wilderness (at Bankhead), Spring Park, 
Wheeler National Wildlife Refuge, Cane Creek Canyon, and Dismals Canyon 
Conservancy offer unique visitor experiences. There are a number of natural 
wildlife refuges and protected areas, including a mussel sanctuary near famed 
Muscle Shoals. The Pygmy Sunfish and ñDismalitesò are among the unique and 
endangered species in the region. 

 
Of course, the region is famous for its massive TVA-managed reservoirs, 

offering world-class angling experiences including: 
 

¶ Pickwick Lake (41,515-acre, 50-mile long reservoir offering smallmouth 
and largemouth bass, crappie and catfish), 

¶ Wheeler   Lake (68,300-acre, 60-mile long reservoir offering great 
largemouth bass, catfish, and crappie fishing), 

¶ Wilson Lake (15,930-acre, 15-mile long reservoir offering large- and 
smallmouth bass, crappie and catfish). 

¶ Bear Creek Lakes (four tributary lakes covering more than 8,000 acres in 
Franklin and Marion counties, offering small- and largemouth bass, 
spotted & white bass, crappie, catfish, bluegill, and shellcracker, among 
others). 

 
There are also 17 golf courses in the region, including two courses on the 

Robert Trent Jones Golf Trail (Fighting Joe and Schoolmaster) located near 
Florence. The area offers at least 11 public harbors and marinas, located near 
downtown Decatur and in parks and creek inlets. The North Alabama Birding 
Trail passes through much of the MSNHA, offering multiple opportunities for 
observing local and migrating species. Key Cave National Wildlife Refuge, Seven 
Mile Island Wildlife Management Area, Freedom Hills, Lauderdale WMA, and 
other areas offer opportunities for controlled hunting. Shoals Creek Preserve 
offers natural areas for horseback riding, hiking and mountain biking. TVA 
reserves offer land for further protection and, where appropriate, recreation and 
other tourism development. 

 
Downtowns & Historic Districts. The MSNHA is home to at least 45 

downtowns and historic districts. Each large and small town center offers an 
opportunity to interpret the unique history and culture of the area. In addition to 
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large downtowns in Florence, Decatur (ñOldò and ñNewò), and Athens; and quaint 
visitor-oriented town centers in Tuscumbia, Mooresville, and Hartselle (an 
antique shopping center); other communities ranging from Vina to Sheffield offer 
interest to the heritage tourist. Many of these downtowns are homes to unique 
retail and other businesses. At least 32 such ñuniqueò retail businesses have 
been inventoried, ranging from CJôs Gas & Grocery (home of the Belgreen Bear 
Myth) to Belle Chevre (a gourmet fromagerie in Elkmont) and All-Wright Bakery & 
Eatery (a Decatur diner featuring a loving display of Andy Griffith memorabilia). 
There are also almost 10 historic theatres in the area, some of which are 
restored and operating successfully as both film and live event venues, while 
others are slated for demolition. 

 
The larger cities also offer significant historic districts. Sheffield offers 

three such districts, plus The Village ï a unique community of 85 bungalows built 
by the U.S. Government to house WWI plant workers. Athens has the largest 
concentration of Victorian homes ñ(ñpainted ladiesò) on the National Register in 
Alabama. Florence offers the Wood Avenue and Walnut Street historic districts, 
along with an historic and beautiful university campus for University of North 
Alabama. Six other colleges and universities are also located within the MSNHA. 

 
Lodging and Meeting Venues. The MSNHA offers a variety of tourism 

services and accommodation, including nearly 110 lodging facilities and six 
conference and convention venues. Many of the lodging facilities are clustered 
along I-65, an indication of how the visitor market is driven by the access 
provided by this highway. However, the regionôs largest and most extensive 
accommodation and meeting facility is Marriott Shoals Hotel and Spa, located in 
suburban Florence. This 200-room facility offers access to a 30,000 square-foot 
convention center, golf courses, and riverfront. Other major facilities include 
Holiday Inn & Suites (Decatur) with 205 rooms and 11,500 square feet  of 
meeting space. In Sheffield, the Emerald River Hotel and Holiday Inn both offer 
200+ rooms. 

 
Historic Sites. There are over 100 historic sites inventoried as part of this 

assessment. These sites range from the Coon Dog Cemetery to Civil War sites 
and ancient rock art. Some sites are already marketed to tourists and well- 
attended. Others remain untouched but present an opportunity for interpretation. 
For example, there are at least 12 paleo-Indian and archaic period sites named 
in Charles Mooreôs Come Tell Me How You Lived that appear to be located 
within the MSNHA. The Shoals authentic music sites remain largely un- 
interpreted, even though the music recorded there influenced an entire 
generation. Overall the sites offer a great diversity and viewpoints on ancient and 
recent history, with sites particularly relevant to African-American, Native- 
American, Industrial & Engineering, Railroad, Music, Civil War, and other 
American heritage. 
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Trails and Tours. The region is well-marked for various trails and driving 
tour routes, and offers guided walking and tour bus or trolley services. There 
were 42 such trails and tours inventoried for this analysis, including the Civil War 
Walking Tour, the Hallelujah Trail (tour of churches), Hitmaker Highway Music 
Trail, various historic district walking tours, Anchor Tours (bus tours), and others. 
The plethora of tours and trails that criss-cross the region appeal to a broad 
diversity of preferences, but may also sow confusion for marketing the MSNHA 
as a destination. 

 
Key Heritage Themes 

 
The Muscle Shoals National Heritage Area has been given a thematic 

focus on Music, Native American, and River heritage. These three themes 
already guide much of the tourism marketing in the region. In addition, the Civil 
War also provides an important theme for many of the existing heritage sites 
scattered throughout the area. Examples of attractions and sites that exemplify 
each of these themes are summarized below. 

 
Music 

 
The MSNHA, and The Shoals in particular, have a unique place in the 

music industry and American musical heritage. The region gave birth to such 
iconic figures as W.C. Handy (ñFather of the Bluesò), Sam Phillips (ñFather of 
Rock n Rollò), Sam McCracken (Bluegrass hero), the Delmore Brothers (Country 
Music stars), Percy Sledge, (R&B legend), as well as Tammy Wynette and Elvis 
Presley (both born just across the border in north-east Mississippi). 

 
But the region is even more famous for the ñMuscle Shoals Soundò that 

received its lift from the Muscle Shoals Rhythm Section (the ñSwampersò) and 
the genius of producer Rick Hall. Hall and his partners founded Florence 
Alabama Music Enterprises (FAME) studio in 1959 and then Hall moved it to 
Muscle Shoals in 1961. The studio and its in-house musicians created a unique 
sound that caught the ear of famous recording artists and record companies 
alike. Some 500 million records were sold with music recorded here by such 
artists as Aretha Franklin, Otis Redding, Etta James, and later, The Osmonds 
and Andy Williams. 

 
The Swampers eventually opened their own studio at 3614 Jackson 

Highway (Muscle Shoals Sound Studio) to record such artists as Cher, Bob 
Dylan, Paul Simon, the Rolling Stones and Jimmy Cliff. In the same era that 
racial conflict peaked ñoutside,ò some of the worldôs greatest music was being 
made ñinsideò by diverse musicians in fully-integrated studios in Muscle Shoals. 
The Swampers are so famous they are even embedded in the lyrics of 
Alabamaôs official state song ñSweet Home Alabama.ò Both studios, and others 
from the era, are still recording music in The Shoals. Grammy award-winning 
The Black Keys recorded hit albums in The Shoals and locally-bred group The 
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Civil Wars has recently climbed to the top of the Country charts.  Music-related 
sites and activities in the MSNHA include the following, among others: 

 
¶ Sam McCracken Days Bluegrass Festival 

¶ Sam Phillips Commemoration Week 

¶ UNAôs PMA Gospel Fest 

¶ W.C. Handy Music Festival 

¶ SoulStock 

¶ Delmore Days 

¶ Tennessee Valley Old Time Fiddlerôs Convention 

¶ Music Mill Studio (former) 

¶ Widget Studios (former) 

¶ Wishbone Studio (former) 

¶ Johnny Sandlin Recording Studio 

¶ Cypress Moon Studio (former MSSS studio) 

¶ FAME Recording Studio 

¶ Muscle Shoals Sound Studio/3614 Jackson Highway 

¶ W.C. Handy Home and Museum 

¶ Percy Sledge Hometown-Leighton 

¶ Sam Phillips Birthplace-Florence 

¶ Alabama Music Hall of Fame 

¶ Red Bay Museum ï Tammy Wynette Exhibition 

¶ Singing River Sculptures 

¶ 14 music clubs (The Shoals) 

¶ Counts Brothers Music 

¶ Alabama Hitmaker Highway Trail 

¶ Various local festivals and music events, i.e., ñFiddlinô on the Squareò 
 

Native American 
 

The glaciers of the Pleistocene Era ended 14,000 years ago, leaving 
diverse landscapes throughout the region south of the Ohio River. Over 10,000 
years ago, nomadic ñPaleo-Indianò peoples followed large animal migrations 
(e.g., mastodons, woolly mammoths, saber-toothed tigers, giant sloths) 
throughout the Tennessee River valley. The ñQuad Siteò offers two parallel ridges 
across the river from Decatur that yielded 1,000 artifacts dating from the Paleo- 
Indian to Archaic period. Much of the site was inundated by the construction of 
Wheeler Dam. During the Archaic Period (10,000 to 3,000 years ago), migrating 
peoples adapted rapidly to changing conditions and created new technologies for 
hunting of smaller mammals and gathering food including mussels from the 
Tennessee River. 

 
The sandstone Stanfield-Worley Bluff Shelter (near Tuscumbia) allowed 

8,000 square feet of living space inhabited for more than 9,000 years. The site 
offered up woodland pottery, burial pits, animal bone and hunting materials to 
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archeologists. Noted as one of the ñmost important prehistoric archeological sites 
in Alabama,ò the shelter illuminates the evolution and transition of culture and 
technology over a 9,000-year period. The 6,000 year-old Mulberry Creek Shell 
Mound (n Mulberry Creek in Colbert County) covers 60,000 square feet of 
mussel shell and cultural debris. 

