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The honky-tonks are still there, but beyond Broadway, Tennessee’s capital is reinventing 1tself )
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with Michelin stars, world-class arts and a new sense of style, writes lvy Carruth.

ashville’s famous honky-tonk
street, Broadway, smells
faintly of beer, hot chicken and
ambition.

Cheap cowboy hats — “Only tourists
wear them, this innit Texas,” one of the
locals tells me — glow like traffic cones
under neon lights while men named Chad
sing Luke Combs’ covers to patrons in
achingly stylish western boots. The good
ones will set you back more than your
airfare from Auckland.

For years, the city sold itself as
“Nashvegas”, a booze-soaked fantasyin
suede fringe. But now, the country music
capital of the world is revealing another
side of itself, and it’s far more polished
than the cowboy character many visitors
arrive expecting. Nashville has evolved,
and what makes it interesting right now is
its less obvious version.

A few blocks from Broadway’s sticky
floors sits the Schermerhorn Symphony
Center, home to the Nashville Symphony
(14 Grammy Awards). Here, patrons dress
for an evening under soft chandelier
light and velvet seats. There’snarya
mechanical bull in sight.

Nearby, the Frist Art Museum feels
like the sort of institution you’d expect
to find in Chicago or New York rather
than a city globally associated, somewhat
unfairly, with line dancing and hens’
dos. Its existence speaks to the cultural
depth here, housed in a 1930s art deco
post office as intriguing as the rotating
collections are.

Then there are the hotels.

The Hermitage is Nashville’s
undisputed grand dame, and it’s got
stories — actual weird, Southern-Gothic
stories. Here, American political deals
once unfolded over fat cigars and bootleg
whiskey ... maybe they still do. In 1920,
anti-suffrage lawmakers camped here
during the bitter fight over women’s
voting rights. The whole thing became
known as the War of the Roses, with
yellow blooms wom by pro-suffrage
supporters and red by the opponents.

That gorgeous, sunny hue now ties the
old Nashville to the new with carefully
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Factfile:

Getting there:

Air New Zealand, with codeshare
partner United Airlines, flies from
Auckland to Nashville with a stop in
San Francisco or Houston.

branded boutique chic. Somewhere
between political revolution and
expensive candle design, the city has
found its aesthetic.

Meanwhile, The Joseph hotel sits in
the Gulch neighbourhood, basically
Nashville’s polished upscale reinvention
zone. Where Broadway provides chaotic
country fantasy, this area is affluent urban
sophistication — still in cowboy boots,
though the ubiquitous denim comes with
heftier price tags, and linen trousers are
far more common than miniskirts.

The food scene has sharpened up too.
Last year, Nashville landed Michelin stars,
four of them, confirming what locals
already knew — this city can cook.

At Bastion, snagging one of the 24 seats
absolutely requires a booking, though the
snazzy cocktail bar is worth a visit even
if you’re not staying to dine. The Catbird
Seat shares its Michelin accolade with a
James Beard nomination, and is known
for its exotic menu featuring ingredients
you won't find elsewhere — think
kombucha scoby aguachile.

If Japanese influence is your thing,
the award-winning Locust in the hip 12
South district is THE hot ticket. Go for the
razor clams if available, and do not leave
without ordering the unique shaved ice.

If you want to tick off all four, Tailor
says something bigger about what the
city is becoming. It represents a version
of Nashville tourists might not expect:
multicultural and ambitious. Chef
Vivek Surti’s Michelin-starred tasting
menu draws on his Indian-American
upbringing. Hot tip: sit at the counter. One
patron called it “the most unpretentious
fancy restaurant ever”.

Carter Vintage Guitars feels like part luxury showroom, part shrine to American music

history.

The Grand Ole Opry remains the city’s
ceremonial heart of country music.

Even Nashville’s classic attractions
have a premium sheen. You wouldn’t
come here without visiting them, would
you? At the Grand Ole Opry, I slip
backstage mid-show, past dressing rooms
and the guts of the operation. I gawk
at the mailboxes assigned to the Opry
members; Dolly’s is full to bursting with
fan mail yet to be forwarded to her.

Soon, I'm standing on country music’s
most sacred stage watching Gretchen
Wilson belt it out from three metres away
and feeling all the feels.

At the Country Music Hall of Fame,
they’ve found a way to make the
Nashville sound feel luxurious, too. VIP
tours take visitors through archives not
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Fine dining has helped transform Nashville
into a legitimate culinary destination.

open to the general public. The best bet is
to combine it with a visit to the legendary
RCA Studio B, where Elvis’ favourite
Steinway still lives.

It’s like walking into a time capsule, and
yes, if you follow the rules, you too can
sit where The King did and pretend (no
touching, please) that you’re playing for
the masses.

Still, even with the layer of luxe, the
city hasn’t abandoned its roots. Perhaps
that duality explains why it works so well
right now. Visitors get what they came
for; they simply discover a more refined
destination under that glorious chaos.

One that wears cashmere beneath the
rhinestones and thousand-dollar boots.
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