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TEXAS

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE

[image: jpg]

Frio River, Garner State Park | RICHARD MCMILLIN/GETTY IMAGES ©

Texas is epic in so many ways, but for me, it’s the small moments that leave their mark. It’s dangling my feet in the Medina River, watching the late-afternoon sun turn the water into glitter. It’s lounging underneath a century-old live oak tree in a park. It’s biking across the Congress Avenue Bridge after dark, the warm summer air whipping through my hair. It’s the ocotillo in bloom in the desert, the smell of mesquite in the Hill Country, the bruise-colored sky right before a thunderstorm. It’s every perfect taco, every swim at Barton Springs Pool, every sunrise at Padre Island National Seashore, every night that ends with two-stepping at the White Horse Saloon, every float on the Frio River. Together, these small moments make up a rich tapestry that I carry with me everywhere I go.

Justine Harrington

@_justinelee

Justine is a writer covering travel, hospitality and culture, based in Austin, Texas.
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My favourite experience is road-tripping through West Texas. Nothing makes my soul ache – in a good way – like driving the River Road from Terlingua along the Rio Grande.


WHO GOES WHERE

Our writers and experts choose the places which, for them, define Texas.
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The Greater Houston area is the very soul of Texas. Oil money and cowboy stereotypes define outsiders’ view of the state, but there’s a culinary and cultural diversity that locals know and love. Houston is a microcosm of what makes the Lone Star shine.
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Stephen Lioy

@Slioy

Stephen is a writer and photographer.
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In the Fort Worth Stockyards, there’s more than a twinge of the Old West, with old-school restaurants, rustic country bars with packed dance floors and authentic western wear stores that have been around for decades.
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Regis St Louis

The author of over 100 travel guides, Regis spends time dreaming up wilderness adventures in West Texas.
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JOHANNES GUERREIRO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Downtown Austin during festival season is when the city truly comes alive. Whether it’s spring for SXSW or fall for ACL, every corner echoes with music and you meet all kinds of weird and wonderful souls.
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James Wong

@boxojames

James is a travel writer who moved to Austin via London, Tokyo and New York City.
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BARBECUE, TEX-MEX & MORE

Most people picture smoked meat and homemade tortillas when they envision traditional Texan cuisine. It’s true that barbecue, Tex-Mex and Mexican food reign supreme in the Lone Star State, but the vast geography of Texas invites even more culinary diversity. The state has six distinctive major metropolises, and in places like Houston, Dallas and Austin, you’re just as likely to encounter Mediterranean fusion, high-end soul food and contemporary Vietnamese as you are tacos and pit-blackened beef.
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Beef brisket | UNIVERSITY OF COLLEGE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Texas’ Unofficial Barbecue Capital

Lockhart has some of the state’s best barbecue joints. Kreuz Market has been turning out top-notch smoked meat since 1900.
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OKSANA MIZINA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Classic Tex-Mex

Beloved Tex-Mex dishes include cheese enchiladas, nachos, queso, breakfast tacos, barbacoa (a tender, seasoned meat dish typically served shredded) and chili con carne.
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Global Gastronomy

Texas’ major cities are brimming with international cuisine; Houston is the epicenter of the state’s multicultural food scene.



BEST FOODIE EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Sample the melt-in-your-mouth smoked meats from La Barbecue, 1 some of the best in the state, in Austin.

Follow the crowd to the small dining room at Taqueria Ultimo Taco 2 in Brownsville for top-notch tacos, flautas, tostadas and beans.

Go full fusion in Houston at Crawfish & Noodles, 3 which pairs Vietnamese seafood with Cajun flavors.

Eat Tex-Mex for every meal of the day at AllGood Cafe 4 in Dallas, with breakfast, lunch specials and live music.

Make your way through the 10-course tasting menu at Mixtli 5 in San Antonio, a bucket-list Mexican restaurant.







THE ULTIMATE ROAD TRIP STATE

Texas is big – and we mean big – and the only way to appreciate its size is to hit the road and discover what’s in those wide-open spaces. The cities have tons to offer, but Texas’ small towns have friendly locals, historic buildings, quirky claims to fame and an easygoing way of life.

[image: jpg]

Whooping crane, Gulf Coast | RICHARD SEELEY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

On the Road

The largest state in the Lower 48, Texas has the most roads of anywhere in the US, with nearly 700,000 lane miles.

Stop at Buc-ee’s

For a true Texas road trip experience, fuel up on kolaches and jerky from the iconic convenience store chain Buc-ee’s.


BEST ROAD TRIP EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Wind along the Rio Grande on the River Road (FM-170) 1 through rugged mountains and canyons in Big Bend country.

Stop at Dinosaur Valley State Park 2 south of Dallas to see dinosaur footprints, caves and canyons.

Hit Houston’s highlights and drive into the past 3 through Nacogdoches (Texas’ oldest town) and Jefferson.

Cruise the Gulf Coast 4 to spot whooping cranes, party on the beach and live Texas history.

Dance halls, pristine rivers and homespun art await you on a Hill Country 5 road trip.







TEXAS HISTORY

The diverse lands that now form the Lone Star State have long been a political hotbed. Six sovereign flags have flown over Texas, and it was an independent country before joining the US. These legends loom large and mix fact with fiction, perhaps not surprising in a state where the history is as iconic as it is actual.

Texas State Capitol

The rotunda, which has a 60ft diameter, features portraits of every person who has served as president of the Republic of Texas or governor.

[image: jpg]

NAGEL PHOTOGRAPHY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Texas Independence Trail

This route stretches more than 200 miles from San Antonio to Galveston and goes by historic sites that played a role in the birth of the republic.
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4KCLIPS/SHUTTERSTOCK © SCULPTOR: GEORGE LUNDEEN

Six Flags

Since early European exploration of the region, six governments have claimed control of Texas: Spain, France, Mexico, the Republic of Texas, the Confederate States and the United States.


BEST TEXAS HISTORY EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Head to the Alamo, 1 a Texas rite of passage, but check out San Antonio’s other colonial missions too.

Visit the San Jacinto Battleground State Historic Site, 2 the site of the final skirmish of the Texas Revolution.

See where the Texas Declaration of Independence was signed in Washington-on-the-Brazos. 3

Witness history at Palo Alto Battlefield, 4 the site of the first fight in the Mexican–American War in 1846.

Stop by West Columbia 5 to learn about Charlie Brown, the formerly enslaved person who became the largest landowner in Brazoria County.







THE BORDERLANDS

Texas and Mexico are forever intertwined. Texas was once part of Mexico, and they now share 1254 miles of common border and are joined by 28 international bridges and border crossings. Their relationship extends far beyond geography and puts on display the beautiful mix of culture, cooking and music. From ranching to breakfast tacos and Tejano music, many of the Lone Star State’s most cherished traditions are rooted in Hispanic heritage.

[image: jpg]

Big Bend National Park | FRANKSHIRLEY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

The Mighty Rio

For more than 1000 winding miles, the Rio Grande serves as the international boundary between Mexico and the United States.
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LINDA MOON/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Border Tribes

At least seven indigenous tribes and their homelands were divided by the establishment of the US–Mexico international border, including the Yaqui, Apache and Kickapoo.

[image: jpg]

GILLMAR/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

America’s Oldest Farmland

Presidio is said to be the oldest continuously cultivated area in the US. Farmers have lived here since 1500 BCE.



BEST BORDERLANDS EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Eat your way through El Paso, 1 a city on the border with tons of excellent Tex-Mex and Mexican restaurants.

Drive the River Road, which hugs the Rio Grande, to Chinati Hot Springs, 2 a hidden desert oasis.

Straddle an international border like nowhere else by kayaking, canoeing or rafting the Rio Grande. 3

Explore the vast beauty of Big Bend National Park, 4 which even has a border crossing for day trips to Mexico.

Feel history through the architecture in Brownsville 5 and take the only hand-drawn ferry in the US from nearby Los Ebanos.






URBAN LIFE

Texas has six major cities – Austin, Dallas, El Paso, Fort Worth, Houston and San Antonio – and each has its own unique character. Dallas and Houston boast rich arts and culture districts. Austin is the place for partying and live music. San Antonio’s history runs deep, and nightly fiestas take place on the River Walk.

[image: jpg]

The Modern, Fort Worth Cultural District | T PHOTOGRAPHY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Captivating Cities

Texas is home to three of the 10 largest cities in the US: Houston (population 2.3 million), San Antonio (1.5 million) and Dallas (1.3 million).

Growing Fast

The population of Texas increased by about four million in the past decade. Roughly 3800 more people move to Texas every week than move out of state.


BEST URBAN EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Admire artistic masterpieces at the bounty of museums in Fort Worth Cultural District. 1

Meditate on paintings by the abstract expressionist Mark Rothko in Houston’s Rothko Chapel. 2

Bike around San Antonio’s historic Spanish missions, 3 riding along the Mission Reach trail.

Roam the Dallas Arts District, 4 which includes award-winning museums and performing arts venues.

See contemporary art, photographs and a Gutenberg Bible at the Harry Ransom Center in Austin. 5






OTHERWORLDLY HIKING

Let the Texas landscape surprise you. No fewer than 35 ecoregions exist here, and there’s no better way to appreciate their beauty than on foot. White-sand beaches, soaring pine forests, snowcapped mountains and the nation’s largest urban wilderness are all part of the picture. Thousands of miles of trails to transport you to another world.

State & National Parks

Texas has two national parks, Big Bend and Guadalupe Mountains, as well as 12 national preserves, 89 state parks and five state forests.

[image: jpg]
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Flora & Fauna

Texas’ sheer size means that it’s home to more than 5000 plant species, 600 different bird species (more than any other state) and 142 mammal species.

[image: jpg]
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Backpacking

Texas’ preeminent wilderness experiences are at Big Bend and Guadalupe Mountains national parks. Stop by the parks’ visitor centers for the required permits.


BEST HIKING EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Climb to the summit of Guadalupe Peak, 1 the highest point in Texas, in Guadalupe Mountains National Park.

Catch the sunset from atop Enchanted Rock, 2 a giant pink granite dome in the Hill Country.

Hike through dense pine and hardwood forests and along swampy bayous in Sabine National Forest. 3

See the colorfully streaked cliffs on a hike through Palo Duro Canyon, 4 the second-biggest in the country.

Soak up the best view in Texas from the South Rim along the Chisos Mountains in Big Bend National Park. 5






HISTORIC TOWNS

Texas has countless small historic towns with courthouse squares, landmark cafes, and eclectic antiques and boutiques to explore at a slower pace. Many of the oldest towns date from the time of Texas’ independence in the mid-19th century, though of course this land was lived in and colonized long before that. Even if most Texans now live in urban areas, they’re influenced by the state’s agricultural heritage, and they escape to the country often.

[image: jpg]

Jefferson | LMPARK PHOTOS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

In Spirit

Texas has more ghost towns than any other state in the country, with upwards of 500 abandoned villages scattered around the Lone Star State.

[image: jpg]

JOSEPH SOHM/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

County Courthouses

The state’s historic courthouses were constructed from the 1850s to the 1950s and come in a wide variety of architectural styles, from art deco to Romanesque.

[image: jpg]
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Size of a City

Texas has more than 1200 cities, towns and villages, and about 35% of them have populations of fewer than 1000 residents.



BEST HISTORIC TOWN EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Admire the historic downtown district of Waxahachie, 1 filled with Victorian, Queen Anne and Greek Revival beauties.

Poke around the central courthouse square and stately neighborhoods in Nacogdoches, 2 said to be the oldest town in Texas.

Understand the importance of Port Isabel, 3 which the Mexican–American War changed forever.

Take a riverboat ride and tour historic houses in Jefferson, 4 a Southern belle of an East Texas town.

Shop in late-1800s wooden buildings and step out on the state’s oldest dance floor in Gruene. 5






EVERYTHING’S BIGGER IN TEXAS

Texas is a mighty huge chunk of land. It’s the second-largest state after Alaska and the largest of the contiguous 48 states. The saying that ‘everything is bigger in Texas’ rings true but goes deeper than land size. A sense of the epic prevails in Texas’ cowboy culture, the legend of the Alamo and that famous state pride.

[image: jpg]

Texas State Capitol, Austin | RICHARD SHARROCKS/GETTY IMAGES ©

Airport Scale

Dallas–Fort Worth International Airport is larger than the island of Manhattan in New York City. It’s the second-biggest airport by land area in the US.

Roadside Attractions

See the 67ft-tall Sam Houston statue in Huntsville and the 47ft-high Tex Randall statue in Canyon, truly a Texas icon.


BEST BIG EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Feel state pride of at the Capitol 1 in Austin, the biggest of all domed state capitol buildings.

Is the sky really ‘bigger’ in Texas? Go stargazing at McDonald Observatory 2 to find out.

Visit the State Fair of Texas 3 in Dallas (the biggest in the state), a fall highlight for Texans.

Stand in awe of the Palo Duro Canyon, 4 second only in size to the Grand Canyon.

Set aside plenty of time to explore Houston, 5 Texas’ biggest city in terms of both population and land area.






HONKY-TONKS & DANCE HALLS

Built by Czech, German and Polish immigrants as community gathering places in the 19th century, Texas dance halls are famous for their live music, two-stepping masses and eye-catching architecture. Honky-tonks, by contrast, are rowdy, no-frills joints that have only been around for a few decades. Both are popular places for Texans to spend Saturday nights.

Texas Dance Hall Preservation

The TDHP preserves historic dance halls around the state, including Schroeder Hall in Goliad, Twin Sisters Dance Hall in Blanco and Gruene Hall in Gruene.

[image: jpg]
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Dance Lessons

If you’re worried that you have two left feet, several dance halls and honky-tonks offer lessons in two-stepping, swing and line dancing.

[image: jpg]
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Types of Music

Texas dance halls play everything from polka to country and conjunto, an early form of Tejano music influenced by Mexican, German, Czech and Polish traditions.


BEST DANCE EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Two-step the night away at Gruene Hall, 1 Texas’ oldest dance hall and still one of the most popular.

Swing by Luckenbach Dance Hall, 2 the 1850s German tanzhalle that helped put Luckenbach on the map.

Eat barbecue by day and dance in a honky-tonk by night at the Country Tavern 3 in Kilgore.

Boot-scoot at the Broken Spoke, 4 an iconic Texas honky-tonk in Austin that’s withstood the test of time.

Twirl around the world’s largest honky-tonk at Billy Bob’s Texas, 5 a former cattle barn in Fort Worth.






ON THE WATER

The prevailing image of Texas is dusty deserts and tumbleweeds, but the state actually has a lot of water. Locals love to get out into springs, rivers, lakes and pools, plus nearly 370 miles of shoreline on the Gulf Coast. The state has plenty of places to cool off in nearly every corner, and thank goodness: Texas’ searing summer days are no joke, so being near a body of water at all times is a must.

[image: jpg]

Cypress Creek, Blue Hole Regional Park | RANDY GREEN/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©

 Float a River

Floating down a river in an inner tube with a cold beer in hand and country music blaring is the Texas summertime activity.

[image: jpg]

ANDRE BABIAK/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©

Undeveloped Coastline

Idyllic Padre Island National Seashore is the longest barrier island in the world, and this slice of undeveloped coast stretches for 65 miles.

[image: jpg]

JB MANNING/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Lots of Lakes

About 7000 lakes are scattered across Texas, the majority of which are found in the wetter eastern third of the state.


BEST WATER EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Raft the mighty Rio Grande 1 through miles of towering canyon walls in Big Bend National Park.

Leap from a rope swing into Blue Hole 2 and the crystal-clear waters of Cypress Creek.

Dive into a spring-fed pool at Barton Springs, 3 smack dab in the middle of Austin.

Tube along the emerald waters of the Frio River 4 beneath towering cypress trees.

Take a dip in Balmorhea State Park, 5 the world’s biggest spring-fed swimming pool, surreally located in bone-dry West Texas.









REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

Highlights of Texas

[image: jpg]

Allow: 2 weeks Distance: 980 miles


The largest state in the Lower 48 has all kinds of adventures up its sleeve. Let the glitz of Dallas seduce you, the cultural character of Houston enlighten you, the historical charms of San Antonio entrance you and the lively soul of Austin make you feel young at heart.


[image: jpg]
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Texas flag | XRADIOPHOTOG/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 DALLAS [image: ] 2 DAYS

Start your trip in Dallas. Begin in the West End to get an understanding of John F Kennedy’s tragic assassination at the Sixth Floor Museum, Grassy Knoll and the Kennedy Memorial. Have lunch at the Dallas Farmers Market. Cap off the day with dinner, drinks and a show in Deep Ellum (pictured), a hub for live music. Spend your second day exploring the Arts District.

[image: jpg]

OMAR VEGA/GETTY IMAGES ©

2 HOUSTON [image: ] 2 DAYS

You need much longer than a couple days to explore sprawling Houston, the fourth-largest city in the country. Start with a good dose of culture in the Museum District and then sample the city’s diverse food scene and nightlife in the neighborhood of Montrose. On Day 2, take a day trip to NASA’s Space Center Houston (pictured) to see the heart of the US space program.

[image: jpg]

JHVEPHOTO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

3 SAN ANTONIO [image: ] 2 DAYS

Begin your time in San Antonio at Market Square (pictured), the country’s largest Mexican market. Have lunch at the Pearl, a brewery complex turned top culinary destination. Double back downtown to pay your respects at the Alamo. At dusk, stroll the River Walk as cafes and footbridges are lit up. The next day, hop on a bicycle and visit the Spanish missions before dinner in Southtown.

[image: jpg]

KIT LEONG/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


4 AUSTIN [image: ] 2 DAYS

Austin is Texas’ capital of quirky cool. Dig into the neighborhoods that have shaped Austin’s character. Chill at coffee shops and hip restaurants in South Austin, walk or cycle the Ann and Roy Butler Hike-and-Bike Trail and beat the heat with a dip in Barton Springs. On Day 2, go dive-bar-hopping in East Austin and see live music at Antone’s and Cheer Up Charlies.

[image: jpg]

TRONG NGUYEN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

5 FREDERICKSBURG [image: ] 2 DAYS

Unofficial capital of the Hill Country, Fredericksburg is a 19th-century German settlement that packs a lot of charm into a small area. Make the town your base for exploring the wider Hill Country. When the spring wildflowers are blooming, it’s one of the prettiest places in Texas. Rummage through antique stores, dig into a plate of barbecue and visit the vineyards.

[image: jpg]
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6 BIG BEND NATIONAL PARK [image: ] 4 DAYS

You knew Texas was big, but did you know that it has a national park larger than Rhode Island? The sheer grandeur of Big Bend will take your breath away. Motor along the Ross Maxwell Scenic Drive (pictured), one of the prettiest routes in the state, which ends at a trailhead into Santa Elena Canyon. Soak in hot springs at night and relax below the star-studded sky.
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ITINERARIES

Outdoors in Austin, San Antonio & the Hill Country

[image: jpg]

Allow: 1 week Distance: 150 miles


The Hill Country is one of the most beautiful regions in the state. Winding roads and rivers lead past old towns set among the rolling hills. In the spring, brilliant wildflowers carpet the landscape. Outdoor attractions abound; visit the area’s wineries and state parks between time in Austin and San Antonio.
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Bluebonnets in the Hill Country | FOTOLUMINATE LLC/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 AUSTIN [image: ] 2 DAYS

A big part of the appeal of Austin is its access to the outdoors. Kayakers skim across the still waters of Lady Bird Lake, and swimmers do laps in Barton Springs Pool. Texas’ capital is home to more than 300 parks and has more than 30 miles of urban trails. A popular hike-and-bike trail loops around Lady Bird Lake and links to a creekside greenbelt.
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2 DRIPPING SPRINGS [image: ] 2 DAYS

The outdoorsy charms of Dripping Springs include gorgeous Hamilton Pool (pictured), a lush box canyon where you can swim, and Pedernales Falls State Park, with rock formations and waterfalls. The county’s liquor laws are looser than in Austin, so sample goods from the craft breweries, distilleries and wineries in picturesque locations.
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3 FREDERICKSBURG [image: ] 2 DAYS

Fredericksburg is near dozens of wineries, the legendary Luckenbach Dance Hall and LBJ Ranch, where President Lyndon B Johnson was born, lived and died. Spend an afternoon tubing or kayaking the Guadalupe or Medina rivers. Catch sunset from atop Enchanted Rock, a giant granite dome just outside of town with panoramic views.

[image: jpg]
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4 SAN ANTONIO [image: ] 1 DAY

Rent a bike in San Antonio and cycle the Mission Reach Trail to see four Spanish colonial missions set along the river. Afterward, pick from the many activities at Brackenridge Park, which spans a whopping 349 acres. The park has picnic spots, walking trails, boat rentals, playgrounds and a miniature train. Its serene Japanese Tea Garden includes koi ponds and a 60ft waterfall.
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ITINERARIES

Far West Texas

[image: jpg]

Allow: 1 week Distance: 400 miles


Wide-open West Texas is perfect for road-tripping. Visiting Big Bend National Park is reason enough, but you’ll also have plenty of fun along the way, stopping to stretch your legs in Guadalupe Mountains National Park and exploring multicultural El Paso and quirky small towns.
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Socorro Mission, El Paso | JEFF SCHULTES/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 EL PASO [image: ] 1 DAY

Wedged into the farthest-flung corner of West Texas, El Paso is a border city with a diverse heritage. Check out its cultural treasures at the city’s many free museums. Downtown, the El Paso Museum of Art has a terrific Southwestern collection. Stop for drinks at the Dome Bar at Hotel Paso del Norte and make dinner reservations at Elemi, the best restaurant in town.
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2 GUADALUPE MOUNTAINS NATIONAL PARK [image: ] 1 DAY

Guadalupe Mountains National Park doesn’t have any paved roads, so you’re going to have to leave the car behind to see its high-country splendor. Hike up Guadalupe Peak (pictured), the tallest point in Texas. McKittrick Canyon is lovely in fall, when the leaves of the bigtooth maples turn golden and bright red, but it’s a forested oasis at any time of year.
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3 FORT DAVIS [image: ] 1 DAY

Fort Davis is little more than a desert crossroads, but with the dramatic remains of the fort itself on its doorstep and the McDonald Observatory high in the mountains nearby, it’s worth an overnight stay. The observatory has some of the clearest and darkest skies in North America, and astronomers are on hand at Star Parties to explain the constellations and beyond.
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4 MARFA [image: ] 1 DAY

Mystery lights and modern art deep in the West Texas desert: Marfa is surreal. Donald Judd put Marfa on the art-world map in the 1980s when he used abandoned military buildings to create one of the world’s largest permanent installations of minimalist art at the Chinati Foundation. By night, head to the Marfa Lights Viewing Area (pictured) to catch a glimpse of the famous ghostly lights.
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5 BIG BEND NATIONAL PARK [image: ] 3 DAYS

At 1252 sq miles, Big Bend National Park gives hikers more than 150 miles of trails to explore in the mountains, desert and along the Rio Grande. The river has earned its place among the top North American trips for rafting and canoeing. Rapids up to class IV alternate with calm stretches perfect for wildlife-viewing, photography and relaxation.
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WHEN TO GO

The second-largest US state and bigger than any country in Europe, Texas has 10 different climate regions with varied weather.


[image: jpg]

Kayaking, Hill Country | B NORRIS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Spring and fall (late March to May and September to early November) are the best times of year to visit Texas. Springtime brings Hill Country wildflowers, festivals and ample opportunities for outdoor recreation in pleasant temperatures. Fall is the season of football and the State Fair, and it’s generally still warm enough to enjoy most outdoor activities.

The summer months of June to August can be miserable. Kids are out of school, so attractions are at their busiest, and temperatures are stiflingly hot outside (fortunately everywhere inside has AC). But it is prime time to kick back at the beach or float a river. Winter weather in Texas can be balmy or downright frigid. South Texas rarely freezes, but North Texas occasionally does.


I LIVE HERE

THE MAGIC OF HILL COUNTRY

Katherine Romans is the executive director of the Hill Country Alliance. @hillcountryalliance

One year, it started raining in May and kept raining through the end of July. It made for some of the best kayaking I’ve ever experienced in Texas. Aquamarine-blue waters above a white limestone riverbed, sunshine and cloudless skies, and the shade of a towering cypress tree: these are the things that make the Hill Country such a magical place.


Want a Bargain?

Plan your travel for quieter seasons such as late fall and early winter. September, October and November often have cheaper accommodations prices.


HABOOB

A haboob is an intense dust storm (the word has its origins in Arabic) that can tower more than 10,000ft high, greatly reducing visibility and racing up to 60mph. Haboobs occur in the desert Southwest and West Texas.




EXTREME WEATHER

Texas sees all kinds of apocalyptic weather: floods, hurricanes, droughts, blizzards and tornadoes. Sometimes, they can all occur at once. On a spring day in 2021, Central Texas saw thunderstorms, multiple wildfires struck drought-ridden Abilene, the Panhandle froze and Dallas–Fort Worth had tornadoes.

Big-Time Texas Festivals


Music lovers, film fanatics and tech bros congregate in Austin for South by Southwest, which takes over downtown for nine days. [image: ] March

Hundreds of thousands of people flock to the capital for the Austin City Limits music festival. ACL takes place over two weekends at nine stages in Zilker Park. [image: ] October

The Houston Livestock Show and Rodeo is the largest livestock exhibition and rodeo in the world, complete with a carnival, concerts, livestock competitions and barbecue. [image: ] February to March

Fiesta San Antonio is an 11-day celebration of the city’s heritage and culture that dates back to 1891, when local women paraded in front of the Alamo and threw flowers at each other to honor the heroes of the battle. [image: ] April

Quirky & Lesser-Known Events


Listen to poets, singers, musicians and storytellers talk about life on the range at the annual Lone Star Cowboy Poetry Gathering in Alpine. [image: ] February

The Kerrville Folk Festival in the Hill Country is the longest continuously running music festival in the US. Local folk and bluegrass musicians play for 18 days and nights, and you can join in on guitar classes, wine and craft beer tastings, canoe trips and yoga classes. [image: ] May to June

Though much smaller than the state’s bigger-name music festivals, the Trans-Pecos Festival of Music + Love in Marfa always boasts an excellent, genre-spanning lineup in addition to workshops and a sandlot baseball game. [image: ] September to October

On the Gulf Coast, Texas Sandfest in Port Aransas is the biggest native-sand sculpture competition in the country. [image: ] April


I LIVE HERE

QUIET CORNERS

Charlotte Reemts is an ecologist and science project director for The Nature Conservancy in Texas. @nature_tx

One of my favorite memories is a misty winter morning at the Mad Island Marsh Preserve in Matagorda County. A flock of sandhill cranes was flying to its feeding grounds in a field behind me, so low that I could hear the wind through their wings. In the fog, the prehistoric sound of their calls made me feel like the only person on earth.
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RECORD-BREAKING HEAT

Climate change is having a major warming effect on Texas. Much of the state had its hottest summer ever in 2022. Temperatures reached triple digits in May in Austin. Highs in Dallas topped 100°F for well over a week, and Houston virtually skipped spring altogether.

Weather Through the Year
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JANUARY

Av. daytime max: 62°F

Days of rainfall: 8 (Austin)
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FEBRUARY

Av. daytime max: 67°F

Days of rainfall: 10
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MARCH

Av. daytime max: 74°F

Days of rainfall: 13
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APRIL

Av. daytime max: 80°F

Days of rainfall: 14
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MAY

Av. daytime max: 86°F

Days of rainfall: 16
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JUNE

Av. daytime max: 92°F

Days of rainfall: 13
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JULY

Av. daytime max: 95°F

Days of rainfall: 11
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AUGUST

Av. daytime max: 96°F

Days of rainfall: 11
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SEPTEMBER

Av. daytime max: 90°F

Days of rainfall: 15
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OCTOBER

Av. daytime max: 81°F

Days of rainfall: 11
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NOVEMBER

Av. daytime max: 72°F

Days of rainfall: 10
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DECEMBER

Av. daytime max: 64°F

Days of rainfall: 10





GET PREPARED
FOR TEXAS

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain
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Clothes

Lightweight clothing Texas experiences hot and humid summers. Wear light, breathable clothing and a hat.

Outdoor gear This state has some epic outdoor adventures, so bring the right footwear (hiking boots, water sandals). Wear a long-sleeved shirt for protection against the sun and poisonous plants.

Urban atture Texas has a casual attitude, and you’ll rarely feel uncomfortable because of what you’re wearing. Bring dressier attire (smart casual) for dinner at nice restaurants, going to upscale bars or clubs, or visiting a church during services.

Boots Cowboy culture is still alive and well, and most Texans own at least one pair of cowboy boots, which are required footwear in dance halls.


Manners

Friendliness Texans shake hands, smile at strangers and pat each other on the back in greeting. Being glad to see you no matter who you are is the Texan way.

Addressing others That’s yes sir and yes ma’am. Texans see this as the polite way to address someone, no matter your age.

Hi sign Lift your index finger from the steering wheel of your car (but without raising your hand) as a friendly wave when passing other drivers on country roads.





READ
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God Save Texas (Lawrence Wright; 2018) An in-depth look at the culture and history of Texas by a preeminent journalist.

[image: jpg]

Lot: Stories (Bryan Washington; 2019) Contemporary short stories that bring Houston and its people to life.
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The Boy Kings of Texas: A Memoir (Domingo Martinez; 2012). A memoir of childhood in the border town of Brownsville.

[image: jpg]

Love Me Back (Merritt Tierce; 2014) An account of the life of a waitress working in a series of Texas restaurants.




Words

‘preciate ya Short for ‘I appreciate you,’ which means thank you.

howdy Hello; used as a common greeting.

y’all This conjunction of ‘you’ and ‘all’ is used to address more than one person. You’ll sometimes also hear ‘all y’all.’

fixin’ ta About to do something: ‘I’m fixin’ ta go to the store to get some beer. Y’all want anything?’

Spanglish A mix of Spanish and English most commonly spoken in border areas, such as the Rio Grande Valley, which have a strong dual cultural presence. Some examples of this hybrid language include saying parquear for ‘park a car’ and using the word libreria to mean library (the actual Spanish meaning of libreria is bookstore).

hoss A big, physically strong person, usually a man.

corn-fed Healthy, strong, plump, well-fed.

over yonder; down yonder Over there.

tump over Kock something over.

blue norther A fast-moving cold front that comes in from the north.

bless your heart An expression used to show pity, sympathy or fondness for someone. Listen closely to the tone to discern meaning.

ain’t my first rodeo Not the first time someone has been in a particular situation.

cattywampus Something is going badly or in the wrong direction; awry.




WATCH
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Boyhood (Richard Linklater; 2014) A stunningly poignant coming-of-age drama shot over the course of 12 years around Texas.

King of the Hill (Mike Judge and Greg Daniels; 1997–2009) A popular animated series set in a fictional Texas suburb.

Selena (Gregory Nava; 1997) The Queen of Tejano was memorably portrayed by J-Lo in this biographical drama.

Friday Night Lights (Peter Berg; 2004) Texas’ obsession with high school football.

The Last Picture Show (Peter Bogdanovich; 1971) An aching portrait of a dying Texas town.




LISTEN

Viva Terlingua (Jerry Jeff Walker and The Lost Gonzo Band; 1973). A progressive country album recorded at Luckenbach Dance Hall.

Ay Te Dejo en San Antonio (Flaco Jimenez; 1990). A compilation album released by Jimenez, the ‘Tex-Mex Accordion King.’

America’s Girls (Texas Monthly podcast; 2021) Deep-dive into the Dallas Cowboys fanaticism that runs rampant in Texas.

Waltz Across Texas (Ernest Tubb; 1965) This Western swing song is a Texas dance-hall staple.







THE FOOD SCENE

Texas spins American cuisine into a style all its own. Highlights include barbecue, creative Tex-Mex, Southern comfort food and Gulf Coast seafood.
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The food of Texas is as wide ranging as its size and terrain, but every rundown of Texan food must begin with an ode to barbecue. From Austin to Zapata, Texans know their barbecue. They eat it at home, at famous hole-in-the-walls or bought from a roadside smoker. It’s in central Texas that you’ll find the state’s unofficial barbecue capital, Lockhart. Texas-style barbecue isn’t just a widely treasured tradition – it’s a religion.

The state has a similar reverence for Tex-Mex and Mexican food. Texas shares more than 1250 miles of border with Mexico – and was once part of Mexico – so it’s no surprise that the culinary influence is widespread. Tex-Mex includes Americanized versions of Mexican dishes, as well as American dishes with a Mexican twist.

Let the locality drive your dishes. Sample seafood on the Gulf Coast and try German- and Czech-influenced delicacies in central Texas. Major cities, especially Houston, have unique international eats and fusion restaurants, from Vietnamese-Cajun to Egyptian and Caribbean fare.

Tex-Mex vs Authentic Mexican

What’s the difference between Tex-Mex and Mexican? Don’t spend too much effort trying to sort the two: there’s a lot of overlap, and unless you’re at a restaurant that serves ‘authentic’ or ‘interior Mexico’ dishes, you’re probably going to have some Tex in your Mex.

Mexican and Tex-Mex staples are often variations on a theme. Take some sort of tortilla, whether soft or deep-fried, and put meat on or in it, whether chicken, beef, pork or seafood. Top it with cheese and maybe some lettuce, sour cream, salsa and guacamole. The result? Burritos, tacos, enchiladas, nachos, fajitas and tostadas.



Southern Comfort & Texas Drinks

Southern comfort food is widely popular throughout the state. Fried chicken, burgers, roasted or fried okra, mac and cheese, shrimp and grits, grilled meats, and potato salad are beloved lunch and dinner dishes. A good Southern breakfast in Texas could include biscuits and gravy, cheesy casserole, and chicken and waffles.

The quasi-official soft drink of Texas is iced tea, which is almost always served unsweetened. Soft drinks are the same as everywhere in the world, but a local favorite is Dr Pepper, invented by a pharmacist in Waco in the 1880s. The state’s favorite beer might be Shiner Bock, brewed at Spoetzl Brewery in Shiner since 1914.



Vegetarians & Vegans

Texas is cattle country, but veganism and vegetarianism are on the rise, thanks to a growing awareness of how livestock emissions contribute to climate change.

Austin in particular has a good selection of plant-based fare, from vegan Tex-Mex and gastropub food to vegan pizza, but eating vegetarian is relatively easy in all the major cities. Texas has more than 200 vegan and vegetarian restaurants across the state, and another 1500 serve vegetarian and vegan options. It’s more difficult to go meatless in rural areas.
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FOOD & WINE FESTIVALS

Poteet Strawberry Festival This annual berry celebration draws more than 100,000 visitors to the tiny town of Poteet for food contests, a parade and more.

Wurstfest For more than four decades, New Braunfels has put on this German-influenced celebration with lots of polka, sausage, pretzels and beer.

International Chili Championship and Tolbert Chili Cookoff These multiday events in Terlingua tempt people to eat bowl after bowl of chili.

Zest Fest The ultimate event for spicy food lovers takes place every year in Irving. Expect cooking demos, live music and contests.

Austin Food & Wine Festival Enjoy signature bites from renowned chefs and top restaurants from central Texas and across the country.




Best Texan Dishes

BRISKET

Beef cut seasoned and cooked for eight hours or more.

CHILI

A classic ‘bowl of red’ is spicy, peppery and bean-free.

BREAKFAST TACOS

Tortilla with eggs, bacon, potatoes, refried beans and cheese.

KOLACHES

Czech-inspired rolls with a sweet or savory filling.

MIGAS

Dish of scrambled eggs, tortilla strips, salsa and cheese.

CHICKEN-FRIED STEAK

Tenderized steak coated in breading, fried and smothered in gravy.

PUFFY TACO

A San Antonio specialty distinguished by its bubbly, fried shell.

CHEESE ENCHILADAS

Corn tortillas garnished with melted cheese, diced onion and enchilada sauce.




Local Specialities


Favorite Tex-Mex

Chili con carne A slow-simmered mix of meat, peppers, onions and spices, including chili powder, cayenne and garlic.

Nachos A pile of tortilla chips, cheese and sliced jalapeno at a minimum; meat, sour cream, guacamole and other toppings are often added.

Refried beans Cooked pinto beans that have been mashed or blended.
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Texas-Style Barbecue Sides

Vinegar coleslaw Crisp cabbage and a vinegar-based dressing.

Potato salad Chopped and boiled potatoes mixed with mayo, mustard, and relish or dill pickles.

Baked beans Sweet and slow-cooked barbecue-flavored pinto beans.
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All Things Fried

Chicken-fried steak A big slab of breaded beefsteak smothered in white gravy.

Fried catfish Deep-fried bottom feeders; often served on the Gulf Coast.

Fried chicken Battered legs, wings, thighs and breasts. Crunchy, juicy, salty and spicy.

Sweet Treats

Texas sheet cake Flat, thin chocolate cake covered with sugary, pecan-studded icing.

Pecan pie Buttery nuts layered atop a caramel-like custard filling.

Peach cobbler A deep-dish dessert with a thick crust and peach filling; best served warm with a scoop of vanilla ice cream.

Dare to Try

Corny dogs Hot dogs on a stick dipped in cornbread batter and fried. Created for the State Fair.

Big Red & barbacoa Red cream soda and tacos filled with tender beef are sometimes offered as a combo.

Menudo Mexican tripe soup of cow stomach, pepper, garlic and hominy; often served with cilantro, onion, lime and radish.


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Elemi Restaurant Impeccable Mexican flavors in El Paso, complete with house-made tortillas and top-quality meats, fish and veggies. The head chef was named a semifinalist in the James Beard Awards.

Franklin Barbecue Brave the three-hour lines in Austin for some of the best barbecue in Texas.

Crawfish & Noodles This iconic Viet-Cajun fusion restaurant represents the best of Houston’s culinary diversity.

Cry Wolf Delicious, innovative fare that roams the globe from Dallas, with a focus on classical French techniques.

Mixtli Pre-Hispanic traditions and avant-garde techniques mean pure culinary magic in San Antonio. The 10-course tasting menu changes with the seasons.




THE YEAR IN FOOD

SPRING

It’s crawfish season on the coast, so find a boil. Traditionally, crawfish are stewed with sausage, corn, potatoes and spices and then dumped on a newspaper-covered table for everyone to dig into.
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SUMMER

Every season is barbecue season in Texas, but the smell of smoked meat is everywhere in summer, from beaches and state parks to backyards. July is peach season in Fredericksburg.
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FALL

In Texas, football and the State Fair are as associated with fall as changing leaves and crisp air. November is pecan season, and pecan pie is a popular dessert.
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WINTER

Warming chili is the food on every Texan’s mind when the temperatures drop. Tamales are a holiday food, and many families of Hispanic heritage eat them on or around Christmas.
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THE OUTDOORS

You may not need to sleep under the stars like cowboys once did, but Texas has plenty of reasons to tempt you outdoors.
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Texas is brimming with natural wonders, from the desert mountain ranges of West Texas to the undulating hills and river-scored valleys of the Hill Country and the pockets of unspoiled shoreline along the Gulf Coast. Experience the state’s geogra-phical diversity by hiking and camping at state and national parks, bird-watching along the coast, floating rivers on an inner tube and swimming in natural spring pools. Outdoor enthusiasts will have a field day in Texas.

Hiking

Some of the best parts of Texas are accessible only on foot. Hikers of all abilities will love exploring the state’s epic scenery, diverse wildlife and incredible array of vegetation from its many trails. All you need is a map, plenty of food and water, and good shoes for a successful trek.

West Texas has the only mountain-desert habitats in the state. Find hundreds of miles of epic trails in Texas’ two national parks, Big Bend and Guadalupe Mountains. The latter has the highest point in the state. In Davis Mountains State Park, trails climb to commanding views of surrounding mountains and plains, plus one linking to a path to a historic military fort. Palo Duro is the second-largest canyon in the country after the Grand Canyon.

Hikes through wetter environments in the Hill Country and East Texas take travelers through limestone canyons and pine forests and along streams, bayous and cypress-filled swamps.

Some urban areas have excellent walking/hiking opportunities, such as the famous River Walk in San Antonio and Austin’s Ann & Roy Butler Hike-and-Bike Trail, which loops around Lady Bird Lake and offers skyline views.


FAMILY ADVENTURES

Climb up Enchanted Rock, a giant granite dome that’s a must-see geological wonder. Kids love playing on its surface and exploring the caves.

In Galveston, go beachcombing and hit up the rides at the Pleasure Pier.

Experience an underground wonderland at Natural Bridge Caverns where you can also zip-line above ground.

Explore prehistoric tracks at Dinosaur Valley State Park.

Take the family to Pedernales Falls State Park for a short hike. Check out the unique rock formations and pools, and enjoy a picnic by the river under the cypress trees.

See Caddo Lake State Park by boat, kayak or canoe. Go fishing and stay in a historic cabin.
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Camping

Camping is a wonderful way to enjoy Texas’ state and national parks. Big Bend National Park has a handful of campgrounds, some of which take reservations while others are first come, first served. Most of Texas’ state parks have campgrounds with electrical and water hookups. Some parks also, or only, have walk- or hike-in tent sites – Sea Rim State Park even has a paddle-in site. It’s best to book in advance when possible because the most popular parks fill up months ahead of time.

Big Bend Ranch State Park and Davis Mountains State Park are two of the crown jewels of the state park system. Garner State Park and Guadalupe River State Park offer some of the best opportunities for floating and swimming.

Tubing, Rafting & Paddling

Tubing is a summer must in Texas, both out of necessity (when three-digit temperatures are the norm) and because the state has so many beautiful, crystal-clear rivers and lakes. The Comal, Frio, San Marcos, Guadalupe and Medina rivers in central Texas are the main spots for tubing. In Big Bend National Park, rapids up to Class IV alternate with calm stretches on the Rio Grande.

Texas’ estuaries, streams and rivers are also ripe for exploration by canoe or kayak. Caddo Lake State Park is a moody and beautiful place to weave in and out of narrow bayous, around islands and through swamps of mist-shrouded waters. San Antonio and Dallas have urban paddling trails, and you can sea-kayak in the Gulf from South Padre Island.


Ways to Get Outside in Texas

ROCK CLIMBING

Texas has good rock-climbing spots all over, but Hueco Tanks State Park is a favorite for its world-class bouldering.

BACKPACKING

The 30-mile Outer Mountain Loop in Big Bend National Park takes you from the Chihuahuan Desert floor to the Chisos Mountains.

HORSEBACK RIDING

Survey the epic scene from the seat of a saddle at Palo Duro Canyon.

BIRD-WATCHING

Texas has more than 600 documented bird species. Visit the Aransas National Wildlife Refuge to see the bulk of them.

FISHING

Cast your line from the piers in Galveston or go sport fishing in the Gulf from Port Aransas.

CYCLING & MOUNTAIN BIKING

Caprock Canyons State Park has an excellent 64-mile trail with many bridges and a 1000ft tunnel.

SURFING

Longboarders can surf the coastline from Port Aransas to South Padre Island. The best surf is furthest south.





ACTION AREAS

Where to find Texas’ best outdoor activities.
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THE GUIDE

TEXAS

Chapters in this section are organised by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.
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AUSTIN
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A REBEL CHILD ALL GROWN UP

Texas’ small but mighty capital has long been a bastion of diversity, creative talent and progressive ideals that stands out from the rest of the state.
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Austin never cared to conform to Texan stereotypes, and this central city has long taken pride in its individualistic traits. Sure, some called Austin ‘weird’ in a derogatory sense, but this weird kid has been warmly embraced – in 2022, Austin was the second-fastest growing city in the country.

Only two decades ago, Austin was a laid-back college town with no real industry besides a half-decent live-music scene. Potheads and pals hopped about town in their flip-flops, cooling off at creeks under the blazing sun before emptying their pockets in dingy dive bars come dusk. Misfits from around the state and beyond joined the all-welcoming party, diversifying this dusty landscape and creating a culture of liberation and acceptance. Austin became a safe space in the South for the queer community, for creatives honing their craft and for those who simply wanted to do more than churchwork. Later on came the Silicon Valley folk, lured in by tax incentives and a budding tech festival scene led by South by Southwest (SXSW). The result has been an economic explosion and a downtown landscape that some argue has aged to cookie-cutter, but that’s what happens when a juicy secret gets out. Nevertheless, ATX’s inclusive ethos remains unchanged.

