
Investing in Our Region’s Future 
This year the Blue Ridge National Heritage Area completed its 20th year  
as a nonprofit by launching investments that will support the preservation 
and heritage development of 25 Western North Carolina counties and the 
Qualla Boundary for years to come. 

A primary investment is the completion of the organization’s Strategic Plan 

encompassing revisions to its mission, vision, and values statements and the  

creation of strategies focused on financial sustainability, organizational capacity,  

brand awareness, education and program development, new partnerships,  

and preservation of heritage assets.  

The Strategic Plan was forged from hours of research and gatherings that included 

individual meetings with key stakeholders, regional input sessions, a partner survey, 

and board and staff planning sessions. This in-depth process would not have 

been possible without support from Dogwood Health Trust, Cherokee Preservation 

Foundation, NC Arts Council, WNC Nonprofit Pathways, Forever Mountain, and 

several in-kind supporters.  

Other investments were made this year to launch the careers of emerging 

traditional musicians; offer networking, promotion, and training support to craft 

artisans; and complete four community grants. We also bolstered our 17-year 

partnership with the Blue Ridge Parkway at its flagship Visitor Center in Asheville 

where we collectively serve more than 100,000 visitors annually who not only 

traverse the Parkway but bring visitors to rural towns.  

Thanks to our Congressional leaders, and many other supporters, BRNHA received 

a 15-year reauthorization which will allow the organization to focus on its mission 

and better serve Western North Carolina.  

By the Numbers  

•	 $2.39 Billion. BRNHA and its 

heritage tourism partners’ annual 

economic impact in Western NC. 

•	 4. Grants disbursed by 

BRNHA in FY23. 

•	 $47,540. Grant dollars 

disbursed by BRNHA in FY23. 

•	 353. Craft artists, local galleries 

and arts organizations on 

the Blue Ridge Craft Trails. 

•	 694,000. Views combined 

from 36 pieces of media 

coverage about BRNHA and its 

programs, including a piece 

on National Geographic.com.  

•	 609,952. Page views 

on BRNHA’s website. 

•	 122,170. Number of 

visitors to the Blue Ridge 

Parkway Visitor Center. 

•	 42,597. BRNHA’s collective 

newsletter subscribers. 

•	 13. Number of emerging 

traditional artists who 

participated in Fine Tuned, 

BRNHA’s newest project, 

that provides valuable real-

world music recording and 

performing experiences as a 

springboard to careers in music. 

2023 Summary Report

The Blue Ridge National Heritage Area functions as a public-private 
partnership to preserve and promote our area’s nationally significant 
heritage resources, including agriculture, Cherokee, craft, music, 
and natural heritage. More than 600 partners participate in this work 
annually with matching federal, state, local, and private funds.

Blue Ridge National Heritage Area Map
BRNHA serves 25 counties in the North Carolina mountains  

and foothills, totaling nearly 11,000 square miles.

Mission Statement

The Blue Ridge National Heritage 
Area is a nonprofit organization that 
preserves, cultivates, and promotes 
the natural and cultural heritage of 25 
Western North Carolina counties and 
the Qualla Boundary to benefit current 
and future generations.

Vision Statement

The Blue Ridge National Heritage 
Area is a leader in cultivating and 
sustaining the vitality of one of the 
most biologically and culturally diverse 
regions in the world. 
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The Blue Ridge National Heritage 
Area Partnership would like to 
thank the following for their 
support in 2023:

Funders

Appalachian Regional Commission 
Arts/AVL 
Carol Black 
Cherokee Preservation Foundation  
Come Hear NC  
Community Foundation of WNC 
Dogwood Health Trust 
Forever Mountain
JB Media
MountainBizWorks 
National Park Foundation 
NC Arts Council 
NC Department of Natural and 
Cultural Resources 
Rare Bird Farm 
South Arts 
WNC Bridge Foundation
 

 

