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Travel West on Highway 74 in the mountains and you’ll enter the Koala Boundary, the 100-square mile home of the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians.  In tonight’s North Carolina Rising report, Elizabeth Wilder shows us why this community is betting on more than gaming to grow the local economy.  They are counting on tourism and are welcoming visitors with open arms.

Wilder: Tucked within these rolling hills is a land where past and present clash, where you can get a living history lesson about Cherokee culture, and place your bets at the casino all in one afternoon.  It is a community planners say trying to redefine itself.

Cole: Right now Cherokee is at a transition point in its development.  For many years it was a destination.  Since the mid-90s we’ve been known more as a destination point for gaming.  I think one of the challenges that faces us is reaching a balance between the gaming tourism as well as the consumer tourism.

Wilder: With the single goal to keep more money in Cherokee.

Cloer: This is the poorest part of western North Carolina.  There is not a lot of economic development that’s being brought into this area.

Wilder: So to bring in more tourist dollars, members of the Oconaluftee Indian Village are coming up with new ways to attract visitors to Cherokee.

Tissue: The biggest challenge is revenue.  Our mission is to promote the history and culture of the Cherokee Indians.  And so all that we do, we try to see through that lens.

Wilder: That meant updating the outdoor drama “Unto These Hills,” now in its 59th season.  Today the costumes and dances are more authentic.  And opposed to years past, most of the actors are Cherokee.

Tissue: We are up right now about seven or eight percent over last year.  That’s better than most of the stuff that’s around, so I think we’re doing some things that are right.

Wilder: They’ve added more attractions, including this three-day festival of native peoples featuring dancers and artists.

Calabaza: Well I’m from Santa Domingo Pueblo and the reason we’re here is because of this wonderful festival.

M. Pittman: We’re from Greenville, South Carolina.  We came today because we saw this advertised and we actually have some Cherokee heritage, so we are always interested in things that are going on here.

Wilder: When was the last time that you had come to Cherokee?

R. Pittman: It’s been about 15 years since I’ve been up here.

Wilder: And they’re ready to welcome you back.

Feather: [NATIVE AMERICAN LANGUAGE].  My name is John Feather.  I am Cherokee in Lakota [ph] and I welcome you to my home.

Wilder: The street performers are still capturing tourist attention, but some things have changed over the years.  Today there’s more emphasis on setting the record straight about who the Cherokee people really are.

Martin: One of the questions that I get the most is, “I thought you lived in teepees.”  Which, you know, we never lived in teepees because we were as much as a farming tribe, we stayed in one place.  The Western Cherokees did, but we never did.  And some people are like, “You eat at McDonald’s or something?”  Because we eat and stuff and our little guard shack and we just start laughing.  And we are like, “Yeah, we’re just like any other people.”

Feather:  Nowadays, the only thing that non-Indian people, you know, see about Indian people is what they see off of Dances with Wolves, off of cartoon caricatures, you know, and off of the mascots.  So that’s what our image is in the non-Indian society is just a character.

Wilder: The village art center and museum are working together to educate guests and promote the area.

Blankenship: When they come through our museum we want them to leave understanding why the Cherokee were here to start with and why they’re still here today.  So that’s why we, any exhibit we develop now, it has to tell a story so that story will, we hope they leave with a better understanding of what a Cherokee is rather than what they think an Indian is by watching TV shows.

Wilder: And tourists can see first-hand the sense of pride that comes when locals can share their culture and crafts.

Lambert: People want something real.  They don’t want to see something with “China” stamped on it.  They would rather pay $400 and $500 for a handmade basket made by an enrolled member of our tribe.

Wade: For me and my family, it identifies who we are.  You see that basket out there and you know that that is a Dolly Taylor basket.  That’s my family.  That is kind of our legacy.  We are basket makers.  So whenever I see that basket in a shop or when I see it displayed in the gallery, that’s my family.  That’s why it’s important.

Wilder: And it’s important, the tribe says, to pass on those traditions, hoping visitors come, spend their money, and leave better understanding the Cherokee Nation.

Bushyhead: Being in Cherokee is finally being able to understand who you are, not what you are, but who you are and celebrating that.  So if people come to Cherokee, I want them to come to Cherokee looking for the Cherokee people as opposed to the Indian people.  And they’ll find there’s a vast difference in those two concepts.
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One thing that is unique to the reservation is that sales tax monies are not split with the state.  In May, the Eastern Band of the Cherokee Tribal Council voted to approve a lease with Wal-Mart.  It is to be built in Cherokee, although there are still a few items to be worked out.  Some tribal council members say this is another example of the efforts being made to combine Cherokee culture with the current trends.
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