 
Other mounds are characteristic of the ñTennessee River Shell Mound 

Dwellers,ò a unique culture of peoples who lived 4,000 to 3,000 years ago off the 
bounty of the river in Lauderdale, Limestone, and Colbert counties. In that era, 
the river provided ñideal environments for over sixty species of shellfish,ò along 
with other freshwater fish, deer, nut foods and plants. The ñLauderdale Cultureò is 
recognized by the small, clay-lined areas in mounds that may have been the 
living quarters of families. The era is characterized by an accumulation of wealth 
ï sandstone bowls, diverse technologies, and various collections. 

 
The Woodland Period is recognized in 50 mounds located throughout the 

greater mid-Tennessee Valley area. The Indian Mound in Florence is an example 
of the late Woodland phase. It is the highest such structure in the Tennessee 
Valley, 42 feet above the floodplain and 310x230 feet in diameter. A related, 
nearby 1,000 year-old earthwork has been destroyed by industrial development 
and erosion but the mound has been spared by the City of Florence to help 
interpret the history of the era in concert with a small museum. 

 
The Mississippian Period (AD 800 to present) is recognized by a change 

in culture due to trade and cultural contact with surrounding areas. The great 
Cherokee, Chickasaw, Shawnee and other nations arose in this era and 
competed for access to rich hunting grounds in the region. The era is 
represented in sites at Kogers Island, Perry, and Little Bear Creek as well as at 
the Seven-Mile Island. At one time, there were 40 small Chickasaw towns along 
Town Creek, which is the origin of the townôs name. Meanwhile, the Cherokee 
founded towns along the Tennessee River as far west as the muscle shoals. But, 
by 1623, Shawnee were predominant in the area. 

 
In 1830, the U.S. Governmentôs Indian Removal Act forcibly relocated 

thousands of Cherokee and others from the east, who were rounded up and 
herded onto rail cars on the Tuscumbia-Decatur Railway, bypassing the shoals to 
Waterloo, Alabama. Over 17,000 were then placed on boats up to the Ohio and 
Mississippi rivers and overland to Oklahoma. Over 4,000 people died on the Trail 
of Tears. This tragedy is memorialized in Tom Hendrixôs Wall and the annual 
Trail of Tears Commemoration and Motorcycle Ride & Pow Wow. Sample Native 
American related sites in the MSNHA include: 

 
¶ Oka Kapassa ï Return to Cold Water Native American Festival 

¶ Trail of Tears Commemoration and Motorcycle Ride/Pow Wow 

¶ Spring Park Chickasaw Chief Tuscumbia Statue 
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¶ Rhodes Ferry Park ï Designated Trail Head for Trail of Tears National 
Historic Route 

¶ Natchez Trace 

¶ Florence Indian Mound & Museum 

¶ Oakville Indian Mound Park & Museum 

¶ Tom Hendrix Memorial Wall 

¶ Town of Cherokee 

¶ Crying Rock (Site of Trail of Tears deaths) 

¶ Various rock shelters, mounds, and archeological sites, Town Creek and 
village sites. (Many of which have been flooded by TVA dams). 

 
Tennessee River 

 
The Tennessee River bisects the MSNHA and acts as the primary defining 

geographic feature of the region. The river long provided direct sustenance to 
animals and people living along its banks. Mussels and other shellfish sheltered 
by the shoals in the river helped feed generations of people who established 
unique cultures, as evidenced by the large mounds and middens made from 
discarded mussel shells. As such, the people of the Muscle Shoals region were 
long indebted to mussels, which owed their own great fortune to the protective 
shoals in the river. 

 
Great migrations of large and small animals found their way to the river 

and its tributaries, later attracting hunters and allowing for the development of 
ever new technologies and cultures. Even today, Wheeler National  Wildlife 
Refuge protects the riverine environment for 38 species of freshwater mussels, 
115 species of fish, 74 reptiles, 47 mammals, 295 birds and 26 freshwater snails. 
The river also enriched the soil and allowed for the development of a strong 
agricultural economy. Bridges and railroads finally established valuable links, 
some of which became the target of Civil War skirmishes. But the shoals in the 
river remained a barrier to transportation and change until partway into the 20th 

century. 
 

Wilson Dam and later efforts by the TVA forever altered the riverôs wild 
nature and reduced the impact of its shoals on river transportation. Construction 
of dams is still blamed today for the flooding of poor farmersô lands and reduction 
of natural species, not to mention the destruction of the remnants of ancient 
civilizations. But TVA helped capture the natural energy of the river to generate 
electricity, which in turn attracted industry and created jobs in a region that had 
long suffered the effects of poverty. The wild and ancient Tennessee River lives 
on in legend today as the ñSinging River,ò because of its impact on the hearts 
and souls of the people that populated its banks for millennia. Among the direct 
natural and cultural heritage sites as well as recreation facilities associated with 
the Tennessee River in the MSNHA are the following: 
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¶ Wilson Lock & Dam 

¶ Port of Florence 

¶ Old Railroad Bridge 

¶ Marinas,  including  Florence  Harbor,  Bayhill,  Brickyard  Landing,  Jay 
Landings,  Fleet  Harbor,  Ingalls  Harbor, 
Riverwalk, Shoal Creek, and others 

Marina Mar, Pirates Chest, 

¶ Pickwick Lake     

¶ Wheeler Lake     

¶ Wilson Lake     

¶ Bear Creek Lakes     

¶ Wheeler NWR     

¶ Red Cave NWR     

¶ Swan Creek NWMA     

¶ N Alabama Birding Trail     

¶ Shoals Creek Preserve     

¶ TVA Reservation     

¶ Joe Wheeler State Park     

¶ Wildwood Park/Cypress Creek     

¶ Wheeler Lake Scenic Cruises     

¶ Pickwick Belle Riverboat     

 

Civil War 
 

While not one of the official ñthemesò of the MSNHA, the Civil War 
nevertheless represents an important component of heritage tourism marketing 
for the region. Located not far from the area is Shiloh National Military Park, one 
of the major Civil War historical sites and a key driver for heritage tourism in the 
region. Located just over the state line in Pittsburg Landing, Tennessee, Shiloh is 
easily accessible from Pickwick Lake or Routes 69 and 128 from the MSNHA. 
Several bus tours pass through MSNHA en route to or from Shiloh and other Civil 
War historic sites. 

 
Old Decatur was a center for Civil War activity during 1864 because of its 

key location as a railroad and river hub. The Old State Bank building was 
occupied by Union troops and today serves as the starting point for a Civil War 
Walking Tour. Other Civil War sites in Decatur include the Dancy-Polk House, 
Todd House, Burleson House, Civil War Cemetery, and McIntyre House. Stone 
pilings for the original Pontoon Bridge, which was destroyed in the Battle for 
Decatur, still stand in the river. The Donnell House in nearby Athens served as a 
bivouac for Union troops. Pond Spring is the historic home of Jo Wheeler, who 
served both Confederate and Union causes. Fort Henderson served as one of 
the first places where black soldiers fought and were captured, while the site of 
Rhodes Ferry Park saw the charge of the 14th U.S. Colored Infantry. LaGrange 
College (burned during the war), the Battle of Town Creek, the Battle of Sulpher 
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Creek Trestle, and other sites also serve to establish the region for Civil War 
heritage tourism. Key sites and activities include: 

 
¶ Battle for Decatur 

¶ Homes (Donnell, Dancy-Polk, Burleson, Forks of Cypress (site) etc) 

¶ Recall LaGrange Festival 

¶ Mooresville Biennial Days 

¶ Blue & Gray Museum of N. Alabama (Parhamôs Civil War Relics Store) 

¶ Elkmont ï Battle of Sulpher Creek Trestle 

¶ Popeôs Tavern Museum 

¶ Edith Newman Culver Memorial Museum 

¶ Grave Site of Aunt Jenny Brooks-Johnston (Lawrence County) 

¶ Various Archives 

¶ Old State Bank (Decatur) 

¶ Confederate  Rest  Cemetery,  New  Garden  Cemetery,  Florence  City 
Cemetery, Magnolia Sykes Cemetery 

¶ Pond Spring (Joe Wheeler) 

¶ Mooresville 

¶ Fort Henderson 

¶ Hays Mills 

¶ Battle of Town Creek 

¶ LaGrange College Site & Antebellum House 

¶ Civil War Walking Tour 

¶ Civil War Trail Driving Tour 
 

Heritage Venue Attendance 
 

Various data and information has been collected from heritage and other 
tourism sites within the MSNHA region. Among the information collected is data 
on attendance trends, as well as sources and origin of visitors, pricing, hours of 
operation, travel routes, and other information. Site reconnaissance was 
conducted to many of the regionôs sites, and strengths and weaknesses 
observed with respect to the attractionôs or serviceôs presentation, location, 
interpretation, service delivery, exhibition, resources, design, functionality, 
funding, management structure, and other elements. Much of this information will 
be discussed in the refined report with details and assessment of key sites and 
attractions. Overall attendance information is summarized below. 

 
Festivals 

 
A sample of festivals in the region determined that total attendance 

averages at more than 617,000 per year, although the total head count 
(excluding repeat visitors) is closer to 300,000. This is a significant number, given 
that the entire population of the MSNHA is around 600,000. The highest 
attendance was recorded at the W.C. Handy Festival, honoring the ñFather of the 
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Bluesò and Florence native with live music and festivities that attract visitors from 
around the nation. The W.C. Handy Festival is said to attract average attendance 
of 135,000 over the course of the week-long event, with a total head count 
estimated at 33,750. 