The US Census Bureau reported that Austin’s 21% population growth in the last decade was largely driven by people of color, particularly Asians and Hispanics, who have moved into the North Loop and East End neighborhoods. International flights link Austin nonstop to London, Amsterdam and Vancouver, ballooning the city’s cred beyond being simply a regional road-trip destination or reachable only via Dallas or Houston. As a result, the capital’s melting pot is getting more flavorful. Sample its delights gastronomically through the city’s heaving restaurant scene, during one of the capital’s huge festivals like SXSW and Austin City Limits, or through the natural outdoor wonders that stretch from the outskirts right into Downtown’s vivacious riverside.

Welcome to modern Austin, where y’all actually means all in this part of Texas.
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THE MAIN AREAS

DOWNTOWN AUSTIN

The heart of the capital.

CAMPUS DISTRICT & CENTRAL AUSTIN

A lesson in ATX.

SOUTH AUSTIN

Chasing Downtown’s coattails.

EAST AUSTIN

The center of the hipsterverse.

NORTH AUSTIN

The Domain, soccer and authentic Asian eats.

CLARKSVILLE & WEST AUSTIN

Lakeside R&R.





Find Your Way

Split by the Colorado River (aka Lady Bird Lake), Austin is a compact yet densely populated city that’s easy to navigate. Most key areas and landmarks of interest are in or around the walkable Downtown, while attractions in the outlying neighborhoods and suburbs are mere minutes away by car.
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Plan Your Days

Austin offers a hearty mix of indoor and outdoor exploration. Kick start your day with breakfast tacos, go for a hike, and enjoy the city skyline, hip districts and live music.


[image: jpg]

6th Street | ROLF_52/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


DAY 1

Morning

• Wake up with a refreshing dip in Barton Springs Pool, where the water stays cool year-round. Mosey over to South Congress to shop before pausing for a pick-me-up at Jo’s Coffee and a selfie at the ‘I Love You So Much’ mural.

Afternoon

• Bask the afternoon away downtown, taking in the southern heat from the rooftop pools of Fairmont Austin or Hotel Van Zandt.

Evening

• Get the party started on wild 6th Street. Bop to live music or dance at LGBTIQ-friendly clubs like Cheer Up Charlies.




DAY 2

Morning

• Begin with a hearty breakfast at The Well. Explore the Texas State Capitol and the Bullock Texas State History Museum and then head to the campus district to explore the University of Texas.

Afternoon

• Hang out with hipsters and go vintage shopping in East Austin. Nosh on vegan dishes on the dog-friendly patio at Sunny’s Backyard.

Evening

• Wander around Clarksville and browse the vinyl at the legendary Waterloo Records. Stick around for a live set from an emerging artist and then discuss over a beer at Better Half Coffee & Cocktails.




DAY 3

Morning

• Wander boutiques, restaurants and cafes at The Domain, North Austin’s luxury retail and residential area that’s also home to Austin Football Club’s Q2 Stadium.

Afternoon

• Journey to West Austin, where tranquil Lake Travis awaits. Rent a boat or indulge in a spa day at Lake Austin Spa Resort.

Evening

• Swing by an outdoor festival at Zilker Park, which puts on a variety of events dedicated to music, food, holiday lights and even kites. For dinner, stall-hop international eats at Fareground food hall or get in line at La Barbecue.



You’ll Also Want To...

For even more Austin cool, check out these spots to dress the part, put on your dancin’ shoes, fill up on Tex-Mex and hunt down speakeasies.

GIVE YOUR FEET A MAKEOVER

Since 1977, Allen’s Boots has been outfitting Texans and tourists with premium leathers in a variety of styles.
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ADOPT A TACO DIET

Tex-Mex runs through Austin’s veins. Eat at Veracruz All-Natural, Tacodeli and Torchy’s Tacos, the most recognized local chains.
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VISIT AUSTIN’S HOME OF THE BLUES

Austin has endless options for enjoying live music. Antone’s stage has seen BB King, Jimmy Reed and Ray Charles.
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TAKE OUT YOUR FRUSTRATIONS

Austin’s natural spaces are sure to soothe, but you can also smash office equipment and a car at Uncharted Adventures.
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DEDICATE A DAY TO MURALS

Snap photos at popular walls, such as I Love You So Much off South Congress.
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SEARCH FOR SPEAKEASIES

Hunt for hidden watering holes, from a dingy parking garage (Small Victory) to a champagne and caviar lounge at Room 725.
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EMBRACE THE HEAT OF PRIDE

Dance proud at the Austin Pride Foundation’s parade and parties in and around downtown every August.
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DOWNTOWN AUSTIN

THE HEART OF THE CAPITAL


Downtown Austin has swollen. Pricey high-rises and towering hotel chains blur memories of the skyline of yesteryear for locals. Some argue this neighborhood is not authentically Austin and ache to ‘Keep Austin Weird,’ but Downtown drives the capital forward. Young tech entrepreneurs, celebrated local chefs and an arts scene that pays the rent are putting Austin on the map and piquing interest on a global scale.

Some historic areas could be in danger of destruction to make way for luxury condos, but the neighborhood’s big highlights remain. The Texas State Capitol is a central landmark, views of which are protected against new construction by law. Bat colonies bulge millions strong under Congress Ave Bridge, creating a natural spectacle that draws visitors all summer long. The Paramount Theatre flickers its entrance bulbs like the heyday never dimmed. Downtown boasts most of Austin’s must-dos from the capital’s past and present.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Bullock Texas State History Museum

2Congress Ave Bridge

3Contemporary Austin

4Mexic-Arte Museum

5Museum of the Weird

6Paramount Theatre

7Seaholm Plaza

8Texas State Capitol

ACTIVITIES

9Lone Star Riverboat

EATING

10ATX Cocina

11Fareground

12Garrison

13La Condesa

14TenTen

15The Driskell

16The Well

17Trace

18Verbena

19Walton’s Fancy & Staple

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

20Blind Pig Pub

21Cheer Up Charlies

22Coconut Club

23Midnight Cowboy

24Neon Grotto

25Rain

26The Iron Bear

27The Jackalope

ENTERTAINMENT

28ACL Live at the Moody Theater

29Moody Amphitheater

30Moody Center




TOP TIP

Downtown is Austin’s most densely packed area and the most walkable. One edge of the Downtown square can be walked in 30 minutes. Rental bikes and electric scooters are available, accessed through the Bird, Lime and Uber apps. During big festivals, these transportation options can be quicker than driving.




Texas State Capitol

THE LARGEST STATE CAPITOL IN THE COUNTRY

Just as the ‘everything’s bigger in Texas’ saying goes, the three-story Texas State Capitol is even larger than the US Capitol in Washington, DC. Fourteen feet taller, to be precise. Inside, stroll along terrazzo floors and gaze up at the star-crested rotunda. Free 30-minute guided tours take place every 30 to 45 minutes. Factor in time outside, too. Surrounding the capitol is a 22-acre park filled with monuments, intricate buildings and plenty of landscaped greens to take in all the sights.
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LGBTIQ+ Nightlife

PARTY WITH THE RAINBOW CREW

The thriving queer community is what distinguishes Austin from the rest of Texas. Celebrate love and acceptance on and around 4th St, where colorful gay bars stand loud and proud. Rain, Coconut Club, Neon Grotto and Oilcan Harry’s, the oldest of them all, are must-stops by the rainbow pedestrian crossing. On Red River St, Cheer Up Charlies has a killer dance floor, regularly hosts live music and has a vegan food truck out back. When the party’s over, do drag brunch at The Iron Bear or Trace. Expect warm welcomes all around, no matter your orientation.
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Fine Dining

BIG-CITY GLAM

If Uptown Dallas is where old money is spent, then Downtown Austin is where new plastic is swiped. The culinary scene is experiencing a renaissance. Flavors hail from all corners of the world, much like the residents who want an excuse to sport their Sunday best. For brunch, The Well on 2nd St is where Cali-cool millennials congregate over nutrient-dense dishes and cocktails made with cold-pressed juice and spirulina. Being so close to the border, Austin has unsurprisingly excellent Mexican offerings, including ATX Cocina and La Condesa. Chef Jakub Czyszczon’s Garrison on Red River St is the ultimate wine-and-dine spot, best known for Texas post oak flame-grilled steaks.




Paramount Theatre

GLAMOROUS ENTERTAINMENT

For more than 100 years, the Paramount Theatre on Congress Ave has entertained Austinites within its majestic art deco walls. The likes of Miles Davis, Katharine Hepburn, Maya Angelou and Burt Bacharach have all taken to the prestigious stage. Today, this restored auditorium continues to treat crowds with music, comedy and movies. Regular calendar highlights include the Summer Classic Film Series, the glitzy Paramount Gala and the Moontower Just For Laughs comedy festival. It’s also where SXSW film premieres take place every March.
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Banger’s Sausage House & Beer Garden

RAINEY’S MEATY OBSESSION

Rainey St is undergoing a significant facelift, but long-timer Banger’s Sausage House is going nowhere. For more than a decade, the multi-bungalow hangout has been Austin’s top purveyor of homemade sausages and craft beer on tap, with a weekend army that lines up around the block for Sunday brunch and live sounds on the main stage. The smokehouse, big enough to barbecue a whole hog, is at the center of the beer garden, and the scent alone is enough to get you in the mood for brisket. Vegan? Banger’s also does a mean mushroom-based sausage, and it pickles all its veggies on-site.
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Capital Culture

AUSTIN’S TOP MUSEUMS

Austin’s museums might not be known the world over, but they’ll surprise you. The mainstays clustered around Congress Ave satisfy an appetite for art, history and culture. The exterior walls at Contemporary Austin routinely moonlight as canvases for national artists, including Jenny Holzer and Daniel Johnston, and outside means free viewing. Explore works by Mexican and Latino artists at the Mexic-Arte Museum across the street, which also has a thoughtful gift shop.

The Bullock Texas State History Museum takes visitors through the state’s history by way of interactive exhibits and a 4D special-effects theater. For retro discovery, the Museum of the Weird carries a collection of curiosities and oddities displayed in the tradition of PT Barnum.


Fareground

AUSTIN’S FIRST FOOD HALL

With six eateries and two bars, Fareground serves as the perfect mediator for different tastes or for the indecisive soloist. It also highlights some of the international flavors this city offers. Cuisine options encompass Israeli street food, French rotisserie chicken, Chinese dumplings and, of course, tacos. Order at the counters and snag a table in the air-conditioning or outside under the oak trees. Specialty retail pop-up stores showcase talented local artisans, and weekend community events include free yoga and live music.
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South By Southwest

TECH TRANSFORMS DOWNTOWN ATX

Want to see what makes Downtown tick? Visit in March. Founded in 1987, SXSW is a huge annual celebration of technology, film, music, education and culture, and the entire neighborhood comes alive. Stop by for film premieres at the Paramount Theatre, see hot-shot new artists performing at Esther’s Follies, and check out exhibits galore at the Austin Convention Center. Bigger names often headline the Moody venues, and parties pop up all over town, providing plenty of opportunities to mingle. Badge prices range from $595 to $1295, but unofficial events and free shows mean those without a generous company budget can join in.
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Seaholm Plaza

WHERE GOOD DOGS MEET

Austin is a dog-loving city, so visitors traveling with their fur babies need not worry about keeping their companions chained up. Many of the town’s bars, restaurants, coffee shops and outdoor recreational spaces boast patios where dogs and other animals are welcome, and the Seaholm District in particular has some of the highest concentrations of four-legged residents. Make your way to the Seaholm Plaza area, which features a large green lawn area frequented by local canines. Spoil your pooch at the Healthy Pet boutique or let them frolic while you take a break with a bite from Merit Coffee Co, True Food Kitchen or The Baked Bear, which all have patio seating under shade.


MORE IN DOWNTOWN AUSTIN

Witness a Natural Wonder

CONGRESS AVENUE BRIDGE BATS

Mother Nature often doesn’t mix well with dense urban areas, but the natural world puts on a show in summer in Downtown Austin. Every year, up to 1.5 million Mexican free-tailed bats make their home on a platform beneath the Congress Avenue Bridge, which crosses the Colorado River at the southern end of Downtown. Around sunset, North America’s largest swarm of bats emerges to feed on 30,000 pounds of insects. Onlookers probably won’t need to douse themselves with mosquito repellent for this outdoor activity.

To enjoy the show, you have a few options. The traditional way is to throw down a blanket and get comfy along the banks near The Line hotel, but it can get crowded, so many opt for the more immersive experience of renting a float at the Waller Creek Boathouse on Trinity St and joining kayakers and stand-up paddleboarders along the stream, parking right under the action just before sunset. Those seeking a more leisurely experience can see the spectacle aboard a motorboat from operators such as Capital Cruises or Lone Star Riverboat. Watch the orange sun melt as the critters create the most beautiful of flickering silhouettes. The bats are under the bridge between March and November, but for the best viewing, come in August.
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BEST OF DOWNTOWN AUSTIN
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Flint Beamon, co-owner of Barkin’ Creek Dog Kitchen & Bath, shares his favorite things to do downtown.

I love taking the pups on a walk on the Ann and Roy Butler Trail and finding watering holes along the way. Rosen’s Bagels in Republic Square is a great way to start the day with New York–style bagels and schmear. Afternoon cocktails are always fun at Clark’s Oyster Bar, and I like their newest spot, Pecan Cafe, right behind the restaurant. Close by, the Wally Workman Gallery is a good place to see some art. For dinner, I recommend Mashama Bailey’s restaurant Diner Bar. I adore her and all that she has brought to Austin from Savannah.



WHERE TO DRINK IN DOWNTOWN AUSTIN

Roosevelt Room

Pours by era, velvet curtains and leather sofas blast guests to a glamorous past.

Higher Ground

Congress Ave’s church-themed establishment serves playful cocktails themed to deadly sins.

Codependent Cocktails & Coffee

All-day revelers who can handle their liquor will love this sleek Seaholm District bar.

Going Out on 6th St

AS WILD OR TAME AS YOU WANT

6th St cuts across the city, and the section from Congress Ave to I-35 is lined with bars. To some, ‘Dirty 6th’ is a hot mess after sunset, the place where bachelor and bachelorette parties let loose, but the street has some fabled dive bars, including The Jackalope and Blind Pig Pub, as well as the Midnight Cowboy speakeasy.

Sure, 6th St isn’t for everyone, but there’s more to it than dirty nights out. Walton’s Fancy & Staple is owned by Austin adoptee Sandra Bullock and has become a brunch favorite alongside Verbena across the road in the Canopy by Hilton Austin Downtown. On weekends, Bullock’s cozy neighborly joint is packed with patrons sharing plates of shrimp and grits and biscuits and gravy, and the counter displays extra gooey sweet treats to seal the deal. The west end of 6th St has some of Austin’s trendiest upscale restaurants and bars, including sushi joint TenTen and The Driskill’s charming live-music bar.

Get Lit with Moody

TAKE YOUR PICK OF UNFORGETTABLE LIVE SHOWS

High-production entertainment takes place at three major Downtown venues, all with the similar names. Moody Amphitheater is the outdoor stage at Waterloo Park that hosts open-air shows for the likes of Shawn Mendez and the Austin Blues Festival. The Moody Center is a huge concert arena that opened in 2022, and ACL Live at the Moody Theater is an intimate space on 2nd St, popular for stand-up shows and SXSW gigs.


BEST BARS ON 6TH ST
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Alex Strubbe, an Austin resident since 1999, has been a 6th St fixture ever since he hosted his first fraternity mixer. Here he shares his top bars in the area.

The Aquarium on 6th and Chupacabra Cantina are two of the most fun nights out. The drinks are fairly priced, and the pours are generous. Try Chupacabra’s ‘giant ass margarita’ if you don’t believe me, which you’ll need to share. I’ve also been going to the Blind Pig Pub for years. It’s a neighborly dive bar with live music. If you like shots, go to Buckshot. Its nickname is Buckshot 2:30 because many people start and end their night here.



WHERE TO STAY IN DOWNTOWN AUSTIN

Fairmont Austin

This shiny glass icon is renowned for legendary rooftop pool parties during festival season. $$

Firehouse Hostel

Hostel with shared dorms and private suites. Find the speakeasy behind the reception’s bookshelf. $

Hotel Van Zandt

Enjoy in-suite record players, live music in the restaurant and a rooftop pool. $$



CAMPUS DISTRICT & CENTRAL AUSTIN

A LESSON IN ATX


The University of Texas at Austin (UT) was founded in 1883 and has some of the top-ranked academic programs in the nation, plus famous grads like actor Matthew McConaughey. Even if you’re not an alum or a Longhorn at heart, the campus is a pleasant place to stroll.

The focal point is the UT Tower, a 307ft-tall landmark that was once the tallest building in Austin. Museums like the LBJ Presidential Library, Harry Ransom Center and the Blanton Museum of Art are all on UT grounds, and you’ll sporadically notice seas of orange from the end of August to December during college football season.

Basing yourself in the sometimes boisterous Campus District won’t be for everyone, but the area is worth a gander at the very least. A perk of staying near campus is that many local businesses cater to students, meaning cheap eats galore.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Bass Concert Hall

2Blanton Museum of Art

3Darrell K Royal–Texas Memorial Stadium

4Harry Ransom Center

5Lyndon Baines Johnson (LBJ) Library & Museum

6McCullough Theater

SIGHTS

7Eastwoods Neighborhood Park

8Elisabet Ney Museum

EATING

9Amy’s Ice Cream

10K-Bop

11KO Stop

12Moody’s Kitchen and Bar

13Quack’s 43rd Street Bakery

14Roppolo’s

15Torchy’s Tacos

16UT Tower

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

17Bar Moxy

ENTERTAINMENT

18Moody Center

SHOPPING

19University Co-op




TOP TIP

Sitting north of Downtown, the Campus District and Central Austin are the second-easiest locations to get around on foot, which most students take full advantage of. The area has good bike lanes and plenty of bike racks outside stores, restaurants and museums and within the campus itself.




UT Tower

A UNIVERSITY LANDMARK

If you only see one thing in the Campus District, make it the UT Tower. The symbol of the University of Texas at Austin serves as the backdrop for graduation ceremonies, sporting celebrations and community gatherings. The tower closed for restoration in late 2022, the first in its history, so tours are on pause, but it will reopen with an observation deck. Keep an eye on the website (tower.utexas.edu) to time your visit with a lighting ceremony, when the entire structure is lit in white and orange.
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Darrell K Royal–Texas Memorial Stadium

CHEER IN ORANGE AND WHITE

In this part of the country, college football is nearly as popular as the NFL. Built in 1924, DKR–Texas Memorial Stadium is one of the largest stadiums in the US, and the following for the beloved Texas Longhorns is so strong that permanent brick-and-mortar stores operate all over the district. Join the camaraderie and purchase game-day tickets alongside 100,000 spectators chanting ‘Hook ’em Horns!’ and follow the orange to the after-party when victory prevails. Football season typically starts in September and ends in January, and it’s recommended to order tickets in advance for the best prices.
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UT’s Museums

ART, MANUSCRIPTS AND A FORMER PRESIDENT

UT’s grounds include eight museums. Start at the Harry Ransom Center, home to the university’s extensive collection of manuscripts, rare books, art, film and photography. Its most esteemed pieces are original paintings by Frida Kahlo and one of only 20 complete copies of the Gutenberg Bible. Go on a political journey at the Lyndon Baines Johnson (LBJ) Library and Museum, dedicated to the 36th president and his wife, Lady Bird Johnson. (Visitors named ‘Lyndon’ get free admission.) End your cultural lesson at the Blanton Museum of Art, which houses the largest public art collection in central Texas. Don’t miss Ellsworth Kelly’s Austin, an impressive permanent installation tucked behind the main building.




Dine on ‘The Drag’

EAT LIKE A SAVVY STUDENT

Nicknamed ‘The Drag,’ Guadalupe St runs along the western edge of UT and is lined with all the businesses that a (hungry) student could want, and a meal comes at an affordable price. Pull up a chair at K-Bop for casual Korean comforts washed down with bubble tea, Moody’s Kitchen and Bar for a sloppy burger or Roppolo’s for big slices of Sicilian-style pizza. Get a meal on the go from local fast-food counters, such as fried chicken at KO Stop and Torchy’s Tacos.
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Bass Concert Hall & McCullough Theatre

THE LOCAL STAGE

On campus, Bass Concert Hall and adjacent McCullough Theatre host UT’s student opera productions, Texas Performing Arts events and a variety of traveling shows. This $44 million building was the university’s largest construction project ever. It isn’t just a place for parents to come and see their offspring dance – the space has become the city’s premier destination for live theater. Broadway productions that have set up shop here have included everything from Wicked to The Phantom of the Opera, making a ticket for Bass Concert Hall a sought-after splurge. To treat yourself like an Austinite, purchase tickets from texasperformingarts.org.
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Let Loose with Moxy

PLAY AND PARTY

The first Moxy hotel to debut in Texas certainly knows how to entertain its core youth clientele on The Drag. The lobby extends from Bar Moxy, which has Pac-Man and shuffleboard, out onto the Backyard, where swings dangle beside a giant Jenga set. DJs turn the party up every weekend from 9pm until late, and when it’s all over, Zombie Taco, the hotel’s 24-hour taco counter, is just the remedy to soak up the booze. If you’re in town over a holiday, Moxy’s social spaces routinely host hair-raising parties for Halloween as well as events for Christmas, New Years, Cinco de Mayo, Pride and Independence Day. Good thing the rooms are outfitted with fold-down desks for morning-after cramming.


MORE IN CAMPUS DISTRICT

Snagging a UT Souvenir

BROWSE AT UNIVERSITY CO-OP

Founded in 1896, the University Co-op is the official campus store where students and their pals stock up on essentials for the term. That doesn’t just mean textbooks and learning materials, but the hefty selection of Longhorn merchandise, which doubles as souvenirs for visitors. For the full student experience, come in August when the influx of freshmen arrive and turn the place upside down with their parents in tow.
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Venture Off Campus to Mueller, Hancock & Hyde Park

UT’S RESIDENTIAL CIRCLE

The areas surrounding campus have a laid-back student vibe. With pristine, walkable streets, Mueller makes for an ideal extension onto a trip to UT. Kick back at Halcyon for morning coffee or afternoon cocktails. Save room for Rebel Cheese, which specializes in vegan cheese so close to the dairy version that you’ll demand to see the ingredient list. Thinkery is Mueller’s local children’s museum, but adults who are kids at heart have an equally joyful time playing at their photo and water exhibits. North of campus, the Hancock neighborhood is blessed with an abundance of green space, populated by local families and students. Eastwoods Neighborhood Park is where the UT kids gather to study or play ball, while Waller Creek has tranquil streams bringing wildlife back to the area. Follow it all the way up to Hyde Park’s Elisabet Ney Museum, a castle-like studio showcasing the largest collection of the German sculptor’s work, made from the 1850s until her death at this very site in 1907.

The neighborhood of Hyde Park has historic charm running through almost every building, so don’t miss the opportunity to marvel at its quaint early-20th-century architecture along the tree-shaded avenues. Treat yourself to an irresistible slice of pie from Quack’s 43rd Street Bakery.
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MY FAVORITE UT SPOTS
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Jacob Cheek, a doctoral student in audiology, shares his recommendations on the best places to hang out at UT.

I spend a lot of time in the campus cafe, Kerbey Lane, which is open to all. The breakfast platters are always big and keep us full for the whole morning. In the afternoon, I recommend checking out Hole in the Wall, where you can do karaoke or watch live music. Dirty Martin’s Place is an awesome hamburger restaurant with $6 margaritas. It’s been around since 1926 and is as popular as ever. There isn’t a week that goes by that I don’t have tacos. My favorites are the breakfast ones from Torchy’s.



WHERE TO STAY IN CAMPUS DISTRICT & CENTRAL AUSTIN

AT&T Hotel and Conference Center

Big old-timer that feels like a grown-up extension of UT; on the campus border. $$

Moxy Austin University

When check-in is at the bar, you know fun times are around the corner. $$

Otis Hotel Austin

Marriott’s first Autograph Collection hotel in Austin offers boutique rooms with nods to the music scene. $$$



BEST PLACES FOR BREAKFAST TACOS

Vaquero Taquero

North of campus, Vaquero Taquero cooks up a range of cheesy breakfast tacos, as well as its specialty, tacos al pastor.

Torchy’s Tacos

The beloved Austin-born chain has one of the biggest breakfast selections, and the overstuffed shells always ooze with fillings.

Taco Shack

Don’t sleep too late: for build-your-own breakfast tacos and bowls, burritos and plates, hit this counter before it closes at 1pm on Saturdays and 2pm on weekdays.



WHERE TO STAY IN CAMPUS DISTRICT & CENTRAL AUSTIN

AT&T Hotel and Conference Center

There are multiple Hilton Garden Inns in Austin, but this 2021 opening is the chicest. $$

Hotel Ella

Previously a sorority house, this historic mansion was transformed into a boutique hotel. $$

Rodeway Inn University/Downtown

This no-frills, pet-friendly spot is a 10-minute walk to campus and has free breakfast. $



SOUTH AUSTIN

CHASING DOWNTOWN’S COATTAILS


If Downtown is the heart of the capital, South Austin is the lungs. This neighborhood used to be ‘old Austin,’ but its proximity to Downtown, an influx of businesses and abundance of green spaces mean the south contains some of the most valuable real estate in ATX. It’s no surprise this area has some of the trendiest spots to see and be seen. South Congress and South Lamar have been undergoing transformations in the same fashion as Downtown’s Rainey St and 4th St, meaning a step-and-repeat of old meets new from the lake onward. Quaint old bungalows sit beside luxury condos, and chic boutiques are disguised as vintage stores. Young professionals eat it up at food trucks, festivals and James Beard–accoladed haunts. Visiting South Austin is a must for travelers seeking a balanced blend of traditional and modern punctuated with fresh outdoor spaces.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Barton Springs Pool

2Lick Honest Ice Cream

3Zilker Park

SIGHTS

see 10I Love You So Much Mural

4Willie For President Mural

ACTIVITIES

5Restore

EATING

6Home Slice

7June’s

8Otoko

9Southside Flying Pizza

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

10Jo’s Coffee

11Picnik

12Saxon Pub

13Simona’s Coffee & Cocktails

ENTERTAINMENT

14Alamo Drafthouse Cinema

15Continental Club

16Peter Pan Mini Golf

17ZACH Theatre Center




TOP TIP

With wide open spaces, South Austin is best explored with a car, but travelers who want to go on foot can stick to the northern pockets, such as Zilker Park and Bouldin Creek. The further south you go, the more you’ll depend on a car.



Lick Honest Ice Creams

GOOD FOR HUMANS, GOOD FOR COWS

Texans consume a lot of cow products, but Anthony Sobotik and Chad Palmatier are prodding Austinites into doing so mindfully, without compromising on taste. Their business, Lick Honest Ice Creams, focuses on pure, natural ingredients and well cared for, happy cows. All milk and cream is sourced from family-owned dairies in Texas and Wisconsin that lovingly grass-feed their herds and have been owned and operated for generations. Try a seasonal special like the lemon lavender or dairy-free alternatives made with coconut milk.

Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center

BLUEBONNET HEAVEN

Founded by the former first lady of the United States and actress Helen Hayes to protect and preserve North America’s native plants and natural landscapes, the 284-acre Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center has been delighting generations since 1982. Every type of Texan native wildflower is represented on its grounds, and the center also offers bird-watching on the wildflower-rimmed trails, an interactive kids garden, a 1-mile tree arboretum and a quaint cafe with patio seating to rest your stems and refuel.


Out in South

WHERE TO LET LOOSE

South Austin is one of the best neighborhoods to disconnect and blow off some steam. Peter Pan Mini Golf is a retro-style course that’s been plonking fun since 1948. Enjoy a boozy late-night game (it’s open until midnight on weekends) and bring your own refreshments in a cooler. Turn movie night up a notch at the Alamo Drafthouse flagship on South Lamar. The cinema brings restaurant-level cuisine and craft cocktails direct to your giant leather seat, and it puts on exclusive events themed to horror or animation if you fancy a marathon of geeking out. Want to try country dancing? Broken Spoke, opened in 1964, offers beginner lessons, live music and fried chicken for hours of two-step shenanigans.


Zilker Park & Barton Springs Pool

BASK UNDER THE TEXAN SUN

Austinites frequent the beloved 351-acre Zilker Park year-round. Spring is when the flowers bloom at Zilker Botanical Garden and when the sky is colorfully decorated by the ABC Kite Fest. Summer brings sunbathers and revelers armed with giant coolers, as well as the free Blues on the Green festival across multiple evenings in June and July. Fall provides optimum conditions for park life, and Zilker’s most famous event, the Austin City Limits music festival. December’s lack of white powder doesn’t deter the park’s festive efforts, as Zilker becomes the Austin Trail of Lights, with two million bulbs, 90 Christmas trees, twinkling light tunnels and a merry sleigh of displays.

Don’t miss Zilker’s summer savior, Barton Springs Pool, a 3-acre outdoor swimming spot fed by cold-water natural springs from deep underground. The temperature averages between 68°F to 70°F all year, particularly wonderful on those brutally hot summer days when the thermostat can hit three digits. In the winter, admission fees are waived for those interested in a complimentary dose of cryotherapy.

Ann & Roy Butler Hike-and-Bike Trail

SKIP THE GYM

This 10-mile trail accounts for the majority of Austinites’ outdoor step counts. At any time of day, you can expect to be in the company of as much activewear as flora. It’s also popular with pup owners, thanks to pet amenities like water fountains and waste-bag stations. The busy trail loops around Lady Bird Lake and is intersected by bridges, with a section of boardwalk from Lakeshore Park. Work up a sweat, chill and people-watch from Auditorium Shores and then pay your respects to legendary blues musician Stevie Ray Vaughan, who is commemorated in bronze at the edge of the bank.

[image: jpg]

Ann & Roy Butler Hike-and-Bike Trail | TRONG NGUYEN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


South Congress

AUSTIN’S TRENDIEST STREET

Austinites heatedly debate South Congress. Some love its quirky stores and resident bands that make it hip and happening, while others roll their eyes at the pretentious big brands with rustic interiors and deem it a sellout. SoCo, as it’s often abbreviated, is equal parts authentic charm and commercialized cool, which for the traveler translates into a variety of food, shopping and entertainment options. Austin-born pizzerias like Home Slice and Southside Flying Pizza whet the appetites of a daytime crowd fresh from a dip in Lady Bird Lake, while sought-after reservations at Otoko and June’s give people a good reason to change into fresh clothes.
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Boutiques range from vintage to contemporary and keep all tastes satisfied for hours on end. Places to stop for a coffee are well staggered along the strip of shops. Highlights include Jo’s Coffee and its famous I Love You So Much mural, snapped by plenty of smartphones, as well as the Willie For President mural at Elizabeth St. About a mile away, Simona’s Coffee and Cocktails is a secluded stop to catch your breath. When you need an escape from the heat, take refuge at Pickle Rd’s Cosmic Coffee & Beer Garden, home of Austin’s most famous barbecue food truck, LeRoy and Lewis.

Still have energy? A gig at the Continental Club, a historic live-music venue and one of the oldest continuously running clubs in Austin, should cap the night off nicely.
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BEST FOOD TRUCKS IN SOUTH AUSTIN
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Evan LeRoy, chef and co-owner of LeRoy and Lewis Barbecue, shares where to find the best food trucks in South Austin.

Huckleberry

These guys deliver on the fish and more by sourcing from the Gulf of Mexico, and surrounding areas for non-seafood items.

Un Mundo de Sabor

Their tacos are my favorite, especially the Al pastor and campechana.

Briscuits

A breakfast-focused barbecue trailer. The biscuits are little buttery clouds that pair perfectly with their silky smoked meats and housemade jams and jellies.




MORE IN SOUTH AUSTIN

South’s Wellness Crowd

MODERN THERAPIES AT RESTORE HYPER WELLNESS

If the Sweaty Betty gear didn’t give it away, the upper South Austin crowd takes health pretty seriously. Restore, an Austin-born wellness center, was created by a pair of local triathletes who wanted to bring cutting-edge wellness to the community at a fair price. Its signature treatment is cryotherapy, a top treatment in the piping-hot Lone Star State. Cryotherapy is an athletic treatment in which sub-freezing temperatures are blasted onto your body for two to three minutes with the goal of soothing pain, reducing inflammation and boosting energy. Chambers fit one or two people, and prices start at $42 for non-members. Restore also offers IV Drip therapy, compression therapy and mild hyperbaric oxygen chambers.


BEST RESTAURANTS IN SOUTH AUSTIN

Valentina’s Tex Mex BBQ

This food trailer blends barbecue and Tex-Mex, and the smoked brisket tacos are worth the trek. $$

Thai Fresh

Authentic Thai cuisine made with fresh, local ingredients. $$

TLC

Casual South Lamar spot serving regional Texas comfort food, including big boils of Gulf shrimp. $$

Picnik

This kitchen on South 1st St focuses its menu on health and eco-conscious ingredients. $$

El Alma

Mexican restaurant on Barton Springs Rd with a buzzing rooftop and excellent enchiladas. $$



WHERE TO STAY IN SOUTH AUSTIN

Colton House Hotel

Privacy without the pretension. Excellent for long stays on SoCo’s quiet side. $$

Austin Motel

This historic 1938 spot has a riot of rainbow of colors in its quirky rooms. $$

Omni Barton Creek Resort and Spa

This Omni feels a world away in Austin Hill Country, nestled on 4000 cedar-filled acres. $$$


Race to Circuit of the Americas

HOME OF WORLD CHAMPIONSHIPS AND MORE

South of the airport is the Circuit of the Americas (COTA), a huge motor racing track and facility that counts as a home to Formula 1 United States Grand Prix, NASCAR’s Texas Grand Prix and the Motorcycle Grand Prix of the Americas. These events change Austin’s whole vibe and bring heavy traffic that jams US 183 for miles. The events regularly book artists to rev up the crowd at the Germania Insurance Amphitheater, and even outside of these events, big names feature on the bill, turning the venue into a bona fide concert destination. COTA offers year-round go-karting, camping and an amusement park, which make for excellent pre-show experiences, but few visit outside of game or gig day.


BEST FESTIVALS IN AUSTIN
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Lindsey Sokol, founder of Field Guide Festival, shares her favorite festivals in the capital.

Austin City Limits Music Festival

ACL’s connection to the community and the impact it has on the city truly sets it apart as one of a kind.

South by Southwest

SXSW is the festival that makes out-of-town visitors fall in love with Austin. From tech, music and film to education, it has something for everyone.

Kite Festival

No large stages or headliners, the Kite Festival is perfectly simple and unique. Every April, attendees of all ages gather at Zilker Park to fill the sky with brightly colored kites.

Field Guide Festival

Our one-day festival celebrates the local food, farmers and chefs that make Austin one of the best food cities in the country.



South Austin’s Ticket to Talent

STAGES TO SEE

South Austin is a magnet for the city’s live-music, dance and performing-arts scenes. No visit to South Congress is complete without a ticket to the Continental Club, the granddaddy of local music venues. Since 1955, this establishment has gone from supper club to burlesque club to a legendary live-music venue where the likes of Stevie Ray Vaughan, Robert Plant and Junior Brown have graced its stage. But the big names aren’t necessarily why you should visit. Instead, come for an intimate show with an emerging local act, and then you can tell everyone that you discovered them first.

South Lamar also has gems of ATX talent. Saxon Pub is a cozy spot for happy-hour drinks and shows, and Broken Spoke is a dance hall frequented by country musicians. George Strait once hung from the wagon-wheel chandeliers at this true Texas honky-tonk.

If you’re in the mood for a song rather than a dance, snag tickets for a seasonal show at the ZACH Theatre. The nonprofit has served as Texas’ longest continuously running theater, and while the ZACH has undergone many changes over the years, it remains a top choice for quality musicals, plays and holiday productions, largely featuring talent from the area.

WHERE TO STAY IN SOUTH AUSTIN

South Congress Hotel

A hip boutique hotel with a sexy rooftop pool and a motorcycle shop (yes, really). $$$

The Loren at Lady Bird Lake

Swanky 2022 opening that adds 108 rooms and a rooftop restaurant to the morphing skyline. $$$

Kimber Modern Hotel

Just seven designer bedrooms in this airy little oasis tucked behind South Congress. $$



EAST AUSTIN

CENTER OF THE HIPSTERVERSE


Humble East Austin doesn’t try to be anything other than itself. This Downtown-adjacent neighborhood has gentrified without losing its historic bones, and its streets of old homes and bungalow businesses shelter a thriving creative community. The restaurants care about good food, not awards; the boutiques encourage you to buy quality, not quantity; and the dress code at the nightclubs is ‘be you.’

Sure, East Austin has new developments, but they’re designed with consideration. For example, the ARRIVE hotel, a concrete and masonry structure, sits on East 6th St like a work of abstract art. Don’t expect to find any same-same hotel brand skyscrapers here. Eastsiders are fierce in supporting and preserving all things independent, and when the neighborhood gets behind new projects, it’s because they add to the district’s creative aesthetic and benefit the local community. Otherwise, no chance.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1George Washington Carver Museum

2Texas State Cemetery

ACTIVITIES

3Urban Axes

EATING

4Dolce Neve Gelato

5Franklin Barbecue

6Gati Ice Cream

7La Barbecue

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

8Hotel Vegas

9La Holly

10Shangri-La

11Volstead Lounge

ENTERTAINMENT

12Emo’s

13Monks Jazz Club

14Skylark Lounge

SHOPPING

15Charm School Vintage

16Little Gay

17Take Heart




TOP TIP

Use the pedestrian-friendly underpass on 4th St to connect from Downtown to East Austin. Other routes can be sketchy. To get around, rent a bike from Bird, Lime or Metrobike. Some hotels also offer bike rentals for guests. Further east, a car is essential.





Live Music in East Austin

WHERE TO GO FOR THE SHOW

‘Live music capital of the world’ is emblazoned on souvenirs and banners across the capital, and even though the slogan is a bit of marketing fluff, it’s become a good excuse for venues and events to stage live sounds no matter what the occasion.

Eastside has nonstop beats resounding in its walls. Emo’s is rooted in punk rock, and Monks Jazz Club is an intimate underground venue that doubles as a recording studio. For a homely blues music venue and dive bar, head to Skylark Lounge.

No Axes to Grind

INDOOR THRILLS AT URBAN AXES

Urban Axes, East Austin’s axe throwing center, is a great spot for sports and being social. Come for a lesson in pumping those triceps, or BYOB and compete with pals under the watchful eye of an ‘axepert’.

The safe zone is a great spot to mingle and share drinks with a soon-to-be friend. Unsurprisingly, closed-toe shoes are required for this experience.

Partying on the East Side’s ‘Dirty 6th’

ALWAYS A RIOT

Downtown’s ‘Dirty 6th’ may be full of bachelorette sashes and ribbons, but over the interstate, the Eastside stretch of the street has a more local flavor. It’s where the neighborhood goes for a drink, and wild times happen more organically.

If you only have one night to party in East Austin, Hotel Vegas is an easy choice that encapsulates the essence of this fun-loving part of town. The venue has two stages of live music and DJs, plus a huge patio, bars and food trucks to keep patrons locked in disco or rock-and-roll heaven.

Vegas has events every night of the week, and its sister spot, the Volstead Lounge, keeps early arrivals entertained. Other nocturnal places of interest on the strip include dive bars Shangri-La and La Holly. Both have affordable drinks and patios pumping music.


BEST NIGHTLIFE SPOTS IN EAST AUSTIN
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Brian Chan, a neighborhood resident and Associate Director at Idea Peddler, shares his favorite spots for night owls.

Eastside is one of the best places to stay to hit the town for after-dark fun. Go to the White Horse for a true Austin experience. There’s live country music with honky-tonk and line dancing. I usually come and get food from the taco truck outside before joining in. Hotel Vegas is a great after-party spot, but if you’d rather chill out, Lolo is a chill, natural wine bar around the corner with a patio to relax on if it’s cool out. Also worth checking out is the Sahara Lounge. The African theme extends from the interiors to the live music.



Austin’s Barbecue Showdown

TOP-NOTCH SMOKERS

Award-winning Franklin Barbecue was once touted as the best barbecue in town, and waiting for hours on a fold-out chair in front of the restaurant for a taste of that fatty brisket and pulled pork is as much an experience itself as the eating part.

But Aaron Franklin’s got some wrestling to do if he wants to keep a hold on to that coveted barbecue crown. La Barbecue, helmed by LeAnn Mueller and Alison Clem, has fast become Austin’s favorite smokehouse since the duo opened shop in 2011. Known for locally raised meats that beautifully melt in your mouth either standalone or sandwiched in a bun, La Barbecue is snatching patrons from Franklin’s line, and customers are staying on their patio thanks to the accompanying selection of beers, sake and Aperol Spritz. Try both spots and decide for yourself which is best.

WHERE TO STAY IN EAST AUSTIN

Native Hostel

An 1890s railroader hotel turned hostel offers four- and six-bed dorms with privacy curtains. $

East Austin Hotel

Locally owned and operated boutique hotel with 75 mid-century Scandinavian-inspired rooms. $$

ARRIVE Austin

The chic 2019 build is a local landmark thanks to its unique exterior architecture. $$

Heywood Hotel

A 1925 bungalow with just seven suites. Free bicycles are offered for guest use. $$

Upper Story ATX

Second-story two-bedroom apartment complete with kitchen. $$

Frances Modern Inn

A cozy boutique hotel with a quirky homely feel. $$


BEST CASUAL EATS IN EAST AUSTIN

Buenos Aires Café

Divine empanadas and a diverse list of Argentinian wine. $$

Old Thousand

Neighborly Chinese restaurant that puts a Texan twist on the standards, such as brisket fried rice with Chinese sausage. $$

Sunny’s Backyard

Vegan pub with a dog-friendly patio and comfort foods that harness the power of Impossible patties and Chao cheese. $

Salt and Time

A butcher shop with an adjoining patio restaurant; steak trimmings make mouthwatering burgers and are served with beef-fat fries. $$



Central Texas’ Sweetest Spot

MAKE A BEELINE FOR TWO HIVES

Traditional ranches are abundant in Texas, but for the sweet sort, visit Two Hives Honey. This small farm follows sustainable beekeeping practices across multiple acres of fruiting trees, pollinator gardens and active wildlife ponds, and they put bee well-being first. The result is a difference you can taste – there’s no going back to processed grocery store honey after this.

Tour the ranch, a few miles east of Downtown, where you can get hands on with an active beehive (all protective gear is provided). Classes and events run during warmer months.

Eastside Treats

COOL DOWN AT THESE DESSERT SPOTS

Because low-rise buildings mean it’s harder to escape the sun, East Austin is dotted with creamy cool-down corners all over its pedestrian-friendly core.

Gati Ice Cream does vegan scoops made with a coconut milk base that’s sweetened with evaporated cane juice and seasonal fruits. Dolce Neve Gelato is Austin’s only Italian-owned, award-winning artisanal gelato shop, and flavors are made in small batches, so hurry to 5th St before the favorites sell out.

You’re spoiled for choice at Amy’s Ice Creams. This Austin dessert institution has more than 350 flavors city-wide, and Manor Rd has a branch. Mexican vanilla is the classic flavor if you aren’t sure where to begin.


NIGHTS OUT IN AUSTIN

For more live music and epic nightlife, check out the Continental Club in South Austin, and Cheer Up Charlies in Downtown, all within an eight-minute drive of one another.




Boutiques of East Austin

EMBRACE THE ECLECTIC

If there’s any neighborhood in Austin to channel self-expression through style, it’s East. The neighborhood’s tastes are vast and varied, which are wonderfully demonstrated across the area’s boutiques.

