the journal of 100 miles
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The Journey Begins

T

here is a road that embraces a time long ago,
when Native Americans and buffalo paved
a trail and traders braved their way through
rough terrain. Its surrounding landscape remains
mostly unspoiled and flourishing, and the now paved road
still has tales to tell. For 102 miles, the Tennessee portion of
the Natchez Trace Parkway, from the outskirts of Nashville
to the southern state lines, is a route rich in its offerings. And
our journey begins at no less a landmark than the legendary
Loveless Café.
Like many, we long for the quintessential impromptu car
ride to the country, seeking treasures in small towns. As we
sit in the quaint Loveless eatery, the air warmed with the aroma of coffee and those famous Loveless biscuits, we spy the
northern entrance to the Parkway, lying just a couple hundred yards off the front porch, and we begin to dream of the
wonders to be found.
A ride down the Trace can mean many things, like feeding
your love of the outdoors with a canoe ride down a cascading
river, or a bracing hike in the woods. It could mean walking in the footsteps of a Civil War soldier or a former U.S.
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president. These are places where you can breathe in the beauty of
a waterfall, ride trails by horseback or cruise the winding lane by
bicycle or motorcycle.
A trip down the Trace leads to the main streets of charming villages like Leipers Fork, where fifth generation natives converse with
recently settled transplants at the table of wisdom at Puckett’s Grocery. And the town of Collinwood is populated with some of the
friendliest people you will ever meet. The mayor is a jovial man,
always in overalls and full of intelligent chatter. These are towns
armed with culture, quaint shops and beautiful Southern architecture. Places that are home to award-winning artists and authors,
musicians and crafters, farmers and natural harvesters.
The Parkway is teeming with historical and cultural significance.
Hohenwald reveals the splendor and history of Middle Tennessee
within its few downtown blocks surrounding acres of green pastures
and forestry, quietly possessing the nation’s largest natural habitat
refuge for elephants. Nearby is the grave of Captain Meriweather
Lewis, whose cross-country expedition with William Clark is the
stuff of legend. Lewis’ death still remains mysterious, and he never
received a formal burial. To commemorate the 200th anniversary
of his death, organizers are working on an official funeral this fall.
The Trace’s more personal histories are just as entrancing. Wilda Lawson is the daughter of the original owner of the old Strand
Theatre in Hohenwald. Lawson worked there as a young girl in the
1940s.
“I remember popping popcorn and standing on wooden CocaCola trays so we could reach the popper,” she remembers of serving
customers watching film clips of soldiers overseas, hoping to catch
a glimpse of loved ones. After a renovation and re-opening, the
Strand still has its original hardwood floors along with thousands
of memories.
Rachel Russel, of Leipers Fork, joyfully told us her story of growing up in a log cabin during the Great Depression. She laughs about
the way things were then – the cabin absent of plumbing and electricity. Russel’s family knew how to make do with very little. She
shares her experience with President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s assistance programs: “We never got any of that free food,” Russel says.
“The towns people were starving, but the country people weren’t
affected by it so much; we grew our own food.”
Tennessee’s portion of the Trace has plentiful sights and sounds
to satisfy any level of sophistication, from cafés to wineries, bluegrass to classical music, farmers markets and theatres. Family ties
are strong. The people are active. And local hospitality is abundant
through delectable food, friendly smiles and a genuine interest in
“getting to know you.” Generations of families who have made their
home here, after travelling to neighboring states and various parts
of the world, will invariably tell you, “The best place I’ve seen is
home.”
We will be bringing you The Journal of 100 Miles – our own travelogue of the Trace – in each issue of Southern Exposure Magazine,
sharing the faces of the Trace that reveal lives rich and real. Come
with us as we explore the scenic valleys, waterways and wildlife;
walk in the footsteps of history; encounter the creativity of artists;
and shake hands with the farmer. Discover and appreciate with us
the people who live here, sharing and protecting the simple and
sustainable ways of rural life. Come to know their history as if the
walls (or fields) could talk.
Rebecca Bauer and Anthony Scarlati are the publishers of
Natchez100Journal.com, providing a unique and artistic portrayal
of the communities and culture along the 100 miles of the Natchez
Trace in Tennessee. d
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