Attendance 

Sample Festival/Event Total Head Count 
 

 

W.C. Handy Festival 135,000 33,750  

Racking Horse Celebration 75,000 25,000  

Trail of Tears Ride 65,000 32,500  

AL jubilee Balloon 60,000 30,000  

Spirit of America 60,000 60,000  

Helen Keller Festival 50,000 38,500  

AL Renaissance 30,000 10,000  

Old Time Fiddler's 20,000 10,000  

SoulStock 17,500 8,800  

Daikin Japanese 17,000 5,700  

AL Charity Horse Show 13,200 4,400  

Arts Alive 9,000 4,500  

Sam Phillips Celebration 8,000 8,000  

UNA's Gospel Fest 7,000 3,500  

Miracle Worker Drama 4,500 4,500  

Battle for Decatur 600 600  

Coon Dog Labor Day 550 550  

Other Festivals 45,000 18,000  

 
TOTAL 

 

 

The Trail of Tears Ride, which 

 
617,350 

 

 

memorializes 

 
298,300 

 

 

the thousands 

 

 
 
of Native 

Americans  forced  to  march  from  their  lands  to  Oklahoma  ñIndian  Territoryò 
attracts an average of about 65,000 (estimated head count of 32,500) to attend 
and participate in the motorcycle ride and pow wow. The Helen Keller Festival, 
celebrating the life of one of the worldôs great leaders, attracts 50,000 attendees 
(estimated 38,500 people). In general, less than 20% of attendees at most of the 
local festivals are visiting from outside of the area. However, the Handy, Keller, 
Trail of Tears Tennessee Valley Old Time Fiddlerôs Convention, and a handful of 
other events do attract visitors from a broader region or nationwide. 

 
Among the largest visitor-driven events are sporting activities like the 

Racking Hose Celebration, Alabama Charity Horse Show, fishing tournaments 
(Alabama Bass Federation, Triton Boat Owners, Professional Bass Fishermen, 
etc), softball tournaments, and others. Tournaments on Pickwick Lake attract an 
estimated 22,650 people per year. The two local Robert Trent Jones golf courses 
attract more than an estimated 100,000 rounds per year. 
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Museums 
 

Cooks Natural Science Museum attracts the highest attendance of any 
museum in the MSNHA, at nearly 20,000 per year. Overall, area museums 
together attract an estimated 103,000 per year. This number appears relatively 
small compared with the 500,000 attracted to the Alabama Space & Rocket 
Center in Huntsville. Alabama Music Hall of Fame attracts an average 18,700 
per year, followed by Kennedy-Douglas with 11,000 and the Jesse Owens 
Museum with about 8,000. Among local history museums, Red Bay Museum 
attracts an estimated 7,000 per year. Attendance at the W.C. Handy Museum 
(3,000) and Florence Indian Museum (2,800), in addition to the Alabama Music 
Hall of Fame, is lower than would be expected for such facilities. 

 
 Sample Museum 

 
 
Cooks Natural Science 

Attendance 
 
 

19,800 

AL Music Hall of Fame 18,700 

Kennedy-Douglas 11,000 

Jesse Owens Museum 8,000 

Red Bay Museum 7,200 

TN Valley Museum 7,000 

AL Veterans Museum 3,600 

W.C. Handy Museum 3,000 

Ardmore Museum 3,000 

Florence Indian Museum 2,800 

Blue & Gray Museum 900 

Other Museums 18,000 

 
TOTAL 

 
103,000 

Natural Areas / Parks 
  

 

Joe Wheeler State Park is among the most visited attractions in the 
region, with attendance of about 242,000 per year. Point Mallard Park and its 
various recreation facilities attract nearly 170,000, followed by Spring Park with 
138,000. Point Mallard and Spring Park attract mainly residents of the local 
communities in which they are located, but Wheeler State Park does attract 
visitors from a broader region. Wheeler National Wildlife Refuge and its Givenôs 
Interpretation Center count 37,000 visitors per year, aside from about 175,000 
anglers who are also attracted to the refuge. Dismals Canyon attracts an 
estimated 25,000 visitors per year. 
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Natural Area/Park 
 
 
Joe Wheeler State Park 

Attendance 
 
 

241,800 

Point Mallard Park 167,500 

Spring Park 137,500 

Wheeler NWR 36,700 

Dismals Canyon 25,000 

Other Natural 45,000 

 
TOTAL 

 
653,500 

 

Historical Sites 

Among historical sites within the region, Ivy Green (Helen Kellerôs home) 
is among the most visited, with annual attendance averaging 35,000 per year. A 
key attraction at the home is the original water pump the Annie Sullivan used to 
teach Helen Keller the word for ñwater.ò Natchez Trace Parkway attracts 5.9 
million visitors per year. Those who may stop at some point within the MSNHA is 
probably similar to the number who visit the Meriwether Lewis (ML) Monument 
just across the state line in Tennessee, where about 25,000 people per year stop 
to view the monument. 

 
Historical Site/Park 

 

 
Ivy Green 

Attendance 
 

 
35,000 

Natchez Trace-ML* 24,800 

Hendrix Wall 15,700 

Wright-Rosenbaum 7,500 

Old State Bank 6,000 

FAME Studio 5,000 

LaGrange College Site 3,000 

Florence Indian Md 2,800 

Oakville Indian Mound 2,500 

Belle Mont Mansion 2,200 

Pope's Tavern 2,000 

Princess/Ritz Theatres 2,000 

MS Sound Studio 

Wilson Dam 

Other Historical/Districts 

150 

N/A 

30,000 

TOTAL 138,650 
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The Hendrix Wall attracts hundred, perhaps thousands of visitors per year 
without marketing to a relatively isolated location. Other key sites include the 
Rosenbaum House designed by Frank Lloyd Wright (attracting about 7,500 per 
year), Old State Bank (6,000) and FAME Studio (about 5,000 per year). Neither 
FAME nor the Muscle Shoals Sound Studio are marketed for tourists, and there 
is no managed interpretation or guided tour of either facility. There are also 
tourism services, such as Anchor Tours, which provides transportation and 
guided tours of historic sites and other attractions in the region to perhaps 12,000 
to 20,000 people per year. 

 
Source Markets 

 
Based on the specific data collected on the various heritage visitor 

attractions, it is estimated that about 38% of the visitor base is generated by local 
visitors from within North-West Alabama. About 8.4% is generated by visitors 
from Huntsville and north-east Alabama, while 6.3% is generated by visitors from 
the Birmingham-Tuscaloosa area. 

 

Table 5. EXISTING HERITAGE TOURISM SOURCE 

MARKETS, MUSCLE SHOALS NATIONAL 

HERITAGE AREA, 2011  
 

Source Total (est) Share  
 

 
 

NW Alabama 

 

 
 

458,100 38.4% 

Huntsville/NE AL 100,000 8.4% 

Birmingham/Tus 75,700 6.3% 

Memphis/MS 24,100 2.0% 

Nashville/Mid TN 28,600 2.4% 

 
Sub-Total 

 
686,500 57.5% 

Other/Foreign 507,000 42.5% 

TOTAL 1,193,500 100.0%  
 

 
 

Sources: 

 

 

Attraction managers, web sites, and Randall 

Gross / Development Economics. 

 

Other key markets include Nashville and Middle Tennessee, accounting 
for about 2.4% of visitors at MSNHA attractions, and Memphis / north Mississippi 
(2.0%). Together, these primary markets account for about 58% of all visitors to 
area attractions. The remaining 42.5% are from other parts of Alabama and 
Tennessee, along with St. Louis, New York, Dallas, Washington DC and other 
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parts of the U.S. There are also visitors from foreign countries including Canada, 
Australia, Germany, Sweden, Netherlands, and others. 

 
Summary 

 
The Muscle Shoals National Heritage Area has a rich heritage, leveraged 

by the Tennessee River and its natural resources, Native American cultures 
spanning 10,000 years, and music created and produced by local artists that 
changed the world. There are 130 festivals, nearly 30 museums, almost 100 
parks and natural sites, 45 downtowns and historic districts, 110 lodging facilities, 
100 historic sites, and 42 trails and tours. The region has a substantive heritage 
asset base, much of which is already marketed and promoted through regional 
and local tourism agencies. The area attracts an estimated 1.2 million per year 
to heritage sites, museums and natural areas. Nearly 1/3 of visitors originate 
from within the region, many others from other parts of Alabama and Tennessee. 
However, nearly 50% of visitors originate from outside of the region including 
foreign countries. Some of the attractions could generate higher visitor numbers 
through enhancements discussed further in this report. More detail on individual 
attractions and sites will be provided in a later report. 
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DRAFT, PRELIMINARY DRAFT, PRELIMINARY 
 
 

Section 3. HERITAGE TOURISM MARKET POTENTIALS 
 

Section 3 provides findings from an assessment of market potentials for 
heritage tourism attractions in the Muscle Shoals National Heritage Area 
(MSNHA). A demographic analysis was conducted for core travel markets for the 
MSNHA, in terms of age, education, income and other factors. Demand for 
heritage tourism is forecasted based on part on participation rates for various 
types of heritage attractions. The potential for increased heritage tourism within 
the MSNHA is then forecasted based on the areaôs capture of regional demand. 
Key opportunities for growth and expansion of heritage tourism in the area are 
identified based on the findings from this analysis. 

 
Demographic Analysis 

 
Population was forecasted through 2016 for core heritage tourism markets 

for the Muscle Shoals National Heritage Area. The overall population of this 
market base is nearly 5.2 million in 2011, increasing to 5.4 million by 2016. This 
represents an increase of more than 242,000 or 4.7%. The largest core market is 
the Nashville Metropolitan Area, with about 1.6 million. That market is also the 
fastest growing, expected to add nearly 130,000 people or 8.0% by 2016. 

 
Table 6. POPULATION FORECASTS FOR CORE MARKETS, 

MUSCLE SHOALS NATIONAL HERITAGE AREA, 

2011-2016 
 
 
Market 

2011-2016 Change 

2011 2016 Number Percent 
 
 
NW Alabama 

 
 

651,230 658,133 6,903 1.1% 

Huntsville 422,300 454,695 32,395 7.7% 

Birmingham 1,154,645 1,188,156 33,511 2.9% 

Memphis 1,318,070 1,357,892 39,822 3.0% 

Nashville 1,624,849 1,754,276 129,427 8.0% 

TOTAL 5,171,094 5,413,152 242,058 4.7% 
 
 
Sources: 

 
U.S. Bureau of the Census, Claritas, and 

Randall Gross / Development Economics. 