Start at Charm School Vintage for one-of-a-kind pieces that have no gender boundaries. Eras represented range from Victorian to the 1970s. Outfit your body and your home at Take Heart. Owner Nina Gordon buys apparel, jewelry and homeware from local and national designers, with an emphasis on Japanese aesthetics.

For artwork, head further east to the adorable Little Gay Shop. This local business offers a contemporary collection of original and limited pieces from LGBTIQ+ artists, as well as posters, prints and homeware.

Black Texan History

COMMUNITY STORIES

East Austin has roots as a Black neighborhood – the area was once redlined, a discriminatory practice in which residents are refused loans because the neighborhood was seen as a ‘bad’ investment. But this place has long been a thriving place for people of color, and it’s worth carving out time to discover the history of Black Texans.

Housed within a former branch of the Austin Public Library, the low-key yet captivating George Washington Carver Museum tells stories of its namesake prominent Black scientist, Juneteenth (first marked in Texas in 1866) and the local Black community through historical displays, art and interactive kids’ zones. It also hosts a rotation of national exhibits themed to the work of Black artists. Admission to the permanent and temporary galleries is free.


BEST PLACES TO EAT & DRINK IN EAST AUSTIN
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Ambrely Ouimette, Executive Chef at Sushi Bar ATX, reveals her favorite Eastside drinking and dining spots.

Canje

This is my favorite place to eat in East Austin. Every time I have the jerk chicken for dinner, I get another to take home for breakfast.

Nickel City

I love Nickel City. It’s a no-frills, chill place where you can be anything you want to be.

Kinda Tropical

Another fun hang that really represents what makes the Eastside so great. It’s funky, outdoors, and who doesn’t love tropical drinks?

Haus Bar Farms

A local gem. We’re so lucky to have them close for fresh, local produce.



Texans to Eternity

FAMOUS NAMES LAID TO REST

A sanctuary in the midst of bustling East Austin, the Texas State Cemetery is the final resting place for key figures in the story of the state, including Stephen F Austin, whom the city was named after, and Joanna Troutman, designer of the state flag. Thousands of soldiers killed in the Civil War are also buried here.

Visitors can also get up close to a piece of steel from New York’s World Trade Center, which is displayed in a peaceful garden memorial and is dedicated to Texans who died on 9/11.

WHERE TO DRINK COCKTAILS IN EAST AUSTIN

Milonga Room

Beneath Buenos Aires Cafe, Milonga Room shakes up fernet-focused cocktails alongside tapas.

The White Horse

The famous honky-tonk serves affordable whiskey-based cocktails to fuel two-step dancing.

Mezcalería Tobalá

This Oaxacan mezcal bar is on the 2nd floor of popular dive bar Whisler’s.

Nickel City

This bar, beloved for decades, offers everything from classic cocktails to specialty tiki bowls.

Kitty Cohen’s

The retro bar’s frozen espresso martini is just the kick; weekday happy hours are always happening.

Shangri-La

A dive bar meets beer garden, Shangri-La hosts trivia nights and has a dog-friendly patio.



NORTH AUSTIN

THE DOMAIN, SOCCER AND AUTHENTIC ASIAN EATS


The most residential part of town, North Austin’s family-friendly neighborhoods comprise 1950s bungalows and ’90s apartment blocks. Tech businesses operate out here, and combined with emerging business ventures, the area has all the elements for a mini downtown. This boom is largely thanks to the Domain, a flashy recreational and living megacenter. Visitors in the mood for sleek avenues, brand names and youth-focused entertainment come here to play. The 2021 addition of Austin Football Club’s Q2 Stadium adds to its pull.

North Austin is gaining traffic for another reason too: Asian culture. Asians in Austin are the fastest-growing demographic group, but Chinatown doesn’t have a specific zip code; rather the community and its businesses are spread across multiple strips and streets. Although Austin doesn’t have a specific ‘Asiatown’ area, you’ll find an H-Mart superstore and strip-mall clusters of Asian businesses.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Q2 Stadium

2The Domain

EATING

385°C Bakery Cafe

499 Ranch

5China Family

6Kura Revolving Sushi Bar

see 8Oh K-Dog and Egg Toast

7Sazan

8Show Ball Rice Ball

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

9Austin Beerworks

10Circle Brewing Company

11Fairweather Cider Co

12Hopsquad Brewing Co

SHOPPING

13Daiso

14Kinokuniya




TOP TIP

North Austin is connected to Downtown via MetroRail. The service is safe and comfortable, but trains are slow, and the timetable is limited. The Domain area is walkable, but for the rest of North Austin, you need a car to get around.



Austin Film Society

APPRECIATING MOVIES

Founded in 1985 by filmmaker Richard Linklater, Austin Film Society is more than just a regular trip to the pictures. This vintage theater screens a wide selection of foreign, classic and contemporary art-house movies. A full bar, movie store and special-themed events held under the impressive old movie poster collection mean that hardcore film buffs will be in paradise. And talk about A-List endorsement: Quentin Tarantino is on the board of its directors, after personally screening his favorite films here back in the late ’90s.

Q2 Stadium

GAME DAY FESTIVITIES

ATX went wild in 2021 when its first professional sports team unveiled a new shrine to call home. Now the 20,500-seat Q2 Stadium packs out every game day when throngs of fans sporting branded green jerseys come to cheer the team on. Admittedly, Austin FC hasn’t taken off with major league success yet, but a game experience complete with the national anthem and plenty of tacos and hot dogs makes for a memorable time.

MetroRail offers increased services on game day, and select buses, including the 383, drop off in front of the stadium.


H Mart

KOREAN CULTURE SUPERCENTER

H Mart is no ordinary grocery store. It’s the largest Asian supermarket chain in the US, and while commonly seen on the east and west coasts, it’s majorly underrepresented in the middle of the country. Austin’s only branch is a destination not just for groceries, but for shopping, dining and entertainment. Some might say it’s a mini indoor Koreatown. Stop by for coffee and French-Asian–inspired baked goods from Tous Les Jours or wander the food court for more substantial eats. Vendors specialize in fried chicken, sushi and K-dogs (Korean corn dogs). Browse K-pop merchandise and beauty product lines, play video games reminiscent of those in a Seoul arcade or get a blowout at the Korean hairdresser.


The Domain

NORTH AUSTIN’S JEWEL

This prestigious area is packed with mainly high-end shopping, drinking and dining spots, plus plenty of activities. On scorching days, start at the Museum of Ice Cream, dedicated to social media–friendly dessert-themed installations, like a giant sprinkle swimming pool and plastic animal-cookie rides. Cravings are satisfied with ice cream-based tastings in almost every room.

A spot of retail therapy means more time in the air-conditioning. For an impressive souvenir of your trip, visit Nina Berenato Jewelry. The Austinite’s pieces have been seen on Texan superstars Beyoncé and Megan Thee Stallion, and actress Angelina Jolie caused a global stir when she sported her 14k gold-filled chin and lip cuff. The shop and all-female metalsmithing studio offer a range of inspiring items, such as a ‘Texas Women Vote’ collection. Round off with bowling, karaoke and video games at Punch Bowl Social, where craft cocktails are served to keep the party pumped through the night.

Though locals refer to it as the Domain, it’s actually split into separate zones, which might come in handy for rideshare drop-offs. Domain II is where Neiman Marcus, Macy’s and the Westin hotel are; further up is the Domain Northside, with Nordstrom, Apple and the Archer Hotel. Within Domain Northside, the Rock Rose entertainment district is where most bars and restaurants are located.
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BEST RESTAURANTS AT THE DOMAIN

Thai Kun

A colorful food truck turned brick-and-mortar location. Bangkok native Thai Changthong has earned rave reviews for his Thai street classics.

Velvet Taco

Velvet takes tacos international, with more than 20 varieties themed to global dishes. Think British fish and chip tacos and Korean pork fried rice tacos.

Flower Child

The breezy patio restaurant serves veggie-forward meals in the form of bowls, wraps, salads and entrees. Many of them can be customized to dietary preferences.




MORE IN NORTH AUSTIN

Asian Enclave on Airport Blvd

CHINATOWN DIFFUSED

A boulevard interspersed with gas stations and strip malls might not sound riveting, but a stop at the junction of Airport Blvd and North Lamar Blvd is dumpling heaven. 99 Ranch is the big grocer, and the community flocks to 85°C Bakery Cafe for milk tea buns. The authentic stir-fries at China Family never disappoint.

The Japan-loving crowd has great options too. Along the strip, sample fresh fish at Kura Revolving Sushi Bar, which requires advanced reservation on its app. Sazan is arguably Austin’s best ramen restaurant, and the popular Japanese stores Kinokuniya and Daiso are nearby. Korea is represented by Oh K-Dog and Egg Toast for rice cake hot dogs, and Snow Ball Rice Ball serves bingsu (Korean shaved ice).

Best Breweries in North Austin

CHEERS TO VARIETY

Austin has breweries dotted all over town, but North’s got a winning combination of quality brewskis. Austin Beerworks is known for bold and clean beers that are canned for quality; it has a taproom for tastings. Circle Brewing Company keeps it traditional and makes its beer using only four ingredients: water, malt, hops and yeast. Fairweather Cider Co specializes in hard cider. All of these spots have food trucks on-site. If you’re in the neighborhood for an Austin FC game, take the party to Hopsquad Brewing Co, where an experimental team brews up special game-day pours.


OUTDOORS IN NORTH AUSTIN
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Evan Bostelmann, an academic administrator at UT and avid hiker, shares his top places to get outside.

Walnut Creek Metropolitan Park

Perfect for a 30-minute nature drive or a full-day hike across northeast Austin.

North Town Park

Excellent amenities for dog owners, disc golfers and trail walkers.

Wells Branch Disc Golf Course

A popular disc golf course in Austin. The area also offers a great trail and picnic spots.

The Pitch

A facility attached to the Parmer Soccer Field with an outdoor, sports-bar-inspired food court, pondside trails, outdoor gyms and community sports.

Northeast Metropolitan Park

This leafy park is one of Austin’s best for skating, sports and trail walking.



WHERE TO STAY IN NORTH AUSTIN

Lone Star Court

A retro hotel embracing old-school Americana. Rooms along the terrace come with rocking chairs. $$

Archer Hotel

Boutique Domain hotel with Texas treasures and murals in every room and handmade turndown treats. $$$

Aloft Austin at Domain

A compact, colorful hotel that’s great bang for your buck if you avoid game days. $$



CLARKSVILLE & WEST AUSTIN

LAKESIDE R&R


West Austin is for travelers seeking slowness. Although it’s joined at the hip with Downtown, Clarksville carries a distinct air of calm the moment you cross Lamar Blvd. It’s strangely quieter, and the sun is no longer obstructed by Google’s towers. As you drive on, the scenery gets greener, buildings scatter and contrary to Austin’s other cardinal directions, prices get steeper. That’s because West Austin basks in natural wonders.

The Colorado River flows to Lake Travis and borders Hill Country, Texas’ wine region that offers uninterrupted serenity. People pay top dollar for such a privilege, and luxury homes alongside expensive spa resorts make up the majority of the lakeside infrastructure. Activities like zip lining, picnicking, pop-up water parks and hiking are some affordable ways to dip your toes in for the day. Rent a car for a chance to stop, disconnect and smell the bluebonnets.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Austin’s Boat Tours

2Contemporary Austin at Laguna Gloria

3Lake Austin Spa Resort

4Lake Travis

SIGHTS

5Emma Long Metropolitan Park

6Mayfield Park

7Mt Bonnell

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

8Hippie Hollow Park

9Lake Travis Zipline Adventures

10Miraval Austin

SLEEPING

11Hotel Viata

12Omni Barton Creek Resort & Spa

EATING

13Bar Peached

14Clark’s Oyster Bar

15Hula Hut

16Josephine House

17Mozart’s Coffee Roasters

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

18Better Half Coffee & Cocktails

19Deep Eddy Cabaret

20The Oasis

SHOPPING

21Waterloo Records




TOP TIP

As soon as you leave Clarksville, which is walkable, you need a car. West Austin is spread out, and rideshares are not concentrated in any particular area, so you’ll be waiting roadside for a long time before your driver shows up.



Lake Travis

MAKE A SPLASH

Lake Travis’ high cliffs make it an excellent spot for on-and-off-water activities, and it’s no wonder this spot is the city’s most visited lake. Book a guided experience with Lake Travis Zipline Adventures, where you’ll soar over the water and through surrounding canyons on mult`iple zip lines, some of which are the longest and fastest in the state. In the blistering summer, the company puts up a floating water park with a 600ft obstacle course.

For something less physical, charter a boat through Austin’s Boat Tours. A captain operates the vessel so that you and your party can lie back and enjoy the sunset. Or stay on land at the Oasis, which has been luring guests for decades. Located cliffside, it’s the biggest outdoor restaurant in town with multiple vantage points. The food is skippable, so just come for a drink.

Feeling liberated? Strip off at Hippie Hollow Park along the Comanche Trail. The rocky shoreline is the only legal clothing-optional public park in Texas. Sunbathers and swimmers must be over 18.
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Lake Austin Spa Resort

MORE LAKESIDE FUN

Lake Austin is often busy with boats, but those viewing from land can do so indulgently. Lake Austin Spa Resort is one of the area’s premier wellness destinations, incorporating traditional spa amenities with the surrounding nature. Think fishing, yoga on the dock and hiking along the trails. The boardwalk by Lake Austin Blvd has a handful of scenic eateries, such as Mozart’s Coffee Roasters, which has a striking tree-shaded patio, and Hula Hut, a Hawaiian-themed Tex-Mex spot covered in bamboo. Emma Long Metropolitan Park is a family-friendly place to barbecue and camp.
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Deep Eddy Cabaret

MERRY DRINKING DEN

Deep Eddy Cabaret embodies old Austin through and through. The 1951 family-run dive bar serves predominantly Texan beers at affordable prices, is decked out with neon-lit nostalgia, and has a pool table and a jukebox with thousands of tunes across all genres. Named after the deep swimming hole that previously existed on the Colorado River just behind the bar, this neighborhood favorite is where time seems to stand still. Good thing Deep Eddy is open until 2am every night of the week.

Contemporary Austin at Laguna Gloria

A QUIET MOMENT IN NATURE

This outdoor museum is only an eight-minute drive from bustling downtown, and its stillness is a welcome breath of fresh air. Laguna Gloria is made up of a 1916 Italian-style villa on the shores of Lake Austin, surrounded with sculptures by contemporary artists from around the world. It was also the original setting of the Austin Museum of Art, and some old works remain. The grounds are a natural reserve verdant with plant life, and in addition to art, they showcase the beauty of the lakeside and its diverse ecology. You might fall so deeply in love with the scene that you’ll want to get married here, but join the club – wedding planning website The Knot named it the capital’s best wedding venue in 2015.

Waterloo Records

KEEPING WEST AUSTIN WEIRD

The king of record stores in Austin, Waterloo Records has had music lovers browsing vinyl sleeves since 1982. In the 2000s, it helped publicize the ‘Keep Austin Weird’ motto through bumper stickers, urging shoppers to support local. Today, it still stands proud amid a diminishing independent store landscape. The one-story building stocks a massive catalog of music from Willie Nelson to Raye, plus movies, gifts and tour merchandise. Check the events calendar for free gigs and record signings.
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Hiking in West Austin

LUSH VISTAS

West Austin’s got the space for all types of outdoor endeavors, and when it comes to views, the cream of the crop is Mt Bonnell, the highest point in Austin. This 775ft cliff layered with steps culminates at a peak overlooking Lake Austin and the hillside homes that surround it. The top has enough resting space for climbers to reward themselves with a picnic, though we use the word ‘reward’ loosely. Even those with average fitness abilities should be able to ascend to the top in about 15 minutes.

At nearby Mayfield Park, green-space seekers can rest alongside magnificent free-roaming peafowl; two dozen or so reside on the grounds. You’ll see them spreading their feathers from the trees, gardens and cottage rooftops of this historic 23-acre estate once owned by Allison Mayfield, the Texas Secretary of State in the late 1800s. After being passed down through the family, it was left to the city in 1971, and the public was granted access.

Emma Long Metropolitan Park to the west is the most family-friendly of this trio. It features campsites, volleyball nets, picnic tables, grills, play areas and plenty of bathrooms. Thanks to its location on the Colorado River, it’s also one of the rare parks to have a beach, so you can go hiking on the trail and end with a stroll on the sandy shore. Ramps allow boaters and paddlers to while away a day on the water.


LIVE MUSIC IN WEST AUSTIN
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Caren Kelleher, founder and CEO of Gold Rush Vinyl, reveals where to find the best sounds in the neighborhood.

One of the best parts of Clarksville is Waterloo Records. Since 1982, it’s been a go-to for finding some of the best indie records in the country, but especially Austin-made music. On any given day in the neighborhood, I might run into my favorite musicians at Medici Roasting or see the founders of Austin City Limits at Swedish Hill bakery. By night, I love to meet up with friends at the Johnny Cash–inspired bar Mean Eyed Cat or to have a date night at Wink, where the music is as well-curated as the wine.



Eat & Drink Like It’s Old Austin

SHUFFLE BUNGALOW TO BUNGALOW

The beauty of Clarksville is in the quaint architecture. Bungalows sit side by side, some with views of skyscrapers, but the majority go along their day like it’s the early ’90s. To sample life in Austin before the tech boom, check out Clarksville’s best places to eat and drink, serving delights under one-story builds.

Bar Peached blends old school with trendy. Come for modern Asian comforts, such as pesto udon and Thai chili barbecue steak, and then order post-meal drinks on the buzzing patio shaded by a huge heritage tree.

Josephine House is an adorable blue cottage serving all-day New American fare, from brunch pancakes to late-night steak frites. You’ll feel cozy here no matter the time. For seafood, it’s all about Clark’s Oyster Bar. Raw oysters aside, this spot also prepares fresh fish, lobster and house-baked sourdough bread in a chic, welcoming space.

Better Half Coffee & Cocktails stirs a mean brew, whether that’s the caffeinated variety or grain sort. Grab a drink alongside a burger, sandwich or salad to eat on the picnic tables.

WHERE TO STAY IN WEST AUSTIN

Miraval Austin

Guests enjoy traditional and new-age wellness sessions and a full board of nutrition-forward meals. $$$

Hotel Viata

A short drive west of Downtown leads you to this hillside Tuscan-inspired hideaway. $$

Lake Austin Spa Resort

Dotted with cottage-style accommodations, this resort offers full-board meals and wellness activities. $$$





SAN ANTONIO & THE HILL COUNTRY
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THE ALAMO CITY AND PASTORAL PLEASURES

The birthplace of the republic, San Antonio is at the heart of Texas’ story. The surrounding Hill Country offers outdoor adventures and gustatory delights.
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Sprawling San Antonio has enough attractions to keep travelers of all stripes entertained. In addition to its colorful, European-style River Walk, away from the traffic and lined with cafes and bars, it rewards visitors with a well-rounded array of museums, historic sites, parks and outdoor activities. The Alamo, the scene of the most famous battle in the fight for Texas’ independence from Mexico, is a stalwart tourist favorite, while four other beautifully preserved Spanish missions lie within the city limits.

A deep sense of history runs through San Antonio, but it doesn’t start or end with the Alamo. Indigenous people lived on this land for thousands of years before the arrival of the Spanish. This place has long been a melting pot of cultures, and Native American, Mexican, Tejano, European and African-American art, music, food and architecture have made San Antonio what it is today. One moment, you’re strolling by grand Victorian homes built by German immigrants, and the next, you’re feasting on regional Mexican cuisine.

San Antonio puts you in close proximity to the Hill Country, a beautiful region known for its wildflower-lined roadways, charming small towns, gorgeous wineries and, yes, hills. Fredericksburg is the most visited of the Hill Country towns, but the area is more about winding roads and stopping along the way than any particular destination.
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THE MAIN AREAS

SAN ANTONIO

City steeped in history and culture.

THE HILL COUNTRY

Crystal-clear rivers and vineyards for miles.





Find Your Way

Ask 10 people the boundaries of the Hill Country and you’ll get 11 different answers but, generally speaking, the Hill Country is an area west of the I-35 corridor between Austin and San Antonio.
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Plan Your Days

San Antonio is the main hub for visitors to the region, but it’s worth venturing out of the city. Dedicate time to touring the Hill Country and checking out delightful 19th-century communities like Gruene and Luckenbach.
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IF YOU ONLY HAVE ONE DAY

• Get breakfast at Mi Tierra – part restaurant, part bakery, total explosion of light and color – before looking around Market Square, where the mariachi bands and stores of Mexican wares transport you south of the border. For more shopping and excellent eats, head to the Pearl, a redeveloped brewery site with boutiques, cafes and restaurants. San Antonio’s best-known attractions are the River Walk and the Alamo, both of which are lit up in the evening. After dark, catch the free sound-and-light show that explains San Antonio’s story at the San Fernando Cathedral.




THREE DAYS TO TRAVEL AROUND

• After spending a day taking in San Antonio’s main sights, spend your second day cycling to the Spanish colonial missions on the Mission Reach Trail. Mark your achievements with an afternoon beer at Blue Star Brewing Company and admire the art at the Contemporary at Blue Star and Presa House. On the third day, it’s time to venture out into the nearby Hill Country. Take a trip to Boerne, a small town with deep German roots. Stroll around the many antique shops and boutiques on Main St and have lunch on the wraparound porch at Peggy’s on the Green.




A WEEK OR MORE TO EXPLORE

• Give San Antonio a few days before heading into the Hill Country. Go antiquing in Boerne and have lunch in Blanco. Float or paddle the Guadalupe River, where crystal-clear waters flow below cliffs and cypress trees. Hike the quiet and ruggedly pretty trails at Hill Country State Natural Area. Catch a show at Gruene Hall, the oldest dance hall in Texas, where countless country legends have graced the stage. Visit a Hill Country winery – or several. William Chris Vineyards is a favorite for its award-winning bottles and expansive views.



Seasonal Highlights

San Antonio enjoys more than 250 days of sunshine, making it blissfully balmy most of the year, except in July and August when temperatures regularly soar above 100°F.

FEBRUARY

After each night’s rodeo, big-name country-music performers play at the San Antonio Stock Show and Rodeo.
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MARCH

The Hill Country bursts into a technicolor wonderland, coming alive with bluebonnets, Indian paintbrushes and other wildflowers.
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APRIL

Fiesta San Antonio brings out river and street parades, Tejano music, dancing and tons of food for a citywide party.
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JULY

It’s hot, hot, hot: enjoy mariachis, flamenco guitar and other live music on the River Walk during Fiesta Noche del Rio.
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OCTOBER

In Fredericksburg, Oktoberfest is a big deal, with five stages and vendors selling beer, pretzels and schnitzel.
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NOVEMBER

In New Braunfels, Wurstfest is a rollicking celebration of German culture. Enjoy dancing, carnival rides, and plenty of beer and sausage.
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DECEMBER

Get into the holiday spirit as hundreds of thousands of lights illuminate San Antonio’s River Walk for Fiesta de las Luminarias.
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SAN ANTONIO


[image: jpg]

One of Texas’ most attractive major cities – and one of the oldest, too, having celebrated its 305th birthday in 2023 – San Antonio delights visitors. The legendary Alamo, that iconic symbol of Texan independence, stands at the heart of the city, while the River Walk, a glorious network of waterside pathways that’s tucked below street level and lined with bars and restaurants, offers leisurely strolling through downtown and beyond.

The San Antonio River has long been an integral part of life here. The headwaters were sacred to indigenous tribes, and today the river flows past many of the city’s must-see neighborhoods, including the trendy Pearl and historic King William.

With historic buildings ranging from preserved mission churches to repurposed industrial landmarks, fabulous parks and museums, and a truly cosmopolitan mix of people and culture, San Antonio is a paragon of diversity and a great destination for history, art and food.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1River Walk

2The Alamo

3The Pearl

SIGHTS

4Brackenridge Park

5Contemporary at Blue Star

6Headwaters Sanctuary

7Japanese Tea Garden

8Mission Concepción

9Presa House Gallery

10Ruby City

11San Antonio Botanical Garden

12San Fernando Cathedral

13St Paul United Methodist Church

14Witte Museum

ACTIVITIES

15Alamodome

16Blue Star Arts Complex

17Carver Community Cultural Center

SLEEPING

18Hotel Emma

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

191902 Nightclub

20Blue Star Brewing Company

21Faust Tavern

22Little Death

23Sternewirth

ENTERTAINMENT

24Go Rio

25Jazz, TX

26Lonesome Rose

27Paper Tiger

28Squeezebox

SHOPPING

29Blue Star Bike Shop

30Curio

31Dos Carolinas

32Market Square

33Montage

34Pearl Farmers Market

35The Tiny Finch

36The Twig Book Shop

37Vaulti

38Vice Versa Coffee & Vinyl Records

INFORMATION

39Conservation Society of San Antonio

40King William Association




TOP TIP

The biggest surprise for first-time visitors? Two of the most popular attractions in Texas – the Alamo and the River Walk – are smack dab in the middle of downtown. But other areas are worth exploring too. Check out stately King William, see art in Southtown and eat at a taqueria on the West Side.




BEST PLACES TO EAT PUFFY TACOS

Ray’s Drive Inn

The crunchy, flavorful and immensely satisfying tacos at this 1950s institution stand out from the crowd. $

Henry’s Puffy Taco Express

Family-owned and operated since the 1970s, Henry’s specializes in crispy tortillas and well-seasoned fillings. $

Maria’s Cafe

Ask for a ‘puff-chilada,’ a baked red tortilla enchilada invented by owner Maria Beza’s daughter. $



Exploring Downtown & the River Walk

THE SOUL OF SAN ANTONIO

The pedestrian-friendly River Walk is an essential part of the San Antonio experience. Wandering this lively network of canals and pedestrian walkways, set just below the downtown streets, you can pass landscaped gardens and riverfront restaurants, shops and bars, and linger on stone footbridges that arch across the water.

Decorated barges ferry people up and down the river. Go Rio offers narrated cruises that leave every 15 to 20 minutes and give a good visual overview of the river, plus a light history lesson.

The River Walk has 15 miles of paths that reach from Brackenridge Park and its museums all the way south to the historic missions, passing the redeveloped Pearl Brewery complex along the way. In summer, the River Walk gets crowded, but at peaceful times (and the further you get from downtown) it’s a lovely place to stroll, especially during the winter holidays when it’s bedecked with twinkling lights.

A few blocks east of the river is the much-fabled Alamo, off San Antonio’s central plaza. Explore the site of the 1836 siege, in which a few hundred revolutionaries, including Davy Crockett, William Travis and James Bowie, died defending the fort against thousands of Mexican troops. Every year, more than 1.5 million people visit the Alamo, so expect crowds. Paid-for guided tours and self-guided audio tours provide historical insight.

San Fernando Cathedral, a few blocks west of the river, is one of the oldest churches in Texas, founded in 1731. Its prime interest for modern visitors is as the screen – literally – for San Antonio: The Saga. This after-dark sound-and-light show tells the story of the city with dazzling colorful effects, and is projected onto the facade four nights a week.

About half a mile west, Market Square is a little bit of Mexico in downtown San Antonio. It’s a fair approximation of a trip south of the border, with Mexican food, mariachi bands and more than 100 locally owned shops filled with Mexican folk art, handmade goods and clothes. A big chunk of the square is taken up by El Mercado, the largest Mexican marketplace outside of Mexico.


BEST RESTAURANTS IN DOWNTOWN SAN ANTONIO

El Camino

Hip food truck park with ceviche, pizza and eye-catching murals. $

Biga

A welcoming outdoor patio on the River Walk and a menu of New American cuisine. $$$

Boudro’s

Pair your blue crab tostada or wood-grilled steak with a prickly pear margarita. $$$

Mi Tierra Cafe y Panaderia

A colorful, rollicking San Antonio landmark that’s been serving Mexican staples since 1941. $$

Ocho

Dine on Cuban and Mexican fare in an elevated glass conservatory overlooking the river. $$



Spirit of the Spanish

TEXAS’ ONLY UNESCO SITE

Spain’s missionary presence can best be felt at the ruins of the four missions in the southern reaches of San Antonio, which make up San Antonio Missions National Historical Park.

Explore by bicycle or kayak. The well-marked 8-mile Mission Reach trail system runs next to the river, and facilities such as bathrooms, picnic tables and water fountains can be found along the way. Rent a bike from Blue Star Bike Shop. The Mission Reach Paddling Trail flows from Roosevelt Park to a take-out near Mission Espada, with numerous access points along the way, designated by a blue pole. Check the website of Mission Adventure Tours (mat-tx.com) for kayak rentals.

Built in 1755, Mission Concepción is the first along the Mission Trail heading south from San Antonio. It’s the oldest unrestored stone church in the country, and what you see today is essentially the same structure that existed in the mid-18th century. The brilliantly colored geometric designs that once brightened the church’s exterior have faded over the years, but original frescos that have survived the centuries are still visible in some of the rooms.

The main park visitor center is at Mission San José. Known in its time as the Queen of the Missions, San José is the largest and arguably the most beautiful of the four. Because it’s a little more remote and pastoral, surrounded by thick stone walls, you can really get a sense of what life was like here in the 18th and 19th centuries. The mariachi Mass at noon on Sunday is a San Antonio tradition.


Mission San Juan was completed in 1756, and the bright white church at this somber site has stood the test of time. Take the Yanaguana Trail behind the church down to the river to see some of the natural ecosystems that were common before the arrival of the Spanish. The lush grape vines, pecan and mulberry trees, and river and riparian areas made good gathering grounds for the Indigenous people who lived here.

The southernmost stop on the Mission Trail, Mission Espada, is the oldest, dating from 1690. The church was built between 1745 and 1756. It’s the best place to check out the historic acequia (aqueduct), the missions’ irrigation system that’s still in use today and has been designated as a Historic Civil Engineering Landmark.
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BEST HOTELS IN DOWNTOWN SAN ANTONIO

Hotel Havana

Quiet location set apart from other River Walk hotels by Cuba-inspired, boho-chic rooms from Texas design guru and hotelier Liz Lambert. $$

Menger Hotel

You can’t get closer to the Alamo than this historic hotel, built next door just 23 years after the famous battle. It’s widely rumored to be haunted. $$

Omni La Mansión Del Rio

Luxe property in the middle of the River Walk born out of 19th-century religious school buildings in the Spanish-Mexican hacienda style. $$$



WHERE TO DRINK IN DOWNTOWN SAN ANTONIO

Esquire Tavern

This storied watering hole opened in 1933 and has the longest wooden bar in Texas.

Cellar Mixology

A basement speakeasy with artfully crafted cocktails whose walls date from the 1920s.

Hugman’s Oasis

Tiki meets Texas at this tropical riverside retreat.

A Day of Play in Brackenridge Park

GET INTO THE GREEN

A couple of miles north of downtown, the 349-acre Brackenridge Park has been a favorite San Antonio getaway spot for more than a century, with walking trails, boat rentals, playgrounds, a miniature train and gardens. Its main attraction – other than a serene green setting – is that it’s the headspring of the San Antonio River. At the nearby Headwaters Sanctuary, you can peer into Blue Hole from which the San Antonio River emerges.

Many of the park’s sights are designed for children, but some are equally interesting for adults.

The tranquil Japanese Tea Garden was originally a clever way to hide a hole in the ground. Almost 100 years ago, an eyesore of a quarry was transformed into a Japanese-style strolling garden, with koi ponds, arched stone bridges and a 60ft waterfall. Meant to be enjoyed year-round, the garden is especially pretty in spring, when the flowers are in bloom.

Set on the eastern edge of Brackenridge Park, the Witte Museum is an engaging museum of natural history, science and Texas history. Kids go crazy for the dinosaur bones and wildlife dioramas.

A stone’s throw from the park, the San Antonio Botanical Garden is an immaculately tended, 38-acre complex. The 34-bed culinary garden and outdoor teaching kitchen host local chefs who teach cooking classes, and the Family Adventure Garden encourages play among the plant life. The conservatory’s futuristic glass structures house tropical palms, ancient ferns and desert plants.


ADMIRING ART AT MCNAY

Housed in a Spanish Colonial revival-style mansion 5 miles north of downtown, the astounding collection at the McNay Art Museum includes more than 22,000 pieces that range from post-impressionist and modern works to Native American art. Wandering from room to room, you encounter treasure after treasure, with Picasso’s Woman With a Plumed Hat and Van Gogh’s Women Crossing the Fields standing out amid works by Matisse, Cézanne, Munch, Rodin and more.

The Stieren Center, which describes itself as a ‘translucent two-story box,’ is attached to the original mansion and hosts temporary exhibitions. The museum is arranged around a central courtyard with a mosaic-covered fountain, gardens, a grove of palm trees and a Japanese-style fish pond.



WHERE TO EAT NEAR BRACKENRIDGE PARK

Carnitas Don Raúl

This small trailer at the Broadway News food truck park packs a big punch. $

Cappy’s Restaurant

Top-quality seafood and steaks are the focus at this cherished Alamo Heights establishment. $$

Paloma Blanca

Upmarket Mexican mainstay, with some of the best margaritas in the city. $$

Out on the Strip

SOUNDS OF SAN ANTONIO

Just north of downtown, the neighborhood of Tobin Hill is dense with live music venues, hip dive bars and vintage shops, most of which are set along the walkable St Mary’s Strip.

The Squeezebox is a laid-back cantina that honors the city’s Tejano roots with its live-music rotation, and hometown accordion legend Flaco Jiménez has played here. At the Lonesome Rose honky-tonk, couples two-step to conjunto-laced country tunes. Catch big-name indie, hip-hop, metal and punk acts at Paper Tiger, San Antonio’s coolest music venue.

Hole up at Faust Tavern, where the pitch-black interior, cheap drinks and bar grime are part of this dive’s charm. Let the savvy staff guide you through the bottles at Little Death, a gas station turned natural wine shop and bar. With its coffin-shaped sign, dark-wave music blaring from inside and witchy alternative brews, such as lavender elixir lattes, Gravves Coffee is the place to caffeinate. Go vintage shopping at Montage, which has a well-curated mix of vintage and modern clothing. The Vaulti sells vintage streetwear and sneakers.

WHERE TO EAT IN KING WILLIAM & SOUTHTOWN

Guenther House

The fluffier-than-a-cloud Southern sweet cream waffles are worth the perpetually long wait. $$

Liberty Bar

Housed in a former Benedictine convent, Liberty Bar makes its own pastas, breads and pizza dough. $$

Mixtli

Go on a gastronomic journey of Mexico, with a 10-course tasting menu that changes seasonally. $$$


The Pearl of San Antonio

INDUSTRIAL AREA TURNED HIP HOOD

The Pearl, a 22-acre hub of shops and restaurants, has breathed new life into a 19th-century brewery that was once one of the largest in Texas but shuttered in 2001.

Hotel Emma has taken over the former brewhouse and is the centerpiece of the district. Common areas impress with a mix of Victorian-era decor and post-industrial fixtures like the colossal pipes that snake through the lobby, while guest rooms evoke the charms of a stylish but understated Texas ranch. With three on-site restaurants, a rooftop pool, a guests-only library holding 3700 books and rooms with terrace fireplaces, you’ll never want to leave the grounds. Everyone looks good in the sultry confines of the hotel’s Sternewirth bar, where you can squeeze into an old beer tank for cocktails and camaraderie. The hotel is named for Emma Koehler, who ran the brewery in the early 1900s.

Jazz, TX is an upscale jazz club in the basement of the Bottling House with a cozy retro atmosphere. Local bandleader Doc Watkins puts on jazz, blues, salsa and Texas swing while you sip cocktails and sample Southern-style cuisine and elevated bar food.
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At the Pearl Farmers Market, more than 40 vendors sell local produce and artisanal foods every weekend. Fill up your shopping bag with linen kaftans, letterpress cards and vintage Hungarian pottery from The Tiny Finch. Peruse racks of colorful guayaberas at Dos Carolinas, a long-standing clothier. One-of-a-kind luxury goods abound at Curio, many of which are sourced locally and regionally. The Twig Book Shop is a thriving indie bookstore where you can pick up new releases, popular classics and local literature.
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BEST PLACES TO EAT ON THE STRIP

El Milagrito Cafe

Family-run restaurant serving generous portions of Tex-Mex favorites. $

Singhs Vietnamese

Uber-cool spot with a delicious menu of pho and banh mi. $$

Cullum’s Attagirl

Southern-style fried chicken is the name of the game at Cullum’s, a hip chicken-and-beer joint with great craft brews. $$

Tacos El Regio

When late-night cravings strike, hit up this bright yellow truck that churns out excellent al pastor tacos, quesadillas and elote (Mexican street corn). $




BEST PLACES TO EAT AT THE PEARL

Bakery Lorraine

There’s a reason why everyone in the Pearl seems to be carrying a box from Bakery Lorraine – the pastries are delicious. $

Brasserie Mon Chou Chou

Decadent, gorgeously plated French fare in a Parisian-like setting: oui, merci. $$$

Southerleigh

Excellent house beers are once again flowing in this 19th-century brewery complex, best paired with the seasonal, farm-to-table comfort fare. $$

Cured

Charcuterie platters are taken to the next level at one of San Antonio’s most buzzed-about restaurants. $$



WHERE TO EAT ON THE EAST SIDE

Con Huevos Tacos

A cheerily painted taqueria with excellent egg-based breakfast tacos, quesadillas and chilaquiles bowls. $

Dignowity Meats

The sharp-cheddar mac and cheese perfectly complements the tantalizingly good smoked-meat sandwiches. $

The Magpie

The menu strikes gold with its delightful balance of global and Korean-influenced flavors. $$$

History & Heritage in King William & Southtown

ART GALLERIES AND OPULENT MANSIONS

South of downtown on the banks of the San Antonio River, the picturesque King William Historic District has some of the city’s most architecturally stunning homes, built by wealthy German settlers at the end of the 19th century. The architecture here is mostly Victorian, though there are fine examples of Italianate, colonial-revival, beaux-arts and art-deco styles. Most of the district’s houses have been renovated and are privately owned or run as B&Bs. It’s a pleasant area for a stroll; stop by the King William Association or the Conservation Society of San Antonio for self-guided walking tour brochures.

The Southtown neighborhood is a nexus of contemporary art. Contemporary at Blue Star is at the center of the scene, with four galleries and a robust calendar of events. It’s housed in the Blue Star Arts Complex along with Blue Star Brewing Company and repurposed warehouses that are now shops, studios and galleries.

Half a mile northwest, San Antonio’s latest contemporary art museum is Ruby City, which showcases a 900-piece collection in a striking red concrete building. Presa House Gallery, about a mile east, is an artist-run gallery that hosts monthly exhibitions featuring Hispanic artists from across South Texas, the Rio Grande region and Mexico. Set in a 1306-sq-ft home from the 1940s, it’s an intimate space that also puts on music, poetry and film events.

Two monthly evening art walks go in and around Southtown: First Fridays along South Alamo St and Second Saturdays, near the intersection of South Flores St and Lone Star Blvd.


ART IN SOUTHTOWN
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Rigoberto Luna, co-owner, director and curator at Presa House Gallery, shares artsy spots and events in the neighborhood.

Southtown has been an important breeding ground for San Antonio creatives of all mediums since the mid-80s. Explore contemporary art centers like Blue Star and Ruby City or stumble upon lesser-known, highly accessible artist-run spaces and studios. For the art lover, there’s no better way to see this unique neighborhood and art community come alive than our monthly First Friday and Second Saturday Artwalks.



WHERE TO DRINK ON THE EAST SIDE

The Dakota East Side Ice House

Regulars gather for affordable drink specials, pork queso and eclectic events.

Tucker’s Kozy Korner

Curl up in a velvet chair and stay awhile at this 1940s East Side dive.

Alamo Beer Company

Sip on medal-winning beers at Alamo Beer Company, which sits beneath the historic Hayes St Bridge.

Black Culture in San Antonio

HISTORIC EAST SIDE CULTURAL CENTERS

St Paul Square is the historical center of Black life and culture in San Antonio. The square gets its name from St Paul United Methodist Church, which was founded by formerly enslaved people after news of the Emancipation Proclamation reached Texas in 1865. The building is notable for its Gothic Revival–style architecture. The neighborhood is alive with restaurants, bars and nightlife. Vice Versa Coffee & Vinyl Records puts on live jazz every Friday and Saturday. Find weekend DJs and live performers backdropped by lasers and moving murals at 1902 Nightclub.

This historic district is less than a mile away from the Alamodome, where the San Antonio Spurs NBA team plays.

The nearby Carver Community Cultural Center is another beacon of Black culture. Built in 1918 as a community center, it’s now an art space with a focus on African and African-American heritage. Famous entertainers including Ella Fitzgerald, Duke Ellington and Louis Armstrong have come through its doors. The on-site Carver Gallery has paintings, sculpture, photography and other works by local and regional artists. Check the events calendar online (thecarver.org) for upcoming live performances.


Getting Around

Around downtown, it’s easy to walk, ride a bike or take the bus. Parking is notoriously difficult downtown, and once you’re there, you won’t need a car anyway. Avoid the hassle and take a rideshare, taxi or public transit instead.

San Antonio sprawls outside of downtown, so it’s more convenient to drive or use rideshare apps.






Beyond San Antonio
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There’s only about 80 miles of interstate between San Antonio and Austin, but towns along this route are worth detouring for.


The area northeast of San Antonio is known primarily as a haven for shoppers, who stream by the hundreds of thousands into the factory outlet malls in the cities of San Marcos and New Braunfels. But if you’re not shopping for bargains, these towns are also great destinations for outdoor recreation on local rivers that are perfect for cooling off on hot days. Numerous campgrounds and RV parks cater to outdoorsy types, and Gruene and New Braunfels have historic B&Bs, inns with character and river views.

The region has deep German roots, and a fair number of restaurants tout their schnitzels and pretzels. Restaurants serving farm-to-table fare and juicy steaks are also highlights.
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TOP TIP

For more local shopping finds than outlet malls, head to Gruene Hat Company and Gruene Antique Company.





EUROPEAN INFLUENCE

Why does central Texas have so many towns with German heritage? This strong cultural connection that’s still so obvious today is largely thanks to the work of the Adelsverein, a group of German nobles who brought immigrants from Germany to Texas in the 19th century. The organization was drawn to the Lone Star State because of its fertile agricultural land, abundant game and fish and because Texas was an independent republic, meaning that they enjoyed more political autonomy. Between 1844 and 1847, more than 7000 Germans left their homes and made the journey to Texas, with many more arriving between 1865 and 1900. The Adelsverein founded the towns of New Braunfels, Gruene, Fredericksburg and others.



Old World & the Outdoors

ACTIVITIES IN NEW BRAUNFELS

The richly historic town of New Braunfels (named for its Prussian founder, Prince Carl of Solms-Braunfels) was the first German settlement in Texas. Today, people flock here in summer for the cool and easy-flowing waters of the Guadalupe and Comal rivers, which are excellent for tubing and lazy days on the water.

Dozens of local outfitters rent tubes, rafts, kayaks and canoes, and then bus you upstream so you can float the three to four hours back to base. Rent inner tubes from Rockin’ R River Rides. Put a plastic cooler full of snacks and beverages (no bottles) in a bottom-fortified tube beside you and make a day of it. Don’t forget to bring sunscreen, a hat and drinking water, and wear shoes or sandals that you don’t mind getting wet.
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For more splash-tastic fun, head to Schlitterbahn, a 70-acre water park featuring about 40 different slides and pools that use water from the Comal River. It’s one of the best places to be with kids on a hot day.


Back on land, Natural Bridge Caverns, about halfway between San Antonio and New Braunfels, is the biggest commercial cave system in Texas. Its name comes from the 60ft limestone bridge that spans the entrance. Inside, where it’s always 70°F, are phenomenal formations, including the Watchtower, a 50ft pedestal that looks like a crystallized flower. Above-ground adventures include zip-lining, gem mining and an obstacle course.
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BEST PLACES TO DRINK IN NEW BRAUNFELS & GRUENE

Dry Comal Creek Vineyards

Ask for a Shootin’ Blanc, an only-in-Texas drink: sauvignon blanc with a jalapeno, served in a chilled shot glass. About 12 miles northwest of New Braunfels.