2023 Craft and  
Music Trails Partners 

Alleghany County TDA
Cowee School of Cultural Arts 
Earl Scruggs Music Festival  
First Peak of the Blue Ridge  
	 (Polk County Tourism) 
Madison County Arts Council  
Haywood County TDA
Jackson County TDA
McDowell County Tourism 
Reeves Theater 
Rutherford County Tourism
Watauga TDA
 
Media Partners

Blue Ridge Digest 
Romantic Asheville 
Smoky Mountain News 
WNCW, Public Radio, Spindale 
WPVM Radio, Asheville 

 ** For a complete listing of our 
funders and key partners, please visit 
blueridgeheritage.com/partners

Play Your Part: How to Support BRNHA  

Be a part of preserving the living traditions 
and Appalachian heritage of the North 
Carolina mountains and foothills by 
contributing a gift today. Donate at 
www.blueridgeheritage.com/about/
donate.now. Please reach out to 
BRNHA staff at 828.818.5330.  
The team with BRNHA serves the entire 
region of Western North Carolina and 
enjoys connecting with donors,  
partners and program participants. 



Learning About the Cherokee Apple Trail
Blue Ridge National Heritage Area supported the creation of 

interpretive signage for the Nikwasi Initiative’s Barbara McRae 

Cherokee Apple Trail in Franklin, NC. The Initiative hosted a 

ceremony and guided walk along the trail which winds through 

a mini orchard of Cherokee heritage apples, near the Little 

Tennessee Greenway. McRae, the trail’s namesake, was former 

vice mayor of Franklin, editor of The Franklin Press and a founding 

member of the Nikwasi Initiative. Her love of history led her to 

discover that apple husbandry and breeding was a common 

practice of the Cherokee. It was her idea to plant the orchard 

as a living history link. The signage highlights the significance 

of Cherokee farmers’ contributions to apple cultivation and their 

relationship with European settlers while making connections to 

today’s culture, society and economy. The Nikwasi Initiative was 

founded to promote, interpret and link cultural and historic sites 

along a Cherokee Cultural Corridor. The Apple Trail is a fun and 

engaging destination, with opportunities for learning, and even 

enjoying a crisp apple too! 

Celebrating the musical traditions of North Carolina’s mountains and foothills, the Blue Ridge Music Trails 

celebrated its 10th year in 2023.  In addition to the launch of Fine Tuned, promotions for the trails continued 

steadily to amplify the music of area musicians and stories. The “Down the Road on the Blue Ridge Music Trails 

of NC” podcast started its fifth season with 17 episodes. Listeners heard profiles of legendary players, exclusive 

interviews on decades-long folk festivals, and the contributions made by Black artists to WNC music. Podcasts 

aired on WNCW-FM and were played 8,775 unique times via Podomatic, a content streaming program. The Blue 

Ridge Music Trails website and social media accounts promoted 241 venues and 519 events, with more than 

14,000 subscribers receiving the biweekly e-newsletter.  

Blue Ridge Craft Trails  
Turns 1 Year Old 
The official launch of the Blue Ridge Craft Trails initiative may be just a 

year old, but it is strong in numbers as it celebrates its first year. There 

are more than 353 craft artists, art galleries and cultural organizations 

participating in the Craft Trails, all located across North Carolina’s 25 

western counties. This drivable trail system is designed to connect and 

strengthen the craft sector of the Western North Carolina economy 

by creating a coordinated and compelling regional craft brand to 

guide visitors and locals alike to craft artists, galleries and promote 

the region’s small towns. In fiscal year 2023, BRNHA continued 

to curate additional sites to the trail system, from potters, to 

blacksmiths, to jewelers, to weavers, and many more. Also created 

were informative Craft Trails partner and visitor e-newsletters 

with a more than 50 percent open rate by subscribers. Craft sites, 

itineraries and maps can be found at blueridgecrafttrails.com

Business 
Workshops 
for Blue Ridge 
Craft Trails 
Artists 
More than 60 artists participated 