 

The Huntsville Metro Area only has about 422,000 people but is rapidly 
growing  and  is  expected  to  grow  by  7.7%  by  2016.  Other  markets  like 
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Birmingham and Memphis are growing, but more slowly. The northwest Alabama 
market base has about 650,000 people, but is growing relatively slowly, adding 
less than 7,000 people by 2016, yielding a growth rate of just 1.1%. 

 
Age Cohorts 

 
The adult population within these core markets is expected to increase by 

4.8% by 2016. Population within the 25 to 34 and 45 to 54 age cohorts will 
decline, but there will be rapid population growth among age cohorts from 55 and 
above. Much of this growth rates to the continued influence of the ñbaby boomò 
generation into their late 60s and 70s. However, people are also living longer and 
the number in age cohorts older than 75 are also growing rapidly. 

 
Table 7. ADULT POPULATION FORECASTS BY AGE 

COHORT, CORE MARKETS, MUSCLE SHOALS 

NATIONAL HERITAGE AREA, 2011-2016 
 
 
 
 
Age Cohort 

 
 

2011-2016 Change 

2011 2016 Number Percent 
 
 
18-24 

 
 

467,273 493,849 26,576 5.7% 

25-34 721,460 696,141 (25,319) -3.5% 

35-44 712,532 712,331 (201) 0.0% 

45-54 745,803 733,316 (12,487) -1.7% 

55-64 601,598 681,521 79,923 13.3% 

65-74 357,676 446,210 88,534 24.8% 

75+ 281,234 311,835 30,601 10.9% 

TOTAL 3,887,576 4,075,203 187,627 4.8% 
 
 
Sources: 

 

 

U.S. Bureau of the Census, Claritas, and 

Randall Gross / Development Economics. 

 

Educational Attainment 
 

More than 15% of MSNHA adults have less than a high school education, 
while only 9.4% have a post-graduate education. Huntsville has a much higher 
share of adults with post-graduate level education than the other markets and the 
USA as a whole. Huntsville is a center for research and development, and many 
of its residents have the education to support their work in engineering and 
related fields. More than 13% of Huntsville adults have a post-graduate degree, 
versus only 5.2% in northwest Alabama The northwest Alabama area also has a 
higher share of residents with less than a high school education, 18.5% versus 
15.5% overall and 14.7% in the U.S. as a whole. 
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Table 8. EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT OF ADULT POPULATION, 

CORE MARKETS, MUSCLE SHOALS NHA, 2010 

 

 
Market 

Less Than  High  Some College 
High School School College Degree 

Graduate 
Degree 

 

 
NW Alabama 

 

 
18.5% 33.1% 26.5% 16.6% 

 

 
5.2% 

Huntsville 13.7% 23.4% 25.6% 26.5% 13.4% 

Birmingham 16.0% 29.2% 24.3% 22.7% 9.1% 

Memphis 15.5% 29.4% 26.4% 21.3% 8.7% 

Nashville 13.9% 29.3% 23.6% 23.9% 10.6% 

Average 15.5% 28.9% 25.3% 22.2% 9.4% 

USA Average 
 

 
Sources: 

14.7% 28.6% 24.4% 23.2% 
 
 
U.S. Bureau of the Census and Randall Gross / 
Development Economics. 

10.4% 

 

Forecasts. The adult population base within the core markets will 
increase by about 5.5% by 2016. However, the population of adults with at least 
a college degree will increase at a more rapid pace, and the population with less 
than college will increase slower. The slowest growth will be among adults with 
less than a high school degree. Overall, education levels will increase in core 
markets. 

 
Table 9. ADULT POPULATION FORECASTS BY 

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT, CORE MARKETS, 

MUSCLE SHOALS NHA, 2011-2016 
 

 
Education 

 
2011-2016 Change 

2011 2016 Number Percent 
 
 
< High School 

 
 

1,233,907 1,290,648 56,741 4.6% 

High School 2,412,236 2,539,213 126,977 5.3% 

Some College 2,025,820 2,133,094 107,274 5.3% 

College Deg. 1,884,112 2,000,941 116,828 6.2% 

Grad Degree 814,661 867,398 52,736 6.5% 

TOTAL 8,370,737 8,831,294 460,557 5.5% 
 

 
Sources: 

 

 
U.S. Bureau of the Census, Claritas, and 

Randall Gross / Development Economics. 
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Income 
 

Earnings in the core markets range from $17,540 for those with less than 
a high school education to more than $57,500 for those with a post-graduate 
degree. 

 

Table 10. AVERAGE EARNINGS BY EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT, 

CORE MARKETS, MUSCLE SHOALS NATIONAL 

HERITAGE AREA, 2010 

 

 Less Than High Some College Graduate 
Market High School School College Degree Degree 

 
 

NW Alabama 

 
 

$ 17,124 $ 24,889 $ 30,669 $    44,290 

 
 

$  51,024 

Huntsville $ 16,288 $ 25,920 $ 31,129 $    55,815 $  71,775 

Birmingham $ 17,952 $ 25,041 $ 31,766 $    46,294 $  55,355 

Memphis $ 18,341 $ 25,655 $ 31,482 $    46,255 $  58,313 

Nashville $ 17,061 $ 25,741 $ 31,972 $    44,088 $  54,976 

Weighted Ave $ 17,542 $ 25,450 $ 31,548 $    46,281 $  57,539 

USA Average $ 18,413 $ 26,349 $ 31,928 $   47,422 $ 62,618 

Marginal Incr. 43.1% 21.2% 48.5% 32.0% 

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census and Randall Gross /  
 Development Economics  

 

Those core market adults with at least a high school degree have 43.1% 
higher incomes than 
those with less than a 
high school education. 
Those with a college 
degree have 79.8% 
higher incomes on 
average than those with 
a high school 
education. Huntsville 
income levels are 
generally higher for 
those with at least a 
college degree. In 
northwest Alabama, 
incomes are generally 
lower for those with at 
least   a   high   school 
degree. Overall, incomes are closely correlated with education in the region, as 
illustrated in the chart above. 
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Culture & Heritage Venue Participation Rates 
 

Participation rates were analyzed for heritage & cultural venues based on 
age, educational attainment, and income (earnings). The participation rates 
provide an indication of how likely core market residents are to visit heritage 
sites. 

 
Participation by Age 

 
Participation rates for culture and heritage venues peaks for those aged 

45 to 64, but are generally flat for most age cohorts until age 74. Participation 
rates for seniors 75 years or over are significantly lower than they are for younger 
adults. 

 

 
 

Museum participation rates are relatively constant for all age cohorts 
(except for seniors), when compared with those for festivals and historic sites. 

 
Participation by Educational Attainment 

 
There is a very strong correlation between heritage participation rates and 

education levels. In general, the higher the education level achieved, the higher 
the participation rate for cultural and heritage venues. The participation rate for 
those with less than a high school degree is less than 10% within the core 
markets. By comparison, participation rates increase to nearly 40% for those with 
a college degree and 50% for those with a post-graduate degree. There is some 
variation by type of venue. For example, participation rates for museums are 
more highly dependent on higher education levels than those for festivals. These 
participation rates are illustrated below. 
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Participation Rates by Income Cohort 
 

As noted earlier, income (as measured by earnings) is highly correlated 
with educational attainment nationally and within the core markets. Thus, it is not 
surprising that participation rates also increase with incomes, which increase with 
education        levels. 
Museum participation 
rates increase 
dramatically for those 
with the highest 
incomes, perhaps 
due to a combination 
of higher levels of 
education            and 
interest,              with 
available  leisure 
time, and money for 
entrance fees. By 
contrast, participation 
rates for festivals 
tend to flatten among 
those with the highest incomes. 
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Overall, participation rates have declined for all types of cultural activities 
and heritage venues over the past 10 to 15 years. Some of this decrease 
occurred as a result of economic conditions, but some is also due to competition 
from other activities such as electronic media. 

 
Audience Forecasts 

 
Based on population forecasts, participation rates and other data, the 

audience for cultural heritage venues within core MSNHA markets was 
forecasted through 2016. The audience for museums, festivals and historic sites 
was analyzed and forecasted, as summarized below. Detailed forecasts by core 
market are provided in the Appendix of this report. 

 
Museums 

 
This analysis identified an existing museum audience of 1,987,000, which 

is expected to increase by just about 14,000 or 0.7% by 2016. 

 
Table 11. MUSEUM AUDIENCE FORECASTS BY 

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT, CORE MARKETS, 

MUSCLE SHOALS NHA, 2011-2016 

 
 
 
 
Education 

 
 

2011-2016 Change 

2011 2016 Number Percent 

 
 
< High School 

 
 

80,204 83,892 3,688 4.6% 

High School 231,575 241,225 9,651 4.2% 

Some College 482,145 465,014 (17,131) -3.6% 

College Deg. 764,950 772,363 7,414 1.0% 

Grad Degree 425,253 435,434 10,180 2.4% 

TOTAL 1,984,127 1,997,929 13,802 0.7% 

 
 
Sources: 

 

 

U.S. Bureau of the Census, Claritas, and 

Randall Gross / Development Economics. 

 

The growth in audience is expected among those with a post-graduate 
degree, followed by those with a high school and college degree. Overall, growth 
of just 0.7% is relatively small and represents stagnating participation rates and 
competition for the attention of potential museum audiences. 

 
Audience by Type of Museum. The audience for museums was 

disaggregated by type of museum, with science & industry and art museums 
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accounting for the largest share of museum audience in the core markets. The 
history museum audience is estimated at about 386,000, increasing to about 
388,000 by 2016. However, history museum audiences will grow at a slower 
pace than those for art and science museums. 