Guadalupe Brewing Company

While away the hours with the superb selection of craft beer and artisan pizza, best savored in a seat outside.

Winery on the Gruene

Boutique winery making more than 30 varieties. Sip a glass on the patio or buy a bottle to take home.



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN NEW BRAUNFELS

Naegelin’s German Bakery

Pick up strudels and kolaches from the oldest bakery in Texas, opened in 1868. $

Myron’s Prime Steakhouse

Sit back in a plush booth and choose from a selection of fine steaks. $$$

Sidecar

Seasonal craft cocktails pair well with the small menu of hamburger sliders, charcuterie and nachos. $$

Boot-Scootin’ in Gruene

DANCE THE NIGHT AWAY

Settled by German farmers in the mid-1800s, the welcoming and historic town of Gruene (pronounced ‘green’) was nearly abandoned but has now become the musical heart of the region. The whole community, just 4 miles northeast of New Braunfels, is listed in the National Register of Historic Places, and the historic district is easy to explore on foot. Try on a Davy Crockett cap and indulge in house-made fudge at the Gruene General Store and watch potters throw clay at The Barn.

The town is best known for Gruene Hall, a dance hall open since 1878, making it the oldest in continual operation in Texas. Gruene Hall puts on free live music every night of the week and has hosted a plethora of country-music stars including Waylon Jennings, Townes Van Zandt, George Strait, Jerry Jeff Walker and Merle Haggard. Willie Nelson even has his own side entrance.

WHERE TO EAT IN GRUENE

Gristmill River Restaurant & Bar

Get your preshow burger or steak in an 1800s cotton gin behind Gruene Hall. $$

River House

Tucked off the main square, River House is known for its Sunday fried chicken dinners. $$

Cantina del Rio

Chow down on Tex-Mex classics and specialty Texan burgers. $$

Party on the River

ON THE WATER IN SAN MARCOS

Around central Texas, San Marcos is practically synonymous with outlet malls. But the town, halfway between San Antonio and Austin, is also home to Texas State University, as well as both natural and tourist attractions.

The pale green waters of the spring-fed San Marcos River flow through the city, providing opportunities for tubing, kayaking and snorkeling. The river has a well-earned reputation for being the party river of Texas. It flows through Texas State’s campus and is perpetually jammed with rowdy college kids on summer weekends. Paddleboarding and kayaking are popular activities; rent a vessel with Paddle SMTX (paddlesmtx.com). To save yourself the hassle of planning the trip, book with Texas State Tubes (texasstatetubes.com).

For a quieter and more family-friendly experience, head to the Meadows Center for Water and the Environment, famed for its glass-bottom boat tours over Spring Lake, the headwaters of the San Marcos River. The center also has exhibitions on ecology, history and archaeology, and includes walking trails, a wetlands boardwalk and the ruins of a Spanish mission.

San Marcos is also known as the Mermaid Capital of Texas. The city adopted the mermaid as a symbol to promote stewardship of the river, and, every September, the Mermaid Capital of Texas Fest puts on a fashion show, street fair and parade.


BEST PLACES TO EAT & DRINK IN SAN MARCOS

Root Cellar Cafe

Sip cocktails on the rooftop before venturing downstairs for dinner, where house specialties include bourbon pecan chicken and ginger-glazed salmon. $$

Gil’s Broiler & Manske Roll Bakery

Try a Manske Roll, a giant cinnamon roll created by the original owners, Roland and Ruth Manske. $

Cheatham Street Warehouse

This rowdy honky-tonk is in a converted 100-year-old tin warehouse. George Strait, Randy Rogers and Stevie Ray Vaughan have played here.



Bite into the Barbecue Capital

BEST IN THE STATE

There’s only one reason to visit tiny Lockhart, but it’s a good one: the Texas Legislature officially named it the ‘Barbecue Capital of Texas.’ You can eat well at any of its barbecue restaurants, each of which has been ranked among the top 10 spots in the state by Texas Monthly magazine.

Central Texas’ style of barbecue involves cooking directly over the coals. Wood, usually mesquite, is burned down into coals in a feeder fire, and the coals are shoveled into flat pits. The meat’s smoky flavor doesn’t come from the wood but from the vaporization of fat and juices dripping from the meat into the fire.

Black’s Barbecue is a Lockhart favorite and has been owned by the same family since 1932. Lyndon Johnson liked the sausage so much he had Black’s cater a party in Washington, DC. Chisholm Trail Bar-B-Q might lack atmosphere, but it’s locally loved, partly because it’s not so much on the radar of out-of-towners. It serves up a good selection of ribs, brisket, chicken and sausage, and doesn’t skimp on the side dishes.

Serving Lockhart since 1900, the barn-like Kreuz Market uses a dry rub. Don’t insult them by asking for barbecue sauce: Kreuz doesn’t serve it, and the meat doesn’t need it. Don’t ask for a fork, either. But do grab a lot of napkins. At Smitty’s Market, the blackened pit room and homely dining room are all original (they used to have knives chained to the tables).
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BEST BARBECUE BEYOND LOCKHART

Salt Lick BBQ

Fill your cooler with beers and chow down at this famous family-run pit in Driftwood that’s BYOB. $$

Burnt Bean Company

This spot in Seguin has garnered acclaim for its perfectly smoked, savory ribs and juicy brisket. $$

Heavy’s Outdoor Bar-B-Que

Dine on beautifully seasoned brisket, pork spare ribs and sausage in Hondo. $$

Bill’s Bar-B-Que

These pits in Kerrville have been seasoned for more than 40 years. Get the cabrito (smoked goat). $$



WHERE TO STAY IN & AROUND SAN MARCOS

Crystal River Inn

Boutique hotel in the center of town, five blocks from the river. $$

Martindale Schoolhouse

A 1920s schoolhouse turned short-term rental off the banks of the San Marcos. $$

Sage Hill Inn & Spa

Luxurious accommodations and resort-style amenities (like a full-service spa) on 88 acres above Onion Creek. $$$


Getting Around

You need a car to get around. Gruene, New Braunsfels and San Marcos are along I-35, which links Austin and San Antonio, and Lockhart is about 15 miles east of the interstate.





THE HILL COUNTRY


Less than an hour’s drive from San Antonio, the geography undergoes a dramatic shift from urban cityscape to pastoral fields, undulating hills and limestone canyons. Texas’ gorgeous Hill Country is an easy day trip or weekend getaway, and its natural beauty paired with its easygoing nature has inspired more than a few early retirements.

Thanks to former First Lady Claudia Taylor Johnson – around here everyone calls her Lady Bird – each spring the highways are lined with miles of colorful wildflowers, planted as part of her Highway Beautification Act.

In addition to the bluebonnets, Indian paintbrushes and black-eyed Susans, the Hill Country shirks Texas’ reputation for being dry and flat, with rolling hills, oak trees, spring-fed creeks and flowing rivers. Those hills abound with historic towns, small wineries, stylish B&Bs, lively dance halls and geological wonders, from caverns to a grand granite dome. Gorgeous back roads connect them all.
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TOP TIP

Visit in spring to see the blooming bluebonnets and other wildflowers transform the landscape, but book your accommodations well in advance. If you’re seeking a quieter experience without the blooms, go in early May or September.




BEST PLACES TO EAT IN BOERNE

Little Gretel

Get your fill of Czech and German treats at this homey eatery. $

Dodging Duck Brewhaus

Enjoy a burger and a craft brew on a patio with views of Cibolo Creek. $$

Las Guitarras Cocina Mexicana

Creative takes on traditional Mexican cuisine. $$

Peggy’s on the Green

Dig into Southern dishes and sip cocktails on the breezy porch. $$



German Heritage in Boerne

A HAMLET WITH HISTORY

The bustling little center of Boerne (pronounced ‘Bernie’) was settled by German immigrants in 1849. The town clings strongly to its German roots, which are on display at the annual festivals, in the abundance of kolaches and schnitzel, and in more than 140 restored historical structures. The Boerne Village Band is the oldest continually running German band outside of Germany, and it regularly performs at the county fair and other events.

Main St focuses on antique stores, specialty shops and restaurants. Check out the Dienger Trading Co, a bistro, bakery and boutique in an 1884 grocery store building. Browse the shelves at Bookshop Under the Windmill, where the proceeds benefit the adjacent public library, and sip a craft beer at Cibolo Creek Brewing Co.

Rollin’ on the River

GO WITH THE FLOW

The Guadalupe River is the spiritual life force of the region, a place where Texans of all ages gather to swim, fish, camp and float. Thirty miles north of San Antonio, the exceptionally beautiful Guadalupe River State Park straddles a 9-mile stretch of the sparklingly clear river lined with bald cypress trees, and it’s great for canoeing and tubing. From May through October, hundreds of thousands of people flock here to spend the day blissfully floating on the river in inner tubes, with coozies in hand and waterproof radios blasting country tunes. The water is popular on summer weekends, so if you want a more chilled-out float, come during the week or before 10am on weekends. Book a trip with Whitewater Sports (floattheguadalupe.com) to leave the planning to the pros.

Hiking, biking and equestrian trails run through the park’s almost 2000 acres and offer views of the river and cliff faces. Birders can spot 240 species within the park boundaries, including the endangered golden-cheeked warbler.

Honey Creek State Natural Area runs adjacent to Guadalupe River State Park, spanning nearly 3000 acres. This protected land is much less developed than the state park and is accessible only on a guided tour because of the fragility of the plants and animals that are nurtured by the spring-fed creek. Tours last 2½ hours and run at 9am every Saturday and on select Sundays. You’ll learn lots about the area’s natural and cultural history. Registration is required. Check the Texas Parks and Wildlife events page for tour dates and registration info (tpwd.texas.gov/ state -parks/ honey -creek/ park _events). Dogs are allowed in the state park but not in Honey Creek State Natural Area.

WHERE TO STAY IN BOERNE

The Kendall

A Southern Colonial-style inn on Cibolo Creek with room options that include a renovated chapel. $$

The Coop

A creekside cottage with a cute back porch. $$

Richter’s Retreat

A spacious, conveniently located home that can accommodate up to 10 guests. $$$

Cowboy Capital of the World

GIDDY UP TO BANDERA

Perhaps the perfect image of a classic Texas town, Bandera brands itself as the Cowboy Capital of the World. In the street, you’re bound to cross paths with actual cowboys, the kind who ranch cattle and ride horses, not those who wear hipster boots and two-step ironically. Bandera is undoubtedly touristy – people come for the rodeos, staged gunfights and shops selling cowboy attire – but it still has an air of authenticity about it.

Bandera is renowned for its dozen or so dude ranches, which tend to center on enormous houses set amid hundreds of acres, and are geared primarily toward visitors. The 725-acre Dixie Dude Ranch offers tons of activities, including horseback riding, campfire sing-a-longs, massage therapy, fishing and hayrides.

At the old-timey Bandera General Store, grab a treat from the soda fountain and a pair of vintage cowboy boots. Brush up on local history at the Frontier Times Museum, which has displays of Western art and cowboy tchotchkes such as guns and branding irons.

Sip a Shiner at the 11th Street Cowboy Bar, a not-to-be-missed spot billed as the ‘Biggest Little Bar in Texas.’ The quirky main room features dozens of liberated ladies’ undergarments. Out back, the huge outdoor space hosts big-name acts and special events such as grill-your-own steak night. Check the website for a schedule of events.

For a dose of remote Hill Country beauty, go for a hike at Hill Country State Natural Area, a former ranch 10 miles southwest of Bandera. This undeveloped area has 36 miles of multi-use trails that range from easy to challenging. The West Peak Overlook is a favorite for its 360-degree views of the hills, and the Heritage Loop takes you past the remnants of the old ranch. There’s also primitive camping (walk-in and hike-in sites with vault toilets) for a true off-grid overnight experience.


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN BANDERA

TJ’s @ The Old Forge

The portions are hearty at TJ’s, where the Akaushi rib eye is the most popular thing on the menu. $$

The Hen’s Nest

Fittingly, everything from the quinoa plate to the grilled cheese comes topped with an egg at the Hen’s Nest. $

Brick’s River Cafe

Nestled on the banks of the Medina River, Brick’s serves American classics like loaded potato skins, burgers and chicken-fried, well, everything – pork, chicken, steak and rib eye. $$



WHERE TO STAY IN BANDERA

Vaquero Motel

A rustic boutique motel within walking distance of everywhere in town. $

Best Western Bandera Suites & Saloon

Stay in a balcony room with a great view of Main St in this modern saloon-style hotel. $$

Backroads Reservations

Tons of short-term rentals that can accommodate groups, including homes on the Medina River. $$


Get Outdoors at Garner State Park

SWIM, HIKE, DANCE, REPEAT

In a region that isn’t short on natural beauty, the scenery stands out at Garner State Park, about 90 miles west of San Antonio on the Frio River.

The water is crystal-clear and thronged by giant cypress trees. Limestone cliffs tower high above the river, and the rolling green hills are some of the most dramatic in the area. None of this is a secret: Garner is one of the most-visited parks in the Hill Country. People come from all over to float or canoe the Frio, grill out on the riverbank, play mini golf, and hike or mountain bike along 16 miles of trails. Old Baldy is a steep but memorable climb that provides a stunning bird’s-eye view of the Frio River canyon and surrounding countryside.

‘The Dance’ is a Garner tradition. Since the 1940s, people have gathered at the park’s concession building on warm summer evenings to line dance to tunes from a Wurlitzer jukebox. Most overnight camping or lodging reservations inside the park can be made five months in advance, and rooms fill up quickly. Reserve online (tpwd.texas.gov/ state -parks/ garner/ fees -facilities/ campsites).


BEST HIKES AT LOST MAPLES STATE NATURAL AREA

Maple Trail

This short 0.4-mile hike showcases the park’s bigtooth maple trees.

East–West Trail

Walk along the tributaries of the spring-fed Sabinal River on this 1-mile hike.

East Trail

A challenging but rewarding 3.1-mile hike that goes along the river and upward. As you ascend the rocky slopes, enjoy sweeping views and cool rock faces.

West Trail

On this 3.6-mile trail, meander through the shaded Mystic Canyon area and climb steep, rocky terrain for views of the Sabinal River valley below.



Hill Country Utopia

AWAY FROM THE CROWDS

As yet untouched by the development boom that’s shaped much of the rest of the region, the town of Utopia is one of the prettiest and most serene parts of the Hill Country. Just 15 miles from always-busy Garner State Park, Utopia Park is a relatively unpopulated swimming hole that stands out for its beauty. It’s a cypress-shaded slice of the Sabinal River, complete with a rope swing.

From Utopia, take FM 470 to State Hwy 16 and look for Peaceful Valley Rd, which crosses over the Medina River. With its limestone bottom and shockingly clear water, this river almost appears untouched. It’s a far cry from the inner-tube-filled waters of the Guadalupe River. Stop off at any point and take a dip.

The quaint town of Medina is the Apple Capital of Texas, and a stop at Love Creek Orchards – and a cone of orchard-fresh apple ice cream is in order. In Medina, turn onto FM 337 and drive to Vanderpool, where you can tack on a stop at Lost Maples State Natural Area, which is known for its New England–worthy fall color but is lovely year-round. End your journey by getting back on FM 337 and continuing to Leakey. This section of the road climbs to the rim of Sabinal River Canyon and switchbacks up and down a series of ridge lines and along the edges of cliffs.
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WHERE TO STAY NEAR GARNER STATE PARK

Neal’s Lodges

A family-run spot on the Frio River that’s been drawing visitors for almost 100 years. $$

Zubers River Camp

A variety of lodging options beneath limestone cliffs on a scenic slice of the Frio. $

Frio River Cabins

Secluded cabins five minutes from Garner that give access to a pristine swimming hole. $$

Music & Museums in Kerrville

LAID-BACK RIVER TOWN

Kerrville makes a good base for exploring the Hill Country if you’re looking for a city that’s not too fussy or overdone with B&B-style cuteness. The Guadalupe River runs through Kerrville, and it’s a focal point for many of the city’s outdoor activities, from kayaking to tubing and paddleboarding. Kerrville Kayak & Canoe rents out watercraft. A beautiful walking and cycling trail links parks along the river.

The nonprofit Museum of Western Art showcases Western Americana. The quality and detail of the works on display, mostly paintings and bronze sculptures, is astounding. All depict scenes of cowboy or Native American life, or Western landscapes.

In late May, the 18-day Kerrville Folk Festival is attended by generations of hippie-leaning Texas families. For many, the festival is a way of life – regular attendees call themselves ‘Kerrverts’ – and it’s pretty much the opposite of a corporate fest like Austin City Limits. Bartering is commonplace, and the best moments happen at the late-night campfires and jam sessions rather than at big-name shows. It’s a warm, inclusive, friendly scene. Be prepared for sweltering early-summer temperatures.


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN KERRVILLE

Francisco’s

Dig into Tex-Mex specials like black-bean nachos alongside garden salads, turkey sandwiches and a range of pasta dishes at this spot open since 1986. $$

Pint & Plow

Pair your pizza with a craft brew or organic coffee at this downtown beer garden. $$

Rails a Cafe at the Depot

Located in a restored 1915 train depot, this adorable place has a variety of house-made soups, salads and grilled Italian sandwiches. Save room for crème brûlée or brownie turtle torte. $$



WHERE TO EAT IN UTOPIA

Lost Maples Cafe

Old-school diner classics, eight different kinds of pie and a cheery patio. $

The Lunchbox

Juicy, gigantic burgers piled high with all the toppings you could possibly imagine. $$

The Laurel Tree

A seasonal French-Texan menu served in a private treehouse dining room. $$


Texas-German Culture in Fredericksburg

AT THE HEART OF HILL COUNTRY

While you should meander through as much of the Hill Country as possible, if you’re only going to see one town, make it Fredericksburg. This 19th-century German settlement packs plenty of charm into a relatively small area. Its street signs proclaim ‘Willkommen,’ and you’ll be welcome indeed along Main St, lined with historic limestone buildings that house German restaurants, beer gardens, antique stores and wine-tasting rooms. Many of the shops are typical tourist-town offerings, packed with t-shirts, fudge and faux-quaint painted signs, but there are enough unique stores to make it fun to wander. A free self-guided walking tour map of the district is available at the visitor center or online at visitfredericksburgtx.com.

Half a mile southeast, the National Museum of the Pacific War is the only museum in the country devoted exclusively to the Pacific War, in which more than 100,000 US military personnel lost their lives.

Fredericksburg feels like a Hallmark movie in winter, thanks to the town’s vibrant German-Texas traditions, festivals and light shows. Every year, a 30ft-tall Weihnachtspyramide (Christmas Pyramid) decorates the town center (the Marktplatz). Every evening in December until January 6, Christmas Nights of Lights offers an audio presentation that tells the story of the town’s German heritage, carols and a countdown to the lighting of the Marktplatz.
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BEST PLACES TO EAT IN FREDERICKSBURG

Hill Top Cafe

Weekly live music pairs well with Greek-Cajun fare and Southern comfort specialties. $$

Old German Bakery & Restaurant

Main St stalwart open since 1975 that’s a top spot for authentic German food. $$

Otto’s German Bistro

Dine on upscale German cuisine in a cozy setting. $$$

La Bergerie

This boutique wine bar off the main strip cures its own charcuterie. $$

Altdorf Biergarten

Hang out in a classic German beer garden with German and Southwestern bar food. $$



Wildflower Country

STOP AND SMELL THE BLOOMS

You know spring has arrived in Texas when you see cars pulling up roadside and people climbing out to take the requisite picture of themselves surrounded by bluebonnets, Texas’ state flower. From March to April in the Hill Country, orange Indian paintbrushes, deep-purple wine-cups and white-to-blue bluebonnets are at their peak.

To admire vast cultivated fields of color, head to Wildseed Farms, 7 miles southeast of Fredericksburg on US 290. Aside from its magnificent blooms, Wildseed has its own vineyard and wine-tasting room, plus a beer garden where you can enjoy snacks and drinks while savoring the flower-scented air on the patio.

During a good spring wildflower season, there’s almost no better place to be than on the Willow City Loop. This incredibly beautiful drive winds past creeks, over gently rolling hills and through meadows and valleys that are drenched with blue, red, white and yellow blooms in spring. From Fredericksburg, head northeast on State Route 16 for roughly 13 miles to Willow City. From here, go east on Ranch Road 1323 for about 3 miles and then turn left onto Willow City Loop. It’s best to drive the loop during the week; on weekends, there’s often bumper-to-bumper traffic.

Call the Texas Department of Transportation Wildflower Hotline (800-452-9292) to find out what’s blooming where, but don’t be afraid to go your own way – most back roads put on their own displays daily. At visitor centers, look for the Texas Wildflowers pamphlet from Texas Highways magazine. It identifies Lone Star flowers and provides routes for scenic wildflower drives.


HILL COUNTRY CHARMERS

About 40 miles north of Fredericksburg, Llano is a 19th-century ranching community that now has all the classic Hill Country trappings: local cafes, cutesy B&Bs, handmade crafts, antiques and barbecue. Stop by the Castell General Store for your fix of burgers and barbecue. The Llano River flows along the town’s edges, and the Romanesque Revival county courthouse sits royally at the center.

Due west of Llano, Mason is like a mini-Fredericksburg without the crowds. This tiny German-Texas town brims with century-old mercantile buildings, shops, wine bars and good restaurants. Try one of more than 130 Texas wines at Murphy Creek Cellars and then meander to the 1928 Odeon Theater, which shows a mix of classic films and first-run movies.



WHERE TO SHOP IN KERRVILLE

Schreiner Goods

Swanky, expertly curated women’s clothing, accessories and homeware in the historic Schreiner building.

Sunrise Antique Mall

A dizzying array of vintage goods and unique treasures spread across two floors.

The Golden Antler Boutique

Stock up on floaty Hill Country dresses, denim and brightly colored statement jackets.

Bewitched by Enchanted Rock

A GEOLOGIC MARVEL

What’s so enchanting about a rock? Well, when you see the pink granite dome dating from the Proterozoic era rising 425ft above ground at Enchanted Rock State Natural Area, you’ll know you’re not looking at any old piece of stone. (And remember, that’s just the part you can see; most of the rock formation is underground.) The dome heats up during the day and cools off at night, making a crackling noise that the Tonkawa people believed were ghost fires.

Rock climbing is a popular activity, and hikers can walk along 11 miles of trails and bask in panoramic views of the Hill Country from the top of the dome. The one-way Summit Trail to the top of the dome is a little longer than half a mile. On the north face, crawl through the Enchanted Rock Cave.
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WHERE TO STAY IN FREDERICKSBURG

Hoffman Haus

This multi-cottage inn boasts a secluded yet central location and hot breakfast delivered to your room. $$

Manor Haus B&B

Each of the cottages is uniquely styled, with antiques that pay homage to Hof, Germany. $$

Inn on Barons Creek

Locally owned; seven of the 90 suites have direct access to Barons Creek. $$


TEXAS VINES
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Kelsey Kramer, Director of Education at William Chris Vineyards, dives into detail about Texas Wine Country.

Texas wine has enjoyed explosive growth in the last two decades, a trend that’s aligned with more growers choosing wine grapes over other agriculture and becoming ever more thoughtful about the varieties they plant. A modern Texan wine may be recognized for using increasingly exotic grape varieties such as Picpoul, Roussanne, Tannat, Touriga Nacional and Mourvèdre, and the label may call attention to a specific point of origin within Texas as the land becomes more and more prized for unique characters beyond what we can see.



Tasting Hill Country Wineries

IN VINO VERITAS

When most people think of Texas, they think of cowboys, cacti and Cadillacs – not grapes. But the Lone Star State is a major wine producer, and the Hill Country, with its robust Provence-like limestone and hot South African–style climate, has become the state’s most productive wine-making region.

These rolling hills are home to more than 50 wineries, with the largest concentration of vineyards found around Fredericksburg, primarily along Hwy 290 (wineroad290.com). This road cruises through the best of Texas wine country, offering a taste of the landscape.

Most larger wineries are open daily for tastings and tours. Many also host special events, such as grape stompings and annual wine and food feasts. Smaller wineries are typically open during set hours on weekends and by appointment on weekdays. Local visitor bureaus stock the handy Texas Hill Country Wineries Guide & Map, which summarizes the wineries and pinpoints their locations (or visit texaswinetrail.com).

You could leave the driving to someone else with 290 Wine Shuttle, the only wine shuttle service in Fredericksburg. It takes you to as many wineries as you’d like to see in a day and offers convenient pick-ups at each winery every 10 minutes.

Wineries worth sampling include Lost Draw Cellars, which produces top-quality wines that showcase the terroir of the Texas High Plains. Becker Vineyards is one of the oldest and best wineries in the region, with a tasting room that’s modeled on a German stone barn. Try 90-plus point wines at Grape Creek, which evokes the look and feel of Tuscany with its spread of vineyards and stone buildings. Ab Astris is a 12-acre boutique winery that produces handcrafted vintages, with a focus on lesser-known grape varieties, while Lewis Wines’ splendid views of the Pedernales River Basin pair nicely with unique Texas-grown grapes. But the granddaddy of them all is William Chris Vineyards. This decorated winery has a historic homestead, great views of the hills and premium old-world wines. It’s been recognized as a one of the top 100 vineyards in the world.

WHERE TO EAT AROUND LLANO

Cooper’s Old Time Pit Bar-B-Que

Two-inch pork chops, perfectly seasoned brisket, hearty beef and pork ribs for lunch. $$

Castell General Store

Have a cold beer and a burger at this 1920s general store by the river. $

Joe’s Bar

This long-running Western bar offers a full menu of burgers, sandwiches, sliders and wings. $$

Legendary Luckenbach

TINY TOWN, OUTSIZED REPUTATION

As small as Luckenbach is – there are only three permanent residents, not counting the cat – it’s big on Texas charm. You won’t find a more laid-back place.

By day, the main activity is sitting at a picnic table under an old oak tree with a cold bottle of Shiner Bock beer and listening to guitar pickers, who are often accompanied by roosters.

On Friday nights, two-stepping couples whirl around the Luckenbach Dance Hall’s maple dance floor. Waylon Jennings, Willie Nelson and Lyle Lovett have performed here, and the town gained national attention after Jennings’ song ‘Luckenbach, Texas (Back to the Basics of Love)’ became a country hit in 1977.

Luckenbach is made up of a handful of Old West structures, to which access is normally free, though there’s an entry fee for events. The heart of the, er, action is the old trading post established back in 1849 – now the Luckenbach General Store, which also serves as the local post office, saloon and community center.


THE STORY BEHIND THE SONG

In 1977, this tiny town was at the center of the country-music world. Waylon Jennings and Willie Nelson’s hit song ‘Luckenbach, Texas (Back to the Basics of Love)’ stayed at number one on the country music charts for nearly the entire summer. But what’s odd about one of the most catchy country tunes ever recorded is that it was written by two Nashville producers who’d never been to Luckenbach. Even Jennings couldn’t say he’d actually set foot in town until the first and only time he made the trip, in 1997, 20 years after the song’s original release. Still, ‘Luckenbach, Texas’ was and remains a well-loved tribute to the Hill Country hamlet.



Learn about LBJ

BIRTHPLACE OF THE 36TH PRESIDENT

You might assume Johnson City was named after President Lyndon Baines Johnson, who lived here as a child and had a ranch nearby where he spent most of his life. But the bragging rights go to James Polk Johnson, a town settler back in the late 1800s. The fact that James Johnson’s grandson went on to become the 36th president of the United States was just pure luck.

Lyndon B Johnson himself had his Boyhood Home restored for personal posterity. Park rangers from the neighboring visitor center, where you can find local information and exhibits on the former president and first lady, offer free guided tours that meet on the front porch of the house.

Run by the National Park Service, the beautiful LBJ Ranch preserves the sites where Lyndon B Johnson was born, lived and died. Explored on a 7-mile driving loop, it centers on the ranch-house home of LBJ and Lady Bird, where Johnson spent so much time during his presidency that it became known as the Texas White House. Other structures include Johnson’s birthplace, the one-room schoolhouse where he briefly attended school and a neighboring farm that now serves as a living history museum. Tours are self-guided, and the National Park Service has a free audio tour app to download. LBJ Ranch is located in Stonewall, 14 miles west of Johnson City.

Back in Johnson City is the Science Mill, a kid-friendly museum of interactive STEM exhibits. The main square has boutiques selling handcrafted jewelry, clothing and homewares. Sample Texas wines at Farmhouse Vineyards Marketplace and Tipsy Trailer.


BEST PLACES TO SHOP IN DRIPPING SPRINGS

Starrs on Mercer

Find a variety of gifts and clothing for men and women at this modern department store.

Vintage Soul

An awesomely curated boutique with a Texas twist, Vintage Soul sells cute kimonos, denim, print dresses and locally made jewelry.

Juniper Tree Market

Shop for plants, cool home goods and outdoorsy gifts. Juniper Tree also offers regular classes in watercolor painting, silk scarf marbling and other artsy activities.



WHERE TO BOOK HILL COUNTRY WINE TOURS

Texas Wine Tours

The staff at the first wine tour operator in the Hill Country are incredibly knowledgeable.

Texas Tipsy Tours

Offers more luxurious transportation services than most, plus a free concierge service.

Cellar Rat Wine Tours

Fully curated experiences that cover the anatomy of the plant and Texas viticulture.

Of Marriages & Microbreweries

FEELING THE LOVE IN DRIPPING SPRINGS

Dripping Springs, about 25 miles west of Austin, has a romantic air about it. The town was declared the Wedding Capital of Texas by the state legislature in 2015, and it’s not hard to see why this fast-growing town surrounded by dozens of destination-worthy watering holes and sweeping Hill Country views is a hotbed for nuptials. But groups of friends and families will find just as much to love here as loved-up couples do, including a flourishing restaurant scene, great glamping spots and proximity to beautiful nature.

Dripping Springs is a destination for craft beverages, and it’s seen an explosion of breweries, wineries and distilleries. Some are downtown, but the most picturesque places are tucked away in the hills, with countryside views and lots of space to roam. At Desert Door Distillery, sample sotol, a bright, earthy spirit distilled from sotol plants harvested in West Texas. Garrison Brothers Distillery consistently churns out some of the best whiskey in Texas. Try fruit-infused vodka flights, cocktails and food-truck grub at Deep Eddy Vodka. At Treaty Oak Distilling, tour the production facility (which creates Ghost Hill grain-to-glass bourbon and Waterloo Gin), dine at Alice’s Restaurant (featuring Texas barbecue and Southern comfort food) and chill under the live oaks.


Jester King Brewery is quite possibly the perfect country brewery: it’s in a rural setting with picnic tables, cornhole games, shady oaks and a barn-style brewery. Vista Brewing has exceptional food and beer and plenty of outdoor space. Do yourself a favor and order the Texas Wagyu Tri Tip Dip, made with 18-hour sous vide beef. Twisted X Brewing boasts a 12,000-sq-ft facility with a spacious taproom and mid-century-style brewhouse.

WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN JOHNSON CITY

Hill Country Cupboard

This 40-year-old cafe is famous for its perfectly seasoned chicken-fried steak. $$

Bryans on 290

Sit down to a fancy dinner of smoked duck breast tartine and escargot. $$$

Pecan Street Brewing

High-quality hand-crafted brews across from the historic courthouse.

Pool in Paradise

NATURAL WONDERS

How gorgeous is the jewel-hued Hamilton Pool beneath the creek that spills over limestone outcroppings? The 50ft waterfall surrounded by a fern-drenched grotto is insanely pretty – and therefore insanely popular. Reservations are needed every day of the week to visit this lush box canyon and waterfall-fed swimming hole, from late spring through early fall. Book your spot online (parks.traviscountytx.gov/ parks/ hamilton -pool -preserve), but be aware that reservations don’t guarantee swimming because only a small portion of the pool is available because of falling rocks.

If you can’t get into Hamilton Pool or you want to pair your visit with a hike or climb, Milton Reimers Ranch Park is nearly next door. The park occupies more than 2000 acres of rugged Hill Country nature along 3 miles of the Pedernales River. The Lower and Upper River Trail is a 3.9-mile loop that traverses the river. Reimers is primarily known for its world-class rock climbing, and with close to 300 routes in a range of difficulties, climbers of all levels will find something to their liking.


THE ART OF ‘TOOBING’

Tubing (or ‘toobing’ in the local spelling) or floating a river in summer is a time-honored Texas tradition. It involves riding an inner tube down a river, usually with a cold beverage in hand. The Hill Country has multiple rivers to choose from, each with its own vibe. The San Marcos River is a college party zone, while the Comal River tends to attract families. The Guadalupe River and the Frio River are packed with tubers all summer long. For a float without beer-chugging partygoers, the Medina River is your best bet.

A fair amount of preparation is required, from logistics planning to packing the right gear. Outfitters make the plan for you, or you can DIY.



Rockin’ Out in Pedernales Falls State Park

REFRESHING WATERS AND UNIQUE GEOLOGY

The unusual rock formations and waterfalls are the most distinctive features of Pedernales Falls State Park, where its namesake river flows over massive sun-bleached slabs of limestone surrounded by wooded cliffs. The water collects in clear, greenish pools among giant boulders. Swimming is allowed in an area accessible from a fairly strenuous quarter-mile that includes steep rock stairs with no handrail.

Apart from the river, pretty trails wind through forests, atop ridges and along the riverside for mountain bikers and hikers. Hikers up for a moderate challenge can tackle the 6-mile Wolf Mountain Trail. Over a 650ft elevation gain, it goes around Tobacco Mountain and Wolf Mountain affords great views of the springs and river bluffs. Mountain bikers can test their skills on the Juniper Ridge Trail, a 10-mile technical single-track trail with plenty of obstacles. The park also has campsites with electricity and primitive hike-in sites. Pedernales Falls State Park is one of the more popular parks in the region, so make campsite reservations in advance online (texasstateparks.reserveamerica.com).

Take advantage of the thriving food and craft drink scene in the Hill Country by pairing your time at Pedernales with a cold beverage. Stop in at breweries like Jester King and Beerburg on nearby Fitzhugh Rd.


BEST PLACES TO GLAMP NEAR DRIPPING SPRINGS & WIMBERLEY

Lucky Arrow Retreat

Guests have access to a beer garden, a heated pool and a retro Land Cruiser. $$

13 Acres Retreat

A great place to disconnect, with customized wellness experiences. $$

The Yurtopian

Stay in a remote yurt with your own hot tub, pool, kitchen and fireplace. $$$

Collective Hill Country

You won’t be roughing it at this four-star glamping retreat atop a ridge. $$

Sinya on Lone Man Creek

A single tent that’s every bit as well-appointed as a luxury hotel room. $$$



WHERE TO EAT IN DRIPPING SPRINGS

Pieous

Scrumptious wood-fired Neapolitan pizzas made from scratch on sourdough crust. $$

Homespun Kitchen & Bar

Farm-to-table dining with European and American influences, with 300-plus whiskey options at the bar. $$

Texas Hill Country Olive Co

Feel transported to Provence at your bistro-style lunch amid an olive grove. $$

Weekends in Wimberley

GALLERIES AND SHOPS GALORE

A popular weekend spot for Austinites, Wimberley is an artists’ community and resort area stuffed to the gills with shops and galleries. It gets jam-packed during summer weekends, especially on the first Saturday of each month from March to December when local art galleries, shops and creators set up booths for Wimberley Market Days. The event fills Lion’s Field with a bustling collection of live music, food and more than 475 vendors.

Even on weekends when there’s no market, the town has plenty of shops to visit, stocked with antiques, gifts, and local arts and crafts. You can also taste olive oil in one of the state’s few commercial olive groves, eat expertly baked homemade pies or kick back at the creekside lodgings.

Wimberley’s scenic location at the confluence of Cypress Creek and the Blanco River lends itself well to outdoor recreation. The town is as known for idyllic swimming holes as it is for its arts scene. North of town, Jacob’s Well Natural Area is an artesian spring that releases thousands of gallons of water per day. It’s also the second-biggest underwater cave in Texas, and the deepest part of the cave system goes nearly 140ft down. At Blue Hole Regional Park, swimmers leap from the rope swings that hang from old-growth cypress trees into the spring-fed waters of Cypress Creek. Both spots fill up fast in summer, and reservations are required (cityofwimberley.com/ 289/ Day -Passes).

Post-Blue Hole, spend a couple hours indulging in handmade pasta or a wood-fired pie at Community Pizza & Beer Garden, a 10-minute walk away. For dinner, check out The Leaning Pear, which boasts serene views of Cypress Creek and has a delicious menu of comfort food, including meatloaf, fancy mac and cheese, and chicken and grits. Jobell Cafe & Bistro is located on 3 acres north of downtown. Relax on the deck with a glass of rosé before digging into French-style dishes.
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WHERE TO SHOP IN WIMBERLEY

Wimberley Glassworks

Watch live glassblowing demonstrations and shop the gorgeous vases, sculptures, plates and glassware.

Art on 12

Peruse artworks by local, regional and nationally known artists.

Old Mill Store

Discover treasures at this antique shop and gift store on the square.


WIMBERLEY’S ART SCENE
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Jan Fitzhugh, co-owner of Art on 12, shares what makes Wimberley a hub of creativity.

The creative scene in Wimberley is vibrant and well-represented by visual artists, musicians and performance artists. Drawn to the natural beauty of the Texas Hill Country, these creatives have established an enclave buzzing with imagination. Art galleries around town represent well over 100 visual artists, from those just beginning to show their work to world-renowned fine artists.



Bucolic Blanco

CAFES, ANTIQUING AND THE BLANCO RIVER

Blanco (pronounced ‘blank-oh’) is one of those sleepy Hill Country towns that people often zoom through or neglect to visit entirely in favor of flashier Fredericksburg or trendier Dripping Springs. Don’t be like them – make the stop.

With its charming collection of historic buildings surrounding the Old Blanco County Courthouse, Blanco looks like a movie set – and it has been; scenes from the 2010 version of True Grit were filmed here. The courthouse is now home to the building’s preservation society and the visitor center. Pop into treasure-filled Cranberry’s Antiques, take a tour of Real Ale Brewing Co and go for a swim in Blanco State Park. The placid, clear waters of the Blanco River might be too slow-moving for tubing, but they’re great for swimming and floating. Enjoy the perfect post-river treat at OroBianco, a Texan creamery and cafe that makes all its products using water buffalo milk. The gelato is decadently rich and creamy, and the cheeses include feta marinated in Texas Hill Country olive oil and an addictive, mild blue cheese called Bluebonnet.

Time your visit to Blanco with lavender season, when you can traipse through fragrant fields of blooms at Hill Country Lavender Farm, Texas’ first commercial lavender farm. Peak blooming season is from mid-April to June.

WHERE TO EAT IN BLANCO

Redbud Cafe

Eat a Blanco Burger at this family-owned sandwich shop, bakery and craft beer bar. $

Josie’s Kitchen

Serves scratch-made comfort food with a gourmet twist. $$

Blanco Bowling Club Cafe

Try nine-pin bowling (a German style found only in Texas) at this 70-year-old institution. $






DALLAS & THE PANHANDLE PLAINS
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CITY EXPLORING, ROAD TRIPS AND ANCIENT CANYONS

You could spend weeks exploring this swath of Texas, taking in Fort Worth cowboy culture, the Dallas arts scene, river oasis towns, caverns and wildlife-filled state parks.
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Lone Star residents have long proclaimed that ‘everything is bigger in Texas,’ and when it comes to open skies, ranch lands and even state parks, Dallas and the Panhandle Plains perfectly embody the old cliché. It also rings true when it comes to cities. The Dallas–Fort Worth area, aka the Metroplex, boasts a population of more than 7.6 million, and its burgeoning growth shows no sign of slowing. By the 2030s, DFW is expected to become the country’s third-largest metro behind New York and Los Angeles.

Beyond the urban expanse, the Panhandle Plains is a region of long drives on lonely two-lane roads. Its other cities are few and small. The scope and scale make this a place where people tend to think big, but some of the area’s purest pleasures are in its details: the scent of sage after rainfall, a vigilant prairie dog keeping watch over its earthen ‘town’ or the wistful love songs written by young troubadours whose legacies ultimately reached far beyond the Plains.

Natural wonders include the US’ second-largest canyon, Palo Duro, where the Comanche fought on long after other tribes gave in. The region is also home to a surprising variety of wildlife, including bison – purebred descendants of a herd started by the famous rancher and Texas Ranger Charles Goodnight in 1876.
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THE MAIN AREAS

DALLAS

Art, culture and JFK lore.

FORT WORTH

Historic stockyards and great museums.

ABILENE

Frontier insight and storybook central.

SAN ANGELO

Charming riverside town.

LUBBOCK

Buddy Holly trail in prehistoric Texas.

AMARILLO

Gateway to Route 66 and canyon country.




Find Your Way

Distances between towns are often vast in Dallas and the Panhandle Plains, an area that covers a huge swath of Texas. The Metroplex (Dallas–Fort Worth and suburbs) makes a useful gateway to the region.
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Plan Your Days

Make the most of your time amid cities, prairies and wilderness. Experience historic attractions, art, dining and nightlife in Dallas–Fort Worth. Beyond, you’ll find hiking in state parks, offbeat road trips and vibrant small towns.
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PRESSED FOR TIME

• Start the day in the West End in Dallas. Relive one of the country’s darkest days on a visit to the Grassy Knoll, the Sixth Floor Museum and the Kennedy Memorial. Afterward, have lunch at the sprawling Dallas Farmers Market and then explore downtown’s hidden corners, such as Thanks-Giving Square, before heading over to the Arts District to see the trove of masterpieces lining the walls of the Dallas Museum of Art. Have dinner that night at Cry Wolf or Loro, followed by live music at Club Dada.




TAKING A THREE-DAY WEEKEND

• After a day in Dallas, head to Fort Worth for a dose of art and cowboy culture. Start the morning museum-hopping in the Cultural District. Meander over to the historic Fort Worth Stockyards in time for the afternoon cattle drive and stick around for a meal and dancing at an old-school saloon. The following day, head to Grapevine for a ride on a vintage railroad and a stroll along photogenic Main St. That afternoon, head back to Dallas for shopping, strolling and dining in the vibrant Bishop Arts District.




ONE-WEEK ROAD TRIP

• Leave the city lights behind as you motor south to Glen Rose, best known for the prehistoric footprints in Dinosaur Valley State Park. Head southwest to walk the riverside and explore frontier history in San Angelo and see subterranean wonders in the Caverns of Sonora. Turn north to visit the Buddy Holly sites of Lubbock. Take the back roads for buffalo encounters in Caprock Canyons State Park and panoramic views in Palo Duro Canyon. Afterward, explore the half-abandoned towns on Route 66 before toasting the journey’s finale in Amarillo.



Seasonal Highlights

Summer is blazing hot. Spring and fall are best for festivals and the outdoors. Winter brings crisp sunny days and cold nights (and snowfall in the north).

JANUARY

Get your fill of cowboy culture during the 23 days of the Fort Worth Stock Show and Rodeo.
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MARCH

The spring migration is underway in Palo Duro and Caprock Canyon, great spots for avian action.
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APRIL

See performances, catch live music and browse the artwork during the free Fort Worth Main Street Arts Festival.
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JUNE

Abilene draws families for readings, arts and crafts, magicians and whimsical parades during the Children’s Art and Literacy Festival.
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JULY

In the summer, Lubbock’s Buddy Holly Center hosts free live music every Thursday night in the Meadows Courtyard.
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OCTOBER

Celebrate cooler weather at the State Fair of Texas (Dallas), with music, livestock shows and a towering Ferris wheel.
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DECEMBER

Join the holiday revelry in San Angelo, with its concerts and light-filled tableaus during the Concho Christmas Celebration.
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DALLAS
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Founded in 1846 on the three forks of the Trinity River, Dallas developed slowly for its first three decades and was little more than a name on a map. The city’s boom days, however, came in quick succession, fueled by railroads, the cotton industry and later the ‘black gold’ lurking beneath the windswept grasslands. When the East Texas Oil Field was struck 100 miles east of town in 1930, Dallas became the financial center of the petroleum industry.

