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A brand-new Branson isn't just for seniors

By Didi Tang, Special for USA TODAY

BRANSOMN, Mo. — The lights of The Lawrance
Welk Show are long outl, bul Walk Rasorts in op—
Branson has a new attraction.

It is @ $3.5 million, 10,000-square-foot Splash-A- ———
Torlum thal openad loat March, just in tima for
familias seaking summar fun.

“Evaryone raally enjoyed R ... and wa had 8 record summaer,” says Dathan
Alchlson, genaral manager of the 15-year-ald property.

The lown, best known for thealers that cater o grannies, s gatting more e g g
youlh-odented as it tries to shake off its senior-only image 1o lure new,
yeungor visBors bo keap fts tousism growing,

“in the older days, we preachad to the chalr.” says Dan Lennon, 8 vice
prasident at the Branson/Lakes Area Convention and Visilors Bureau and &
brather of the Lennon Sislers, who parform here, “Now, we wanl fo reach out and tall paople: ‘Guess what you can do in Branson,' *

You can stil rafive the good of days of Andy Williams and Dick Clark, but you also have magic shows, acrobatic acts, comadies, pop music and Broadway performances
to chooss fram, If @ live shaw is not your cup of tea, there ara musaums, thame parks, golf courses, blke routes and shopping malls,

The clly's desire lo rebrand itse and aliracl new blood ks all about survival, given the recent plateau of new visiors after a boom of maora than o decade.

[ 2007, tha number of visors peaked at 8.3 milon, bul the percentage of Brsl-timers had been hovering around 20% for several years, compared with 53% In 1892 —
the year after 80 Minutes catapulted Branson into national fame, Clty offciats and theater owners knaw they needed to adapl to changing demographics.

So 8l Walk Resorts, for example, The Lawrence Walk Show had its curlain call In 2004, along with fha Lannon Brodhers, wha anded thair 23-year parfarmance of swing
musle from the 18308 and 19405

“That fan basa, chvicusly, was aging tremendously,” Atchison says. "They couldn't travel anymess, and thay could no longer suslain aur 2, 200-seal iheater.”

Today, Welk Resorls' (heater fealures siars such as Tony Qrando, Lee Gresnwood, the Befiemy Brothess and the Lennon Sisters who eppeal to Baby Boomars. It also
has concert weekends wilh names such as ihe Beach Boys, Threa Dog Might, B.B. King and Amerdcan idofTaytor Hicks.

In 2002, the Haygoods, a family of ssven brothers and cna sister, opanad their own variely show on Highway 78 — Branson’s sirip of theaters. The parformers, ages 16
to 33, are popular among saniors, bul thelr gymnasiics, dancing and singing have won the hearts of younger sudiancas,

In 2006, the Titanikc Museum opened its doors. Family paseas sell briskly, co-owner Mary Keliogg says.
And last summer, the Mansion Theater transplaniad Cathy Rigby's revived Pater Pan show to tha Ozarks.
“We thought wa naadad fo bring some show that ... appeals 1o the whole family,” says Mare Whitmore, a thesler vice president.

Even the Chinese are busiding & cultural cutpost In the Ozarks, New Shanghal Circus, which features slunning acls lrom Chiness acrobals, mevad into a custom-bulll
theater In 2005. And In May, the Chinese kung fu and scrobatic sxiravaganza Chun YU The Lagend of Kung Fu will premiera in Branson in its cwn thealer.

Shaps and activitlies have foliowsd sull. Quiside the theaber sirlp, Branson Landing, & watarfrant padestrian mall with retailers such as Ann Tayicr Loft, Victoria's Secrel
and Coldwalar Creak, opanad [n 2008, with the Hilton Bransan Convantion Center riging bn is background,

Tour of Missourd, a premium cycling raca, has highlighted the hills of Branson, and fhe cily hopes its inaugural Irsnman competiion in 2010 will bulld Bransan as an
oubdoor daslinalion,

All he chenges seem to be paying off. Tha average age of visliors has droppad from 58 In 2005 to 58 (his year, And the number of visitors as of Septamber Ihis year, 5.5
milllion, has daclined only slighily from 5.6 milllon in Seplember 2008, d“j:!lh the economic recassion,

Mosl impartantly, Branson |s drewing newcomers again: First-time vislors have made up 32% of all is towrists so far this year.
“If's surprisingly good," Lannan says. “Mow those pecple can come back again and again,”

Tang reporns for he Springheld (Mo.} News-Leader,
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