in business training workshops 

as part of a partnership between 

BRNHA, MountainBizWorks in 

Asheville and the Community 

Foundation of Western North 

Carolina. Designed specifically 

to meet the needs of these 

artists, workshop topics included 

Assessing and Planning Your 

Business, Contacts for Creatives, 

Social Media Content Creation 

and Instagram Deep Dive, 

Product Photography Using a 

Cell Phone, Ask Me Anything 

with Accountant April Lambert, 

and Pricing for Profit and Growth 

Mindset. The goal of these 

workshops is to support  

Craft artists and galleries to 

develop skills to strengthen  

their businesses. 

Taking Care of Visitors 
BRNHA continues its ongoing partnership with the Blue Ridge Parkway’s 

flagship Visitor Center in Asheville. More than 122,000 visitors stopped 

by the Center’s lobby during 2023, and staff and volunteers were ready 

to help plan their trips. More than 180 boxes of BRNHA partner brochures 

and maps were packed, mailed, or personally delivered—the second 

highest number distributed on record! These materials are filled with 

information about the region’s mountain towns, recreational activities, 

and regional arts and culture. We provide these materials to visitors at no 

charge and encourage them to visit Western North Carolina’s rural towns 

along the Blue Ridge Parkway and beyond. 

Keaw’e Bone, left; Jarrett Wildcatt, right.

Woodturners Nathan Favors and 
Mariella de Leeuw are based in 
Bakersville, along the Blue Ridge 
Craft Trails. The couple creates 
bowls, vessels, peppermills and 
sculptural pieces.

Winding its way through Western 
North Carolina, the Blue Ridge 
Parkway draws visitors from all 
over the world. 

Blue Ridge National Heritage Area launched one of its most 

ambitious programs to date when it kicked off Fine Tuned 

in 2023, a music recording project that connects emerging 

musicians across Western North Carolina with seasoned musical 

entertainers in the region. An offshoot of the Blue Ridge Music 

Trails initiative, Fine Tuned strives to provide invaluable real-world 

recording experiences, playing music in front of live audiences, 

and resume-building opportunities. Thirteen emerging musicians 

– spanning ages 15 to 52 – joined mentors and collaborators 

during a customized professional development summit at Citizen 

Vinyl in downtown Asheville. From there, they enjoyed sessions 

in the recording studio – a first for many of the participants. 

The emerging artists performed in a series of concerts held 

in Elkin, Franklin, and Mars Hill, with their final performance 

together taking place at the Earl Scruggs Music Festival in Tryon. 

Through these experiences, the emerging artists grew skills for 

professional music opportunities and careers.  

Promotions for the program and performances included radio, 

TV, print media, e-newsletters, magazine articles, social media 

campaigns, and podcasts. Seven Fine Tuned videos featuring the 

artists and their mentors were produced for the Blue Ridge Music 

Trails website and its social media channels. BRNHA also posted the 

videos on its social media channels.  

The result of those recording sessions is “Fine Tuned: Volume One.” 

Featuring 10 tracks that blend the soulful world of blue grass,  

old time, Cherokee, country, blues, gospel and more,  

“Fine Tuned” is available in LP and 
CD formats at blue-ridge-national-
heritage-area.square.site/ (or scan 
QR code). For more information, visit: 
finetunednc.com.

Fine Tuned – Taking a Bold Step in a New Direction Preserving Music of the Blue Ridge: Blue Ridge Music Trails 

West Jefferson Musician Kelley Breiding performing with the 
Allen Boys at the Music on the Mountain concert. 

“As an artist, trying new things  
with other artists is really an amazing 
opportunity. I am happy to say it has 
made me better as a performer and 
more confident about trying new 
things. [Fine Tuned] really hasn’t 
ended because we now have shows 

together and may find ourselves working more in the 
future. I would say to someone considering the Fine Tuned 
project to go for it.” – Kelley Breiding