Since then, Dallas has diversified its economy to encompass the tech industry (some even call the ‘Big D’ the heart of the Silicon Prairie). The city’s location and cost advantages make it a magnet for businesses. The Metroplex ranks third in the US for its number of Fortune 500 companies. All of this gives Dallasites a certain swagger for being both the dynamo of Texas’ economy and the trendsetter when it comes to arts and culture.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Dallas Farmers Market

2Dallas Museum of Art

3Dealey Plaza

4Grassy Knoll

5Kennedy Memorial

6Sixth Floor Museum

7Thanks-Giving Square

SIGHTS

8African American Museum of Dallas

9AT & T Discovery District

10Children’s Aquarium

11Crow Museum of Asian Art

12Fair Park

13Giant Eyeball

14Hall of State

15Klyde Warren Park

16Leonhardt Lagoon

17Nasher Sculpture Center

18Perot Museum of Nature & Science

19Pioneer Park Cemetery

20Pioneer Plaza

21Strauss Square

22Texas Discovery Gardens

EATING

23Exchange Hall

24Zodiac

ENTERTAINMENT

25AT&T Performing Arts Center

26Winspear Opera House

SHOPPING

27Nasher Sculpture Center Store

28Neiman Marcus Building

INFORMATION

29Fair Park Visitor Center




TOP TIP

Many of Dallas’ major sights are concentrated blissfully close together, something you’ll appreciate given the overall sprawl. Downtown museums and Arts District attractions nearby are in areas easily traversed either by walking or taking the M-Line Trolley, which runs from St Paul DART station to Cityplace/Uptown station.





ATROCITIES OF THE PAST

In 1984, a group of Holocaust survivors in Dallas opened a memorial center to preserve the memory of what they and millions of others endured. Originally housed in the basement of the Jewish Community Center in north Dallas, the collection grew exponentially over the years. It ultimately transformed into the Dallas Holocaust and Human Rights Museum, which today resides in a beautifully designed, copper-crowned 55,000-sq-ft museum in the West End (closed Tuesdays). The museum has displays of pre-war life among Jewish families, gives insight into centuries of persecution, and conveys the horrors of the Holocaust through films, survivor testimonies and historical artifacts like a Nazi-era railcar. Other exhibitions explore civil rights and ongoing injustices around the world.



Dark Day in Dallas

REMEMBERING THE ASSASSINATION OF JFK

Dallas will forever be known as the city where President John F Kennedy was shot, and the sites associated with his assassination are among the city’s most visited attractions.

A good place to dive into one of America’s darkest days is at the Sixth Floor Museum. Set in the former Book Depository where Lee Harvey Oswald fired those fateful shots, the museum gives a riveting account of the events that transpired on November 22, 1963. Photographs, audio clips, news footage and eyewitness accounts make you feel almost as if you’re experiencing it live. The museum also explores the ensuing investigations, conspiracy theories, and the life and legacy of JFK.

Dealey Plaza, across the street from the museum, is where JFK was assassinated. The X’s on the road mark the spots where the second and third bullets hit the president (the first shot missed). A few steps away, the Grassy Knoll overlooking the road attracted much attention in the immediate aftermath. Some witnesses claim they heard shots coming from this area, but investigators found no evidence of a second assassin. The whole area is now a National Historic Landmark, with several signs detailing the day’s tragic events.
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One block away, the Kennedy Memorial pays tribute to the president, though architect Philip Johnson’s austere concrete monument – meant to represent an open tomb – doesn’t get much love from Dallasites.
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RIDE THE RAILS TO FORT WORTH

Compare Dallas’ downtown with that of Fort Worth, its sibling to the west, by taking the Trinity Railway Express. Trains make the one-hour journey between Dallas Union Station and Fort Worth Central Station every 30 to 60 minutes.



WHERE TO STAY IN DALLAS

The Joule

This neo-Gothic beauty has an art-filled lobby, stylish eateries and cantilevered rooftop pool. $$$

Bishop Arts Hotel

Colorful 12-room spot within walking distance of Bishop Arts District and Lake Cliff Park. $$

Lorenzo Hotel

Spacious, eye-catching designer rooms with floor-to-ceiling windows and ample amenities near downtown. $$


BEST FOOD HALL IN DALLAS

Since 1941, the Dallas Farmers Market has been filling local kitchens with fruits, vegetables, cheeses, baked goods and other essentials. These days, the market has much more on offer across several buildings, including a capacious food hall where you enjoy lattes, tacos, banh mi, sushi, thali platters, barbecue and juices. On weekends, head to the open-sided Shed for farm-fresh produce as well as handmade soaps, cutting boards, jewelry, and lots of other crafts and seasonal items.



Exploring Downtown Dallas

SQUARES, SCULPTURES AND HISTORY

Towering skyscrapers, historic parks and hidden architectural treasures lie within Dallas’ city center, which has gone through a remarkable renaissance. Nowhere is this more apparent than at the AT&T Discovery District. Opened in 2021, the District features multimedia installations, live concerts, art exhibitions and an open-air plaza that has free movie screenings and big games shown on a 104ft video wall. Pick up falafel, sushi, tacos and other food-hall eats at Exchange Hall.

A few blocks to the northeast, Thanks-Giving Square is a tranquil spot designed by Philip Johnson that has a meditation garden, a cascading fountain and the interdenominational Chapel of Thanksgiving that spirals toward the sky. Take the pedestrian bridge to peer inside the chapel, which has a vibrant collection of stained-glass windows designed by French artist Gabriel Loire adorning the curving ceiling.

Nearby, snap a few surreal images of the Giant Eyeball, a 30ft-tall disconcertingly realistic sculpture created by Chicago-based artist Tony Tasset. Up the street, shop in the historical Neiman Marcus Building, the flagship store of the brand that first opened in 1914. Head to the 6th-floor Zodiac for an upmarket lunch.

For a Texas-sized photo op or simply a sight of what claims to be the largest bronze monument on Earth, head to Pioneer Plaza. Its showpiece – 40 larger-than-life bronze longhorns amassed as though on a cattle drive – has an unmistakable and compelling power. Head up the steps and deeper into the park to reach Pioneer Park Cemetery, the well-shaded resting place of many early Dallas settlers, with gravestones from the 1850s through the 1920s.

High Culture in the Dallas Arts District

DINOSAURS, RODIN AND OPERA

The country’s largest arts district stretches 119 acres north of downtown Dallas and features an impressive selection of museums, performing arts venues and green spaces. The area has serious design credibility, with more buildings designed by Pritzker Prize–winning architects than any other place on Earth.

At the sustainably designed Perot Museum of Nature and Science, the skeletons of a Tyrannosaurus rex, Alamosaurus and other massive dinosaurs steal the show, though there’s much more to explore across the five floors of interactive exhibits. One of the best art collections in Texas resides at the admission-free Dallas Museum of Art. You’ll find captivating works by Modigliani, Frederic Edwin Church and Edward Hopper, as well as art from around the globe, such as huge wood carvings from Papua New Guinea and ceremonial costumes from Mali. Around the corner, the Nasher Sculpture Center has indoor-outdoor exhibitions of works by Giacometti, Calder, Rodin and many others. Across the street, the atmospheric Crow Museum of Asian Art displays a small but rich collection of sculpture and decorative pieces from China, Japan, India and southeast Asia.

By night, arts lovers flock to the various venues of the AT&T Performing Arts Center, which includes the 2200-seat Winspear Opera House and Strauss Square for outdoor performances.

A good place to catch your breath is Klyde Warren Park, a green space and gathering spot for outdoor yoga classes, movie screenings and other activities.


DALLAS OF YESTERYEAR

Stretching across 20 acres of wooded parklands about a mile south of downtown, the Dallas Heritage Village at Old City Park contains more than a dozen historical structures relocated from their original sites. Highlights include a church, general store, schoolhouse, bank, saloon and an 1860s farmstead complete with chickens, sheep and donkeys. They illuminate life in north Texas between 1840 and 1910. Call or check the website for themed events, including Black history tours and evening ghost walks. It’s open Thursday to Sunday, and admission is free.



WHERE TO EAT IN DALLAS

Cry Wolf

Obscurely located in East Dallas, this tiny industrial-chic restaurant cooks up deliciously imaginative global fare. $$

Loro

Brilliant Texas–Far East collision with favorites like curried brisket rice and corn fritters with sriracha aioli. $$

Meddlesome Moth

Inviting Design District gastropub serving Belgian-style mussels, shrimp and grits, and countless craft brews. $$

Pecan Lodge

The famed barbecue spot fires up tender brisket, ribs and pulled pork. $

AllGood Cafe

Funky street-corner Deep Ellum diner with Tex-Mex breakfasts until 3pm, chicken-fried steak and Frito pies. $

Kalachandji’s

The Hare Krishna temple makes thoughtfully prepared vegetarian dishes, best enjoyed in the peaceful courtyard. $

Gardens & Grounds of Fair Park

ICONS FROM A WORLD’S FAIR

A few miles east of downtown, Fair Park is the site of the 1936 Texas Centennial Exposition, a world’s fair that commemorated the state’s 100th year of independence from Mexico. Noted Dallas architect George Dahl oversaw a large design team that created a showcase of art deco buildings, some of which were later transformed into museums. Fair Park’s most famous building, the Hall of State, contains soaring murals that depict key episodes in Texas’ history from the arrival of the Spaniards through the early 20th century. Stroll past the Centennial murals just opposite that line both sides of the sculpture-fringed Esplanade Fountain.

The park has leafy areas and the small Leonhardt Lagoon, where you can see dragonflies, birds and turtles. Nearby, the Texas Discovery Gardens have beautifully landscaped spaces, snake- and lizard-filled terrariums and a two-story tropical conservatory, where shimmering butterflies from around the world wing past. Kids enjoy the Children’s Aquarium, with vivid Texas sea life and several touch tanks (doctor fish nibble the dead skin off your hand). Don’t miss the African American Museum of Dallas, which has some outstanding folk art as well as exhibitions on history and culture. The thoughtfully designed building incorporates Christian, Islamic and traditional West African motifs.

Plan your trip carefully because all sites are closed on Mondays, and some close on Sundays or Tuesdays as well. Pick up information and peruse vintage dioramas at the Fair Park Visitor Center.

DART light rail stops near the entrance, and there’s free parking (except during the State Fair).


BEST PLACES FOR BLACK HERITAGE IN DALLAS

South Dallas Cultural Center

Stages plays, dance performances and concerts, as well as artist talks and exhibitions.

Black Academy of Arts and Letters

Going strong for 40-plus years, this arts and culture institution has a wide range of programming, from jazz concerts to movie screenings.

Freedman’s Cemetery Memorial

A memorial on a burial ground pays tribute to the Freedman’s town that served as the soul of the Black community in Dallas.



A Day in Bishop Arts District

EXPLORING DALLAS’ HIPPEST NEIGHBORHOOD

Some 3 miles southwest of downtown, one-of-a-kind boutiques and an array of creative eating and drinking spaces line the streets of Dallas’ most walkable neighborhood. Bishop Ave, from West Davis to West 10th streets, is the epicenter of the district and a good starting point for urban exploring.

Book lovers shouldn’t miss The Wild Detectives, a tiny bookstore tucked down West 8th St. The small but well-curated collection has lots of thought-provoking works by prose writers and poets, as well as good coffee and a small bar. Happy hour sometimes features deals like ‘buy a book, get a free drink.’

When you need a pick-me-up, stop in Tribal All Day Cafe, a vegan-friendly spot with smoothies, seasonal vegetable bowls and breakfast burritos that go nicely with the matchas and chai lattes. It’s worth sticking around for a meal at an iconic spot like Boulevardier, a long-running French bistro serving wood-grilled oysters, crawfish beignets, chili-rubbed octopus and other mouthwatering temptations (reserve ahead).

As the evening progresses, stop in for cocktails at Atlas, an atmospheric space of oil paintings, wood-paneled walls and low-lit chandeliers. The globe-trotting food and drink menu has frothy pisco sours and refreshing Aperol spritzes, and a tiny speakeasy-style bar is tucked in the back, its entrance concealed behind a bookcase.
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THE DALLAS MUSIC SCENE
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David Grover, founder of Spinster Records and Lady Love Lounge & Sound, gives his tips on the best places to hear live music in Dallas.

Revelers Hall

A great place to hear jazz and blues. It has an old-school New Orleans–style feel and an outdoor space.

Kessler Theater

In Oak Cliff, the Kessler does great shows, especially Americana and Texas Red Dirt.

Three Links

This is one of my favorite places in Deep Ellum, a huge hub for music in Dallas. I’ve seen some of the most amazing local bands there.

Club Dada

Another one in Deep Ellum, this club has a good-sized space but still feels intimate. They book some great indie acts.



WHERE TO SHOP IN BISHOP ARTS

Spinster Records

The best record store in Dallas with well-curated new and used vinyl and helpful staff.

Mosaic Makers

Collective ceramics, artwork, jewelry and more created by an all-women collective of Texas artisans.

AJ Vagabonds

Rugged clothing and gear for travel adventures, plus guidebooks, lanterns, vintage posters and ukuleles.


Getting Around

Most people drive everywhere in Dallas, which means dealing with heavy traffic and constantly paying for parking. DART operates buses and an extensive light-rail system that connects downtown with outlying areas.






Beyond Dallas
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Enjoy a break from the big city by exploring small towns or take things up a notch in adrenaline-fueled Arlington.


Beyond Dallas, the flatlands of north-central Texas are home to a handful of attractive enclaves with photogenic main streets. Places like Waxahachie, with its handsomely restored old homes, are packed with architectural treasures. For something completely different, Arlington is the gateway to adventure, with its enormous theme park and iconic sporting arenas.

The further south you go, the more you find yourself amid open skies, sunbaked fields and dairy farms where the slow-chewing bovine residents watch the city slickers come and go. A few sizable cities emerge from the prairie, including Waco, with its restored Silos district. Located halfway between Dallas and Austin, it makes a handy stop on a road trip.
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TOP TIP

For a dose of greenery near Waco, take a walk along the cliff-backed trails in Cameron Park, which overlooks the Brazos River.




SPORTS EXPERIENCES IN ARLINGTON

Once dubbed ‘America’s Team,’ the Dallas Cowboys have swagger, as shown in the team’s enormous, retractable-roof home: the AT&T Stadium in Arlington. If you want to see the football spectacle that is a Dallas Cowboys home game, you need to find tickets on the secondary market (like Stubhub) because games are always sold out.

From April to October, the Texas Rangers play at Globe Life Field, a $1 billion baseball park (also boasting a retractable roof) that opened in 2020. With more than 40,000 seats, you can usually get tickets to weekday games on short notice. You can also book a guided tour.




White-Knuckled Adventures in Arlington

ROLLER COASTERS AND WAVE POOLS

Roughly halfway between Dallas and Fort Worth, the industrial center of Arlington has morphed into a top destination for thrill seekers. Going strong since 1961, Six Flags Over Texas has dozens of ways to get your heart racing, including Batman the Ride with its five inversions and Mr Freeze, where you’ll go from zero to 70mph in under four seconds. Other adrenaline-fueled highs come courtesy of Superman: Tower of Power, which shoots brave souls into the sky at 45mph (cape not included), and La Vibora, a bobsled attraction that gives riders a fun taste of the Olympic sport. Dive Bomber Alley combines skydiving with bungee jumping, and you reach 80mph on the free fall. Plan ahead to avoid the worst crowds (weekends and midday in summer). Hit the most popular rides first thing in the morning or in the evening when lines are shortest.
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On hot days, cool off at Six Flags Hurricane Harbor, an over-the-top water park with a good mix of thrills, chills and family-friendly rides. The adventurous can surf or boogie board at the Surf Rider, free-fall six slippery stories on the Geronimo or brave the dubiously named Mega Wedgie (no explanation needed). Of course, nothing beats just chilling out in the Surf Lagoon (a pool with 4ft-high waves) or gliding on an inner tube down the Lazy River. For kids, the Hook’s Lagoon Treehouse is loads of fun.
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WHERE TO EAT IN WAXAHACHIE

The Vault Smokehouse

Family-run, pit-smoked barbecue joint with juicy brisket and all the fixings in downtown. $

Fresh Market Coffee

Refuel over tacos, avocado toast and espressos after walking the nearby Waxahachie Creek Hike and Bike Trail. $

Doves Nest

Lunch on shrimp and grits, onion quiche and buttermilk pie in this craft-filled bistro and boutique. $$


BEST MICROBREWERIES IN WAXAHACHIE

Railport Brewing Company

Family-owned brewery open Thursday to Saturday with bold IPAs, a festive crowd and an on-site food truck. Get there around 5pm or 6pm on Friday and Saturday evenings for live music.

Southern Roots Brewing Company

Within walking distance of downtown, Southern Roots is set in a former freight depot. Like its flagship brewery in Waco, this branch has a rotating lineup of craft beers, plus good pizzas and wings to accompany the well-balanced lagers and pilsners.



Victorian Charm in Waxahachie

STROLLING PHOTOGENIC STREETS

One of the most beautiful small towns in Texas, Waxahachie calls itself ‘Gingerbread City’ because of its many elegant Victorian homes that could easily pass for oversized gingerbread houses. Located around 30 miles south of Dallas (a 30-minute drive on a good day), the town has a delightfully walkable center, and you could spend a pleasant few hours taking an architecturally themed stroll and checking out the town’s art galleries and historical sites. Extend your experience by staying overnight at one of Waxahachie’s well-appointed B&Bs.

The epicenter of Waxahachie is the Ellis County Courthouse, an eclectic work (sometimes dubbed Romanesque Revival) featuring red and gray granite, red sandstone, an ornate clock tower and some surprising details, such as faces carved above the columns near the entrances. On weekdays, you can stroll inside the compact interior and peek inside a courtroom. Around the corner, the small Ellis County Museum is set in a former Masonic Temple built in 1889. History-focused exhibitions give a fine overview of the town during its boom days in the cotton industry and its communal action in WWII, including photos of towering mounds of scrap metal and old tires collected for the war effort.

Take a short walk along Franklin (past the iconic Farm Luck Soda Fountain) to reach the Webb Gallery, which houses a colorful array of folk art from artists both local and foreign-born. You can’t miss the oversized eye-catching installations in the front display window.

WHERE TO STAY IN WACO

Pivovar Hotel

Industrial chic rooms and a fabulous microbrewery-restaurant just steps from Magnolia Market. $$

Bed & Breakfast on White Rock Creek

Country-classic rooms in a lush setting north of the city. $$

Magnolia’s Hillcrest Cottage

Lovely retreat renovated and designed by Chip and Joanna Gaines. $$$


GIANTS OF THE PAST

In 1978, two men out hunting for snakes stumbled upon a huge bone in a ravine and brought it to Baylor University for identification. Scientists were dazzled at the discovery: a femur bone from a Columbian mammoth, among the largest of mammoth species, which inhabited North America some 68,000 years ago. The ensuing dig revealed the remains of some 16 different mammoths that likely became trapped and drowned by fast-rising floodwaters of the Bosque River. Waco Mammoth National Monument, the well-preserved fossil site, is part of the national park system, and lies about 6 miles north of Waco. Visit on your own or take a 30-minute tour led by park rangers throughout the day.



The Revitalization of Waco

SHOPPING AND DINING AT MAGNOLIA

Baylor, the world’s largest Baptist university, has turned out its share of do-gooders in the medium-sized city of Waco. Chip and Joanna Gaines are prime examples. Back in 2015, the famed couple behind HGTV’s show Fixer Upper, transformed two city blocks of Waco with the opening of the Magnolia Market. Since then, it has become a draw for fans from around the globe, eager to see the famous brand that aims to embody a certain vintage timelessness brought to life.

The compound, set at some artfully rusty old silos, features individual shops dedicated to bath and body products, clothing, accessories, stationery and plants, as well as the sprawling Market building with its homewares and kitchen essentials. Shopping isn’t the only thing to do here. You can munch your way around food trucks from local restaurants, play a game of wiffle ball on the mini-baseball diamond, check out an 1894 church that was rescued from the wrecking ball and moved here, and linger over coffee and pastries at Magnolia Press. Dine on nicely prepared bistro classics at Magnolia Table (reservations recommended) and get cupcakes to go at Silos Baking Co.

For deeper immersion into the world of Chip and Jo, book a walking tour around the grounds or take a guided visit to their latest fixer-upper in Waco. Make your plans on magnolia.com/ visit.


Getting Around

You need a car to reach Arlington, but if you’re staying in a chain hotel, the Arlington Trolley (a bus) can take you to the major attractions. From Dallas, it’s a quick drive to Waxahachie, and street parking is free. Greyhound buses run twice daily from Dallas to Waxahachie and five times a day from Dallas to Waco.





FORT WORTH
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Famous as being ‘Where the West Begins,’ Fort Worth still has more than a hint of old cowboy culture. It rose to prominence during the great open-range cattle drives of the late 19th century, when more than 10 million head of cattle tramped along the Chisholm Trail. These days, the legendary Stockyards are the city’s prime visitor destination, hosting twice-daily mini-cattle drives, rodeos every weekend and Billy Bob’s, the world’s biggest honky-tonk.

Fine art put Fort Worth on the high-culture map back in 1892 when the Modern became the first museum in Texas. Since then, the nationally renowned Cultural District continues to expand, and Sundance Square has become one of the more successful downtown revitalization projects in the US, with buzz-worthy restaurants and a growing array of cocktail lounges and easygoing patio bars. All of this solidifies Fort Worth’s claim to the somewhat paradoxical title of ‘City of Cowboys and Culture.’

[image: jpg]

White Elephant Saloon, Fort Worth Stockyards | PHILIP LANGE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1Fort Worth Stockyard

2Kimbell Art Museum

3The Modern

SIGHTS

4Amon Carter Museum of American Art

5Chisolm Trail Mural

6Cowtown Cattlepen Maze

7Cowtown Coliseum

8Fort Worth Museum of Science and History

9Fort Worth Water Gardens

10National Cowgirl Museum & Hall of Fame

11Sid Richardson Museum

12Social Space building

13Stockyard Museum

14Sundance Square Pavillion

15Sundance Square Plaza

DRINKING

16Billy Bob’s Texas

17Roots Coffeehouse

SHOPPING

18ML Leddy’s

19Morgan Mercantile

20Stockyards Station




TOP TIP

Don’t mistake Fort Worth for being some sort of sidekick to Dallas. This city’s got a headstrong spirit of its own, and it’s a lot more user friendly than its near neighbor (not to mention greener and cleaner). Fort Worth has a lot to do without a whole lot of pretense.




Wild West Encounters in the Stockyards

LONGHORNS AND COWBOYS

The old West feels very much alive in the Fort Worth Stockyards, a national historic district full of vintage saloons, steakhouses and Western-wear stores. East Exchange Ave is the heart of the area, and the thoroughfare for the twice-daily cattle drive (at 11:30am and 4pm), when cowboys wearing authentic 19th-century garb drive the 17 longhorn cattle of the Fort Worth herd up the dusty road. Spectators line the street, and an announcer gives insight into the cattle drives of old. For a deeper look, sign up for a 70-minute walking tour around the district, which departs from the Cowtown Cattlepen Maze several times daily. You can also hop in the saddle on a short trail ride (30 or 60 minutes) along a stretch of the Trinity River.

[image: jpg]

Cattle drive, Forth Worth Stockyards | IMAGEBROKER/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©

When they’re not sauntering down Exchange Ave, the Fort Worth herd resides in the corral behind the Livestock Exchange Building. A shaded deck gives a fine overview, and each critter comes complete with its own name-tagged picture-portrait.

From there, wander over to the Cowtown Coliseum. Built in 1908 to host the first-ever indoor rodeos, the 3400-seat arena hosts live rodeo at 7:30pm on Friday and Saturday nights year-round. During the day, you can freely explore the arena and check out memorabilia of old rodeo champs, including the chaps and saddle of Bill Pickett, a small but enormously talented Black rider, and photos of Tad Lucas, a trick rider from the 1930s, holding her daughter Mitzi in a 10-gallon hat.

Inside the venerable Livestock Exchange Building, the one-room Stockyards Museum celebrates local history. The displays cover the once vast stockyards, cattle drives on the famous Chisholm Trail and insight into Black cowboys like John Ware. There’s even a lightbulb that’s said to have been burning since 1908.

The former sheep and hog pens of Stockyards Station house a souvenir-themed mall of sorts. It’s worth having a look around or booking a seat on the Trinity River Train Excursion, which trundles out of the station on Saturday and Sunday afternoons. Serious shoppers will find more authentic Western-themed antique shops lining Main St. Places like ML Leddy’s can set you up with handmade custom boots as well as hats, belt buckles, denim shorts and other cowboy essentials.

By night, you’ll find plenty of bars for telling tall tales or doing a bit of boot scootin’ on well-worn dance floors. Come sundown, the most famous place to be is Billy Bob’s Texas, a former cattle barn that today houses the world’s largest honky-tonk (stretching across 100,000 sq ft). Top country stars, DJs and house bands perform on two stages. Friday and Saturday nights see live bull-riding in the indoor arena, and you won’t go thirsty with more than 30 bar stations.


BEST BARS IN THE STOCKYARDS

Second Rodeo Brewing

Lively multilevel space with a huge patio, first-rate microbrews and live music.

White Elephant Saloon

A cowboy classic since 1887, this place has a much-loved dance floor.

Basement Bar

Dancing and drinking in a dark, divey place that claims to be the world’s smallest honky-tonk.

The Backyard

Warm up by the firepits while sipping cocktails in this peaceful oasis behind the Hotel Drover.




ADVENTURES IN THE SADDLE

If a visit to the Stockyards has you hankering for a horseback ride beneath the big open skies of canyon country, head up to the Panhandle for a memorable adventure with Palo Duro Riding Stables.



WHERE TO STAY IN THE STOCKYARDS

Stockyards Hotel

This 1907 gem has Western-themed art, handsome cowboy-inspired rooms and a grand Old West lobby. $$

Miss Molly’s

A former bordello transformed into a possibly haunted guesthouse with antique Western-style decor. $$

Hotel Drover

Fort Worth’s best hotel has rustic-chic rooms, atmospheric food and drink options, and beautiful outdoor spaces. $$$

WHERE TO EAT IN THE STOCKYARDS

Joe T Garcia’s

Famed place that serves Mexican fare in a photogenic courtyard of bubbling fountains and tropical foliage. $$

Love Shack

Buzzing spot with a big patio for enjoying burgers and beers while hearing live music. $

Riscky’s Steakhouse

Around since the 1920s, Riscky’s serves sizzling steaks, smoked catfish and much-loved calf fries (testicles). $$


BEST PLACES TO EAT & DRINK ON WEST MAGNOLIA AVE

Spiral Diner & Bakery

One of the most inventive organic vegan restaurants in Texas, this retro-feel diner serves up comfort fare with global accents, plus heavenly baked goods. $

Brewed

An easygoing breakfast and brunch spot with great coffee, craft brews and an appealing food menu. $

Lili’s Bistro on Magnolia

Gorgonzola fries, lobster ravioli and quinoa-stuffed poblano peppers, plus live music at night, are among the finds at this much-loved bistro. $$

Proper

Craft cocktails made with care in a speakeasy setting.



Museum-Hopping in the Cultural District

ART, SCIENCE AND COWGIRLS

In the Fort Worth Cultural District west of downtown, an impressive array of museums lies amid parklike greenery, which makes an ideal setting for exploring on foot. The free Kimbell Art Museum has a small but astonishing collection that allows you to hone in on single masterpieces like Caravaggio’s The Cardsharps, El Greco’s Portrait of Dr Francisco de Pisa or The Torment of St Anthony, the first known painting by Michelangelo.

True to name, the Amon Carter Museum of American Art (also free) showcases works by some of the nation’s most famous painters and sculptors, with works dating from the 18th century to the present. Don’t miss Georgia O’Keefe’s explosively vibrant Red Canna or the lush portraits by John Singer Sargent.

Though it’s not free, The Modern is worth the price of admission thanks to its world-class collection of art from the last century and ground-breaking temporary exhibitions. The building itself is also a masterpiece. Tadao Ando’s elegantly designed pavilions seem to float above the surrounding reflecting pool.

Two other important cultural institutions lie just down the road, a 10-minute walk from the Amon Carter Museum. The National Cowgirl Museum and Hall of Fame celebrates the pioneering female guides, ranchers, artists, musicians and conservationists who helped shape the West. Next door, the Fort Worth Museum of Science and History has lots of kid-pleasing galleries covering dinosaurs, outer space and new inventions. It also has a planetarium and the giant domed Omni Theater for immersive journeys to far-flung corners of the world and beyond.

WHERE TO EAT IN DOWNTOWN FORT WORTH

Reata

Book a rooftop table for fabulous views and the perfectly grilled steaks, fish and creative cocktails. $$$

Little Red Wasp

Comfort fare with an upscale twist, like mac and cheese with pulled pork. $

Salsa Limón

Feast on some of Fort Worth’s best Mexican fare at this iconic spot with multiple branches. $

Strolling Sundance Square

EXPLORING DOWNTOWN FORT WORTH

The heart of downtown Fort Worth is Sundance Square, a walkable district of colorful architecture, art galleries, bars and restaurants. Sundance Square Plaza has a big fountain that’s much loved by the under-10 set and cafe tables where you can relax and plan the day’s exploring. The iconic Chisholm Trail Mural commemorates the local segment of the cattle drives of 1867. On weekend evenings, the square has live music (7pm to 10pm Friday to Sunday), with a rotating lineup of Latin jazz, rockabilly, blues and classical. Time your visit for a weekly yoga or Zumba class or join one of the free art workshops that cover drawing, painting and printmaking that happen in the Sundance Square Pavilion throughout the year.

If the Stockyards didn’t sate your hunger for all things Western, stop by the free Sid Richardson Museum for some art. It’s known for its striking paintings of cowboys and the open range by Frederic Remington and Charles Russell.

About a 15-minute walk southeast of the plaza, the Fort Worth Water Gardens is an oasis in the city. Designed by Philip Johnson, the 4-acre site has various aquatic features, including the peaceful Quiet Pool surrounded by bald cypress trees and the gushing Active Pool, a waterfall-like cascade descending over concrete terraces. From the 20ft ‘Mountain,’ you can enjoy a view over the gardens.


WHERE TO GO OUT IN DOWNTOWN FORT WORTH

Flying Saucer Draught Emporium

Although it’s a chain, it’s hard to fault a place with 80 beers on tap and a shaded patio near Sundance Square.

Scat Jazz Lounge

Tucked into a downtown alley, this subterranean jazz spot hosts live music Thursday through Saturday and free-for-all jam sessions on Sundays.

Thompson’s Bookstore

Friendly, nattily attired barkeeps stir up Fort Worth’s best cocktails at this elegant lounge. A speakeasy is hidden downstairs; check Facebook for the password.



Local Life in South Main

SHOPS, CAFES AND STREET ART

The once vacant brick buildings along South Main St are seeing new life thanks to a multiyear revitalization program and the arrival of new indie shops, cafes and restaurants, not to mention the live-work lofts sprouting in the area like wildflowers. Though it’s only a mile or so to Sundance Square, the vibe here is more slow-paced and village-like. A visit is less about ticking off sights and more about lingering over coffee and microbrews after strolling the streets.

The most vibrant part of South Main runs from East Vickery Blvd in the north to East Pennsylvania Ave, though a growing number of places are opening up all the way down to West Rosedale St, five blocks south. Family-owned Morgan Mercantile is known for its eye-catching T-shirts. Pick up a classic Panther City or ‘I’m Fort Worth It’ tee, a wool baseball cap, quality skincare products or sunglasses. Recharge over latte art and croissants a few blocks away at Roots Coffeehouse, a small and sunny spot with kind staff, big windows and outdoor tables in front.

Street art continues to pop up around the neighborhood. Don’t miss the massive murals painted by Brad Smith and Kay Ray that cover the Social Space building on South Calhoun. Have a look at a cowboy riding a panther against a saturated pink backdrop near 313 S Main St.
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WHERE TO STAY NEAR DOWNTOWN FORT WORTH

The Sinclair

Historic art deco hotel with classy rooms, an upscale steakhouse and a rooftop bar. $$$

The Ashton

Six-story boutique hotel in a turn-of-the-century building off Sundance Square. $$

Three Danes Inn

Five elegant rooms set in a welcoming Victorian B&B near South Main St. $$


THE WILD WEST IN FORT WORTH
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Gary Spurr, a Stockyards ambassador and former archivist, gives insight into Fort Worth history.

The famous photo of Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid with the Wild Bunch was taken in Fort Worth. It was 1900, and they’d robbed a bank in Nevada and were down here hanging out. They decide to get their picture to share with friends. They’ve got on bowler hats, suits and vests, looking real nice. Schwartz thought it was a great photo and displayed it in his front window. Later, a Fort Worth detective walks by and recognizes Kid Curry in the photo. By the time Pinkerton detectives arrive, the outlaws have split up, but police took the negative and made individual ‘wanted’ posters.




Getting Around

Locals tend to drive, though it’s only marginally slower to take public transit. Trinity Metro buses 12 and 15 connect downtown with the Stockyards, while bus 2 runs to the Cultural District. A useful free bus service, deceptively called Molly the Trolley, loops around downtown every 15 minutes.






Beyond Fort Worth
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Outside of Fort Worth, you’ll find a wine- and train-loving town as well as wild landscapes where dinosaurs once roamed.


Fort Worth is part of the Metroplex, an immense conurbation that includes Dallas and countless surrounding suburbs. Yet, just beyond the interstates and office parks, vestiges of the Old West survive in sleepy town centers and wheat fields that shimmer above the nutrient-rich backland soil. Wild mustang grapes once flourished in the area, and the aptly named town of Grapevine is home to vineyards and winemakers that tap into this fruitful history.

You can travel even further into the past by plotting a course southwest to Glen Rose, a riverside settlement best known for its prehistoric sites and safari-style zoo. Along the way, you pass through remnants of tallgrass prairie, an endangered ecosystem that supports more than 1000 plant species.
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TOP TIP

Grapevine Mills is a great rainy-day attraction, with more than 200 stores, plus a movie theater and places to eat.




Historic Grapevine

RIDING THE VINTAGE RAILWAY

Named after the abundance of wild mustang grapes that once covered the prairie, Grapevine is a handsome town that celebrates its history. It has a long Main St lined with shops and restaurants. Step into the past by boarding the Grapevine Vintage Railroad, with locomotives pulling old-fashioned train carriages from the 1920s. For a half-day outing, travel the Cotton Belt Route, which chugs into Fort Worth Stockyards (a 90-minute journey, weekends only) and returns later in the afternoon. Kids will enjoy the hour-long Grapevine Creek Short Line (Saturdays), where a costumed Pinkerton agent enlists the help of young passengers in tracking down a bandana-wearing outlaw.

The old trains depart from the beautifully restored Cotton Belt Depot, one of several historic buildings in the area. Nearby, you can learn about early life for Grapeviners at the small but fascinating Grapevine Historical Museum. Among the displays are dresses from the late 1800s, an early Edison phonograph and sepia photos from long ago, such as the Grapevine Rabbit Twisters band playing at a festival. Get an overview of the town and its history by visiting the Grapevine Observation Tower across the tracks from the depot, with guided visits every half hour on weekends.

You can reach Grapevine from Fort Worth Central Station (and from the DFW airport) by taking TEXRail.
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WINE TASTING

If you’re spending a day in a place named Grapevine, it would be a shame not to taste some of the wines produced in the area. Half a dozen wineries lie within walking distance of the train station. At Bingham Family Vineyards, you can sample a bold dolcetto and other wines grown in the High Plains. Messina Hof, another family-owned winery, has been in business for over 40 years and produces more than 50 different wines. Grape Vine Springs Winery has rotating tastings from a menu of 25 wines. The winery also offers ghost tours on Friday and Saturday nights, with a glass of wine included.



WHERE TO STAY IN GRAPEVINE

Hotel Vin

Architecturally striking boutique hotel with elegant rooms and rooftop bar near the old depot. $$$

Gaylord Texan Resort

Facing Lake Grapevine, the Gaylord has atriums, restaurants, bars, a spa and a water park. $$$

Comfort Inn

Good-value chain hotel that’s a 15-minute walk south of the train depot. $

The Dinosaurs of Glen Rose

FOSSILS, TRAILS AND DINO PARKS

About an hour’s drive southwest of Fort Worth, you can turn the clock back 100 million years or so and see the footprints of massive dinosaurs that once roamed this corner of the planet. Back then, the area abutted a shallow inland sea that stretched across the North American continent. Along this coastline, Acrocanthosaurus, a 35ft-long, 10,000-pound carnivore hunted its prey, and the Sauroposeidon, 100ft-long herbivore, traveled in herds. Both species left footprints in the thick sediment that over time transformed into rock, leaving a remarkable snapshot of this primeval time. You can see the fossilized prints at various sites along the river in Dinosaur Valley State Park just outside the town of Glen Rose. Afterward, look for more recent wildlife (like the golden-cheeked warbler) while hiking some of the park’s 20 miles of trails. On hot days, cool off on a swim in the Paluxy River. For even more adventure, book a horseback ride with the Eagle Eye Ranch Carriage Company.

Kids will also enjoy the prehistoric action at Dinosaur World, a complex with statues of around 100 life-size dinosaurs, which you can see on a half-mile walk. The small museum has a few animatronic creations for a less static experience. The gift shop is worth a look even if you don’t want to pay the price of admission. You’ll find a wide variety of gemstones, rocks and fossils as well as toys and games.


A TEXAS SAFARI

Stretching across 1800 acres of rolling hills, woodlands and grassy plains, the Fossil Rim Wildlife Center is home to more than 1000 animals that roam through the sunbaked landscapes of north Texas. Much like an African-style safari, you visit by vehicle (either your own or by booking a spot on a guided tour) and follow a meandering 7-mile scenic drive that takes you past cheetahs, zebras, emus and some 50 other animal species. Don’t miss the scimitar-horned oryx, which is extinct in the wild. Admission includes a small bag of feed, which you can toss to the animals or hand-feed to the giraffes.




Getting Around

Grapevine is a rare place that’s easy to reach without a car. TEXRail makes the 40-minute journey every 30 to 60 minutes from Fort Worth. You need a car to visit Glen Rose.





ABILENE
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Home to three Christian universities and more than 170 churches, Abilene is sometimes called ‘the buckle of the Bible Belt.’ But it’s not all praying and proselytizing in this oversized prairie town. Abilene’s once barren downtown has seen a spate of development, with a restored theater, new restaurants and cafes, and even a growing microbrewery scene. The city has plenty of attractions for young travelers, from a notable zoo to impressive storybook credentials.

Abilene was founded by cattlemen in the 1880s, when the Texas & Pacific Railway opened a depot here. The settlement was named after Abilene, Kansas, the original endpoint of the overland cattle-driving route along the Chisholm Trail. Abilene grew from a few thousand souls in 1900 to its present-day population of 125,000, fueled in part by an army training base during WWII, followed by Dyess Air Force Base, which is still one of the city’s largest employers.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Frontier Texas

2National Center for Children’s Illustrated Literature

SIGHTS

3Dino Bob

4Everman Park

5Grace Museum

6Stuart Little

ENTERTAINMENT

7Paramount Theater




TOP TIP

The helpful Abilene Convention and Visitors Bureau (open Monday to Friday) is in the restored Texas & Pacific Railway Depot. It doesn’t have much parking, but you can park for free on nearby streets, putting you in the heart of the walkable downtown. Information is also available at Frontier Texas.




Experiencing the Old Frontier

IMMERSIVE HISTORY MUSEUM

One of the best museums in the state dedicated to experiencing the Old West, Frontier Texas brings the past to life through thoughtfully designed exhibits, movie screenings and futuristic technology. Start with a look at the Native American tribes that lived here and left pictographs in an area called Paint Rock near San Angelo, where they hunted bison and created remarkable artwork. A replica of The Exploits of Sun Boy created by Kiowa artist Silver Horn depicts the chief’s battles against US invaders.

Another section delves into the Comanches, the mounted warriors who ruled supreme across a huge swath of the Southwest from 1700 until the mid-19th century. You can peer inside a tipi, check out war shields used in combat and see the horrific destruction of bison from the hands of white people. A dramatically lit sculpture made of bison skulls alludes to the near extinction of this once widespread animal.

Life-size holograms of historical figures make the frontier seem remarkably alive. You can listen to accounts of life after the buffalo by Cynthia Ann Parker, a woman taken captive by the Comanche who later married a Comanche chief and refused to return to white society. Lawman Pat Garrett gives a rather chilling description of the night he killed Billy the Kid. Britt Johnson, who was born a slave in Tennessee, tells of his efforts to find and free his two daughters with the help of Comanche leader Esihabitu.

Another highlight is the Frontier Experience Theater, which immerses you in a stampede, a Wild West shootout and a powerful thunderstorm on the prairie.


BACK-ROAD WANDERS

If you’re heading north from Abilene toward Caprock Canyons State Park, you can skip the featureless interstate and link up with Texas Highway 70 for a scenic drive past tiny towns and desolate but picturesque countryside.



WHERE TO EAT IN ABILENE

Cypress Street Station

One of Abilene’s best restaurants serves locally sourced fare like rainbow trout and honey glazed quail. $$

Vagabond Pizza

Outstanding pizzas cooked up in a wood-burning oven, plus Abilene-brewed Local Yella craft beer. $$

Grain Theory

Microbrewery with well-balanced house brews, plus fish and chips, cheese-topped frites, and salads. $

Exploring Downtown Abilene

ARCHITECTURE, STORYBOOK CHARACTERS AND THEATER

Abilene’s easygoing downtown district has many buildings from the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Near the old railway depot, the Grace quickly became Abilene’s top hotel after opening in 1909. Today, the well-preserved building houses the excellent Grace Museum, which stages the city’s best temporary art exhibitions. On the 3rd floor, historical period rooms show a kitchen and a living room from 1910, 1928 and 1948.

One block away, the National Center for Children’s Illustrated Literature, better known by its acronym NCCIL, pronounced like ‘nickel’, has delightful exhibitions devoted to illustrated books and children’s authors. In 2015, Texas designated Abilene as the state’s official storybook capital, and a few years later it was named the storybook capital of the country. Sculptures of famous characters dot the downtown. Dino Bob lurks along Cedar St across from NCCIL. Stuart Little tirelessly paddles a canoe up on North 6th St, while the Cat in the Hat and other Dr Seuss characters hold court in Everman Park. Pick up a map from NCCIL to make the full scavenger hunt.

Abilene used to roll up the sidewalks when the sun went down. These days, visitors have good reason to stick around after dark. Don’t miss a show at the Paramount Theatre, a beautifully restored 1930 movie theater that today stages plays, musicals and concerts, in addition to screening independent and classic films.


FAMILY WEEKEND IN ABILENE
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Kayla Young, Development Director at NCCIL, shares her tips on the best family-friendly activities in Abilene.

National Center for Children’s Illustrated Literature (NCCIL)

Every Saturday from 10am to 1pm, there’s a free fine-art activity for all ages, which coincides with a storybook theme.

Spark

Inside the Grace Museum, the Spark is dedicated to creative play and interactive learning. There’s even a sound wall made of wooden blocks, each with a different sound, so you can make chords and songs.

Play Faire Park

This ‘70s-themed groovy miniature golf park is a local favorite, with live music on the weekends.

Abilene Zoo

It’s small enough to walk in 30 minutes, though you could also spend a few hours.




Getting Around

Abilene has a compact center with free parking. Greyhound buses link Abilene with other major cities in Texas.





SAN ANGELO
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Set along the verdant banks of the Concho River, San Angelo is sometimes called the oasis of West Texas. Spanish Franciscans briefly lived in the area in the 17th century, though settlement in this wild, remote place didn’t really begin until a military fort was founded in the 1860s. In 1870, an enterprising frontiersman purchased more than 300 acres along the Concho River and named the settlement Santa Angela after his wife, Carolina Angela de la Garza DeWitt. Over the years, the name changed to San Angelo.

