ASHEVILLE, NORTH CAROLINA

With about 73,000 residents, Asheville is the largest city in the western portion of North Carolina and serves as the county seat of Buncome County. Before European colonization, the area was home to several Cherokee settlements, and was among the regions visited by Spanish conquistador Hernando de Soto; the later arrival of Europeans in the 1780s led to a series of conflicts between the new settlers and the existing Cherokee inhabitants. Like its fellow North Carolina city Asheboro, Asheville took its name from North Carolina Governor Samuel Ashe. The city is set among the Blue Ridge Mountains at the meeting place of the Swannanoa and French Broad rivers, and consists of 41 square miles.

POPULATION AND LIFE

Asheville has seen steady growth over the last decade, expanding from 69,000 residents in 2000 to about 73,000 in 2007. In recent years, the city has been recognized by a number of national media outlets and formal studies for its high standard of living, vibrant culture, and other perks; in particular, Asheboro has been cited as a great place to live for seniors, women, vegetarians, those starting new careers, and counter-cultural youth by such publications as Modern Maturity, Self, and Rolling Stone. On the whole, studies have shown the population as a whole to be relatively happy and satisfied in comparison to other American locales.

ECONOMY

Asheville was particularly shaken by the Great Depression, with per capita debt being the highest in the nation at the time. The city was forced to pay off its bonds over the next half-century, leaving little extra money for renovation; as a result, the city's downtown area is home to an unusually large number of Art Deco buildings, making the neighborhood a tourist attraction in its own right.

Today, the local economy is increasingly fueled by the arts and music. The downtown area's uniquely archaic visual aspects, coupled with the fantastic natural scenery to be found in the surrounding region, has made the city an attractive option for filmmakers, leading to dozens of movies having been filmed in the area in recent decades. The annual Asheville Film Festival has helped to further interest in the the city's budding role as a regional node of television and film. 

EDUCATION

Asheville is one of Southern Appalachia's most important centers of higher education, with the city being home to the University of North Carolina at Asheville, South College, and Asheville-Buncombe Technical Community College, among other institutions. Several other universities and campuses are located in the city's surrounding area, including Black Mountain College, Montreat College, and Western Carolina University. 

ATTRACTIONS

Biltmore Estate: Encompassing 175,000 square feet and 225 rooms, Biltmore is the largest private home in America and, with over one million visitors each year, one of North Carolina's most popular tourist attractions. Construction on the French Renaissance-style summer estate began in 1888 and was completed seven years later. The structure originally served as vacation home for George Washington Vanderbilt; in 1956, the Vanderbilt family opened it to the public as a museum. Biltmore Estate still includes a number of interesting features which were quite advanced for the time, such as elevators and an intercom system. 

North Carolina Arboretum: This 434-acre nature preserve is home to a range of manicured and natural garden areas, each with a unique focus. The Heritage Garden, for instance, includes plants of economic and cultural significance to the region due to their use in southern Appalachian crafts such as broom-making and basket weaving, while the Bonsai Garden features more than 100 bonsai specimens in various stages of development. The North Carolina Arboretum also offers an extensive array of educational programs covering many aspects of plant biology and related disciplines.

EVENTS

Bele Chere: Held on the last weekend of each July in downtown Asheville, Bele Chere attracts well over 300,000 attendees each year, making it the largest event of its kind in the southeast. Much of the festival's visual art is centered around Arts Park, while musical performances – mostly involving folk, country, jazz, and rock -  are held on several street-corner stages located around the city. 

Lexington Avenue Arts & Fun Festival: Each September, downtown Asheville hosts the Lexington Avenue Arts & Fun Festival, a single-day event replete with live music, regional cuisine, an art auction, and many of the city's celebrated street performers. 

Shindig on the Green: Throughout summer, Asheville residents and visitors assemble at Martin Luther King Jr. Park on Saturday evenings at sundown for the city's most notable ongoing seasonal concert series. Shindig on the Green includes stage performances by regional bluegrass acts, mountain-inspired dance troupes, and other traditional manifestations of Appalachian culture; meanwhile, drum circles form elsewhere in the area.

Mountain Dance and Folk Festival: Having originated in 1928, the Mountain Dance and Folk Festival is one of the region's most important annual events, bringing in such regional staples of entertainment as fiddlers, banjo pickers, and balladeers. The music festival takes place on the first weekend of each August and is generally held at the Diana Wortham Theatre in downtown Asheville. 