 

Table 12. MUSEUM AUDIENCE FORECASTS BY 

TYPE OF MUSEUM, CORE MARKETS, 

MUSCLE SHOALS NHA, 2011-2016 
 

 
 
 

Education 

 
 

2011-2016 Change 

2011 2016 Number Percent 
 

 
 

History 

 

 
 

385,496 387,778 2,282 0.6% 

Amer. Indian 117,640 118,458 818 0.7% 

Science & Ind. 778,231 787,640 9,409 1.2% 

Natural History 615,345 622,623 7,277 1.2% 

Art/Design 702,761 715,641 12,880 1.8% 

TOTAL 1,984,127 2,009,517 25,390 1.3% 
 

 
 

Source 

 

 
 

Randall Gross / Development Economics. 

 

Historic Sites 
 

The audience for historic sites is estimated to total about 2.14 million in 
2011, expected to increase by about 10,000 to 2.15 million by 2016. The existing 
audience is disaggregated by education levels, below. 

 

Table 13. HISTORIC SITE AUDIENCE BY EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT, 

CORE MARKETS, MUSCLE SHOALS NHA, 2011 

 

 
 

Market 
Less Than 

High School 
High 

School 
Some 

College 
College 
Degree 

Graduate 
Degree 

 
 

TOTAL 
 
 

NW Alabama 

 
 

6,013 

 
 

24,300 

 
 

37,896 

 
 

32,983 

 
 

12,623 

 
 

113,815 

Huntsville 2,846 10,995 23,415 33,565 20,728 91,550 

Birmingham 9,011 37,365 60,386 78,398 38,335 223,495 

Memphis 9,610 41,204 72,061 80,586 40,215 243,677 

Nashville 10,993 52,517 82,019 115,500 62,515 323,542 

Other/Foreign 41,114 185,805 299,556 401,309 217,436 1,145,220 

TOTAL 79,587 352,186 575,333 742,340 391,852 2,141,299 

 
Sources: 

 
U.S. Bureau of the Census, National Endowment for the Arts, 

Claritas, Inc.; and Randall Gross / Development Economics. 
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The overall audience for historic sites is forecasted for 2016, below. 

 

Table 14. HISTORIC SITE AUDIENCE BY EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT, 

CORE MARKETS, MUSCLE SHOALS NHA, 2016 

 

 

 
 

Market 

Less Than 

High School 

High 

School 

Some 

College 

College 

Degree 

Graduate 

Degree 

 

 
 

TOTAL 
 

 
 

NW Alabama 

 

 
 

5,913 

 

 
 

23,479 

 

 
 

36,698 

 

 
 

31,434 

 

 
 

12,251 

 

 
 

109,775 

Huntsville 2,991 11,356 24,238 34,192 21,504 94,281 

Birmingham 8,981 36,586 59,263 75,718 37,705 218,252 

Memphis 9,639 40,604 71,173 78,330 39,808 239,554 

Nashville 11,471 53,843 84,281 116,803 64,382 330,780 

Other/Foreign 41,671 187,083 302,415 403,870 223,354 1,158,393 

TOTAL 80,666 352,951 578,068 740,348 399,003 2,151,036 
 

 
 

Sources: 

 

 

U.S. Bureau of the Census, National Endowment for the Arts, 

Claritas, Inc.; and Randall Gross / Development Economics. 

 

The audience for historic sites is likely to decline in most of the core 
markets for MSNHA. The audience will increase modestly in the Nashville Metro 
Area, but there will be an even larger increase in the audience generated by 
other parts of the country as well as foreign countries. These forecasts assume 
some continued decline in participation rates for historic sites. However, overall 
audience growth can outweigh the decrease in participation in higher-growth 
markets. 

 
Festivals 

 
The festival audience totals nearly 2.1 million in 2011, increasing to about 

2.2 million by 2016. The audience generated by areas of the country outside of 
the core markets and by foreign visitors is estimated at more than 1.1 million. 
The largest share of this market would be generated by those with a college 
degree or some college. The overall festival-going audience base in 2011 is 
estimated by level of educational attainment in the following table. 
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Table 15. FESTIVAL AUDIENCE BY EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT, 

CORE MARKETS, MUSCLE SHOALS NHA, 2011 

 

 
 

Market 

Less Than 

High School 

High 

School 

Some 

College 

College 

Degree 

Graduate 

Degree 

 

 
 

TOTAL 
 

 
 

NW Alabama 

 

 
 

7,504 

 

 
 

28,794 

 

 
 

36,695 

 

 
 

29,969 

 

 
 

10,917 

 

 
 

113,880 

Huntsville 3,552 13,029 22,673 30,498 17,927 87,679 

Birmingham 11,247 44,275 58,473 71,234 33,154 218,383 

Memphis 11,994 48,824 69,777 73,223 34,781 238,600 

Nashville 13,720 62,229 79,419 104,946 54,067 314,381 

Other/Foreign 51,313 220,166 290,063 364,641 188,053 1,114,236 

TOTAL 99,330 417,317 557,100 674,512 338,899 2,087,158 
 
 

Sources: 

 
 

U.S. Bureau of the Census, National Endowment for the Arts, 
Claritas, Inc.; and Randall Gross / Development Economics. 

 

The festival audience is expected to increase through 2016, as shown 
below. That audience would expand in all markets over the five-year period. 

 
Table 16. FESTIVAL AUDIENCE BY EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT, 

CORE MARKETS, MUSCLE SHOALS NHA, 2016 

 

 
 

Market 

Less Than 

High School 

High 

School 

Some 

College 

College 

Degree 

Graduate 

Degree 

 

 
 

TOTAL 
 

 
 

NW Alabama 

 

 
 

7,710 

 

 
 

29,391 

 

 
 

37,511 

 

 
 

30,500 

 

 
 

11,079 

 

 
 

116,191 

Huntsville 3,901 14,215 24,774 33,176 19,447 95,513 

Birmingham 11,711 45,798 60,575 73,467 34,098 225,649 

Memphis 12,569 50,828 72,749 76,002 36,000 248,148 

Nashville 14,958 67,400 86,147 113,330 58,224 340,060 

Other/Foreign 54,339 234,190 309,111 391,863 201,989 1,191,493 

TOTAL 105,188 441,823 590,867 718,338 360,837 2,217,053 
 
 

Sources: 

 
 

U.S. Bureau of the Census, National Endowment for the Arts, 
Claritas, Inc.; and Randall Gross / Development Economics. 
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MSNHA Audience Potential 
 

The audience for heritage venues and cultural facilities within the Muscle 
Shoals National Heritage Area was forecasted based on the areaôs capture within 
the competitive market. Each of the core markets and other markets globally, 
have competitive heritage sites that will capture some of the demand for heritage 
programs and audience support facilities. The areaôs overall potentials are 
discussed below, for museums, festivals, and historic sites, with a focus on core 
market sources. Other tourism markets, including foreign sources, were also 
analyzed, with some detail on this market included in the Appendix. 

 
Museums 

 
The MSNHA has potential to attract an audience of up to 160,000 in 2016, 

including 65,000 for history museums, 42,000 for science & industry museums, 
28,000 for art museums and 22,000 for American Indian museums. 

 

Table 17. MUSEUM AUDIENCE POTENTIAL FORECASTS 

BY TYPE OF MUSEUM, MUSCLE SHOALS 

NATIONAL HERITAGE AREA, 2011-2016 
 

 
 
 

Education 

 
 

2011-2016 Change 

2011 2016 Number Percent 
 

 
 

History 

 

 
 

62,000 64,900 2,900 4.7% 

Amer. Indian 18,800 22,100 3,300 17.6% 

Science & Ind. 37,500 41,900 4,400 11.7% 

Natural History 29,700 33,200 3,500 11.8% 

Art/Design 25,600 27,900 2,300 9.0% 

TOTAL 1/ 143,900 156,800 12,900 9.0% 
 

 
 

Source: 

 

 
 

Randall Gross / Development Economics. 

 

The fastest growth in audience support would be for American Indian 
museums, followed by science & industry, then art & design. History museums 
are expected to growth by about 5% over the next five years, slower growth that 
other types of museums. 

 
Net Potential and Facility Size. The potential audience for museums 

was compared with the existing audience to determine where there is ñnetò 
potential for growth or development. This analysis found that there is potential for 
capturing an audience of about 160,000, and there are current museum facilities 
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that capture an audience of just over 103,000. Thus, the ñnetò demand would be 
for attracting an audience of about 54,000 by 2016. 

 

Table 18. MUSEUM AUDIENCE GROWTH POTENTIAL 

BY TYPE OF MUSEUM, MUSCLE SHOALS 

NATIONAL HERITAGE AREA, 2011-2016 
 
 

Museum Type 

 
 

Current Potential Net 

 
 
Percent 

 

 
 

History 

 

 
 

51,600 64,900 13,300 

 

 
 

25.8% 

Amer. Indian 2,810 22,100 19,290 686.5% 

Science & Ind. 27,000 41,900 14,900 55.2% 

Art/Design 21,600 27,900 6,300 29.2% 

TOTAL 103,010 156,800 53,790 52.2% 
 

 
 

Source: 

 

 
 

Randall Gross / Development Economics. 

 

This potential would include a net audience of about 19,000 for American 
Indian museums, 15,000 for science & technology, and 13,000 for history. This 
potential translates into total museum square footage of about 80,000 square 
feet of space, including about 27,000 square feet for history museums. 

 
Table 19. MUSEUM SPACE POTENTIAL, 

MUSCLE SHOALS NHA, 2016 

Museum Type Attend Space (SF) 
 

 
 

History 

 

 
 

64,900 26,600 

Amer. Indian 22,100 18,600 

Science & Ind. 41,900 20,700 

Art/Design 27,900 10,900 

TOTAL 156,800 76,800 
 

 
 

Source: 

 

 
 

Randall Gross / Development 
Economics. 