Even after the military fort was abandoned in the 1880s, San Angelo continued to thrive as a commercial center for the growing number of ranches in the area. These days, San Angelo proudly celebrates its past through well-preserved architecture and historic buildings. The town has a love for the arts, with an eye-catching museum near the river and murals and sculptures around town.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Fort Concho National Historic Landmark

SIGHTS

2Bosque along the Concho

3Cactus Hotel

4Kids Kingdom Park

5Miss Hattie’s Bordello Museum

6Pearl of the Conchos

7San Angelo Museum of Fine Arts

EATING

8Miss Hattie’s Restaurant

SHOPPING

9Cactus Book Shop

10Eggemeyer’s

11Legend Jewelers

INFORMATION

12San Angelo Convention & Visitors Bureau




TOP TIP

After checking out the fort, the river and the walkable downtown of San Angelo, leave time for a visit to the Chicken Farm Art Center. Located 2 miles northwest of the center, this former poultry farm houses galleries and studios where local artists and craft makers sell their wares.




Historic Outpost of Fort Concho

THE COUNTRY’S BEST-PRESERVED FRONTIER FORT

Stretching across 40 acres south of the river, Fort Concho National Historic Landmark gives fascinating insight into 19th-century life on the edge of the frontier. In 1867, the US military established the fort, which remained active until 1889. Arrayed around a sunbaked parade ground, many of its buildings survived intact and have been restored. After picking up a map, you can explore the buildings on your own, walking a loop around the huge property.

The journey begins in the Barracks 1 building, which houses a small museum that gives an overview of the fort, the soldiers stationed here and the Comanches who occupied the region. Don’t miss the curious photo of Edward and Ora Snyder, two apparently male soldiers posing as man and wife.

Modern stables have displays on the Buffalo Soldiers, African-American military troops who served on the western frontier after the Civil War. Lieutenant Henry Ossian Flipper, the first African American to graduate from West Point, served at Fort Concho in the late 1870s. Other buildings show 19th-century weaponry, sleeping quarters for the men and a post hospital. There’s also a Museum of Telephony, chapel, schoolhouse and some fairly swanky officers’ quarters, with a table set up for dinner as if post commander Colonel Benjamin Grierson, his wife and five children just stepped out for a moment.
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A VITAL RAIL LINE

San Angelo’s red-brick train station opened in 1910 as the Texas headquarters of the Kansas City, Mexico and Orient Railway, an ambitious rail line that aimed to link Kansas City with Topolobampo on Mexico’s Pacific coast. Though the project was never completed, San Angelo operated a passenger line until 1985. Texas had plans to demolish the station in the late 1980s, but San Angelo residents rallied to its rescue and preserved it as one of the rare original stations from the proposed line. Inside the Railway Museum of San Angelo, you can peruse miniaturized versions of 1920s San Angelo, elaborate model trains, and historic photos and memorabilia from the bygone days of rail travel.




BEST STREET ART IN SAN ANGELO

Paintbrush Alley

Hidden down a back lane half a block from West Concho Ave, this open-air space contains murals, mosaics and mixed-media installations that celebrate Texas themes, from cowboys and open prairies to iconic Texan movies like Giant.

Pop Art Museum

Near Paintbrush Alley, the Pop Art Museum is an open-roofed building that contains even more murals from San Angelo artists. Find colorful homages to Basquiat and Roy Lichtenstein as well as Warhol-esque soup cans reimagined as 50-gallon drums.



WHERE TO STAY IN SAN ANGELO

Inn at the Art Center

This small B&B behind the Chicken Farm Art Center craft emporium bursts with personality. $$

Old Central Firehouse Bed & Brew

Stylish rooms above a pizzeria and taproom in a revamped 1929 fire station. $$

Pearl on the Concho

A big Best Western–affiliated hotel with indoor pool, games area and restaurant by the river. $

Wandering San Angelo’s Historic District

VINTAGE ARCHITECTURE AND CONCHO CULTURE

The heart of San Angelo is Concho Ave, which runs a block north of its namesake river. Photogenic low-rise buildings, some of which date from the 1880s, stretch between Chadbourne and Oakes streets. Much like the general stores of old, Eggemeyer’s stocks an astonishing array of goods: coffee beans, chocolates, old-fashioned toys, kitchen items, shaving kits, wind chimes, handbags and more.

Across the street, Legend Jewelers sells jewelry featuring unique pink- and mauve-colored pearls sourced from the Concho River. Above the store is Miss Hattie’s Bordello Museum, supposedly where a brothel operated from 1902 to 1952. In truth, historians have found little evidence to support the claim, though the imaginatively designed, antique-filled rooms do a fine job of conjuring up a salacious if fictitious past. A few doors down, learn about actual San Angelo history at the Cactus Book Shop, which has a wealth of titles on the region.

Afterward, walk the wooden-plank sidewalk past Miss Hattie’s Restaurant (another ode to the imagined madam) and head around the corner to the Cactus Hotel. Standing 14 stories, the city’s tallest landmark dates from the 1920s, and you can have a look at its original lobby, though unfortunately, the Cactus is now an event space and no longer hosts overnight guests.

WHERE TO EAT IN SAN ANGELO

Twisted Root Burger Co

Juicy burgers (including vegan options) and milkshakes with a deck overlooking the riverfront. $

Armenta’s Cafe

Amid colorful murals, casual Armenta’s serves up some of the city’s best Mexican food. $

Peasant Village Restaurant

Head to this 1920s bungalow for creative sandwiches by day and high-end grilled dishes by night. $$

The Scenic Concho River

EXPLORING SAN ANGELO’S WATERFRONT

Curving its way through town, the Concho River is dotted with parks and crisscrossed by scenic bridges. A fine gateway to both the town and the waterway is the San Angelo Convention & Visitors Bureau, perched on the south bank. Pick up maps and get an earful of history before exploring the Concho. It’s also a handy place to park your car.

Just north of the Visitors Bureau, you can walk past gurgling fountains as you follow the River Walk. If you have kids in tow, cross the bridge to the Kids Kingdom Park playground on the north bank. Otherwise, continuing along, you soon walk beneath an overpass (South Koenigheim St), where you’ll find a collection of eye-catching sculptures, including a shimmering, mosaic-covered Volkswagen, aptly named the Art Bug.

Take the pedestrian bridge to the north bank and make your way to the Bosque along the Concho, a small riverfront park with mini golf and picnic spots. Further along, hop back to the south bank by taking the low bridge beside the much-photographed Pearl of the Conchos mermaid statue. It’s just a few paces to the San Angelo Museum of Fine Arts, a saddle-shaped building with a noteworthy collection of ceramics, folk art and Spanish colonial paintings.

Another worthwhile site near the river is the International Waterlily Collection, containing a brilliant array of water lilies in an open-air setting about a mile northwest of the Visitors Bureau.


INSIDE THE SAN ANGELO MUSEUM OF FINE ARTS
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Bekah Coleman, Curator of Education at San Angelo Museum of Fine Arts, shares her tips on visiting the museum.

On the 2nd floor, you’ll find fun pieces by Bart Mann, a local jeweler and metalsmith famous for his golden horned toads. He was actually color-blind, but his wife told him the color of jewels for different pieces. Zanne Hochberg brought abstract expressionism to Texas. Instead of painting typical West Texas scenery, she captured emotion on a canvas. Our Spanish colonial collection ties in well with our community because we have a large Hispanic population. Works by Cristóbal de Villalpando are quite rare, and he painted massive canvases like The Last Supper of St Francis.




Getting Around

Parking is free and plentiful in San Angelo. Once you arrive, you can get around town on foot.






Beyond San Angelo
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The ranch- and village-studded landscape south of San Angelo hides some surprising attractions, including the most impressive cave system in Texas.


Some folks proudly describe San Angelo as the biggest city in Texas that’s not on an interstate, making the town of 100,000 a great base for exploring lesser-known attractions in the region. South of town, you’ll roll past sheep and goat farms and tiny communities like Christoval nestled along the South Concho River.

The star attraction in the area is the Caverns of Sonora, with its otherworldly collections of geological formations hidden beneath parched ranch country. The nearby town of Sonora is a fine place to stretch your legs, with a medley of buildings that evoke the frontier days of West Texas. Turn east from there and you can motor into Texas’ Hill Country.
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TOP TIP

Recharge at Honeybee Cafe, an independently owned coffee house and snack spot on Main St in Sonora.




Hidden Wonders of Sonora

EXPLORING CAVES AND DESERT LANDSCAPES

Even if you’ve visited other caves, it’s worth the effort to see the dazzling geologic wonders of the Caverns of Sonora, about 80 miles south of San Angelo. On a guided 70-minute tour, you’ll quickly leave the sun-drenched central Texas backdrop and enter a shadowy realm beneath the surface.

The 2-mile walking tour takes you to depths of 155ft as you wander through chambers full of sound-absorbing cave sponges, walk beneath glittering tubular ‘soda straw’ stalactites and peer into crevices at otherworldly helictites. One area is so thick with these slender, serpentine formations that it resembles a snake pit.

Sonora remains fairly pleasant year-round, with a near-constant temperature of 72°F and 98% humidity. Every room seems packed with speleothems, which resemble everything from glittering Christmas trees to slabs of bacon that seem to unfurl in wavy curtains clinging to the ceiling.

For the standard tour, you can often just show up and join a group that’s heading underground within a half hour. Call ahead to reserve a spot on the discovery challenge tour, where you accompany an experienced spelunker as you crawl through tight tunnels, wander through maze-like corridors in undeveloped parts of the cavern and rappel some 50ft down into the Devil’s Pit.

Sonora has some worthwhile above-ground wonders as well. Near downtown, the Eaton Hill Nature Center & Preserve has 2 miles of trails that give you a taste of both Hill Country woodlands and the Chihuahuan Desert. Some 40 miles northeast of Sonora, you can look for ghosts in the remote but remarkably well-preserved 19th-century Fort McKavett State Historic Site.
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STROLLING DOWNTOWN SONORA

Sleepy Sonora is dotted with historic buildings. The anchor of town is the handsome Sutton County Courthouse, built in the 1890s from local limestone. Around the corner on Oak St stands the old Sutton County Jail. At 309 Oak St, you can peer through the windows of the Miers Home Museum. Press the button to hear about this pioneering family. On Concho Ave, Will Carver, a member of Butch Cassidy’s gang, was shot to death in 1901; today the spot is appropriately occupied by Outlaw Bail Bonds. Learn more about the town’s past at the Sonora Old Ice House Ranch Museum. Pick up a free walking tour brochure from the Sonora Chamber of Commerce (closed weekends).




Getting Around

A car is essential for getting to the Caverns of Sonora and for reaching the nearby town, which is a 20-minute drive from the caves.





LUBBOCK
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Just north of the oil-rich fields of the Permian Basin, Lubbock (luh-buck) appears like a dust-blown mirage along the interstate. The chunky, low-rise downtown and mostly treeless streets seem to offer little promise, but look past the city’s aesthetic shortcomings, and you’ll find a place with a musical soul that still carries on the melodic traditions of its most famous native son, Buddy Holly. Buzzing live music joints and rockabilly-loving microbreweries supported by a sizable university population have transformed Lubbock (population 260,000) into the liveliest city in West Texas.

Present-day Lubbock occupies an area that was once the heart of Comancheria, an enormous empire-like territory stretching across West Texas, New Mexico and Mexico that was ruled by the Comanche Native American tribe. After the tribe was driven off its land, pioneers and farmers moved in, establishing the world’s largest contiguous cotton-growing region.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Buddy Holly Center

SIGHTS

2Buddy Holly Statue and West Texas Walk of Fame

3Buddy Holly’s Grave

4Museum of Texas Tech University

5National Ranching Heritage Center




TOP TIP

The Depot District is Lubbock’s nightlife headquarters and covers a few blocks adjoining Buddy Holly Ave between 17th and 19th streets. Otherwise, raucous bars, cheap burrito joints and plasma labs mark the classic college neighborhood where Broadway crosses University Ave into the Texas Tech campus.




BEST UNDER-THE-RADAR ATTRACTIONS

Lubbock Lake National Historic Landmark

A museum houses bones of wooly mammoths first unearthed here back in the 1930s. Outdoors, three trails (from a half-mile to 3 miles) wind through the site.

Mackenzie Park

Prairie dogs are the stars of Prairie Dog Town, a 7-acre habitat for the winsome rodents who keep busy excavating their ‘town’ and watching for groundskeepers.

American Windmill Museum

Surprisingly intriguing indoor-outdoor museum of windmills, model trains and miniature houses.




In the Footsteps of Buddy Holly

FAMED SITES OF A MUSICAL PIONEER

Buddy Holly grew up in Lubbock, and the town commemorates his legacy in both attractions and an entire entertainment district. Fronted by a huge sculpture of Holly’s hallmark horn-rimmed glasses, the Buddy Holly Center holds a small but definitive museum celebrating the man himself. His career is explored in detail – Bob Dylan, the Beatles and the Rolling Stones, all seen on film, hail his influence – while oddments on display include everything from his Fender Stratocaster and stage clothes to his childhood drawings and tableware. Most poignant of all are his actual glasses, recovered from the site of his fatal air crash.

Included in admission are guided visits (offered three times a day, but just once on Sunday) to the JI Allison House next door, which was moved here in 2013. It’s the family home of Holly’s childhood friend and drummer Jerry Allison, who played in Holly’s band the Crickets. It was in Allison’s bedroom that the pair wrote the hit song ‘That’ll be the Day’ after seeing a John Wayne movie.

Nearby, the Buddy Holly Statue and West Texas Walk of Fame feature a larger-than-life statue of Holly surrounded by plaques honoring him and other West Texans who made it big.

Around 2.5 miles to the southeast, the Lubbock City Cemetery contains Buddy Holly’s Grave. Visitors leave guitar picks, glasses, coins, buttons and other tokens. Once inside the cemetery gate, turn down the lane to your right.

WHERE TO EAT IN LUBBOCK

Tom & Bingo’s Hickory Pit BBQ

Shack-like eatery serving brisket and smoked sausage with the perfect amount of spice. $

Triple J Chophouse & Brew Co

Catch live music while sipping house-made microbrews and forking into sizzling steaks and cedar-planked salmon. $$

West Table Kitchen & Bar

Oversized, minimalist space with some of Lubbock’s best creative seasonal dishes, plus an excellent wine menu. $$$


LIVE MUSIC IN LUBBOCK
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Jade Dunn, Marketing Director at Two Docs microbrewery, shares her favorite music spots in Lubbock.

Cooks Garage

This huge venue books all the big country names, and it’s a fun place with massive indoor and outdoor spaces.

Blue Light

Many West Texas bands got started here. It’s really small and kind of divey, but the music is great.

Cactus Theater

Former 1930s movie theater now used for concerts.

The Garden

Only outdoors, the Garden has food trucks, a full-service bar and a small stage featuring mostly local music. In the winter, it becomes an ice-skating rink.

Buddy Holly Hall

Built in 2021 with a beautiful interior and great concerts, plus ballet and Broadway plays.



Frontier Days at Texas Tech

ART, PIONEERS AND NATURAL HISTORY

Home to around 40,000 students, Texas Tech has some impressive attractions that rank high among Lubbock’s top spots to visit. A good first stop is the free Museum of Texas Tech University, which has an extensive collection of artwork and natural history displays. In the permanent collection, you’ll walk beneath the gargantuan pterosaur known as Quetzalcoatl, one of the largest flying animals ever discovered. Further along are full skeletons of a Columbian mammoth and other prehistoric megafauna. The collection also contains galleries of Western art and textiles and pottery from some 20 different Southwest Native American tribes.

Next door to the museum, you can explore Texas Tech’s other stellar attraction, the National Ranching Heritage Center, also admission free. It has a few small displays about the pioneering days, but the best thing to see is out back. Follow a 1.5-mile path around a 19-acre historical park containing dozens of authentic structures from the 1780s to the 1950s. Peer inside an 1890 schoolhouse, get your fill of vintage windmills and check out the huge 6666 Barn, once synonymous with West Texas’ most famous ranching empire. The grandest building of all is the 1909 Barton House, a Queen Anne–style home with 10 rooms spread across two stories. The site also has a 1920s-era rural church and a photogenic locomotive that was built around the same time.


Getting Around

You need a car to get around Lubbock. Parking is free and easy to find. Greyhound buses from Lubbock serve most major Texas cities, including Dallas.






Beyond Lubbock
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Get behind the wheel and drive east beneath the open skies to discover music-loving towns and little-known bison herds.


Lubbock and the surrounding countryside lie atop the llano estacado (‘staked plains’ in Spanish), one of the largest mesas in North America. The once vast grassland that covered this flat elevated region has sandy, well-drained soil that today nourishes a wide variety of crops, including cotton, peanuts, wheat and corn, not to mention the livestock that graze all across the treeless horizon.

Grapes also grow well in the region, which is part of the Texas High Plains American Viticultural Area. This is perhaps not surprising given the semi-arid climate, which resembles that of central Spain. East of the plains, you’ll find the dramatic formations of Caprock Canyons, home to red-rock bluffs and free-roaming bison.
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TOP TIP

To learn about – and taste – the region’s wines, visit the Llano Estacado Winery, 10 miles southeast of Lubbock.




ROCKING AT BOB WILLS DAYS

Every year on the last weekend in April, Turkey celebrates Wills’ musical legacy with Bob Wills Days. A few thousand or more people stuff themselves into Turkey for three days of pickin’ and grinnin’, with jam sessions galore. Many well-known musicians appear and join in the revelry. There’s also a barbecue cook-off, fiddle contests, a parade down Main St, and vendors selling arts and crafts.




Road Tripping Texas Highway 70

FORGOTTEN TOWNS AND GRAND VISTAS

Throughout West Texas are evocative small towns – some thriving, others nearly gone. One little burg after another seems ripped from the pages of a Larry McMurtry novel. Texas Hwy 70 manages to link a string of these nearly forgotten places, and a drive along this road puts you further away from the 21st century than simple geography.

Begin your Hwy 70 drive in the south in Sweetwater, some 40 miles west of Abilene. Long and lonely vistas of lush ranch land await as you drive north. About 55 miles north, detour west onto US 380 and drive 5 miles to the nearly evaporated ghost town of Clairemont. Check out the red-stone jail, which could be a movie set, and then peek down the overgrown roads dotted with abandoned houses.

Return east and rejoin Hwy 70. Some 40 miles of occasional rivers, scattered oil wells and countless cattle later, you’re in the modestly named hamlet of Spur. Many of the once proud brick structures downtown are boarded up, with empty fuel stations rusting away under the hot sun.

In Dickens, another endangered small town north of Spur, you can still sense the pride of the original settlers in the massive courthouse built from carved limestone. A half-mile east, take the short rugged road to Dickens Spring, where in a hidden ravine, a trickling cascade flows past ferns and mesquite trees. It’s a peaceful spot for a picnic.

Continue about 55 miles due north through cattle and cotton country to Turkey. Visit the Bob Wills Museum, which pays tribute to the hometown legend and originator of the genre of music known as western swing.
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WHERE TO EAT NEAR HIGHWAY 70

TC’s Ponderosa

Tender brisket and warm apple cobbler is served up simply at this local icon in Dickens. $

Hotel Turkey

Burgers, barbecue and daily specials (steak on Saturdays, fried fish Fridays), plus live music on weekends. $

Turkey Creek Winery

Bite into a satisfying margherita pizza while sipping a Texas-made malbec. $$

Hiking in Caprock Canyons State Park

DRAMATIC VIEWS, PRAIRIE DOGS AND BISON

Roughly equidistant from Lubbock and Amarillo, Caprock Canyons State Park boasts magnificent topography that seems all the more startling given the relatively flat landscapes that surround it. Hiking, wildlife-watching and camping under the stars are the big draws of this remote patch of Texas.

Some 26 miles of trails course through the park, with the most scenic (and challenging) trails on the park’s west side. Take in dramatic views by traveling up the North Prong Spur to the John Haynes Ridge (the highest portion in the park) and looping back along the Upper North Prong Trail, a 6.4-mile excursion.

Close to the park entrance, you’ll find highlights like Lake Theo, with shaded picnic spots overlooking the water, and the Honey Flat Prairie Dog Town, where you can spot black-tailed prairie dogs that yelp and dive into their burrows if you get too close. But Caprock Canyons’ biggest stars are the 150 or so bison that freely roam the park. The official Texas State Bison Herd are direct descendants from a genetically pure herd started by the famed rancher Charles Goodnight in the 1870s.

Apart from camping in the park, lodging options are extremely limited. The town of Turkey (16 miles southeast of the park) has the excellent Hotel Turkey, but with just 19 rooms, you need to book well in advance.


RIDING & WALKING THE RAILS

Caprock Canyons Trailway, an abandoned railroad bed turned greenway, runs from the top of the Caprock Escarpment in the west to the Red River Valley in the east across some 64 miles. Highlights include some 46 bridges and the 742ft Clarity Tunnel, a historic railroad passage that’s home to a large colony of Mexican free-tailed bats in the summer. It’s a peaceful day in the countryside, with no crowds in sight, whether you’re hiking, cycling or horse riding. Trail access points and parking lots can be found along Texas Hwy 86 at Estelline, Parnell, Tampico Siding, Turkey and Quitaque. There are primitive campsites along the Trailway but no water, so bring ample supplies.




Getting Around

You need a car to get just about anywhere outside of Lubbock, including the small towns along Hwy 70 and Caprock Canyons State Park.





AMARILLO
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The largest city in the Texas Panhandle, Amarillo (population 200,000) was first settled in the late 1880s as a center for burgeoning cattle markets. By the turn of the 20th century, it became one of the world’s busiest locations for the shipping of livestock.

Wildflowers once grew in abundance in the region, which gave the town its somewhat fanciful name (amarillo is Spanish for ‘yellow’). Mineral riches later transformed the cowtown into a center for oil and gas, in particular helium, by the 1920s. Amarillo became the global epicenter for helium production before WWII; in a bit of accidental synchronicity, helium emits a pale yellow light when present in an electrified discharge tube.

While no one comes for big-city culture, Amarillo has some surprising attractions, from a photogenic stretch of old Route 66 to one of the most carnivalesque steakhouses in Texas.
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TOP TIP

Locally dubbed the San Jacinto District, the strip between Georgia St and Western St was once part of Route 66 and is Amarillo’s best shopping, dining and entertainment district. To experience more of the famous roadway, head east or west out of town.




Timeless Symbols of the West

FAMOUS HORSES AND SIZZLING STEAKS

Quarter horses, favored on the Texas range, were originally named for their prowess at galloping down early American racetracks, then a quarter-mile long. These beautiful animals are celebrated at the visually striking American Quarter Horse Hall of Fame and Museum, which explores their roles in ranching as well as racing. Interactive exhibits for kids include various life-size equine models, where you can practice haltering or have a seat in the saddle, while other areas have captivating horse art and elements of old cowboy days, such as a full-sized chuckwagon. A 10-minute movie gives an overview of the quarter horse’s role in the West.

A classic roadside attraction, the Big Texan Steak Ranch is lit with marquee lights and flanked by kitschy icons, including a smiling two-story cowboy and a carnivorous dinosaur (the Tex Rex). Inside, it’s a Wild West saloon writ large with a shooting arcade, overflowing taxidermy and a sprawling dining hall complete with wagon-wheel chandeliers and the scent of chargrilled meat embedded in the chunky wooden furnishings. The legendary come-on: the ‘free’ 72-ounce steak, a devilish offer because you have to eat this enormous portion of cow plus a multitude of sides in under an hour, or you pay for the entire meal ($72).

Contestants sit at a raised table to ‘entertain’ the other diners, and (rare) winners are feted like celebrities. Insane food challenges aside, the ranch is a fine place to dine with excellent steaks that are plenty big. Adding to the fun are strolling cowboy troubadours, a beer garden with superb house-brewed beers and a buzzing bar.
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BEST NATURE ESCAPES IN AMARILLO

Wildcat Bluff Nature Center

On the western outskirts of town, this free-to-visit 600-acre reserve gives a glimpse of the untrammeled frontier. Walk windswept trails through grasslands, cottonwoods and bluffs.

Amarillo Botanical Gardens

This small but beautifully laid-out space has butterfly-attracting plants, a Japanese garden with a trickling pond, and a greenhouse full of tropical plants (not to mention a spunky golden pheasant). In summer, the gardens have live music on Thursday nights.




MORE CANYON ADVENTURES

If Caprock Canyons whets your appetite for hiking, budget time to visit Palo Duro Canyon, a 90-minute drive to the northwest. It has longer and more challenging trails, plus the added opportunity for horseback riding.




Getting Around

As elsewhere in this part of Texas, you need a car in spread-out Amarillo. It’s difficult to walk anywhere, but parking is free and abundant.






Beyond Amarillo
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The High Plains make a memorable backdrop to road trips and outdoor adventures in the country’s second-largest canyon.


No matter which direction you head, the vistas seem limitless as you motor along the highland prairie, taking in cotton fields, cattle, and sheep ranches and the towering wind turbines that dominate this sparsely populated stretch of Texas. It all makes a fine backdrop to a road trip along America’s most famous highway, Route 66.

In the east, the Plains come to an abrupt end at the Caprock Escarpment, a layer of calcium carbonate that rises to 1000ft above the grasslands in some places. Ancient rivers and streams cutting through this geologically diverse region created stunning landscapes, including Palo Duro, which is sometimes dubbed ‘the Grand Canyon of Texas.’
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TOP TIP

After visiting Palo Duro Canyon, stop for filling classic American cooking at Feldman’s Wrong Way Diner in Canyon.




Adventures on Route 66

A DRIVE FULL OF VINTAGE AMERICANA

The Mother Road arrows across Texas for a mere 178 miles. The entire route has been replaced by I-40, but you can recreate most of old Route 66 through frontage and access roads plus detours through towns such as Amarillo.

Given the featureless landscape, one can only imagine the road ennui suffered by scores of travelers as they motored past the brown expanses. Luckily, plenty of entrepreneurs were ready to offer diversions along the way, from gawking at bizarre sculptures to gorging on banana cream pies. Here are Route 66 highlights in Texas from east to west.

Follow old Route 66, which runs immediately south of I-40 from the Oklahoma border into the town of Shamrock. The gloriously restored 1936 art deco Conoco Tower Station has an old-fashioned restaurant, the U-Drop Inn Cafe. In a nod to the changing times, Tesla chargers are along the side.
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About 33 miles from the state border, cross I-40 to the north side and the battered town of McLean. The Devil’s Rope and Route 66 Museum has vast barbed wire displays (where hipsters look for new tattoo patterns) and a small but homey and idiosyncratic room devoted to Route 66. Around the corner, you can get a dose of history at the McLean-Alanreed Area Museum, with its mix of pioneer outfits, Old West photos and exhibits on the German POW camp that operated in the area during WWII.

Rejoining I-40 out of town, the next sights appear on the horizon as you reach the town of Groom: the famous Leaning Water Tower and the 19-story high Cross of Our Lord Jesus Christ Ministries. The former was an eye-catching gimmick by a long-gone gas station; the latter is surrounded by some lifelike Stations of the Cross, with a gurgling fountain nearby.

Near Amarillo, take exit 78 off I-40 and follow Southeast 3rd Ave and Southwest 6th Ave through town. Don’t miss the mural on the side of the unofficial Texas Route 66 Visitor Center near Bonham St. The San Jacinto District still has original Route 66 diners such as the old GoldenLight Cantina.

Around 13 miles west of Amarillo, stop by the Cadillac Ranch. This salute to Route 66 and the spirit of the American road was created by burying, hood first, 10 west-facing Cadillacs in a wheat field outside town. You can leave your own artistic mark on the disintegrating cars with the spray paint sold on-site.

Next up is Vega, home to the Milburn-Price Culture Museum, with curiosities from yesteryear including a working printing press and a 1923 Model T Ford. The caretaker will even give you a tour around town in a Humvee.

Some 14 miles west, Adrian clings to fame as the purported historic Route 66 midpoint, with Los Angeles and Chicago each 1139 miles distant. Just before the New Mexico border, tiny Glenrio makes the moniker ‘ghost town’ seem lively, though the nearby Russell’s Truck & Travel Center is a must for auto lovers. Its museum is packed with vintage cars in mint condition. Fill up on New Mexican–style enchiladas in the diner.

[image: jpg]

Leaning Water Tower | NICK CLEPHANE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


ESSENTIAL ROUTE 66 STOPS IN AMARILLO
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Brandon Oliver, general manager of Texas Route 66 Visitor Center, shares his tips for exploring the historic district.

The Eatery on Route 66

This funky little tearoom is a great lunch spot with sandwiches, salads and bakery items like macarons.

Lile Art Gallery

Bob Lile is known for making ‘Cadilite’ jewelry out of the paint chips from Cadillac Ranch.

Texas Ivy Antiques

Owner Dora Meroney is the original ambassador for Route 66 in Amarillo and has a wealth of knowledge about the road.

The NAT

Once a ballroom where Little Richard and Fats Domino played, the NAT is now an antique mall with a huge variety of sellers. Supposedly it’s haunted.




OFF THE BEATEN TRACK IN CANADIAN

Roughly 50 miles north of Shamrock, the flat, dusty prairie gives way to the verdant hills and mesas surrounding Canadian, a small town that’s sometimes called the ‘oasis of the High Plains.’ Take in the area’s natural beauty on a stroll over the photogenic Canadian River Wagon Bridge, a 1916 metal-truss structure that makes a fine vantage point for spying white-tailed deer and wild turkeys. Canadian has a pleasant downtown that’s home to several worthwhile museums, such as the Citadelle Art Foundation, set in a 1910 mansion, and the River Valley Pioneer Museum, where you can explore the history of the Texas Panhandle.



WHERE TO EAT ON ROUTE 66

Mama Jo’s Pies & Sweets

In a 1907 building in Vega, tuck into JoAnn’s homemade pies and cobblers. $

Midpoint Cafe

Classic ‘50s-style diner in Adrian with breakfast, burgers, sandwiches and floats (ice cream and soda). $

Chuckwagon

In McLean, the quaint mural-covered interior sets the stage for classic breakfasts and filling lunches. $

WHERE TO STAY IN PALO DURO

Campsites

Wide selection of sites: some with electricity for RVs, others tent only, plus some hike-in spots. $

Cabins

Stone-walled cabins range from rustic to luxe, all with air-conditioning, fireplaces and views. $

Palo Duro Glamping

Sleep on a king-size bed in a well-outfitted canvas tent in the wilderness. $$$

Panoramas of Palo Duro Canyon 

ADVENTURES IN CANYON COUNTRY

Drive 35 minutes southeast of Amarillo, and you’ll leave the pavement behind for a staggering expanse of sunbaked wilderness. The second-largest canyon in the US after the Grand Canyon, Palo Duro Canyon stretches out over 120 miles with a width of 5 to 20 miles, and the surrounding state park includes both craggy summits and fertile river trails at the bottom of the canyon.

The cliffs are striated in yellows, reds and oranges and have rock towers and other geologic oddities. They are a refreshing surprise among the seemingly endless flatness of the plains, and the 30 miles of trails provide a wide range of experiences, from looking for wildlife along the Sunflower Trail to admiring the hoodoo rock formations along the Rock Garden Trail. Hikers and mountain bikers can pick up maps at the entrance, while horseback riders can join memorable excursions offered by recommended outfitters like Palo Duro Riding Stables.

The gateway to the region is Canyon, a small yet cultured town that’s home to a small university (now West Texas A&M) where Georgia O’Keeffe once taught. Leave time to explore the Panhandle-Plains Historical Museum, with its outstanding collection devoted to human inhabitants on the plains. Inside is an impressive pioneer town.


WHY I LOVE PALO DURO CANYON
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No offense to the Grand Canyon, but I love how easy it is to access Palo Duro (not to mention the lack of crowds). While driving in from the western flatlands, suddenly a vast expanse opened before me with eons of history etched in the rocks from canyon floor to rim. One day, I walked amid towering red-rock pillars up to windswept lookouts unchanged by time. The next day, I rose just after dawn and spotted a coyote, a porcupine and abundant birdlife along a flat riverside trail. Going outside of summer meant seeing only a handful of visitors in the canyon, and it was easy to secure a prime camping spot.

Regis St Louis, Lonely Planet writer




Getting Around

Taking the bus along Route 66 is a novel idea but sadly impossible. You also need a car to get to Palo Duro Canyon.








HOUSTON & EAST TEXAS
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FOOD, FREEDOM AND FORESTS

From boomtown to blastoff, Houston and East Texas are the salt of the earth and out of this world.
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East Texas is home to historical port towns at Beaumont and Jefferson as well as the US South’s largest city in Houston. These are all linked by seemingly endless stretches of native forest and wetlands that host ecologically important populations of migratory species, attracting bird-watchers from across the country. The most important sites in Texas’ fight for independence are in this region, including the battlefield where victory was won, but people living in this area predates independent Texas, as seen in historical remnants of Native communities and Stephen F Austin’s original settlements.

Though not the capital of Texas, Houston is the state’s most sprawling, most wealthy and most populous city, and it’s already the country’s fourth-largest city by population. The number of Houston residents continues to rocket, fitting for the city where astronauts of the world’s largest space program prepare themselves to journey to the cosmos.

The cultural diversity of East Texas is a big draw. Not only has Houston been ranked the most diverse city in the United States, with the population almost evenly split among African American, Anglo, Asian and Latino, but it’s also close to the Louisiana border, where large Cajun and Vietnamese populations live in the Golden Triangle. A laid-back friendliness ties it all together. No matter who you are or what your background is, all are welcome, and this place has something and somewhere for you.
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THE MAIN AREAS

HOUSTON

Food and culture in Bayou City.

BEAUMONT

Wetlands and oil dynasties.

NACOGDOCHES

Texas’ oldest town.




Find Your Way

Stretching across nearly 35,000 sq miles from the Louisiana border through pine forests and coastal plains to the Gulf of Mexico, East Texas has a surprising amount to see despite covering less than 15% of the state.
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Plan Your Days

Houston’s cultural milieu is the major draw, but with more time, scope out bird-watching in state parks and wildlife refuges across East Texas or head for historical settler towns.
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IF YOU ONLY DO ONE THING

• Stick close to Houston, bouncing between the excellent cultural spaces in the Museum District and Montrose neighborhoods. Take the family to Hermann Park for a day at the zoo and a ride on the small-gauge railway or head out of the center for a day trip to NASA’s Space Center Houston to see spacecraft up close and get a look at the actual mission control and training facilities. Dine on Houston’s unique gumbo of cuisines from across the world and round the day off with a few happy-hour cocktails.




EAST TEXAS IN A WEEK

• Spend a couple days hitting the highlights in Houston and then road trip to the old towns of Nacogdoches and Jefferson, detouring to sample top-quality barbecue or buy a bottle of wine to take home from local vintners. Hike or paddle along the bayou at Caddo Lake State Park before looping back through the Piney Woods to Beaumont, stopping for a stroll in the national forests along the way. From the Golden Triangle, choose between the WH Stark House in Orange or world-class bird-watching at High Island and Anahuac National Wildlife Refuge.




WITH MORE TIME

• Explore the key sites of Texas history around Houston, from Stephen F Austin’s original settlement at San Felipe de Austin Historic Site and the declaration of Texas independence at Washington-on-the-Brazos to the final fight of the war at San Jacinto Battleground. Kayak into the floating campsite at Sea Rim State Park for a day and night of bird-watching. Make time to explore Texas’ many waves of early European immigration with trips to the Painted Churches of Schulenburg and the Spoetzl Brewery in Shiner.



Seasonal Highlights

Summer is hot and humid. By October, hurricane season is nearly finished, and the weather starts to cool. Spring is prime time for bird-watching.

FEBRUARY

Crawfish season starts in February and goes through mid-May. Find a Cajun seafood restaurant for a full-on crawfish boil experience.
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MARCH

Spring migration season runs from mid-March to mid-May, a popular time for bird-watchers to bulk out their life lists.
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APRIL

Experience Houston’s wacky Art Car Parade in early April and reenactments of the Battle of San Jacinto annually on April 23.
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JUNE

Houston Pride takes over Downtown on the fourth Saturday with huge celebrations, block parties, concerts and a parade.
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AUGUST

Houston Restaurant Weeks runs from August 1 to Labor Day, with discounted multicourse menus across the city.

[image: jpg]

ALEXEY LAPUTIN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

OCTOBER

Fast-moving cold fronts roll in with fall, seeing a spike of bird-watching trips to the coast as migratory flocks seek refuge.
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DECEMBER

Jefferson celebrates with Christmas on the Bayou, rides on the vintage Christmas Express Train and Candlelight Home Tours.
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HOUSTON
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Everything’s bigger in Texas, as the saying goes, and Houston’s massive sprawl, which places it among the top 10 US cities in both area and population, encompasses a fair bit of everything that makes the state great. Along with a diverse population comes a variety of cultural and culinary traditions, and money from Big Oil brings in major investment in fine arts and public spaces (if not public transportation).

Houston is a city that’s hard to get to know – with such uncontrolled development, you’ll never see it all – but easy to love while you try. Come for incredible dining, stick around for the unexpectedly good museums and perhaps extend your stay for another few evenings of award-winning cocktail bars and late-night taco trucks. Centered on Buffalo Bayou (and still occasionally called Bayou City), Houston would take a lifetime to fully explore, but with just a few days, it’s easy to enjoy.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Anderson Clarke Center

2Brockman Hall for Opera

3Center for Contemporary Craft

4Contemporary Arts Museum

5Cullen Sculpture Garden

6Cy Twombly Gallery

7Dan Flavin Installation

8Houston Center for Photography

9Kinder Building

10Lawndale Art Center

11Menil Collection

12Moody Center for the Arts

13Museum of Fine Arts

14Rothko Chapel

15Twilight Epiphany Skyspace

SIGHTS

16Children’s Museum

17Christ Church Cathedral

18Discovery Green

19Health Museum

20Hermann Park

21Holocaust Museum

22Houston Museum of Natural Science

23Houston Zoo

24Market Square Park

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

25Buffalo Bayou Park Cistern

see 17Nichols-Rice-Cherry House

EATING

26ChòpnBlọk

27El Tiempo Cantina

28Harry’s

29Hugo’s

30Mala Sichuan

31Xochi

ENTERTAINMENT

32Houston Ballet

33Houston Symphony

34Minute Maid Park

35PNC Stadium




TOP TIP

Houston’s dining and nightlife options change quickly, and a new darling is always just about to open. The city’s best bartenders are the best resources for both. Start a chat and see if they’ll let you in on the secret of the newest promising up-and-comer.




History & High-Rises

EXPLORING THE HEART OF HOUSTON

The center of the sprawling metropolis, the once sterile Downtown Houston has become a destination for cultural events and nights out, and it also has a handful of popular public spaces. Market Square Park and Discovery Green are popular gathering points that put on events, festivals, concerts and more. Surrounded by restaurants and bars, these Downtown outdoor spaces are a focal point of public life amid the sprawling concrete of the city. The nearby Main Street District’s renovated historical shopfronts are largely facades fronting modern bars and restaurants, which are particularly popular on weekends and during sports events at nearby Minute Maid Park and PNC Stadium (home of Astros baseball and Dynamo soccer respectively). Of particular note is the Christ Church Cathedral, whose 1893 construction makes it one of the oldest non-Catholic churches in the state.

Houston’s Heritage Society has preserved eight historical homes built from 1823 to 1905 northwest of the center, bordering Buffalo Bayou. Only the 1850 Nichols-Rice-Cherry House remains on its original site, and it gives a good overview of Houston from its founding to the turn of the century, cutting across social and economic backgrounds of the time. Tours are available from 10am to 4pm Monday to Friday if booked in advance by phone or online (heritagesociety.org), but it’s also enjoyable to wander the grounds and learn about each building via scannable QR codes posted on-site.

For a deeper dive into Houston’s early years, descend into the depths of the Buffalo Bayou Park Cistern. Constructed in 1926 to satisfy the growing city’s need for drinking water and firefighting, the 87,500-sq-ft reservoir was decommissioned in 2007 and now serves as a space for tours, yoga and meditation classes, art exhibitions, concerts and more. Book online in advance for tours (https://buffalobayou.org/visit/destination/ the -cistern), which take place Wednesday to Sunday, especially for the popular free tours on the first Thursday of the month. For classical cultural performances, the Houston Ballet and Houston Symphony are both based in Downtown spaces, and while performance schedules are irregular, they’re worth planning around.
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BEST PLACES TO EAT IN DOWNTOWN HOUSTON

POST Houston

Cuisine and culture hub with nearly 30 restaurants in a post office turned food hall. $$

Nancy’s Hustle

East Downtown favorite for cocktails and New American shared plates. $$

Barnaby’s

Breakfast and lunch grub at the city’s best-known local diner chain, one of nine locations across the city. $$

Xochi

Upscale Oaxacan food and cocktails, Xochi is one of the handful of spots you might not get a table if you show up underdressed. $$$



WHERE TO DRINK COFFEE IN HOUSTON

Blacksmith

Montrose stalwart with good coffee and light meals at remarkably good prices.

Brass Tacks

Come for the coffee; come back for the cheap and tasty breakfast tacos in East Downtown.

Campesino Coffee House

Latin American drink options and tamales in a converted Montrose home.


MUSEUM DISCOUNTS & FREE DAYS

Visitors intent on exploring Houston’s Museum District in depth will benefit from the CityPass (citypass.com/houston), which includes a single entry to the Space Center Houston complex and the choice of four from the Museum of Fine Arts, Museum of Natural Science, Houston Zoo, Downtown Aquarium, Children’s Museum and Kemah Boardwalk (All Day Ride Pass). Houston’s CityPass costs $64 for adults and $54 for children ages 3 to 11.

Many venues offer free admission on Thursdays, but some require advance reservations. The Houston Zoo has limited free admission on the first Tuesday of the month, which must be reserved online the Wednesday before. See the Houston Museum District website (houmuse.org/free-admission-times) for full details.



The Museum District’s World-Class Art Spaces

WHERE TO GO FOR FINE ARTS AND CULTURE

Befitting a city of more than two million, Houston has an excellent collection of museums that are uniquely clustered into a small area southwest of Downtown. The Museum District hosts diverse permanent collections and top-notch temporary exhibitions. Many of the Museum District spaces are closed on Mondays and Tuesdays, so check gallery hours before you visit.

Start with the Museum of Fine Arts for an introduction to it all: Italian Renaissance, post-WWII American, Dada Pointillism, Egyptian mummies and Greco-Roman busts. Look out for the noteworthy collection of American art on the 1st floor just beyond the main entrance. Across the street, the Kinder Building opened in 2020 in a massive expansion of the museum’s gallery space. It’s connected to the main galleries by two iconic underground tunnel installations and a smattering of basement exhibits. Housing the bulk of the MFA’s contemporary art and modern design collections, the space is as much a joy to explore as the art it holds. Directly behind Kinder, the Cullen Sculpture Garden is a small but pleasant outdoor exhibition space to stroll between gallery visits. Nearby, the Contemporary Arts Museum shows rotating exhibitions of international artists that aim to provoke thought and discussion.

A short walk away, both the Lawndale Art Center and Center for Contemporary Craft show temporary exhibitions, primarily of emerging artists, and the latter also has residency programs where the public can directly observe and interact with artists and their work at the point of creation.

A little beyond the Museum District, on the Rice University campus, two more spaces are worth the trip. Moody Center for the Arts puts on changing exhibitions throughout the year. Across the street, the Anderson Clarke Center displays works by Rice students and professors with a rotating thematic focus. The Twilight Epiphany Skyspace installation’s integrated light sequence activates each day at sunrise and sunset. The ‘Rice Public Art’ phone app lists specific daily timings, as well as guides to public artwork across the campus. Rice’s Brockman Hall for Opera hosts irregular performances.
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WHY I LOVE HOUSTON
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Houston has all the openness and friendliness of the rural South but the museum and cultural offerings of a major city. It’s a place that’s so embracing that basically anybody can fit in – except maybe if you’re from Dallas.

And the food. Viet-Cajun crawfish boils, real Sichuanese that numbs your lips straight off, barbecue that I’ll happily wait in an hour-long line for at lunchtime, and midnight taco trucks with salsa so spicy you’ll go right back to the front porch for a cold one. No matter what else is going on in Houston, it’s always going to be a good time because amazing food to eat is near at hand.

