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apitalizing 
on Ozark memories 
Story by JOHN REAHLER 

]4 MISSOURI ALUMNUS 

~1erHcrschend,BSBA '58, likes 
o use an old Ozark saying: " It 

doesn't do any good to jump 
halfway across the pond." But then 
no one has ever accused the 
Herschend family of doing anything 
halfway. 

Their success story is almost a 
fo lk legend around the hills and hol
lows of the Ozarks. In 1949 the fam
ily leased Marvel Cave, jusl a few 
miles down the road from Branson, 
Mo. Within a dozen years, the 
Herschends transformed the cave 
property into Silver Dollar City, an 
Ozark theme park lha!'s one of the 
biggest travel auractions in Missouri. 
In the process they turned a trickle of 
tourists into a nood of bumper-to
bumper business. 

Peter Herschend and his brother, 
Jack. run the family corporation now. 
It' s a high-tech hillbilly empire that 
includes Sil ver DollarCi1y and water 
parks in Branson and Allanta . 
They'veexpor1edtheirente~nmeni 
know-how totheGreatSmokyMoun
tains ofTcnncssee, where they own a 
rodeo dinner theater and another suc
cessful Iheme park - Dollywood 
in partnership with couniry music 
star Dolly Parton. Their company has 
been hired as a consultant to help 
develop a theme park outside of To
kyo. 

Closer to home, the Herschends 
are major players in the boom tha1's 
turned Branson into a country music 
mecca. They built The Grand Palace, 
the biggest music theater in town, 
which brings in headliners like Bar
bara and Louise Mandrell. Kenny 
Rogers and Glen Campbell. This 
spri ng the company opened an up
scale shopping complex next to lhe 
theater. In 1995 they plan to float a 
650-passenger paddlewheel show
boat on nearby Table Rock Lake. 

Silver Dollar City, with its theme 
rides. shops. music shows and moun-
1ain crafts, is sti ll the bedrock of their 
busi ness. Before you dismiss it aJI as 
componc commercialism, just ask 
the 1.8 million visitors expected to 
jam the park this year. They can't get 
enough of it. 

It might be old-fashioned, but Sil
ver Dollar City has something for the 
whole fami ly. Everything is asclean
scrubbed as a Saturday night bath 
with a bar of lye soap. 

A few local business peQple shake 
their heads at that straight-and-nar-
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row approach. The company could 
add barrels of money to the bonom 
line, they say.simply by selling alco
hol at its attractions. Not a chance, 
says Herschend. 

Or gambling. Missouri legalized 
riverboat gambling recent\ y, and com
munities around the state are lining 
up to land noating casinos. The 
Herschendshowboat would be a natu
ral, but there won't be any gambling 
on this boat. Period. 

Understand. they aren't trying to 
tell people what to do. It's just not for 
them. ·'Do I think it's sman? No. But 
if people choose to gamble, that's 
theirbusiness," Herschendsays. "We 
don't think the idea fits in the family 
atmosphere all of us have tried to 
create down here." 

T hat business philosophy is 
rooted in the family's Chris
tian faith. Both brothers are 

active in local churches and charities. 
Herschend served on the Branson 
school board for more than a decade; 
he was appointed to the state Board 
of Education in 1991. 

Herschend has had a big voice in 
tourism development across the state. 
lnsiderssaythat when Pete Herschend 

talks. people pay anention. He's rec
ognized as a marketing whiz, who 
combines hard-nosed business sense 
with a sharp eye for spotting travel 
trends. 

His lobbying efforts at the state 
capitol helped boost Missouri 's bud
get for tourism advertising. When 
gasoline shortages in the 1970s 
stranded potential travelers at home, 
Herschend and area merchants went 
out and bought gasoline. Then they 
put out the word to cities around the 
Midwest: We have the gas to get you 
back home. 

He's helped organize promotions 
that pushed the tourist season at 
Branson from strictly the summer 
months to a nearly year-round effon. 
The Herschends led the way with the 
National Crafts Festival, held each 
fall at Silver Dollar City. Now, Sep
tember and October are the busiest 
times o rthe year around Branson. 