 

After accounting for existing museums, the potential would translate into 
up to about 32,000 square feet of net demand including up to 16,300 square feet 
for American Indian museums, 7,400sf for science & industry, 5,400sf for history, 
and 2,500sf for art & design. 
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Table 20. MUSEUM SPACE POTENTIAL, 

MUSCLE SHOALS NHA, 2016 

Museum Type Attend Space (SF) 
 

 
 

History 

 

 
 

13,300 5,400 

Amer. Indian 19,290 16,300 

Science & Ind. 14,900 7,400 

Art/Design 6,300 2,500 

TOTAL 53,790 31,600 
 

 
 

Source: 

 
 

Randall Gross / Development 

Economics. 

 

Historic Sites 
 

MSNHA could capture audience support totaling 188,000 by 2016. Of this, 
nearly 55,000 would be generated by the local, northwest Alabama market. An 
audience of more than 100,000 would be generated from outside of the core 
markets, throughout the U.S. and abroad. 

 

Table 21. HISTORIC SITE AUDIENCE POTENTIAL, 

CORE MARKETS, MUSCLE SHOALS NATIONAL 

HERITAGE AREA, 2011-2016 

 
 

Market 

 
 

2011 2016 

 
2011-2016 Forecast 
Number Percent 

 
 

NW Alabama 

 
 

56,907 54,888 

 
 

(2,020) -3.5% 

Huntsville 13,732 13,199 (533) -3.9% 

Birmingham 6,705 6,548 (157) -2.3% 

Memphis 2,437 2,396 (41) -1.7% 

Nashville 6,471 6,616 145 2.2% 

Other/Foreign 91,618 104,255 12,638 13.8% 

TOTAL 177,870 187,901 10,031 5.6% 

 
Sources: 

 
Randall Gross /Development Economics. 

 

Overall, the audience for historic sites is declining throughout the area 
except for Nashville and other area in the country. 
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Festivals 
 

The MSNHA could capture a festival audience of 302,500, an increase 
expected by 2016 of 10.5%. Nashville, Huntsville and other parts of the country 
will generate the fastest growth in festival-goers captured by the MSNHA. 

 

Table 22. FESTIVAL AUDIENCE POTENTIAL, 

CORE MARKETS, MUSCLE SHOALS NATIONAL 

HERITAGE AREA, 2011-2016 
 

 
 
 

Market 

 
 

2011-2016 Forecast 

2011 2016 Number Percent 
 

 
 

NW Alabama 

 

 
 

102,492 103,410 918 0.9% 

Huntsville 13,152 15,282 2,130 16.2% 

Birmingham 10,919 11,282 363 3.3% 

Memphis 7,158 7,444 286 4.0% 

Nashville 6,288 10,202 3,914 62.3% 

Other/Foreign 133,708 154,894 21,186 15.8% 

TOTAL 273,717 302,515 28,798 10.5% 
 

 
 

Source: 

 

 
 

Randall Gross /Development Economics. 

 

Festival audience growth within northwest Alabama will be relatively 
stagnant as compared with audience growth generated by other core markets 
and other areas of the country. Since the vast majority of festival attendance is 
generated from local sources, the lack of audience growth in northwest Alabama 
suggests slow growth in support to the MSNHA festival market. 

 
Summary 

 
Cultural and heritage tourism audiences are generally better educated, 

more affluent, and have ñhigher expectationsò for travel experiences that are 
pleasurable and educational at the same time. Authenticity is key for capturing 
these potential heritage tourism audiences. Heritage tourists spend more ($623 
versus $457 by other travelers per average trip). They also travel longer, at 5.2 
nights on average versus 3.4 nights for other types of travelers. Core audience 
markets for MSNHA include northwest Alabama, Huntsville, Birmingham, 
Nashville and Memphis. But nearly 50% of attendance would also be generated 
by visitors from outside of these core markets, including a growing base of 
foreign tourists. The MSNHA museum audience, forecasted at 160,000, could 
support potential for another 30,000 to 40,000 square feet of museum space 
within  the  next  five  years.  The  area  can also  expect  historic site  audience 
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potential of 188,000 people and festival audience potential of more than 300,000. 
Opportunities for capturing this growth through new, expanded, or enhanced 
museums, historic venues, and festivals are discussed in the section that follows. 
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DRAFT, PRELIMINARY DRAFT, PRELIMINARY 
 
 

Section 4. PROGRAM & PROJECT CONCEPTS 
 

This section provides preliminary recommendations on potential project 
and program concepts, based on the findings of field  reconnaissance, 
inventories, existing heritage site assessments, and market potentials analysis. 
The Muscle Shoals National Heritage Area is not new to heritage tourism. Nor is 
the area lacking in heritage tourism sites. The area already has a long history 
and large inventory of heritage sites and tourism services that have been 
marketed to the public. Heritage tourism development plans have been 
completed previously in portions of the area. Further, new heritage  tourism 
attractions and concepts, some of which fall neatly into the range of projects for 
which there is a clear market niche, are already proposed in various parts of the 
area. The broader region is already heavily marketed and promoted for tourism 
by the Alabama Mountain Lakes Tourist Association and the various local and 
county convention and visitors bureaus. 

 
As such, the primary objective of this section is not to ñreinvent the wheel,ò 

but rather to add value to existing and proposed attractions, services,  and 
broader heritage tourism opportunities based on the various assessments 
completed herein; and, where appropriate, recommend other visitor attractions or 
services that can fill a niche or gap in the market. Ultimately, the key 
recommendations will relate to project and program implementation, and on the 
role of the MSNHA in assisting with implementation. Those recommendations will 
be developed following input from the charrette process. 

 
Enhancements to Existing Attractions 

 
The assessment of existing heritage attractions found that most have an 

excellent record of serving the public by interpreting the heritage of the region 
and providing an education resource. The region is particularly well-placed in 
protecting historic homes as part of National Register Historic Districts. At the 
same time, there is a serious need for various levels of enhanced interpretation, 
design, education and outreach,  curatorial services,  protection and security, 
marketing, management, funding, strategic planning, and overall delivery for 
many of the regionôs individual heritage sites and attractions. 

 
Protection and Designation 

 
Most urgently, there is a need for identifying and protecting sensitive and 

at-risk heritage sites, particularly those relevant to Native American cultures and 
heritage. Bounty hunters continue to scrape the landscape of the region in 
search of ñarrowheadsò and other remnants of ancient civilizations. The federal 
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government bears some responsibility for drowning much of the areaôs ancient 
heritage through dam  construction. That being said, TVA also offers 
opportunities for protection due to its extensive land holdings and control of 
assets in the region. There are also artifacts in various public and private 
collections throughout the region that appear to lack proper protection and 
security. Many of these artifacts have survived up to 10,000 years, but are now 
on display without proper protection from air and environmental conditions. 

 
The artifacts need to be properly catalogued and protected as global 

heritage assets. Some artifacts may need to be returned to certain communities, 
particularly where they represent sensitive materials from burial sites. On the 
other hand, most of the material on display appears to date to pre-historic 
civilizations that pre-date modern Native American communities. Sites relating to 
the Trail of Tears, particularly Jim Hendrixôs Wall, also need protection as 
increasing numbers of visitors (and interlopers) come into contact with (and 
sometimes deface) these sites. 

 
Depending on the extent and unique qualities of the ancient cultures from 

this region, there may be not unreasonable grounds for seeking designation of 
certain areas as part of a UNESCO World Heritage Site, which would help 
guarantee protection. The un-designated and un-protected sites should certainly 
be catalogued and linked together at a minimum for protection and also 
marketing purposes. The need for better protection is not limited to Native 
American heritage sites, but to many of the regionôs heritage assets. 

 
Interpretation: Research, Technology, and Curatorial Services 

 
The region has a very serious deficiency in the provision of research, 

technology, and curatorial services to help properly identify, protect, and interpret 
the heritage assets that form the core of heritage tourism marketing. The lack of 
proper research, interpretation plans, curatorial services, and modern 
technologies results in a visitor experience that is often confused, misinformed, 
boring, and poorly transported through existing venues. Most distressing is the 
apparent (and sometimes obvious) misinformation provided to children in some 
museums and historic sites that are meant for education purposes. 

 
Native American Heritage. Native American heritage is the least 

researched, understood, protected and interpreted in the region. Few of the 
ancient sites are identified or interpreted, other than a few mounds. Area 
museums like the Florence Indian Mound and Museum and the Oakville Indian 
Mound & Museum operate largely on shoestring budgets and volunteer staffing. 
Various artifacts of ancient cultures are also found in several local historical 
museums and other venues. Rarely is there proper storage, protection and 
interpretation of the material. Some of the museums are operating much like the 
ñdime museumsò of the 19th century that titillate visitors with un-interpreted 
arrowhead  collections  and  cigar-store  Indian  statues  that  have  no  bearing 
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whatsoever on Native American culture or history. It is not surprising that a large 
percentage of current visitors to these museums are arrowhead collectors who 
may or may not be particularly interested in Native American culture or heritage. 

 
These issues are  certainly not  unique  to  the region.  Interpretation  of 

Native American heritage is often hit-or-miss, with even the Smithsonianôs new 
National Museum of the American Indian critiqued because of its approach of 
ñconstituency-based interpretation.ò But the MSNHA has the opportunity to stand 
apart, to bring the latest research, sensitivities, and technology to interpret the 
rich heritage and cultures of the regionôs Native American peoples. 

 
Musical Heritage. Aside from interpretation of Native American sites and 

venues, similar issues also plague other types of heritage sites in the region. 
Even the Alabama Music Hall of Fame lacks a professional curator. As a result, 
exhibitions become stagnant or boring over time, lack imagination, depend on 
outdated technologies, and misinterpret historical facts. The W.C. Handy 
Museum includes the musicianôs original log cabin birthplace, which has been 
relocated to the site. Due to the lack of curatorial oversight, objects are displayed 
(in the birthplace) that are completely inconsistent with the historical context. For 
example, a painting of Jesus on black velvet hangs from the wall in the circa 
1870 Handy family bedroom. Clearly inappropriate tar or other material has been 
used to plug holes in the log cabinôs aging structure. 