Stephen Lioy, Lonely Planet writer



WHERE TO DRINK A COCKTAIL IN HOUSTON

Houston Watch Company

Dimly lit downtown favorite just off Main St with great bartenders and a happy hour.

Johnny’s Gold Brick

It’s way up in the Heights, but it’s one of Houston’s best bars for drinks and vibes.

Poison Girl

Reliable Montrose option that’ll make anything you want, as long as it’s whiskey based.

Reserve 101

A generous Downtown happy hour with creative cocktails, including unexpected takes on Dr Pepper.

Under the Volcano

Houston’s first cocktail joint. Limited menu but great execution.

White Rhino

Chilled-out East Downtown spot with a relaxed outdoor space and a generous happy hour.


International Food Tour of Houston

LOCAL DIVERSITY THROUGH CUISINE

Houston is one of the most diverse cities in the United States, and the easiest avenue for interacting with the city’s mix of cultures is over meals that feature the incredible variety of cuisines and fusion of flavors found here.

For first-time visitors, the availability and quality of Latin American cuisines can be overwhelming. You can dine on homestyle Tex-Mex and authentic Mexican (the difference between the two is defined largely by ingredients – Tex-Mex cuisine began to incorporate US staples like ground beef, yellow cheeses, cumin and more widespread use of flour tortillas as settlers began to move into the Coahuila y Tejas frontier territory that formed much of the modern state of Texas), but the food scene is so much more than that. Homey Teotihuacan and bustling El Tiempo Cantina are two of numerous excellent examples of Tex-Mex in the city, while the Oaxacan menu at Xochi and fancy brunches at Hugo’s both represent the high quality of Houston’s Mexican cuisine.

Gloria’s Latin Cuisine in Midtown has a limited but worthwhile Salvadoran menu, and Galleria-area Little Patagonia dishes up a modern take on Argentinian empanadas. For a mix of more traditional empanadas and modern Tex-Argentine fusion, go to Marini’s Empanada House, but only if you can stomach the 45-minute drive out to Westchase. For the kitchen-competent, North Houston’s Granel Spice Market and Houston Farmers Market sell a full range of spices and seasonings to take home and try your own hand. Next-door El Bolillo Bakery is a sweet reward for exploring this part of town. Lean hard into Houston’s fusion culture and brunch on Harry’s Mexican-Greek menu in Montrose for something entirely different.

Push into less-touristy neighborhoods down Bellaire Blvd into Chinatown for a totally different dining experience, marked by an overwhelming array of signage in Chinese and Vietnamese. Crawfish & Noodles is Houston’s iconic fusion restaurant, a combination of Vietnamese and Cajun flavors that more than do justice to both. Fans of Chinese food are spoiled for choice, from Anhui pork ribs to Zhejiang smoked fish. Home cooks can stock up at H Mart, a grocery store packed with Asia-sourced ingredients to take a taste home. If Bellaire is too far, look for a branch of Mala Sichuan in Montrose for all the spice without the drive, and the popular LA Crawfish chain offers a tasty Viet-Cajun alternative at its locations across the city.

Though the African diaspora is little represented in Houston’s culinary scene, two standouts are worth seeking out. ChòpnBlok in Downtown’s popular POST Houston food court serves a variety of West African flavors and dishes, while Aria Suya Kitchen focuses on Nigerian fusion (including excellent grilled meats) in Mid-West.
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WHERE TO EAT IN HOUSTON
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Chris Shepherd is the co-founder of the Southern Smoke Foundation, a nonprofit that advocates for restaurant workers. He shares his tips on eating in Houston.

Houston is unexpected. To say the city is vast is an understatement – not just in size, but also diversity in both people and food. When people think of Texas, they think of barbecue, Tex-Mex and steakhouses. We have all of those, but the underside of the city is all of the small mom-and-pop places that can be found throughout the 665 sq miles of this beautiful landscape. Whether it be through a banh mi, a shawarma or a delicious plate of goat biryani, this city has so much to offer.



WHERE TO EAT BARBECUE IN HOUSTON

Truth BBQ

Top-rated Texas barbecue joint. Expect long lines that are worth the wait. $$$

Pinkerton’s Barbecue

Slow-smoked meat eaten at shared tables; a classic barbecue experience in the city. $$$

J-Bar-M Barbecue

Reliably good barbecue in an East Downtown space with a big beer garden. Table service at dinner. $$

Blood Bros BBQ

True to Houston’s fusion fascination, great meats incorporate Chinese and Vietnamese techniques. $$

Feges BBQ

Great barbecue with a strong wine list to match. Visit for rib night on Tuesdays. $$

Pizzitola’s Bar-B-Cue

One of the only indoor wood-fired pits left in Houston. Known for its pork spare ribs. $$

Montrose: From Counterculture to Cultural Hub

COFFEE, CULTURE, CUISINE AND COCKTAILS

Once home to Houston’s self-described ‘gayborhood’ and the base of the city’s LGBTIQ+ and countercultural communities, modern Montrose mixes college kids in with bougie homeowners and gay bars with Texas icehouses (open-air taverns that sell cheap beer). The neighborhood still somehow maintains a unique identity within the sprawl of the city, and it remains known for its excellent dining and drinking scene as well as for remarkable art institutions. Montrose is one of the few districts in Houston that’s comfortably walkable, and wandering through art galleries and thrift stores (and perhaps bar hopping for happy-hour cocktails) is the most pleasant way to explore.

On the south side of Montrose, the Menil Collection spreads art installations across 30 acres of gallery space and outdoor sculpture, all of which is free to visit. The Renzo Piano–designed main gallery houses an eccentric collection of art that spans genres and mediums, essentially the private collection of the eponymous museum founders. The nearby Rothko Chapel serves as a nondenominational building hung with 14 large-scale monotonal compositions by abstract expressionist Mark Rothko. It’s a meditative space that leans into the sacred and one that evokes surprisingly strong emotional reactions. On the lighter side, the Menil campus’ Richmond Hall has a site-specific Dan Flavin installation and the Cy Twombly Gallery holds a single-artist exhibition of paintings, sculptures and mixed-media pieces around which the building was designed.

Nearby, the Houston Center for Photography shows occasionally interesting rotating exhibitions and offers classes and lectures. Avoid visiting Montrose on Monday and Tuesday when most of these galleries are closed.


BEST SMALL CULTURAL CENTERS & MUSEUMS

Asia Society Texas Center

Rotating exhibits feature Asian arts and artists.

Buffalo Soldiers National Museum

Highlights the history of the Buffalo Soldiers, African-American military men whose story dates from the immediate aftermath of the Civil War.

Czech Center Museum

Small displays of Czech art and history complemented with information on the waves of Czech immigration to Texas, home to the largest diaspora in the US.

Museum of African American Culture

Temporary Museum District exhibitions cover African-American cultural issues.




LGBTIQ+ HOUSTON

Despite Houston’s conservative streak, the town has a hot gay scene, traditionally centered on the Montrose neighborhood. OutSmart (outsmartmagazine.com) is the go-to news source that also has a bar guide. Every June, the community sponsors a huge Pride Parade. Houston has no fewer than 20 LGBTIQ-oriented bars and clubs. The largest and loudest is South Beach, where young guys and high-tech dance music keep things hot. In Midtown, the Eagle Houston dance club attracts the manliest of men and has many themed nights. Ladies love Pearl Houston, a long-running and welcoming lesbian bar. After midnight, the bar turns into a club, so you can migrate to the dance floor to show off your moves when the DJ comes on.



A Walk in the Park

FAMILY ACTIVITIES AROUND HERMANN PARK

Though not Houston’s largest green space (that distinction belongs to Memorial Park), the lawns of centrally located Hermann Park are surrounded by activities and museums that make an excellent outing for families. Start in the park itself, whether on foot alongside the squirrels and ducks that wander freely or with a ride on the small-gauge railway that makes a 14-minute loop, boarding across from the zoo or the Museum of Natural Science. Stop to explore the meticulously maintained Japanese Garden and the sculpture-filled themed spaces of the McGovern Centennial Gardens (climb to the top of the central mount for an on-high view of the area) before checking the schedule for open-air performances at the Miller Outdoor Theater.

On the south side of the park, the Houston Zoo offers zookeeper talks, opportunities to interact with the animals (some of which are paid upsells), a large children’s zoo with playgrounds and petting zoos, and terrariums full of reptiles and bugs that are sure to make an impression on little ones. Look for the World of Primates, where raised wooden walkways give the impression of being among the boughs of the animals’ habitats.
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Bordering Hermann Park to the north are a handful of museums that are perfect for kids, most obviously the Children’s Museum, whose busy play spaces welcome groups with at least one child under 15 years old (but most exhibits are aimed at a much younger audience). Similarly, the Health Museum is more of a play space than a museum. Don’t miss the oversized crawl-through colon and 12ft-tall beating heart.

The extensive collections at the Houston Museum of Natural Science cover archaeology to zoology and a lot in between. The Hall of Paleontology is sure to leave an impression on visitors of all ages, including a petrifying collection of fossilized wood, while the Hall of Texas Coastal Ecology introduces visitors to the flora and fauna of the area. Don’t miss the Hall of Gems and Minerals, a dazzling exhibition of hundreds of gemstones and mineral deposits from across the world, or the displays in the Hall of the Americas on Indigenous cultures. Not included in the museum’s general admission, the Baker Planetarium shows half-hour films throughout the day on a variety of topics. Check the schedule on arrival to reserve tickets.

In the Museum District, the Holocaust Museum makes a uniquely strong effort to help young viewers connect with the stories of those who suffered under the Nazis, including powerful audio-visual elements and a small exhibit devoted to the personal diaries of young victims of oppression from numerous historical periods.
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BEST RESTAURANTS IN MONTROSE

Vibrant

Health-conscious vegan and vegetarian dishes, plus a respectable coffee menu. $$

Pit Room

The ideal neighborhood barbecue joint, with a sprawling patio that might convince you to have one more beer. $

Brasil

A coffee-house menu hides beneath cocktail-bar ambience, and Brasil does both well. $$

Mala Sichuan

Montrose outlet of excellent Sichuanese in fancier digs than the Chinatown location. $$

Ostia

Excellent Italian and Mediterranean with a bright, plant-filled patio in the heart of Montrose. $$$




BEST BOUTIQUE HOTELS IN HOUSTON

Hotel ZaZa

Hip and flamboyant, from bordello-esque colors to zebra-accent chairs, ZaZa is good fun. $$$

Magnolia Hotel

Stylish velvet and damask-layered rooms in this 1926 Downtown favorite. $$$

La Colombe d’Or

Part luxe hotel and part gallery space in Montrose with an excellent French restaurant. $$$

Sam Houston

Rooms are small in this old-school 1924 building, but the Downtown location lives up to its big namesake. $$$

Lancaster Hotel

Modern upscale option near performances at the Houston Symphony and Ballet. $$$



WHERE TO DRINK CRAFT BEER IN HOUSTON

Saint Arnold Brewing Company

The big name in Houston brewing, straight from the source at its brewpub.

Buffalo Bayou Brewing Co

Playful takes on familiar brews. Flavors change often, but they’re usually a fun surprise.

True Anomaly Brewing Company

Small East Downtown taproom with a limited but reliably delicious range of beers.

BEST TACO TRUCKS IN HOUSTON

El Taconazo

Worth the trip to Highland Village for classic tacos and quesadillas. Open until early morning. $

Tierra Caliente

Popular as much for tacos as for its location across from West Alabama Ice House. $

La Esquina

Excellent, if expensive, taco truck on the edge of East Downtown. Has on-site seating. $$


Getting Around

Houston’s METRORail Red Line is useful to visitors connecting between Downtown and the Museum District, but the city’s public transportation network is otherwise a slow and unreliable way to get around the city. Expect to drive or use rideshares extensively outside of the walkable Downtown area.

For short trips, download the BCycle app (bcycle.com/app) to find bicycle docking stations. They’re common along the corridor from Downtown through the Rice University area but less so elsewhere in the city. Several private electric scooter companies around Downtown also rent by the hour or day.






Beyond Houston
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Key historical sites that surround Houston define Texas’ past from settlers to the Space Age.


Greater Houston and the coastal plains have played an outsized role in the history of this oversized state, from the location of the homes of the original Anglo-American settlers in Tejas to key battlefields in the fight for independence. These battles were defined not only by cannons but also by the philosophical canons of leading thinkers of the movement. Modern Texas still struggles to reconcile these philosophies as attitudes toward the uncomfortable discussion of slavery continue to evolve at plantation sites like Varner-Hogg and Levi Jordan. Today this area is still making history, including training astronauts at NASA’s Johnson Space Center and developing the world’s first urban commercial spaceport next door at Ellington Field.
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TOP TIP

Many sites of interest around Houston are on routes to other major Texas cities. Visit on your way instead of backtracking.




Space Shuttles & Moon Rocks

A DAY WITH THE ASTRONAUTS

Houston wears the nickname ‘Space City’ with pride. Though the National Aeronautics and Space Administration is actually located in the suburb of Clear Lake, businesses and organizations across the Greater Houston area embrace the city’s role from the early years of NASA into the modern era of commercial spaceflight.

Starting with the Gemini 4 mission in 1965, the Johnson Space Center has served as mission control for all NASA space flights to the present day. While tourists are allowed into the Johnson Space Center campus only on guided tram tours, the adjacent Space Center Houston complex showcases interactive exhibits and short films on the history of space flight and artifacts from the US space program, including moon rocks and several vehicles used by NASA astronauts.

Just outside is an authentic NASA 905 Shuttle Carrier (a converted Boeing 747 used to ferry the space shuttle to and from launches) and a replica Independence shuttle, both of which visitors can explore inside and out. Next to it is a SpaceX Falcon 9 booster that launched two NASA missions. Download the Space Center Houston phone app for a daily schedule of events, talks, movie screenings and other happenings. Wi-fi at the facility is surprisingly unreliable, so download the app in advance.

The most popular element of the Space Center Houston experience is the NASA Tram Tour, a guided excursion into Johnson Space Center. Red Tram Tours depart most frequently and visit Abbey Rocket Park to see a 363ft Saturn V rocket that was intended for the Apollo program but never launched. It’s one of only three remaining Saturn Vs worldwide. Step outside the building to see several smaller launch vehicles used for uncrewed missions. Hour-long White Tram Tours, which visit mission control, and Blue Tram Tours, which stop at the Astronaut Training Facility, depart less frequently and include a short driving tour through the Johnson campus as well as a brief stop at Abbey Rocket Park on the return.

The final tram tours of the day depart two hours before Space Center Houston closes, and tours typically book up much earlier in the day because limited spaces are available. Reservations can be made on the phone app or in-person at Guest Services. Download the app and book a spot immediately upon entering the facility (or even before arrival, if you plan to visit late in the day). Expect a 30-minute drive from central Houston.

You can also sign up for a VIP Tour ($200, including visits to additional buildings and access to the astronaut training facility’s main floor) and Breakfast With Astronauts ($100), both of which include general admission access to the Space Center Houston and need to be booked in advance.
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THE LONE STAR LEGACY OF FLIGHT

Fans of spaceflight might be interested in a stop at the Lone Star Flight Museum on the way to or from NASA. Located alongside Ellington Field, a WWI-era training base that’s still used for military and civil aircraft, the museum has interesting exhibits on Texas aviation history, but the real stars are the restored vintage planes and spacecraft. Two large hangars are packed with aviation history, from WWI biplanes and hobby sports rigs to a modern Predator drone and executive jets. Virtual-reality flight simulators are available, and with advance booking, visitors can take to the air on 25-minute flights in four of the museum’s planes (the B-25 Mitchell is a favorite).




CARNIVAL ON THE SHORE

It is all fun and games at Kemah Boardwalk. This amusement park includes all the carnival favorites: a Ferris wheel, tower ride, wooden roller coaster and more. Buy tickets a la carte or go all in on a full-day wristband and ride to your heart (or stomach’s) content.

Speaking of stomachs, look for funnel cakes and Dippin Dots ice cream. The waterfront restaurants are all chain joints, but head inland just a few blocks from the boardwalk for independent restaurants and coffee shops that feature a more local flavor.




DAY TRIPS WITH HOUSTON CITYPASS

NASA’s Space Center Houston and the Kemah Boardwalk are included in the Houston CityPass, a money-saving combination ticket to a number of the region’s best attractions.



WHERE TO EAT NEAR JOHNSON SPACE CENTER

Food Lab

Surprisingly good cafe and coffee menu alongside overpriced packaged snacks on-site at NASA. $$

Mediterranean Chef

Long-standing Mediterranean favorite with a lean toward Levantine run by an incredibly friendly couple. $$

Sam’s Boat

Tex-Mex and seafood overlooking Clear Lake with solid drink specials. $$

The Old 300

AUSTIN’S ORIGINAL TEXIANS

Back when Texas was still Tejas, the Mexican government was looking for settlers, and Stephen F Austin was looking for riches. Inheriting a Spanish empresario contract (an agreement to settle families on colonial land by a set date) from his recently deceased father, Austin reconfirmed his agreement with the newly independent Mexican government and set to work hustling up people to move. The first families that signed contracts to purchase land from Austin at 12 cents an acre are known as The Old 300 (even though there were actually only 297), some of the first legal Anglo-American immigrants to settle on Mexican soil. Many of these families settled in the area of modern West Columbia, and around a dozen members are buried in the Old Columbia Cemetery, with historical markers that tell the story of difficult times and genteel society in equal measure. One of the most famous local settlers, Charlie Brown, made a remarkable journey from Virginia slave to Brazoria County’s largest landowner and Texas’ wealthiest African-American resident. Stephen F Austin died in West Columbia in 1836, though he was later reinterred in the capital city that bears his name.

Just outside West Columbia, the Varner-Hogg Plantation State Historic Site (open Wednesday to Sunday) is built on the land grant of Old 300 member Martin Varner, who settled here in 1824. Though the current plantation buildings didn’t exist in Varner’s time, they represent much of the history of the settlers and enslaved people who lived on this land from settlement founding to Texas independence and through to purchase by the Hogg family. The on-site interpretation takes a nuanced view of the state’s history – good and bad – and is a worthwhile day trip. The site is roughly an hour by car from central Houston.


SLAVERY IN TEXAS

Included with admission to the Varner-Hogg Plantation is entry to the Levi Jordan Plantation State Historic Site, 14 miles southwest. Though less developed than Varner-Hogg, the Levi Jordan Plantation has yielded significant archaeological finds. More than 600,000 artifacts have been dug up, including enslaved people’s personal items that reflect their origins and heritage as well as tools they used on the plantation. These finds help modern visitors understand the role that slavery, plantation life and sharecropping played in the development of antebellum Texas. Signage is somewhat limited, but visitors are encouraged to approach the on-site historians for context.



WHERE TO SLEEP AROUND KEMAH

Boardwalk Inn

Balcony rooms overlook the Boardwalk action and the bay beyond. $$

Captain’s Quarters

Waterfront B&B three blocks from the Boardwalk, with nice views from a 4th-floor sunroom. $

Kemah Escape

Four cute themed cottages owned by the same folks as Captain’s Quarters. $$$

Austin’s Original Capital

BIRTHPLACE OF THE REVOLUTION

While Austin’s Old 300 families settled widely across the more than 67,000 acres granted to him by Mexican authorities, the greatest concentration centered on a town that would be named San Felipe, established by Austin alongside an existing ferry crossing of the Brazos River. Growing to become the second-largest town in colonial Texas and center of government for Austin’s grant territory, the town was also a central meeting point for the leaders of the Texas Revolution, which eventually led to its downfall. As the Texas army and many settler families from across the colony retreated from advancing Mexican forces following the fall of the Alamo, the townspeople of San Felipe put the city to the torch to stop Mexican soldiers from resupplying as they captured the abandoned town. While some families returned to the area following independence, the town never fully recovered.

While almost nothing is left of the original town, the San Felipe de Austin State Historic Site offers a colorful interpretation by the Texas Historical Commission, including a small but good museum that brings the town’s history to life through interactive multimedia experiences. Behind the museum, reconstructions of historical buildings give visitors an idea of what life might have been like in a Texas frontier town of the mid-1800s. The site is under an hour’s drive from Houston.
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BLUE BELL: THE LITTLE CREAMERY IN BRENHAM

Ask most any Texan where to find the best ice cream in the country, and they have just two words: Blue Bell. Started in 1907 as a butter creamery, the company had gone all in on ice cream by 1958 and hasn’t stopped since. While most Texans get their Blue Bell from a local grocery store, it’s possible to go straight to the source for a factory-floor look at how things are done. The tour includes a scoop from the ice cream parlor, which has a few flavors that aren’t sold in stores. The museum and ice cream parlor are open on weekdays from 8am to 5pm, but the factory observation deck closes at 2pm.



Birthplace of the Texan Nation

THE DECLARATION OF TEXAN INDEPENDENCE

As the vastly outnumbered defenders of the Alamo held out for 13 days against the Mexican army under General Santa Anna, it was in the tiny town of Washington-on-the-Brazos where Texas’ independence was declared on March 2, 1836, and it briefly served as the new country of Texas’ first capital. The town thrived after independence, once again serving as the capital of the Republic of Texas from 1842 until the country was annexed by the United States in 1845, but it slowly withered from the 1860s after residents refused to fund railroad construction, and commerce gradually began to bypass Washington.

The Washington-on-the-Brazos State Historic Site, just over an hour by car from Houston, has only a few historical artifacts in situ, but interpreter-led tours of reconstructed Independence Hall, where the Texas Declaration of Independence was signed, offer interesting insights into the mindsets of the signers and the political currents of the time. Admission to the grounds is free, but visitors with a paid ticket ($8) should check out the Star of the Republic Museum for more history of the Republic of Texas and the next-door Barrington Plantation State Historic Site. The plantation was the home of Anson Jones, the Republic of Texas’ last president, and reconstructed buildings and period-costume interpreters demonstrate aspects of daily life among the landed class in pre–Civil War Texas.


WASHINGTON-ON-THE-BRAZOS
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Adam Arnold, an educator and interpreter at Washington-on-the-Brazos with the Texas Historical Commission, explains the significance of the site.

Steeped in beauty and history, Washington is where Texas became Texas. Washington was a rare place for a national convention when it played host to the signing of the Texas Declaration of Independence from Mexico and drafting of the Republic’s constitution.

Today, Washington resonates as a shared story of hard-won independence found in many histories around the world. How many places can say that they stood by the cradle of a new nation and followed its shadow into history? Here in the shade of oaks and pecans, you can walk in the footsteps of the biggest names in Texas history.



WHERE TO EAT AROUND KEMAH

T-Bone Tom’s

Massive portions of Southern cuisine, much of it deep fried. Try the ‘armadillo eggs’ stuffed peppers. $$$

Bakkhus Taverna

Laid-back Greek option with a nice list of wines from the old country. $$

Tookie’s

Casual burger joint alongside the marina, a local favorite that gets quite busy. $

Schafer’s Coastal Bar & Grille

Gulf shrimp and seafood tucked into a corner on Clear Lake. $$

Skipper’s Cafe

Nominally Greek, but really a breakfast and brunch spot in disguise. $$

Art of Coffee

Coffee and bakery treats for a recharge a few blocks off the Boardwalk. $

A Piece of the Old Country

PAINTED CHURCHES OF SCHULENBERG

As newly independent Texas actively sought people to populate the new state in the mid-1800s and set to work transforming the land, numerous European families answered the call of the empresarios. Life was tough in the Texan wilds, but as waves of German, Czech and other European migrants founded small towns with names like Praha, Fredericksburg and Nederland, they began to prosper and build churches to give thanks for their success and hold onto a little piece of home.

More than 20 ‘painted churches’ remain, named for the vivid biblical scenes adorning their interiors. The most accessible lie a short distance off the highway about halfway between Houston and San Antonio. Because they’re clumped around the city of Schulenberg, they’re often referred to with this geographical reference. Guided tours are available (schulenburgchamber.org/ painted -churches -tour), but for most visitors, an informal look is enough to appreciate their beauty.

Settled by Moravian migrants in 1856, Dubina was once the cultural center of this region. The original Sts Cyril and Methodius Catholic Church, built 1857, was destroyed in a 1909 hurricane, and the present version was constructed two years later. In nearby Ammannsville, the ‘pink church’ that visitors see today is the third on the site. The original 1890 St John the Baptist Catholic Church was also destroyed in 1909, and the reconstructed building then burnt down in 1917. In High Hill, intricate paintings and stained glass fill nearly the entire interior of St Mary Catholic Church. This 1906 ‘Queen of the Painted Churches’ lives up to its name. The oldest standing church in the area (1895), the interior of St Mary’s Catholic Church in Praha has been updated over the years, but much of the original artwork remains.
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SPOETZL BREWERY: SHINER AT THE SOURCE

When large waves of German and Czech immigrants came to Texas, their brewing traditions weren’t far behind. By far the most famous brewmaster to move to the region was Kosmos Spoetzl, who purchased the small-town brewery in Shiner and began his own brewing empire. Though the Shiner brewery started operation in 1909, it was when Kosmos took charge as brewmaster in 1916 that the operation began on the path toward the statewide dominance that Shiner enjoys today. Brewery tours run every half hour throughout the week until 4:30pm, starting at 10:30am Monday through Saturday and 12:30pm on Sunday. Tours include three souvenir tokens that can be exchanged for free pours at the taproom.



WHERE TO EAT BARBECUE AROUND HOUSTON

Truth BBQ

The original Brenham branch of the award-winning barbecue joint; convenient for Blue Bell Creamery day trips. $$$

Killen’s Barbecue

Delicious brisket and ribs by the pound, plate or sandwich in Pearland. Save space for sides. $$$

R Place

Weekend-only sandwiches and barbecue joint in Washington. For Saturday dinner, all patrons dine family-style. $$


Getting Around

Car is king in Texas travel. Plan on getting a rental for anything beyond the Houston city limits, though NASA and Kemah can be reached by rideshares if necessary. Houston’s traffic can be intense for the uninitiated. Highways spread over eight to 10 lanes often move at 80mph or more. Keep an eye out for aggressive lane changes, especially around major highway off-ramps.





BEAUMONT
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Beaumont sits at the tip of the Golden Triangle, a trio of cities including Port Arthur and Orange about 20 miles apart that have more in common culturally with neighboring Louisiana than with East Texas. Cypress swamps and marshy coastal wetlands define the landscapes while oil and gas revenue define the economy. Driving into Port Arthur could be a scene from an industrial dystopia, but this natural wealth is also the source of the Beaumont’s historical architecture, excellent small museums and other cultural institutions.

At the junction of several major highways, Beaumont is the most obvious base for exploring the Golden Triangle and has the best selection of accommodations (mostly international chains) and restaurants. Port Arthur and Orange are each about 30 minutes’ drive away, while birding sites to the south are best reached from Beaumont.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Chambers House Museum

2McFaddin-Ward House Museum

3Spindletop Gladys City Boomtown Museum

SIGHTS

4Art Museum of Southeast Texas

5John Jay French Museum

see 6Texas Energy Museum

6Tyrrell Historical Library




TOP TIP

Before oil, Beaumont’s shipping-dependent economy was based primarily on its location along the Neches River. See this swampy ecosystem and resident birdlife at water level on cruises run by Neches River Adventures every Saturday from March to November. Tours are limited to 32 participants, so book in advance.




America’s First Gusher

BOOMTOWN LEGACY

South of Beaumont at the Spindletop Salt Dome, the modern petroleum industry gushed from the ground on January 10, 1901. Not only did a town spring up almost immediately to service the budding oil industry – recreated at the Spindletop Gladys City Boomtown Museum, which is in part based on period photographs – but the town was also flooded with money and made the leading families rich. The spoils of this wealth can still be seen on tours of the historical McFaddin-Ward House Museum and Chambers House Museum, both built in 1906 by businessmen of the time and maintained more or less in their original turn-of-the-century state. For contrast, visit the much simpler John Jay French Museum for insights into well-to-do family frontier life pre-oil.

In downtown Beaumont, renovated shopfronts and the Tyrrell Historical Library preserve some of the architectural character of Beaumont’s boom days, while the Texas Energy Museum tells a story – perhaps part history and part propaganda – of the role petroleum has played in shaping Beaumont and Texas. Younger visitors may enjoy the animated mannequins. Adjacent to the Energy Museum, the Art Museum of Southeast Texas curates rotating exhibitions of folk and fine art from the Americas. It’s worth stopping in to see what’s on. Most of these historical homes and museums are closed on Monday.
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BEST RESTAURANTS IN BEAUMONT

1701 Barbecue

Line up early for a thick cut of brisket at Beaumont’s renowned barbecue joint. We dare you to save room for dessert. $$

Patillo’s Barbeque

Locally well known but less regionally famous, Patillo’s barbecue is top quality. $

Willy Burger

Retro short-order grill and shake shop with a gussied up Airstream trailer incorporated into the dining room. $

Rao’s Bakery

Well-made coffees, sandwiches and sweets close to Beaumont’s historical homes. $




Getting Around

Beaumont is served by bus on numerous routes across Texas and beyond, but exploring the city requires a car or rideshare. The nearest airport is Jack Brooks Regional in nearby Port Arthur, with daily flights to Dallas–Fort Worth, but Houston’s Bush Intercontinental an hour and a half away offers far more options.






Beyond Beaumont
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Beaumont’s surroundings deliver outdoor experiences and cultural attractions in equal measure that are within day-tripping distance.


Wander into the vast forests and river systems that surround Beaumont for a hiking or canoeing trip or venture into the swampy coastal plains in search of migratory bird species. The great outdoors is one of this region’s big draws, but culture lovers might prefer the small city of Orange with a surprisingly long list of artistic and architectural delights.

In between activities, expect to eat well. Beaumont and the surrounding cities are a diverse mix of Texan, Cajun, Vietnamese and other influences, and the local dining scenes reflect that diversity to a deliciously high level. Seafood is always fresh, and a good boudin or banh mi is near to hand any time of year.
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TOP TIP

From February to May, look for a crawfish boil. Shellfish are cooked with corn and potatoes and served at communal tables.




Birding Beyond Beaumont

MUST-VISIT MIGRATORY BIRD HABITATS

Birders on a quick trip should visit Cattail Marsh, a complex of 900 acres of wetlands on the southern side of Beaumont. It’s centered on a long boardwalk that’s well suited for viewing aquatic mammals and waterfowl as well as the occasional alligator. Travelers who have come expressly for the birds will want to head to the coast to several wildlife refuges and conservation areas that see an extremely high diversity of migratory species. Around 350 species are estimated to spend time in the area along the Central and Mississippi Flyways. March to May and August to October are the ideal times to spot the migrations.

In the community of High Island at the top of the Bolivar Peninsula (around 45 minutes from Beaumont), four nationally renowned sanctuaries draw birders from across the country, particularly during the spring migrations, when this large stretch of chenier woods is a crucial stopover habitat. Managed by the Houston Audubon, the Smith Oaks Sanctuary is the largest single stretch of territory and allows birders to get into the trees on a small canopy walkway. The Boy Scout Woods Sanctuary is popular for busy photo blinds and several small ponds. The considerably smaller Eubank Woods and SE Gast Red Bay bird sanctuaries see far fewer visitors. A day pass for all four locations is $10.
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Northwest of High Island, the Anahuac National Wildlife Refuge is another excellent birding site of more than 37,000 acres of public land. Bird-watching and fishing are the most popular activities, but seven short hiking trails (all less than 2 miles) also provide access to forested wetlands, most of which end at an observation platform overlooking the terrain. Just up the coast from High Island, though only accessible by road from Port Arthur, the Texas Ornithological Society manages Sabine Woods, 27 acres of chenier woods just off the water. Though the space is small, the diversity of songbirds during spring migrations is legendary, and the woods attract birders from around the US. A day pass is $8.

Sea Rim State Park stands on a long, lonely stretch of coast surrounded by marsh. It’s primarily of interest for shorebirds and waterfowl, but the presence of permanent nesting species across the large park territory makes it a good year-round option that’s less seasonal than elsewhere in the region. It’s about an hour’s drive from Beaumont, or longer during shift changes at the plants in Port Arthur.

Tent camping is permitted at Sea Rim State Park (with payment) and in the picnic area at Smith Oaks Sanctuary (limited to three nights), but forbidden at all other sites.

Download a checklist of species found around the city from the Beaumont CVB webpage (beaumontcvb.com/ things -to -do/ birding).
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WINDSWEPT SITE OF TEXAN VICTORY

At the San Jacinto Battleground State Historic Site, the 567ft San Jacinto Monument towers above a windswept grassland, marking the spot where Texas’ independence was won in April 1836. Retreating from San Felipe, General Sam Houston led the soldiers under his command in military drills as they made their way east across the Texas territory. Pursued by Santa Anna, Houston’s forces attacked and defeated the small Mexican force in just 18 minutes of fighting despite being considerably outnumbered. The site rests on a relatively barren stretch of San Jacinto Bay, 17 miles east of central Houston. The annual San Jacinto Day battle reenactments breathe life into this key site of Texas’ history.




KAYAKING AT SEA RIM STATE PARK

Most visitors to Sea Rim State Park stick to the 5-mile stretch of beach, but the park extends inland all the way to the border with the JD Murphree Wildlife Management Area. The park rents kayaks by the hour or day to explore nearly 12 miles of paddling trails through the marshes that aren’t accessible on foot. The trails are divided into easy (1.8 miles round trip), moderate (4.7 miles round trip) and advanced (11.7 miles round trip), and the routes tour through a series of lakes and canals. Don’t miss the option to overnight at a floating campsite atop a brackish lake amid the wetlands. The sun and insects are both intense, so bring sunscreen and repellent.



WHERE TO STAY IN THE GOLDEN TRIANGLE

Shangrila Bed & Breakfast

This small B&B in Orange is the best – and only – in the region. $

MCM Eleganté Hotel

Independent conference hotel on the edge of Beaumont; one of the only quality nonchain options. $

Gulfway Motel

Old but well-kept option in High Island. Good base for birders along the coast. $

WHERE TO EAT AROUND PORT ARTHUR

Uyen’s Restaurant

Southern-style pho and other Vietnamese mains at a local favorite. $$$

Rai’s Bakery and Sandwich

Freshly made banh mi sandwiches alongside smoothie and coffee options. $

Mama Kim’s

Pho with chargrilled pork just outside Port Arthur in Nederland. $


BEST RESTAURANTS IN ORANGE

Old Orange Cafe

Lunch-only American and Cajun classics in a restored 1940s dairy building in central Orange. $

Real Southern Cooking

Exactly what the name says: quality soul food with friendly service. Save room for dessert. $

Tia Juanita’s Fish Camp

Orange branch of the regional Mexi-Cajun chain founded in Beaumont; unsurprisingly heavy on flavorful seafood dishes. $$

Crescent Moon

Self-service packaged snacks and drinks inside the Shangri La Gardens; good for an easy picnic. $



The Stark Family Legacy

PHILANTHROPY-BUILT CULTURE IN ORANGE

In the little town of Orange, one family’s legacy continues to define the area’s cultural institutions. Local businessman and philanthropist WH Stark, born in Orange in 1887, dedicated the bulk of his fortune to establishing the Stark Foundation and enriching the quality of life of southeast Texans. Orange’s main attractions are administered by the foundation, and all are free and open to the public.

The WH Stark House shows the lifestyle of turn-of-the-century high-society families, with historically accurate furnishings throughout the 1894 Queen Anne home. It is open to visit on a limited schedule, usually one weekend per month or for special events (whstarkhouse.org/ programs). Down the street, the imposing First Presbyterian Church dates from 1912. The marble and granite interior is outmatched only by the magnificent stained-glass windows. Between the two, the Stark Museum of Art is one of the cultural highlights of the Golden Triangle. The excellent collection of paintings of native birds (including pieces by John James Audubon), Native American craftwork and American Western art is remarkable, particularly in a town of 20,000 people.

On the edge of Orange, the Shangri La Botanical Gardens and Nature Center is the final piece of the Stark legacy. Opened to the public in its current form in 2009, the 252-acre garden mixes deciduous forests and wetland habitats with cultivated gardens that build upon the Stark family’s original private nature retreat.


Getting Around

The state of public transportation in the Golden Triangle area is dire, even for Texas. You need a car to get around, particularly if you want to get out of the cities to explore the natural landscapes of the region.





NACOGDOCHES


[image: jpg]

Founded in 1779, Nacogdoches, the oldest town in Texas, stands on the intersection of historical Caddo Native American trails and colonial trade routes. Little Nacogdoches has played a major role in the history of the land that is now Texas. It started as a Spanish outpost to slow French encroachment into the region, was the base of the short-lived Fredonian Rebellion against Mexican rule and was home to some of the state’s first oil wells to tap into the riches of ‘black gold.’

With a population of just over 30,000, modern Nacogdoches has held on to its small town East Texas charm. The historic downtown district and 10,000 students from the local university make it a vibrant base for exploring the region. A smattering of B&Bs across the city make popular retreats to settle into the laid-back pace of life.
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TOP TIP

Nacogdoches is served by numerous bus routes across Texas and beyond, but exploring outside the historical downtown district requires a car. Hwy 21 traces much of the ancient El Camino Real de los Tejas and is popular with local cyclists.






TEXAS’ OLDEST TOWN WALKING TOUR
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Explore Nacogdoches’ historical downtown starting from the 1 Plaza Principal, the main square built by Spanish settlers in 1779. While the modern visitor center was built only in 1917, most of the buildings that surround the square date from at least the late 1800s. The 1897 2 Hoya Land Office was the first fireproof building in town and housed real-estate records. Across the street, the 1891 3 Hampton Building occupies the site of the 1836 home of Sam Houston, who would become independent Texas’ first president. To the east, the 4 Sterne-Hoya House Museum preserves relics from life in Nacogdoches from the 1830s when the home was constructed by prominent citizen Nicholas Sterne. Pass by the 1836 5 Haden Edwards House en route to 6 Oak Grove Cemetery and 7 Zion Hill First Baptist Church, built in 1879. Oak Grove has the remains of Nacogdoches’ early elite, such as the Sternes family and several signers of Texas’ Declaration of Independence. Members of adjacent Zion Hill’s predominantly African-American congregation were segregated into the far more modest 8 Zion Hill Cemetery along the creek bed. Return to the first permanent home of 9 Old Nacogdoches University, built in 1858 as a teachers’ college and used as a hospital during the Civil War. Further on, the 10 Durst-Taylor House Museum is among the oldest homes in the city. Historians say that this iteration was built around 1835 after the property was purchased by Joseph Durst, the alcalde (mayor) of the settlement at the time. The home is one of few period buildings open to visitors, with a small series of exhibitions detailing the history of Nacogdoches and period antiques.






Beyond Nacogdoches
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East Texas is sure to surprise, from mossy still-water bayous and the rolling Piney Woods to country towns full of history.


Take your time exploring East Texas. The region rewards visitors who take unplanned turns down dirt roads to winery tasting rooms and make stops to smell the flowers (something is always in bloom). Locals rarely seem to be in a rush, and you should do your best to emulate their laid-back attitude. Enjoy another glass of local craft beer and savor that last bite of finger-licking ribs, stick to your guns as you bargain for trinkets at Canton’s huge flea markets or make time for an aimless stroll along the countless national forest trails that once served as hiking highways for Indigenous people, settlers and traders criss-crossing the region.
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TOP TIP

Small-town Texas largely shuts down on Sunday, with the exception of Jefferson, where most businesses operate from Wednesday to Sunday.




Endless Forest in East Texas

PINEY WOODS TO THE HILLY HORIZON

Getting out into the woods is a way of life in East Texas, whether fishing, hunting for sport or working in the region’s $40 billion forestry sector. Visitors to the famed Piney Woods have tons of options for outdoor exploration. National forests cover much of the region and feature a handful of defined paths and considerable potential for off-trail adventures. Long-distance walkers venture into the Sam Houston National Forest to thru-hike the 128-mile Lone Star Hiking Trail. Those short on time (or commitment) can attempt the Sabine National Forest’s 28-mile Trail Between the Lakes, which connects the shores of Toledo Bend and Sam Rayburn Reservoirs, or the Davy Crockett National Forest’s 20-mile Four C Recreation Trail, both of which meander through landscapes of dense pine and hardwood forests and swampy sloughs. These places have no facilities at all, so bring in anything you need.


Travelers looking for a little more luxury, whether flushing toilets and warm showers or fully equipped cabins, can visit the Piney Woods’ state parks (tpwd.texas.gov/ state -parks). This area has more than a dozen that have campsites and short hiking trails, but two standouts at Tyler State Park and Caddo Lake State Park also offer canoe and kayak rental. The latter borders Big Cypress Bayou, and more than 50 miles of paddling trails are accessed directly from campsites beneath moss-draped cypress trees along the water’s edge.
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WINE IN THE PINES

Texas’ Hill Country gets all the oeno-accolades, but small-scale producers across East Texas also consistently win regional awards and are worth seeking out for wine lovers. Kiepersol is easily East Texas’ most famous winery. Stop in at its large Tyler estate for a sample, stay for dinner at the steakhouse or spend a night sipping on the steps of the B&B with views of the vineyards.

The Harleton-based vineyard tasting room of Enoch’s Stomp is open weekends only, but its Jefferson coffee shop and wine bar also offers the full range of the products with tastings available.

For a full list of vineyards in the region, visit the Piney Woods Wine Trail website (pineywoodswinetrail.com).



WHERE TO CAMP IN THE PINEY WOODS

Caddo Lake State Park

Sleep among cypress trees at 65 tent sites or one of nine log cabins. $

Lakeview Recreation Area

Basic campground on Toledo Bend at the trailhead for the Trail Between the Lakes. $

Ratcliff Recreation Area

Full power and water connections around a small lake and historical Civilian Conservation Corps ruins. $

Driving the Old Royal Road

HISTORICAL ROUTE TO MEXICO

The forests of East Texas have been a major thoroughfare of human activity for hundreds of years, from Caddo Native Americans and Spanish settlers to Mexican vaqueros and the cowboys who followed. Formally known as El Camino Real de los Tejas (the Royal Road of Texas) during the Spanish colonial era and now largely traced by Texas State Highway 21, this historical route is built on Caddo trading paths that once stretched from the heart of the Spanish colonial empire at Mexico City all the way to the town of Natchitoches in modern-day Louisiana. While many of the settlements and stopping points that defined the trail in East Texas are lost to history, the handful of cultural and historical sites that remain have been conserved as a National Historic Trail (nps.gov/ elte).

East of the town of San Augustine, the twin Lobanillo Swales mark the passage of wagons and foot traffic over centuries of travel. These swales (deep ruts) cut for a quarter-mile through the forest, a particularly well-defined remnant of the Camino where two popular paths once joined near the Lobanillo ranch. A day’s journey west by foot, Mission Dolores in San Augustine was one of the earliest Spanish missions in the region, built in 1721 to establish a royal presence to push back against French encroachment into Spanish colonial territory and convert Native Americans to Catholicism. The mission was abandoned as a failure by 1773. While much remains to be excavated, browse the artifacts and explanatory info inside the main exhibition space and look for a swale just south of the historic site.

Further along the Camino, the Stone Fort was once the center of civic life in frontier Nacogdoches. Later used as an inn, tavern and brothel, the building was torn down in 1902. The relocated modern version is a 1932 reconstruction using the original stones.


Beyond Nacogdoches, the Caddo Mounds Historic Site gives insight into the traditional lifestyles of Caddo tribes. Three large ceremonial mounds constructed between 800 and 1300 CE dominate the site, alongside a reconstructed grass hut and a short section of the Camino Real. A reconstruction of Mission San Francisco de Tejas is inside nearby Mission Tejas State Park. The Civilian Conservation Corps built the 1934 structure, but the area was the site of Spain’s first mission in East Texas in 1690. A short walk from the mission building is another short swale of the Camino Real.
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LIVE MUSIC IN EAST TEXAS

You don’t have to go far to find live music in East Texas, from twangy country and Texas two-step to rock and blues. Check schedules online at these reliable options.