In their own way the Herschends 
have always been Ozark pioneers, 
j ust as surely as the army of home
steaders that headed west a hundred 
years before. Except these pioneers 
moved from a Chicago suburb in the 
late 1940s. And the territory they 
decided 10 settle was a rocky Ozark 

Neondrawsthousondsof1oe
lappi"11looristtathestrip. Ozark opportunity 
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Branson has made the big time; it's country 
music"s new capital city. Branson is a down-home 
happening. an Ozark village that's outgrown 
itself. Ifs columns of tour buses inching through 
the snarled traffic along Highway 76, Branson' s 

country music strip that's lined with neon and 
motels and music theaters. 

Las! year 5 million tourists nocked to the 
Branson area and pumped an estimated $625 
million into the economy. This year Branson is 
expecting even more. Music is 1hc main draw. 
Many of the visitors come for live pcrfonnances 
by entertainers ranging from Waylon Jennings to 
Wayne Newton. 

Ir"s the No. I tour bus destination in lhe 
country. The American Amomobile Association 
says Branson is the second biggest tourisl draw in 
America.just behind Orlando. Fla., and ahead of 
Yellowstone Park. Almost overnight, the hickory 
and dogwood that line the hillsides are being 
replaced wilh the wooden framework of ffi(){els 
under construc1ion. 

By any measure the growth has been 
astonishing. From 1991to1992, reiail sales in 
Taney County jumped by 43 percent. In the 10 
years from 1983 to 1992 !he number of indoor 
theater seats in Branson has ballooned from 16,000 
to 42.000; lodging units have increased from 6,500 
to 15.000. 

Money and investors are pouring in from all 
over the country. "Ifs a boom1own:· says John 
Bowers. director of the Branson/Lakes Area 
Chamber of Commerce. "Some people come in 
and strike gold." 
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ridge just a few miles outside Br.tnson. 
There was a cave underneath that 

ridge. with a huge domed cavern and 
limestone passageways that ran for 
miles. Tourists had been coming to 
see Marvel Cave since the tum oft he 
century. A few thousand visitors 
braved the bumpy country roads each 
year to climb down a set of shaky 
wooden steps into the cave. 

During summer vacations around 
Branson the Herschends fell in love 
with the Ozarks and decided the cave 
would make an ideal family bus i
ness. Mary Herschend, Peter and 
Jack's mother. stayed in the Ozarks 
to run the business. With their father, 
Hugo Herschend. the brothers spent 
most of the year living near Chicago. 
They came back to Marvel Cave in 
the summers to help operate the fam
ily emerprise. To help out. they gave 
cave tours and anything else they 
could. Herschend still remembers the 
thri ll of those Jong Ozark summers. 

··11 was great. It was just a wonder-

ful summertime job - cave explor
ing. horseback riding. living in the 
woods:· he recalls. At the same time 
it was very difficuil for his mother. 
There was no running water. no tele
phone. The area got electricity just 
two years earlier. 

"Now, we were not a well-to-do 
famil y," Herschend says. "Wealthy 
is not an adjective you would use 10 
describe our famil y. but my brother 
and I were the only two guys in New 
Trier High School who had a cave." 

The family rolled up their sleeves 
and started working on improve
ments. To beat the summer heat. they 
staged square dances in the cool of 
the giant cathedral room. The climb 
back up out of the cave was too steep 
fo r some visitors. so Jack engineered 
a train system that would haul pas
sengers back to the surface. 

It was Hugo Herschend who fi rst 
had the idea that grew into Sil ver 
Dollar Ci1y. Hugo thought visitors 
would enjoy seeing authe111ic moun

tain craftsmen at work. 
A few years later, the 
fa mi ly starting building 
a little town at the mouth 
of Marvel Cave. The 



near the mou1h of the cave. They 
called the linle 1own Silver Dollar 
City and more visitors came. 

"We had been in the cave busi
ness," Herschend says. "ii dido 't take 
us very long 10 figure out that Silver 
Dollar City was significantly more 
popular than Marvel Cave." 

I n those first years, the brothers 
pi1ched in al anything that needed 
doing. Peter Herschend would 

even pull on a ragged pair of overalls 
to act in 1he hillbilly slfeel shows. In 
fact that's where he met his wife. Jo 
De<. 