 
Other than a video (which fails to work unless the right person it there to 

operate it), the Handy museum and others in the region lack modern 
technologies to extend and excite the visitor experience. Increasingly, heritage 
sites and museums must compete with electronic gadgets for the attention of 
youth and growing numbers of adults. Heritage visitor experiences must now be 
authentic but also (where appropriate) interpret history using the latest 
technological advances. 

 
The recording industry that placed Muscle Shoals on the map is not 

actually interpreted fully anywhere in the region, other than through the Alabama 
Music Hall of Fame. Most importantly, the two major recording studios that 
generated such a deep impact on music history do not offer interpretive 
components or experiences in a sustainable format. While both F.A.M.E. and the 
Muscle Shoals Sound Studio allow visitors on occasion, they are not currently set 
up for interpretation of the music history, tours, and interactive exhibitions. The 
key issue relates to the fact that both facilities operate as studios that are in the 
business of producing music, not entertaining tourists. Thus, there is the need to 
create an experience that does not interfere with the business of the studios. 

 
There is also a lack of interpretation of other recording industry sites, 

including not only other studios, but also the homes of Sam Phillips, Percy 
Sledge, Sam McCracken, the Delmore Brothers and others that influenced music 
nationally and worldwide. The use of public art to highlight the musical heritage of 
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the area will help in establishing some sense of identity, but there is still a serious 
need for interpretation of that musical heritage. 

 
River Heritage. Practically all heritage sites in the region can be linked in 

some way to the influence of the Tennessee River, which produced a bounty that 
attracted ancient peoples and agricultural settlers, inspired local musicians to 
create a unique sound, and forced its way through dams to create beautiful lakes 
and recreation amenities. In reality, it was the ñshoalsò of the Tennessee River 
that offered the truly unique environment for much of this to occur, since the 
shoals harbored mussels and other shellfish, which attracted ancient mound- 
building civilizations. The shoals prevented transportation, allowing for the 
construction of the first railway west of the Alleghenies. The railways helped spur 
development of the regionôs towns and cities but also carried Native Americans 
on the Trail of Tears and (along with river bridges) became the object of military 
control and strategic importance during the Civil War. Dams on the river helped 
end the physical constraints to transportation posed by the shoals but the unique 
qualities of the regionôs culture remained. 

 
While there are numerous recreational amenities as well as some 

interpretation of the riverôs natural heritage (e.g., Wheeler National Wildlife 
Refuge), there is little interpretation of the riverôs cultural heritage and its 
influence on the regionôs people. Certainly there are many sites that mention the 
river as part of the overall interpretation of a specific person, event, or place. But 
there is little interpretation dedicated to the importance of the river in defining the 
cultural qualities that make the region unique. This represents a gap in heritage 
interpretation in the region that needs to be filled. 

 
Design 

 
The design of interpretive facilities, including museums and facilities 

associated with historical sites, is often excellent but elsewhere inappropriate 
within the MSNHA. The Alabama Music Hall of Fame is a prime example where 
poor design, location, and functionality impact on the overall visitor experience 
and the opportunities for generating broader economic benefits to the region. 
Here, the museum is situated in an isolated highway location without benefit of 
nearby businesses and other attractions. The museum is designed in such a way 
that exhibitions compete for attention (which is more a function of the lack of 
curation) and loud music overlaps throughout the complex to annoy visitors. 

 
Many of the areaôs museums, including several local history museums, 

are designed and curated minimally with traditional glass cases arranged in rows. 
The overall design of the facilities only serves to emphasize the lack of 
imagination and out-dated technologies. In some cases, the antiquated facilities 
themselves make for an interesting exhibition. For example, one local history 
museum provides a complete static 1920ôs courtroom scene with strategically- 
placed manikins dressed in period costumes and rotating ceiling fans imbuing the 
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scene with the sense that time has stood still. But problematically, the court 
exhibit is only accessible by walking up a flight of stairs. So, constraints on 
accessibility are another design issue. Clearly, the lack of funding and resources 
impacts on the ability of these museums to upgrade the design of their facilities. 

 
Other design issues relate to the lack of directional signage, tour signage, 

and inconsistent signage throughout the area. Several municipalities have made 
an excellent investment in themed signage that allows the visitor to maneuver to 
key heritage sites without problem. Electronic applications have been developed 
to assist visitors and to interpret sites in a growing number of locations. At the 
same time, much of the area remains unsigned and un-interpreted, particularly 
outside of the main towns. 

 
Design issues also impact on the marketability of key locations such as 

the music sites around Muscle Shoals and Sheffield. Establishing branding and 
identity relating to the musical heritage in the Shoals is paramount and extends 
beyond the public art pieces that are being implemented. Streetscape and urban 
design improvements should strengthen this identity in key corridors that link the 
key sites. Cities like Tuscumbia have created synergies within their downtown 
districts with unique businesses and appropriate streetscape  improvements, 
while cities like Sheffield are struggling to establish to revitalize their downtowns. 
Resources should be targeted for design and other downtown improvements in 
such communities to ensure that they share in the heritage tourism benefits 
generated in the region. 

 
Education & Outreach 

 
A primary function of museums and many historical sites is to educate the 

public. There is a need for greater education and outreach programming not only 
to bring students to the regionôs heritage facilities but also to generate greater 
research and interest in the regionôs assets, particularly those relating to the 
river, Native American and musical heritage. To some extent, the regionôs many 
events and festivals celebrate this heritage. But there is also an opportunity for 
further outreach and development of educational materials and resources. 

 
Strategic Planning 

 
There is a dire need for strategic planning for individual heritage sites and 

attractions, and for broader coordinated efforts such as the event schedule and 
new attraction development. Marketing, management, development (funding), 
capital planning, and overall visioning should be guided through 5-year strategic 
plans for each anchor facility and collections of key sites. A shocking number of 
major attractions in the area lack any strategic plans to guide their operations 
and ensure sustainability. Many of the areaôs heritage sites have been 
maintained and operated by volunteers and local residents who truly love and 
cherish their history. There is no replacement for such dedication. At the same 
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time, there is a need to ensure sustainability over time and maximize  the 
potential of these attractions to capture a market and deliver economic spin-off 
and benefits to the region. 

 
Proposed Concepts 

 
Several proposed concepts for development in the Muscle Shoals 

National Heritage Area are provided below. Again, many of these concepts have 
already been identified or discussed in the region. The purpose of this effort is to 
identify concepts in relation to their market support and economic viability, as a 
basis for implementation strategies. 

 
¶ Muscle Shoals Native American Heritage Museum. There are already 

proposals for development of a museum that would interpret and celebrate 
Native American heritage. Clearly, the opportunity exists based on the gap 
in   interpretation   of   this   rich 
history and the potential market 
base. The market assessment 
broadly identifies a potential 
market for nearly 20,000 square 
feet of Native American 
interpretive facilities, or about 
17,000 square feet net of 
existing museums. The specific 
market potentials for such a 
facility would need to be tested 
further in more detail. However, 
based on the work completed herein, it would be recommended that such 
a facility include the following: 

 
o Location of a major interpretive facility in the vicinity of the original 

mussel shoals. 
o Engagement with Native American communities in the region and 

nationwide. Such engagement should be pro-active for planning 
and visioning purposes, but specific exhibition design should be left 
to top-rated museum exhibition design professionals. 

o Coverage of the full 10,000-year period of human habitation in the 
region, but  clearly illustrating the  changes that  occurred  in  the 
environment that led to changes in human habitation and culture 
over time. 

o Ancient and modern Native American culture should be interpreted 
in the context of art, history, and unique human cultures and 
communities, rather than as ñnatural history.ò Incorporating Indian 
artifacts into ñnatural historyò exhibitions is no longer acceptable. 

o Interactive exhibitions using the highest level of modern but 
sustainable technologies and de-emphasis on static displays 
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o Strong educational facilities and program 
o Highly-sophisticated and nationally-recognized research program 
o Archeological efforts, again using modern technologies and 

engagement through training and education 
o Linkages with interpretation of the various sites identified in the 

region (some of which have been noted in this report). Protection 
and interpretation of those sites would be paramount, and 
interpretation facilities at key sites should be incorporated into the 
overall development program. Also, linkages with Hendrix Wall and 
perhaps development of small interpretive facility at the site. 
Ultimately, the costs for interpretation, curation, operations, and 
capital facilities could be coordinated most effectively through a 
central museum and partnership concept. 

o Inclusion of modern history, with a particular emphasis on the Trail 
of Tears and modern American Indian communities in north 
Alabama. 

o Possible application for UNESCO World Heritage Site status (for 
key sites/region) and use of this museum as interpretation facility 

o Linkages with other Native American sites outside of the region, 
particularly in southern Middle Tennessee, which forms part of the 
same cultural region that served as hunting grounds, sacred lands, 
and river-influenced economy. 

 
¶ Roots of American Music Heritage Tour. There is the opportunity of 

greatly increasing the marketing exposure and tourism potential of the 
region  by  designating  a  tour  route 
focused on the roots of American music 
that incorporated Muscle Shoals. Such 
efforts have been proposed before, so 
this is not a ñnewò concept. In fact, an 
effort sponsored by the U.S. Economic 
Development Administration (EDA) and 
the Northwest Alabama Council  of 
Local Governments resulted in a plan 
for the ñRoots of American Music Trail.ò 
® This trail established a link between 
Nashville and The Shoals along the 
Natchez Trace Parkway, but did not 
extend west to Memphis. 