Does he miss those early days? 
''Sure. Everybody always refers some
whal romantically to the good old 
days. They were good; they also were 
very hard. We knew we were grow
ing a business. and that's the way you 
got the business done," Herschend 
says. "We all did everything 1here 
was to do. Like all small businesses, 
there was very little delega1ion." 

At the same lime the Herschends' 
enterprise was growing, coumry mu-

sic shows s1aned to nourish along 
Highway 76, 1he ridgetop 1hat ran 
back into Branson. Now, music the
aters line The S1rip, but back then ii 
was mos1ly local performers - The 
Baldknobbers, Presley's Mountain 
Music and the Foggy River Boys. 

··11 was good stuff, good entcr
tainmen1,'' Herschend recalls. "You 
look at it today and say, 'My God. 
thal was amateurish.' Well, so were 
we at Silver Dollar City.'' Then, tele
vision crews came to town and filmed 
a half-dozen episodes oflhe Beverly 
HillbilliesatSilverDollarCity. 'The 
impact was just dramatic. People 
came down 10 sec where the Beve rly 
Hillbillies had been," he says. 

Their success kept building. Sil
ver Dollar City added music shows 
and rides and more shops. The area 
around Branson bloomed like a red
bud lree in spring. The littJe 1880s 
mounlain village the Herschends cre
ated 30 years ago is still a magnet 
that draws tourists to the area. but 
Branson would probably survive 
without it. 

"There have been benefits to the 
e nlire communi1y. no1 just Silver 
Dollar City. I've seen literally 1hou
sands or people able to be employed. 
with good, substantial jobs. People 
have been able to buy homes:· 

Why Branson? Why did the 1our
ist business take off here, instead of 
on another set of hilltops a few coun
ties over? Is Silver Dollar City lhe 
reason for the area's extraordinary 
growth?Theanswer, Herschend says, 
is no. "Did we play a role in ii? Sure. 
We're role players; we're not lhe 
cause." he says. Instead he compares 
1he process to a cake, with layer after 
layer of good chocolate. "God put the 
beautiful hills, the trees and the abun
dant water here. That's the first layer,'' 
he explains. The area's lakes and 
resons.1hcme parks and music shows 
are more layers in the same cake. 

Is the boom tapering oITT Has the 
final layer of icing been spread on the 
cake the Herschends had such a hand 
in baking? ·'No, we've no1 topped 
this cake out," he says. ''Like a binh
daycake. we keep addingcandles.'l!J 

Country girl edits 'hottest' magazine 
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Country music isn'tjust 
hoedowns and honky
lonks anymore. It's come 
all the way from the 
backwoods to the front 
ranks of the entenainment 
indus1ry. Danita Allen's 
Country America 
magazine has charted its 
growth. 

Growing up on a farm 
near Clinton. Mo., Allen, 
BS Ag '77, MA '93, had 
no idea 1hat one day she 
would head up one of the 
most successful magazines 
in America. In 1992, 
Adweek named Coumry 
America the hottest 
magazine in the country 
based on circulation and 

advenising growth. The magazine is published in 
Des Moines by lhe Meredith Corp. 

''We had 400,()(X) readers when we launched 
the magazine three-and-a-half years ago. We have 
more than one million readers today," Allen says. 
" I think one key to our success is thal we choose 
to take a posi1ive approach. We honor what I think 
mid-America values - high standards of decency. 
We focus on 1he good things." 

That approach sets Country Americc1 apan from 
1he scores of country music magazines that clog 
bookstore mcks. "Most of the olhcrs just cover 
country music. We cover 
country music and 
country life: ifs a unique 
marriage.'' As pan of the 
mix. the magazine 
features stories about 
coumry-slyle cooking, 
crafts. travel and 
gardening. 

How does Allen 
explain the phenomenal 
popularity of country 
music? First off. she says, 
more people are being 
introduced to coun1ry 
lhrough The Nashville 
Network and cable 
television. Then there's 
the competi1ion. While country music was booming, 
there were few allernalives for young listeners. 

" I think a 101 of youth couldn't identify with rap 
or heavy metal music.'' Allen says. "Country music 
always has been simple songs- simple melodies 
with simple lyrics 1hat have a message. If you tune in 
country music on your radio you'l l hear some jazz. 
you· II hear blues and folk ballads. a liule rock. 
Country has claimed and modified other music." 
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