 
Formalization of a broader triangle 
routing,   development   of   interpretive 
sites and packages, marketing strategies, and recruitment of tour 
companies would establish a new format. This tour would form a 
ñTriangleò linking Memphis, Nashville and Muscle Shoals; along with 
important sites in-between or nearby including Tupelo and Clarksdale in 
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Mississippi. The tour would be marketed through bus tour companies but 
also for self-driving, biking, and motorcyclists. The advantage of such an 
effort, despite the fact that much of the tour is located outside of the 
MSNHA, is that it leverages a much larger and broader audience with 
national and international exposure. At present, there is some ad-hoc tour 
bus traffic to the region, some of which already originates in or visits 
Nashville and Memphis. Again, the concept here is to formalize, plan, 
improve, and market the tour internationally. Elements would include: 

 
o Designated or partner tour bus companies, along with other 

stakeholders, engaged in the process of designing and packaging 
the tour (which would include various iterations, i.e., 5-day, 10-day, 
14-day). 

o Pro-active organization and coordination directly with area music 
heritage sites but also with sites, music industry, and tourism 
organizations in the Shoals, Nashville, Memphis and intermediate 
locations. 

o Packaging with flights into Nashville and Memphis, as well as 
Atlanta, New Orleans, and Huntsville 

o Improvements to the regionôs heritage sites (as suggested earlier in 
this section) 

o Sites and live music venues in Nashville and Memphis, plus visits 
to Tupelo (Elvis) and Clarksdale (The Blues). Optional extension of 
tour to New Orleans (Jazz). 

o MSNHA sites including Alabama Music Hall of Fame, W.C. Handy 
Birthplace and Museum, F.A.M.E., Muscle Shoals Sound Studio, 
Sam Phillipsô Home (to be purchased and opened to public), and 
live music at area clubs or new venue. 

o Coordination with music festivals in all tour route locations (Shoals, 
Nashville, Memphis, Tupelo, and Clarksdale) 

o More detailed local music tour route for destination travelers to The 
Shoals and the MSNHA. This tour could also incorporate the 
regionôs other musicians. 

 
¶ Recording Studio Tours. An organized effort is recommended for 

creating a tour of the Shoals area recording studios. The tour would be 
organized and would incorporate the two primary sites (FAME and Muscle 
Shoals Sound Studio) plus others. Tours of the individual active studios 
would be designed not to interfere with the business conducted at the 
studios, such as through glass viewing areas and additions with 
interpretive and historical materials. The studios would be tied into the 
ticketing for the Alabama Music Hall of Fame (AMHOF), much in the same 
way that Nashvilleôs Studio B on Music Row is tied to the Country Music 
Hall of Fame. A small shuttle could be run by the AMHOF to the studios or 
could circulate amongst the various facilities during regular hours. Key 
elements would include: 
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o Coordinated ticketing for all studio tours through Alabama Music 
Hall of Fame. The AMHOF would conduct this service for a small 
fee on the price charged by the studios. This would require some 
coordination between the studios, which at present are not working 
together on tourism activities. 

o Shuttle service operated by AMHOF, again operated for a fee that 
would cover the cost of operations. 

o Reconfiguration of recording studio spaces to allow for glass- 
enclosed  viewing  of  the 
studios and recording in 
progress. When the 
studios are not in use, 
access could be 
permitted into the studios 
themselves but is not 
guaranteed. 

o Addition to rear of 
facilities for small 
interpretive spaces (e.g., 
2,000 square feet) for 
curatorial      display      of 
materials and artifacts collected by the studios, along with a small 
souvenir counter. Souvenirs would be branded and marketed as 
well through the AMHOF, which would receive a commission on 
sales for the studios. 

o Securing, display and interpretation of the worldôs largest collection 
of sound recording equipment (now owned and housed in 
warehouses by Muscle Shoals Sound Studio (3614 Jackson 
Highway)). Ideally, this collection should be housed and displayed 
by the Alabama Music Hall of Fame as a part of its overall 
exhibition. As such, the collection would be properly curated, 
protected and interpreted for the public. The collection could be 
established as a loan to the museum, a co-ownership arrangement, 
or sold to the museum through grant funding. 

 
¶ Relocated / Reconfigured Alabama Music Hall of Fame. The Board of 

the AMHOF is considering options for a relocation and reconfiguration of 
the entire museum model. The museum has been largely reliant on State 
Government funding since its founding, but this funding is being reduced 
dramatically due to State budget woes and a low prioritization of the 
facility in relation to other State functions. As a result, the museum may 
either have to shut its doors or re-establish itself under a completely new 
operating model such as an independent 501(c)3 non-profit entity. There 
has been a vision developed by museum leadership for selling adjacent 
land to raise funds for relocation of the museum to Veterans Memorial 
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Park, adjacent the Marriott Shoals, nearby golf courses, and recreation 
amenities in Florence. It is assumed that relocation would help reduce 
some of the museumôs isolation, which has clearly constrained its appeal 
and accessibility, not to mention its economic impact. The hotel could 
benefit from increased tourism and marketing synergies with the adjacent 
museum. 

 
The museum leadership not 
only envisions relocation 
but also expansion of the 
concept to include  a 
musical heritage theme 
park and associated 
activities in  coordination 
with the Marriott Shoals and 
the convention center. 
While this concept has 
merit as a destination, there 
is a need to assess the 
market potentials of various 
alternatives, appropriate sites, and recommended development concepts 
before decisions are made for selling assets which can have long-term 
consequences. 

 
In reality, theme parks often fail to generate substantial financial returns, 
even in the best of times, and they require high levels of exposure, traffic, 
and Interstate accessibility that may not be afforded by suburban east 
Florence, Alabama. What many considered a highly-successful American 
music-themed park (Opryland) located in a major music tourist destination 
city (Nashville), was closed by its owners in favor of developing a more 
profitable destination outlet shopping center (Opry Mills). 

 
Alternative concepts for the museum itself should be considered that favor 
a more urban location (such as in downtown Sheffield or Florence, or 
closer to the FAME and the other recording studios) in keeping with the 
need to establish an ñauthenticò experience and maximize economic 
benefits for business spin-off and downtown revitalization. Music heritage 
tourists are well-educated and well-traveled, and they are most interested 
in authentic experiences. 

 
The relationship between the museum and the Marriott does not 
necessarily require the two facilities to be adjacent to one another. On the 
other hand, a similar relationship is being developed between Nashvilleôs 
Country Music Hall of Fame and the new Omni Hotel under development 
adjacent Nashvilleôs new Music City Center (convention center). The 
difference  is  that  Omniôs  hotel  is  located  in  downtown  Nashville  and 
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therefore, the museum and hotel will help generate spin-off for 
revitalization and integration with the ñauthenticò experiences of 
Nashvilleôs downtown / Broadway music activity. Key elements of this 
concept therefore recommend the following: 

 
o Strategic Plan for the AMHOF to address the sort-term planning, 

urgent funding, structure, and long-term vision for the museum. 
o Market analysis, site alternatives assessment, and master 

planning for a proposed new museum facility. Consideration of 
the role of the museum in urban revitalization should be 
integrated into the site selection process. 

o Relating to above, a broader market and planning assessment 
to examine options for creating an urban music ñdistrictò in 
Downtown Sheffield and/or Florence anchored by the museum 
and with easy access to key attractions such as the studios, 
W.C. Handy Birthplace and other related sites. 

o If so desired, a through feasibility analysis to test the economic 
and financial feasibility of a music heritage park  that would 
generate a sustainable and profitable financial return attractive 
to potential investors and operators. 

o Coordination with the AMHOF, CVBs, local Economic 
Development agencies, recording studios, and the Marriott 
Shoals Resort & Spa, with potential funding for park feasibility 
studies supported by the Marriott. 

o Coordination with the overall organization and concept for a 
Roots of American Music Heritage Tour. The location of the 
museum should also be considered in this context. 

o Stronger relationship, perhaps partnership, with the W.C. Handy 
Museum that would expand, modernize, and enhance that 
museumôs resources, interpretation and exhibition. 

 
¶ Downtown Marketing Strategies. Downtown Tuscumbia, Athens, Old 

Decatur, Hartselle, 
Mooresville, Russellville, 
and Florence are primed 
and marketed for heritage 
tourism. However, other 
cities and smaller towns in 
the region could benefit 
from more intensive 
design improvements and 
heritage marketing efforts. 
Sheffield is one of three 
large historic downtowns 
in The Shoals, but is less 
ñtourist-readyò   than   the 
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others (Florence and Tuscumbia). There is a need for developing a 
downtown marketing strategy for Sheffield, particularly in relation to the 
other cities in the Shoals and their respective roles in the music industry. 
Moulton, Courtland, Leighton, Phil Campbell, Red Bay, Rogersville, 
Lexington, and Elkmont all offer opportunities for heritage development 
through more intensive investment and marketing. Improved access to 
riverfronts for sternwheeler trips, festivals, showboats, and other 
entertainment is also an issue in many of the communities, particularly if 
the river forms an important component of the heritage tourism theme for 
the region. Muscle Shoals lacks an historic downtown core, but there may 
be opportunities for establishing a more urban node near the intersection 
of Woodward and Avalon avenues not far from FAME recording studios. 
More detail will follow in the implementation report. 

 
¶ Tennessee River Mussels Festival. There is a need to celebrate 

mussels, the very creature that probably gave the region its name and 
clearly supported the economic and cultural development of the region 
over millennia. Any one of the existing festivals, or a new event, could help 
focus attention on the humble shellfish that is so important to the regionôs 
identity. Mussel cooking contests, recognition and protection of remaining 
varieties of mussels in the Tennessee River, and competitions for use of 
mussel   shells    are 
among the kinds of 
activities that could 
help strengthen the 
unique identity of the 
area for heritage 
conservation and 
tourism. 

 
A quick scan of the 
Internet identified 
mussel   festivals   in 
Ireland (Connemara), Australia (Portarlington and Rockingham), New 
Zealand (Great FitzRoy, Christchurch, and Havelock), Italy (Livorno), 
Brazil (Yerseke), Bulgaria (Kavarna), and Canada (Mahone Bay and 
Englishtown). In the United States, there are Mussel Festivals in 
Washington State (Penn Cove and Coupeville Dock), a Mussel and Wine 
Festival in Bar Harbor, and a Beer and Mussels Festival in St. Louis. 
However, there do not appear to be any major mussel festivals in the 
South. Certainly if any region in the U.S. should host a mussel festival, it 
should be the Muscle Shoals National Heritage Area which owes much of 
its early success to these animals. Pictured above is a mussel eating contest in 

Washington State. 
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