Front Porch Distillery

Live music most weekends on the shaded front porch south of Nacogdoches.

Banita Creek Hall

Regular Thursday to Saturday evening shows throughout the year in Nacogdoches.

Back Porch Stage

Performances three to four nights per week in Kilgore that run the gamut of genres.




SPANISH MISSIONS IN TEXAS

For a look at surviving Spanish missions in Texas, visit the Alamo in San Antonio or lesser-known Mission Espíritu Santo in Goliad, both of which lie along branches of the old Camino Real.



WHERE TO STAY IN A B&B IN NACOGDOCHES

Hardeman House

Old home just off Main, a perfect base for exploring the historical district, restaurants and bars. $

Haden Edwards House

Four-room 1860s B&B just outside the Main St district; great for romantic weekends. $

Brick House Inn

In a residential area outside Nacogdoches’ center; run by an engaging retired couple. $

Jefferson: Queen of the Bayou

HISTORY ON THE WATER

Jefferson’s two nicknames – Queen of the Bayou and the Bed and Breakfast Capital of Texas – evoke different eras of the town’s history: the former as a major shipping port of the 1840s and the latter as a modern-day retreat for couples and families looking for small-town charm. Jefferson was once the sixth-largest town in Texas, and its fortunes rose with the waters of Caddo Lake and Big Cypress Bayou, navigable by commercial steamboat traffic until the late 1800s. Built on one of the few bends in the Big Cypress system wide enough for steamboats to turn around, the city remained a major riverport until the 1873 clearing of the Red River’s ‘Great Raft’ logjam, which released much of the water from Big Cypress and made ship traffic unreliable.

In just 30 years of prosperity, an entire city took root at this little bend in the bayou, and much of the architectural heritage has remained intact. Jefferson’s Conventions and Visitors Bureau hands out maps of two old town walking tours that take in historical homes, many of which date from the mid- to late-1800s. Equally fulfilling is a self-guided wander through the historical district’s tree-shaded streets. Between the bayou to the south and Broadway St to the north, it’s tough to walk more than 100ft without stumbling across a home built or lived in by Jefferson’s former political and economic elites. To dive more deeply into the river system that once brought prosperity to the region, several daily swamp boat rides depart from the Turning Basin Bayou Tours jetty south of the old town.
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THE ROSE CITY: TYLER

The city of Tyler is famed for its magnificent Tyler Rose Garden, the largest public rose display in the country. When more than 32,000 rose bushes bloom in mid-October, visitors from across the region converge on the city for the annual Rose Festival. Highlights include the coronation of a Rose Queen, the Queen’s tea and a citywide Texas Rose Festival Parade that features the Rose Queen and her entourage. If you’re not able to visit in October, the Tyler Rose Museum has collected festival artifacts dating to its beginning in 1933. Especially interesting are the large ceremonial dresses worn by the Rose Queens.




BEST B&BS IN JEFFERSON

House of the Seasons

Proudly hosting US presidents and senators, this 1872 home is one of the best in town. $$

Delta Street Inn

On a cul-de-sac in the historical residential area; good option for a quiet stay. $

Black Swan

Two rooms in the heart of Jefferson; worth planning (and booking) ahead for. $$

Kennedy Manor

This 1860 Greek Revival home has been lovingly restored and makes a cozy stay. $



WHERE TO EAT IN JEFFERSON

Auntie Skinner’s

Great food plus music in the evenings, but indoor smoking may be a deal breaker. $$

Haywood House

American and European classics alongside an impressive cocktail menu. $$$

Kitt’s Kornbread Sandwich & Pie Bar

Quality country cookin’; try the chicken and dumplings and buttermilk pie. $

WHERE TO EAT BARBECUE IN EAST TEXAS

Stanley’s Famous Pit Barbecue

Worth a detour to Tyler for some of the best pork ribs in the state. $$

Country Tavern

Barbecue hall by day, honky-tonk by night on the outskirts of Kilgore. $$$

Joseph’s Riverport Barbecue

All the slow-smoked classics in Jefferson, plus ‘swamp fries’ smothered in meat, cheese and jalapeños. $

Bag a Bargain at Canton Trade Days

WORLD’S LARGEST FLEA MARKET

Are you in the market for a neon-bright rooster statue crafted from recycled windmill blades? How about CBD oil for your puppy? Need a hand-carved Texas-shaped cutting board? Well pardner, you’re in luck. Originally a livestock and farmers market, Canton’s First Monday Trade Days are the self-described ‘world’s largest flea market’ and have become a local attraction. The ‘First Monday’ moniker is something of a misnomer because all the action happens on the Thursday to Sunday before the first Monday of each month, though those in the know say that first thing Thursday morning is the time to find the best pickins’.

While some visitors come for the goods, many show up simply for the spectacle. With more than 5000 vendors and seemingly as many stands selling funnel cakes and barbecue sandwiches, the atmosphere is just as much State Fair as it is a serious shopping experience. Bordering Hwy 19 (alongside which enterprising property owners have set up paid parking lots), the main complex encompasses around 160 acres of covered and outdoor shopping that stretches from Groves St to Country Rd. Serious shoppers gravitate toward the trade center buildings at the center of the complex, while thrifters often enjoy the open-air fields to the northwest for treasure hunts through secondhand clothes and vintage items.


WHERE TO STAY IN CANTON

Though somnolent most of the month, Canton can be a tough place to find somewhere to stay during Trade Days. Don’t sleep on making a reservation: accommodations book out well in advance, and prices double or triple. Along with a cluster of chain hotels along the interstate, Canton is home to a handful of B&Bs. The Red Rooster Inn is clean, cozy and perfect for walking to the fairgrounds where the market takes place. Acorn Hideaways has a handful of frontier-town themed rooms. Relaxing Azalea House has a garden, a pool, and rooms in a large house or detached cottages.

If nothing is available or you’re just visiting for the day, drive from Dallas, Tyler or surrounding cities.




Getting Around

While many of East Texas’ small towns are connected by infrequent bus service, exploring in any real depth requires independent driving.








GULF COAST & SOUTH TEXAS

[image: jpg]

BEACHES, BIRDING, BORDERLANDS AND BATTLEFIELDS

Hundreds of miles of beaches stretch down the Gulf Coast past historical towns, prime bird-watching habitat and key battlefields along the Mexico border.
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America’s ‘third coast,’ as this region calls itself, varies enormously from town to town. The beach-town vibe of Port Aransas is an ocean of calm contrasted with the party scene of South Padre Island, though neither compares to the empty wilds of Aransas National Wildlife Refuge. The area has plenty of reminders of Texas’ dramatic history, from the site of the first shots of the Mexican–American War at Palo Alto to the long and stormy history of the port city of Galveston.

Along the Rio Grande Valley (RGV), border politics affect all aspects of life, from day-to-day tasks like going across the border to pick up prescriptions and shop to wider cultural issues like security and the massive militarized presence. This unique multicultural and bilingual region was even an independent state for a short time. The Republic of the Rio Grande might not have survived as a political entity, but its history still accents the towns and remote stretches of desert from Brownsville up to Laredo and beyond. Though the landscapes might look flat and monotonous in passing, up close they’re full of life. Much of the coast and the RGV is critical wildlife habitat for both residents and migratory species, though as the climate continues to warm, many neotropical migratory species are heading further north in search of wetlands and nesting grounds.
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THE MAIN AREAS

GALVESTON

Historic port town.

CORPUS CHRISTI

Cultural hub on the coast.

SOUTH PADRE ISLAND

Silent sand dunes and wild party bars.

BROWNSVILLE

Old town along the Rio Grande.




Find Your Way

Barrier islands shield the long Texas coastline from Galveston to South Padre, protecting wide swathes of wetlands just inland. Further from the shore, the Chihuahuan Desert defines the landscape as it stretches off toward West Texas.
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Plan Your Days

Spend your time here like the Gulf waves, drifting in and out of port towns and along barrier islands, the days floating by like so many clouds across the bright blue sky.
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IF YOU VISIT ONLY ONE PLACE

• Travel to the island town of Galveston, once a major Texas commercial hub and now a prime beach and party destination with a nice historical twist. Stroll along the Strand District and into East End, admiring the architecture of a town once flush with money from the shipping trade. Stop in at restaurants that are some of the best in the state, befitting its history and proximity to foodie haven Houston. Afterward, hit the beaches. Whether empty dunes at Galveston Island State Park or party central at East Beach, a stretch of sand somewhere has your name on it.




ONE WEEK TO TRAVEL AROUND

• From Galveston, follow the Gulf through coastal towns: artsy Rockport and historic Fulton to the cultural and culinary draws of big-city Corpus Christi. From here, get in touch with your inner ranch hand on a tour of the King Ranch, the famous Texas cattle ranch that’s now the largest in the country, before carrying on across the Laguna Madre to the beaches and bars of South Padre Island. Reconnect with nature on a day-trip detour to Aransas National Wildlife Refuge or Laguna Atascosa National Wildlife Refuge, peak bird-watching destinations during spring and fall migrations.




MORE TIME TO EXPLORE

• Continue on to Brownsville, the border town borne of the Mexican–American War, which retains much of its historical downtown core. Tour the battlefields that surround the town and then head against the current of the Rio Grande to historical districts in Rio Grande City and Roma as well as Laredo. Stop by Resaca de la Palma State Park, Bentsen-Rio Grande Valley State Park and other World Birding Center sites, which are important stopover sites for migratory birds that come through with the seasons. Dedicated bird-watchers might just check a cool 500 or so species off their life lists.



Seasonal Highlights

Summer on the Gulf Coast is scorching, but the beach is never far away. Cooler weather is in spring and fall, while the coldest months bring migratory Texans escaping winter.

FEBRUARY

Let the good times roll at Galveston’s Mardi Gras celebrations, some of the best in the US.
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MARCH

Spring Break crowds descend on South Padre Island for a few weeks of partying with 10,000 of their closest friends.
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APRIL

Prepare your sand shovels for Texas Sandfest in Port Aransas, the largest native-sand sculpture competition in the country.

[image: jpg]

KEN SCHULZE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


MAY

Galveston’s Historic Homes Tour opens doors to some of the oldest and best preserved structures on the island.
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JUNE

Late June is the start of South Padre’s turtle-hatching period, which continues into August.
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NOVEMBER

Whooping cranes descend on Aransas National Wildlife Reserve, and with them flocks of tourists hoping to spot these rare birds.
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DECEMBER

Have a throwback holiday season with Dickens on the Strand in Galveston, a performance- and music-filled street party.
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GALVESTON
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Once Texas’ largest city and the nation’s third-largest seaport, Galveston was cut down by a massive 1885 fire, and a 1900 hurricane dealt another devastating blow. Estimates show as many as one-fifth of the island’s population died in the storm, and 30,000 of the city’s 37,000 residents were left homeless. Galveston’s economy never fully recovered. Ship traffic turned toward nearby Houston, and with it much of the income that made Galveston prosper.

The modern city has turned heavily to tourism, focused on the reconstructed historical districts that dominate the east tip of the island and the long sandy beaches that stretch along the coast. Galveston does still see some ship traffic, serving tourists with a large cruise terminal, regular dolphin cruises and deep-sea fishing charters. It remains a popular weekend and vacation destination for Houstonians looking for a break from the big city.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Bryan Museum

2East Beach

3Galveston Historic Seaport

4Galveston Railroad Museum

5Grand 1894 Opera House

SIGHTS

6Ashton Villa

7Beach Pocket Park 1

8Beach Pocket Park 2

9Bishop’s Palace

10East End Lagoon Nature Preserve

11First Presbyterian Church

12Frost Bank

13Galveston Island State Park

14Galveston Naval Museum

15Galveston Seawall

16Garten Verein

17Menard House

18Moody Mansion

19Rosenberg Library

20Sea Shell Beach

21St Mary’s Cathedral Basilica

22Stewart Beach

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

2361st St Fishing Pier

2489th St Fishing Pier

25Artist Boat

26Galveston Duck Tours

27Historic Habour Tours

28Magic Carpet Golf

29Moody Gardens

30Pleasure Pier

31Schlitterbahn Waterpark

32Sea Life Facility

INFORMATION

33Galveston Visitor Center




TOP TIP

Galveston’s whole atmosphere changes based on what’s going on in town at any given time, so check what events are happening during your visit. Come during Mardi Gras or Spring Break only if you’re looking to party or in late December for family-friendly events on the Strand.



Architecture of Historical Galveston

A STROLL THROUGH THE PAST

Despite the cycle of destruction and rebuilding through the island’s many tragedies, much of central Galveston has retained the historical charm of the early and mid-1900s. The Strand District is popular with visitors for its architectural character as well as a plethora of restaurants, bars and shops. Highlights include the historical entrance and lobby of the Grand 1894 Opera House (which still hosts regular theater and musical performances), First Presbyterian Church (Galveston’s first church, constructed in 1843), St Mary’s Cathedral Basilica (1847), the ornate lobby of the 1874 Frost Bank, the 1913 Santa Fe Union Station (no longer serving passengers, but home to the Galveston Railroad Museum ) and art deco elements of the station’s tower extension. Tour the decks of the tall ship Elissa (1877) at the Galveston Historic Seaport museum, which has interesting displays on historical immigration in the region and a small attached theater showing a variety of nautical-themed short movies.

The foil to the Strand’s businesses, the East End Historic District just beyond, is where hundreds of Galveston’s oldest homes are located. Some of them are dilapidated, but increasingly more are renovated. An aimless wander through the district is pleasant, but serious history fiends should pick up a walking tour brochure from the Galveston Visitor Center at the corner of 23rd and Mechanic to get oriented. While a number of these private homes are open to visitors each year during May’s Historic Homes Tour, two of the best and most famous are open year-round: Romanesque Moody Mansion and Victorian Bishop’s Palace. Self-guided tours are available to both of these late-1800s mansions, and the combined ‘Broadway Beauties’ ticket offers a small discount. Down Broadway, Ashton Villa is open only for private events, but across the street, the 1900 hurricane exhibit inside the historical Rosenberg Library (1904) is worth detouring for, as is the ornate lobby.

Further out from the Strand, the 1880 Garten Verein (originally a German community social club and dancing hall) and the 1838 Menard House (Galveston’s oldest home) are both worth a look-see. The Galveston Orphans Home, an 1895 Gothic Revival mansion, now houses the excellent Bryan Museum, which has a vast collection of artifacts related to Galveston and Texas history.
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BEST HOTELS IN GALVESTON

Grand Galvez

Spanish colonial beachfront option a little outside the Historic District, with full-service spa facilities. $$

Tremont House

Luxury digs on the edge of the Strand District; originally built as the 1880 headquarters of the importer and wholesaler, Leon & H Blum Company. $$$

San Luis Resort

Catering to the beach party crowd, this large resort down the Seawall is a good choice on the waterfront. $$$




BEST EVENTS IN GALVESTON

February: Mardi Gras

Laissez les bon temps rouler at one of the largest Fat Tuesday parties in the US.

May: Historic Homes Tour

Architectural highlights of historical Galveston open doors to the public for a week in May.

July: Independence Day

Parades, fireworks and live music draw crowds for July 4.

October: Oktoberfest & ARToberFEST

Juried art exhibitions and beery sausage fests take over the Strand.

November: Lone Star Rally

The country’s largest four-day motorbike rally gets a little raucous.



WHERE TO DRINK IN GALVESTON

MOD Coffeehouse

Excellent coffee and an active community feel, plus a shaded pergola that’s great for people-watching.

Stuttgarden Tavern

Beer-garden vibes with a pet-friendly porch overlooking the Strand.

Galveston Island Brewing

Local craft beers and a grassy yard with lawn games way down the Seawall.


Shorebirds & Sunseekers on the Sands

GALVESTON’S BEACHES AND NATURE

Migratory birds flock to Galveston in spring and fall in numbers nearly as large as the Houstonians who come for summer weekends. More visitors come for the sand than to see the birds, to be sure, but sunseekers and bird-watchers can find enjoyment in equal measure.

On the far tip of the island, East Beach is party central in summer, but just up the beach along the Bolivar Roads strait, the salt marshes of the East End Lagoon Nature Preserve are home to numerous aquatic mammal and avian species and an important stopping point for migratory species arriving after the long trip across the Gulf. Expect to see vireo, warblers and more.

A long public beach spans the length of the Galveston Seawall, built after the catastrophic 1900 hurricane to help protect against future storms. The short 61st St Fishing Pier and 89th St Fishing Pier give anglers some extra reach out into the surf. Buy the required fishing permits on-site.

Beyond the Seawall, Galveston’s three pocket parks provide a slightly different day at the beach. Beach Pocket Park 1 has space for vehicles ($15) to pull right up to the waterline and is popular with partiers who want to keep the coolers right at hand. Beach Pocket Park 2 has free parking and a restaurant overlooking the waves, while Beach Pocket Park 3 (better known as Sea Shell Beach ) is also open to vehicles and is typically less crowded.


GALVESTON DISCOUNTS

The island offers several ways for visitors to save money on local attractions and services. The free-to-use Galveston Savings Pass (visitgalveston.com/galveston-savings-pass) provides discounts at businesses across the island, from shops to restaurants and activities, including 20% off the popular Artist Boat kayaking experiences.

The Galveston Island Pass (galvestonislandpass.com) offers up to 40% off when prepaying for at least four attractions on the list, including the Bryan Museum, Galveston Naval Museum, Galveston Railroad Museum, Moody Mansion, Galveston Pirate Museum, Ocean Star Offshore Rig Museum and a number of guided tours. Rather than using the pass on Moody Mansion, opt for the combined ‘Broadway Beauties’ ticket that also includes Bishop’s Palace at a small discount to both.



Galveston for Families

KID-FRIENDLY ACTIVITIES

Galveston has made real efforts to market itself as a family-friendly destination, and visitors with children will find no shortage of activities to fill their days on the island. Stewart Beach at the terminus of Broadway is the designated ‘family beach.’ Alcohol is not permitted, and concessions, restrooms, and amenities like chair rentals and beach games are available.

The Seawall’s Pleasure Pier is perennially popular with families. More than 15 carnival rides (including two roller coasters) and seemingly endless arcade games, snack stalls, shops and restaurants vie for attention on a massive jetty that juts 1130ft into the Gulf. The Pier charges admission and for tickets on a per-ride basis, so for most visitors, the flat-rate all-day pass is the most economical option. Two other big-ticket parks draw families for full-day visits. The triple pyramids of Moody Gardens, which has two zoo-like areas, a music-focused play space, and several 3D and 4D theaters, may dominate the skyline, but it’s Schlitterbahn Waterpark that makes waves, with 31 water rides, indoor and outdoor beaches, and a dozen restaurants. Buy tickets online in advance for significant discounts.

Active families will enjoy trips with Artist Boat, which offers educational experiences that combine nature and culture on paddling tours of the wetlands. Galveston Duck Tours and Historic Harbor Tours make for more relaxed trips on the water.

For a quick family activity, stop at Magic Carpet Golf for an old-fashioned round of putt-putt overlooking the Seawall or head over the bridge to Pelican Island to see the small public aquariums of Texas A&M Galveston’s marine research Sea Life Facility and the docked submarine and destroyer escort ships of the Galveston Naval Museum.
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GALVESTON’S TREE SCULPTURES

After yet another hurricane – Ike – washed over Galveston in 2008, the island lay littered with trees. Rather than giving up on these lost arboreal inhabitants, locals created works of art to memorialize these lost oaks and to mark the resilience of the Galveston community. Concentrated in the East End Historic District, 21 of these sculptures have been linked up on a tour route fit for walking, cycling or driving through one of the city’s oldest neighborhoods. Residents ask that visitors admire the sculptures from public sidewalks and not go past gates or fences. Download a PDF map of the route (galvestonislandguide.com/galveston-tree-sculptures) or stop by the Galveston Visitor Center for a paper copy.



WHERE TO EAT IN GALVESTON

Maceo Spice & Import Company

This 100-year-old family business cooks up daily lunch specials. $

Shrimp N Stuff

Two locations serve simple seafood dishes full of flavor. Try the spicy boudin balls. $

Miller’s Seawall Grill

Huge breakfasts and tempting pies, plus a nice deck terrace for warm summer days. $


Getting Around

Galveston is surprisingly accessible on public transit. Greyhound buses from downtown Houston and Galveston Express shuttles from Houston’s two airports travel to the island, while local trolley buses serve seven stops in the historical districts and numerous locations along the Seawall roughly every 30 minutes daily in summer and on fall and winter weekends from 10am to 6pm.

Drivers need to pay for parking in most of downtown and along the Seawall. The easiest option is through the PayByPhone app.






Beyond Galveston
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Beaches and waves reach to the horizon beyond Galveston, and historic sites in the interior mark key moments in Texas history.


From the edge of Galveston city, the highway heads south nearly 30 miles across the San Luis Pass past scores of small beach-access turnoffs, eventually ending in the town of Surfside Beach. A stark contrast to the crowds of the city, these long stretches of sand on Galveston and Follet’s Island serve as barrier islands that protect Galveston Bay and Christmas Bay on the landward side.

Further along the Gulf Coast en route to Corpus Christi and San Antonio, the historic town of Victoria preserves some of its original 1824 architecture, and the little town of Goliad remembers crucial moments of the battle for Texas independence in 1836.
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TOP TIP

Public services are scarce on Galveston’s rural beaches. Drive in with everything you need for the day.




Beaches & Barrier Islands

GULF COAST SAND AND SUN

Immediately outside Galveston city, Galveston Island State Park has 1.5 miles of sandy shoreline with bathrooms and shower facilities, plus 4 miles of hiking trails and 10 miles of paddling routes on the bay side. Kayak and paddleboard rentals are available, and it’s the only public land on Galveston Island where camping is officially allowed. Outside the park, look for signage around Jamaica Beach and beyond indicating access to the beaches, often through residential areas with limited parking. These beaches offer few services, but the trade-off is sharing the sands with far fewer visitors.

Beyond the San Luis Pass, beach access on Follet’s Island is signposted at regular intervals along Bluewater Hwy. Driving and camping on the beach is allowed unless posted otherwise, but you can’t drive in sand dune areas. At the end of the island, the town of Surfside Beach (population 643) has a good selection of hotels and restaurants far from the Galveston crowds. To park on the beach, you need to pick up a permit from a local gas station.
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HISTORIC VICTORIA

Founded as Guadalupe Victoria in 1824, modern Victoria is worth a stop for its historical buildings. Start at DeLeon Plaza, where the 1870s bandstand is still used for public events. The 1892 Victoria County Courthouse is across the street. Built in Romanesque Revival style, it’s the second building to occupy the site designated as the central square in the original city plans. Continue south through the old stretch of town, passing the 1882 Fossati’s Delicatessen en route to St Mary’s Catholic Church. Built in 1904, it’s the third building to serve the local community, but the original 1824 structure was on the same spot. On the way out, try Mumphord’s Place for good barbecue.



WHERE TO EAT AROUND GOLIAD

McMillan’s BBQ

Fantastic brisket and other barbecue favorites near the Fannin Battleground site. $$

La Bahia Restaurant

Top-quality Tex-Mex near the Presidio; homemade taco shells and delicious salsa are just the start. $

The Water Well

American classics and a tasty breakfast menu just off Goliad’s town square. $$

Goliad Battleground

MASSACRE AT THE MISSION

Established by the Spanish in 1749 to deter French expansion and convert Indigenous people to Catholicism, the fort and mission at Presidio La Bahia carries more weight in Texas memory as the place where Mexican general Antonio López de Santa Anna ordered nearly 500 Texan prisoners shot in cold blood on Palm Sunday in 1836. A small museum is built into the halls of the old mission, which is still managed by the Catholic church, and religious visitors can join services on Sunday in the restored chapel.

Texas revolutionaries seized the fort – now restored to roughly period conditions – in October 1835 and declared Texan independence here in December, though delegates of the provisional government in San Felipe deemed this move premature. JW Fannin, acting commander of the Texas forces, was ordered to abandon the site after the defeat of the Alamo on March 6, but delays in executing the order led to Fannin and his men being surrounded by Mexican forces and defeated at the Battle of Coleto Creek on March 20, marked today by the Fannin Battleground Monument. The desolation of the site gives a somber air, and the small museum paints a heroic picture of the final days of fighting.

More than 400 captive soldiers were forced to trudge back to the Presidio as prisoners and were later led into the surrounding fields and shot by Santa Anna’s forces. Only 28 are known to have escaped the massacre. Behind the Presidio is the Grave of Colonel JW Fannin and His Men, a large monument at the site where Texas forces interred the bodies several months after the massacre.


HOLY RELICS & RUINS

Spanish presidios were working missions, serving both the religious ideals of their founders and the practical needs of feeding and housing inhabitants. Inside Goliad State Park, the old Mission Espiritu Santo (full name Mission Nuestra Señora de la Bahía del Espíritu Santo de Zúñiga) has been restored to its original colonial-era state, with informative displays on life in a Spanish mission. Two miles west of Goliad along Hwy 59, the rubble and ruins of Mission Nuestra Senora del Rosario make an interesting stop to see an unrestored version of a mission complex. To get inside the fenced enclosure, make an appointment with Goliad State Park staff.




Getting Around

A public highway runs south from Galveston to Surfside Beach, with a $2 toll to cross the San Luis Pass. From Surfside, expect a 2½-hour drive to Goliad or slightly less to Victoria. It’s about one hour to Houston.





CORPUS CHRISTI
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Nicknamed the ‘Sparkling City by the Sea,’ Corpus, as it’s more often called, is a growing and vibrant place alongside a placid bay. Downtown is full of busy museums and cultural spaces – Corpus has a surprising number and quality for a city of 317,000 – but the feeling of the Gulf sand between your toes is never far away. The North Beach area is just across the harbor bridge, long stretches of sand line Shoreline Blvd as it runs south from downtown, and Padre Island is a short drive across the causeway with Mustang Island just beyond. In the evening, settle back into the city with delicious food. The seafood is reliably good, perhaps no surprise, and excellent Tex-Mex and Cajun options abound as well. Corpus is the kind of place you expect to stop for a short visit but keep extending your time.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Art Museum of South Texas

2Padre Island National Seashore

3Texas State Aquarium

SIGHTS

4Heritage Park

5Museum of Science & History

6Mustang Island State Park

7North Packery Channel Jetty

8North Padre Seawall

9Padre Balli

10Texas State Museum of Asian Cultures

11USS Lexington

12Whitecap Beach

INFORMATION

13Malaquite Visitor Center




TOP TIP

Downtown Corpus Christi is pleasantly walkable, with a long promenade that follows Shoreline Blvd from the Art Museum of South Texas to McGee Beach south of the center. Public transportation runs up to North Beach, but to get around elsewhere, it’s easier to have a car.





Corpus Christi for Families

EDUCATIONAL FUN ON THE WATERFRONT

Corpus has a surprising density of attractions for such a small city, including a handful of excellent museums on the northern edge of downtown. The Art Museum of South Texas is a work of art itself, a combination of poured concrete and shell aggregate gathered from the local environment. Its permanent collection focuses on art of the Americas, especially from Texas and the local region. The restored historical homes of Heritage Park and galleries of the Texas State Museum of Asian Cultures nearby also draw visitors interested in architectural heritage and cultural exhibitions.

Across Bayfront Park from the art museum, the Museum of Science and History takes a broad and often shallow view but does have interesting exhibitions on naval trends and warfare, as well as the 1554 shipwreck of the Santa Maria de Yciar and two accompanying Spanish sailing ships that went down near the East Cut between North and South Padre islands. Children enjoy the Nueces Town reconstructions of frontier life, which include a saloon, a general store and a blacksmith. A pleasant walk to the south, seafood restaurants and cruise providers occupy most of the ‘T-Head’ and ‘L-Head’ jetties.

Hop across the water to check out the attractions in North Beach. The USS Lexington dominates the harbor, 900ft of imposing aircraft-carrier-turned-museum, while back on dry land, the Texas State Aquarium does a great job of educating and entertaining young visitors and the young at heart with themed Caribbean and Gulf of Mexico zones and lots of hands-on opportunities to meet the residents up close.


BIRDING IN CORPUS CHRISTI

Corpus Christi is an important stopover point for migratory birdlife, and several parks in the city make for good viewing. The accessible paths and boardwalks at Hans & Pat Suter Wildlife Refuge overlook a small section of Oso Bay, but for more room to explore, head to 164-acre Oso Bay Wetlands Preserve, which offers a considerably more immersive experience, with more made by nature than man, though it comes at the cost of gravel paths that might be difficult for those with limited mobility. On Padre Island, Packery Channel Park is only 32 acres, but the oak stand attracts migrating songbirds, and descriptive signboards are aimed at novice birders.



Sunny Seashores & Endless Sand

EXPLORING PADRE AND MUSTANG ISLANDS

Stretching from the south tip of Padre Island to nearly the edge of the city, Padre Island National Seashore is the longest undeveloped barrier island on the planet. Just beyond the boardwalks and bathhouse of the Malaquite Visitor Center, the road ends, and it’s just sand and scrub all the way to the bottom. The whole area is notable for its near total lack of human touch, especially as a counterpoint to the party stereotype of nearby South Padre. The Laguna Madre shore is popular for windsurfing, and the park’s two campgrounds are a great place to escape the city and laze by the sea. To the north, the shore of Padre Island has several public beach parks with changing rooms and bathrooms at Padre Balli, North Padre Seawall and Whitecap Beach. All require permits to drive and park on the sand (available at Valero gas stations), and of these, only Padre Balli allows camping.

From the north of the island, Hwy 136 continues across a small bridge, with an immediate turnoff for a county park at the North Packery Channel Jetty, popular for fishing. Beyond, it’s wetlands and sand dunes until you reach the quiet beaches of Mustang Island State Park. A little further on, the road reaches the outskirts of the town of Port Aransas. The state park is small, fronting just 1.5 miles of beach and hosting fewer than 100 campsites (popular with the RV crowd), but it’s good as a calm alternative to the cities. The park has access both to the waterfront and 20 miles of Laguna Madre paddling trails.
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USS Lexington | Laurens Hoddenbagh/shutterstock ©


BEST RESTAURANTS IN CORPUS CHRISTI

Executive Surf Club

Local craft beer and tables made from surfboards sell the surfer vibes at this Southern and seafood spot downtown. $

Hester’s

Local cafe favorite with locations in Lamar Park and Six Points, excellent coffee and good-value lunch specials. $

Hacienda Vieja

Tasty and filling Mexican and Tex-Mex on the south side of the city. $

Blackbeard’s On the Beach

Popular North Beach option for seafood and strong drinks; busy basically all the time. $$



WHERE TO STAY IN CORPUS CHRISTI

V Boutique Hotel

Posh rooms in a modern downtown space that also has good Vietnamese cuisine. $$

Hotel De Ville

Simple rooms contrast a playfully colorful exterior just 500ft from the sands of North Beach. $$

Emerald Beach Hotel

Rooms show their age some, but the beachfront location south of downtown is timeless. $$


Getting Around

Corpus Christi has a refreshingly useful public transportation option. ‘The B’ bus routes run roughly every hour from 7am to 7pm. Route 76 runs up much of Shoreline Blvd to the art museum and then across to North Beach. Route 78 connects the downtown museums and Heritage Park with North Beach, and Route 68 runs from Palmetto Mall to Padre Island and then up to Port Aransas (though on a more limited schedule). Fares are 75 cents, with no change given.






Beyond Corpus Christi
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Laid-back port towns, prime birding habitat and the world’s largest cattle ranch make for a rich variety of experiences around Corpus Christi.


A string of fishing towns dot the coast in both directions from Corpus Christi, mostly quiet places where deep-sea sport fishing trips are the biggest tourist draw. Cute and artsy Rockport and Fulton are the quirky exceptions, little places perfect for a weekend getaway. Further on, the 115,000 acres of wild wetlands and scrub at Aransas National Wildlife Refuge are hugely popular during the annual whooping crane migrations but quiet most of the rest of the year. The chilled-out town of Port Aransas, with empty sand dunes and pristine beaches, is the carefree answer to South Padre’s frenetic party vibe. Kingsville, a cattle town along Santa Gertrudis Creek, is home to the headquarters of the country’s largest ranching enterprise.
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Alligator, Aransas National Wildlife Reserve | ERIC CELEBREZZE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

The beach towns around Corpus Christi are popular as relaxed Spring Break alternatives to Padre, so book accommodations early.




A Ranch Fit for a King

SOUTH TEXAS CASH COW

Sprawling over 825,000 acres of Texas scrubland, an area larger than the state of Rhode Island, King Ranch is the biggest ranch in the US and one of the largest in the world, home to more than 35,000 cattle. King Ranch scion Captain Richard King’s original fortune grew not from ranching but from shipping. He founded a steamboat company in the aftermath of the Mexican–American War with partner Mifflin Kenedy, and the two dominated transportation on the Rio Grande for more than 30 years. When King bought the first parcel of land along Santa Gertrudis Creek in 1835, it was impossible to know what was to come.
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The King legacy drives visitors to the town of Kingsville, under an hour southwest of Corpus Christi, to tour the ranch (still a working cattle farm) or for special bird-watching and wildlife tours that might see deer, pygmy owls and a rare damselfly. After visiting the famed ranch, head into Kingsville for other ranch-adjacent attractions. The King Ranch Museum displays artifacts from the family and the history of the ranch, while the King Ranch Saddle Shop sells a variety of luxury leather goods. History fans also enjoy old railroad paraphernalia at the 1904 Train Depot Museum and the ‘Hall of Horns’ taxidermy gallery at the John E Conner Museum.
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END OF THE KENEDY EMPIRE

Like his friend and business partner Richard King, young Mifflin Kenedy first came to Texas as an army steamboat captain and went on to build an empire that covered thousands of acres across south Texas. While the King family empire has continued to flourish, legal entanglements ensnared the Kenedy descendants until their holdings were eventually bought by and incorporated into King Ranch. What remains is the Kenedy Ranch Museum in Sarita, about 30 minutes south of Kingsville, which details the saga of a family alternating between success and tragedy. When the last of the direct Kenedy bloodline died in 1961, the estate was donated to charitable trusts that still support church and community properties.




BEST RESTAURANTS IN PORT ARANSAS

FINS Grill & Icehouse

Marina-side burger and fish option that’s a go-to for cold drinks after a hot day. $$$

Crazy Cajun

Crawfish boil and Cajun diner on Beach St that’s walking distance from the waterfront. $

Tortuga’s Saltwater Grill

Seafood, Cajun and Tex-Mex mishmash that’s all pretty good, plus a nice patio and drinks list. $$$

Gaff

Pirate-themed pizza with a nice selection of grog. $$



WHERE TO STAY IN PORT ARANSAS

Tarpon Inn

Rebuilt after several hurricanes, this island mainstay has been operating in some form since 1900. $$

Amelia’s Landing Hotel

Popular aviation-themed hotel in the center of Port A. $$

Dancing Dunes

Five funky beach cabins around a connecting porch have a fun, ramshackle atmosphere. $$$

Laid-Back Port Aransas

TAKING THE CAR FERRY TO CAREFREE FUN

On the northern tip of Mustang Island, Port Aransas is in many ways the most appealing beach destination on the Texas coast. The pace is relaxed, and daily life is dominated by hanging out on the beach, fishing and doing nothing, perhaps followed by a few cold drinks as the sun goes down. Connected to the mainland by a free ferry service, Port A feels like leaving real life behind.


IB Magee Beach Park and the Horace Caldwell Fishing Pier are great spots for swimming and fishing, or get in touch with outfits like Texas Surf Camps and Island Surf Rentals to add a bit of water-sports action to your trip. The latter has kayaks, beach bikes and paddleboards in addition to surf gear. Deep Sea Headquarters arranges multiday sport-fishing trips, or half-day excursions leave most mornings and evenings from Fisherman’s Wharf. The company also runs the boat that ferries visitors across to isolated San José Island for a truly isolated beachcomber day. The island has no facilities, so bring everything you need. The adventurous can tackle the Lighthouse Lakes Paddling Trail, a series of looped routes around the eponymous park, which is alongside the Redfish Bay Causeway about 2 miles beyond the ferry terminal.

For more outdoorsy activities, visit a handful of nature preserves that are still under reconstruction after being damaged by Hurricane Harvey in 2017. The pavilion overlooking the channel at the Nature Preserve at Charlie’s Pasture is a serene spot, but the rebuilding of the boardwalks is still tied up in bureaucracy. Nearby, the Leonabelle Turnbull Birding Center is an excellent bird-watching destination, and it’s set to be connected to an access point near the civil airport by a trail that will run to Charlie’s Pasture.

If you need to escape the sun for an afternoon, visit the small education center and aquarium at the University of Texas Marine Science Institute or the tiny but delightful historical exhibitions at Port Aransas Museum.


BIRDING AT ARANSAS NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE

For bird-watchers, Aransas National Wildlife Refuge is a premier site on the Texas coast. More than 400 species have been documented here, and even people who don’t carry binoculars and bird checklists get caught up in the frenzy. No species is more famous, more followed or more watched than the whooping crane, among the rarest creatures in North America. About 250 of the 5ft-tall birds spend November to March in the refuge, and spotters and scientists come from all over the world to study them.

The scenery alone is spectacular. The blue Aransas Bay waters are speckled with green islets ringed with white sand. Native dune grasses blow gently in the breeze while songbirds provide background music.



WHERE TO EAT IN ROCKPORT

SR Boil House

Seafood boils by the pound, plates for the unambitious and platters for the outrageously so. $

Latitude 28º02´

Small-town fine dining, with creative takes on locally caught seafood. $$$

Apple Dumpling Deli

Deli sandwiches and desserts with a down-home feel; open for lunch only. $

Rockport & Fulton: Twin Coastal Towns

HISTORY, CULTURE AND SUNNY FUN

The adjoining towns of Rockport and Fulton have long been a popular vacation stop for their cute harbors, walkable waterfront, and artsy cafes and galleries. However, 2017’s Hurricane Harvey devastated this area – the hardest hit anywhere along the Texas Gulf Coast – and it has taken years to pick up the pieces. A few of the former highlights are gone, never to return, but with destruction comes rejuvenation, and interesting new galleries and dining options have replaced some of the old.

Rockport’s crescent-shaped harbor is one of the prettiest on the whole Texas coast, full of fishing boats and backed by the endless Gulf stretching to the horizon. Just alongside, the Texas Maritime Museum looks into the region’s relationship to the seas, from trade and mutiny to fishing and oil. The top-floor captain’s lookout has great views. The nearby Bay Education Center puts on kid-friendly programs focusing on the flora and fauna of the bay. On summer days, the mile-long Rockport Beach Park stays busy with families, while the rest of the year the numerous art galleries and curio shops on Austin St are a visitor favorite, including the Rockport Center for the Arts in a massive purpose-built modern space.

A pleasant 2.5-mile coastal stroll or bike ride to the north, the much smaller Fulton Harbor makes for a pleasant half-day of wandering. The Fulton Mansion State Historic Site is the big tourist draw, a house-museum where visitors can peer into the lifestyle of a wealthy late-1800s family on a self-guided tour. It’s furnished according to the period and offers interesting insights not only into the lives of the Fulton family but also into the renovation process of such a historical structure.

Based on the harbor front, Rockport Birding and Kayak Adventures rents kayaks (with delivery around the Rockport area) and runs sunset and dolphin watching tours daily from May to September. From November to April, they switch over to whooping crane tours along the coast up to Aransas National Wildlife Refuge, a unique way to see these huge winter migrants.
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BEST HOTELS IN ROCKPORT & FULTON

Lighthouse Inn at Aransas Bay

Classic boutique option on the shore in Fulton, steps from the Fulton Mansion. $$

Inn at Fulton Harbor

Tidy harbor-front hotel with a large pool in the historical area of Fulton. $

Fulton Beach Bungalows

Nostalgic cabins on a pretty wooded lot a little north of Fulton Harbor; good for longer stays. $

Laguna Reef Condominiums

Beachfront condo tower south of Rockport’s center. Balconies look out over crashing Gulf waves. $



WHERE TO EAT IN FULTON

Moondog Seaside Eatery

Dine on a burger or Tex-Mex platter or drink a cold one with Gulf views. $$

Boiling Pot

Rustic seafood boil served right: dumped on butcher paper and eaten with your hands. $$

Charlotte Plummer

Seafood, burgers and more on a nice covered patio looking out toward the water. $


Getting Around

Corpus Christi bus route 68 connects to Port Aransas. Greyhound buses stop in Kingsville and Rockport. To get around in these towns and travel outside city limits, you need a car.





SOUTH PADRE ISLAND
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For many Americans, South Padre Island (SPI) means exactly one thing: Spring Break. After decades of annual TV broadcasts of tens of thousands of college-age kids partying at clubs and concerts across the island, it can be easy to forget that South Padre offers far more than just cheap beer and morally ambiguous life choices. Nearly 35 miles of beaches front each side of the island, with the Gulf of Mexico stretching to the east and the hypersaline lagoon of Laguna Madre to the west. While the long beaches running through the city are built up and generally busy, miles and miles of undeveloped sand run to the Mansfield Cut channel at the north of the island. In spring and fall, migratory birds and nesting sea turtles make the island their temporary home, attracted by the warm shallow waters of the lagoon.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Isla Blanca Park

2South Padre Island Birding and Nature Centre

SIGHTS

3Andy Bowie County Park

4Edwin King Atwood Park

5Sea Turtle, Inc

6UTRGV Coastal Studies Laboratory

7Valley Land Fund Migratory Bird Sanctuary

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

8Laguna Madre Nature Trail

9Sandy Feet




TOP TIP

Visit South Padre in October and November for the best weather (highs above 80°F, perfect for swimming) and the fewest visitors, which also means great deals on flights and accommodations. Come in spring for the biggest parties but higher prices and harder-to-find hotel rooms.





South Padre Sun & Sand

BEST BEACHES ON SPI

On the south edge of the island, Isla Blanca Park ($10 per vehicle) is popular for accessibility to the causeway and for the handful of conveniences: covered picnic tables, sports facilities and, of course, a long beach. Within the park, the UTRGV Coastal Studies Laboratory has a handful of aquariums that make an interesting stop for an educational look at life under the sea.

North of Isla Blanca, the beach runs along South Padre’s many hotels and beach bars for about 4 miles. The shoreline is publicly accessible all the way through, but parking is often limited at posted access points, and available amenities are generally just whatever the nearest hotel or resort offers to the public. Beach Access #16 is notable as the ‘home beach’ of Sandy Feet courses in sandcastle building, a delightful afternoon activity. Schedule a time on the website (sandyfeet.com).

Just past the last of the heavy development, roughly opposite the convention center, Andy Bowie County Park ($12 per vehicle) has decent bathrooms and a large covered picnic area on a nice stretch of beach, but it is surrounded by hotels and condos on both sides. A little further north, Edwin King Atwood Park ($10 per vehicle) has no facilities to speak of, and drivers pull out right onto the beach.

Beyond the end of the road is North End. Empty dunes stretch for 20 miles to the top of the island. It’s pure unspoiled sand and surf as far as you can see, with no crowds.
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SPI’S SPRING BREAK PARTY

During the final weeks of March, more than 100,000 students descend on the island for days of drinking, swimming and sunbathing. Sponsors stage concerts and games on the beaches, and MTV is usually broadcasting live. If the idea of spending a week at a beach party with thousands of young people on their first bender appeals to you, you will have a wonderful time.

Party central for Spring Break is the area near the end of the causeway, where the largest condos and hotels are located. Major clubs catering to the crowds include Louie’s Backyard, Tequila Sunset and Clayton’s Beach Bar, but any place on SPI that sells beer invites the party. The best accommodations – meaning those closest to the party – usually book up six months or more in advance. Expect prices to skyrocket, even at the worst accommodations options.



WHERE TO GO FOR A SUNSET DRINK IN SPI

Wanna Wanna Inn Beach Bar

Toes in the sand and cold drink in hand; there’s likely someone playing guitar.

Driftwood Landing

More jetty bar than beach bar, but the Laguna Madre views sell it.

Padre Island Brewing Co

No views here: just well-done craft beer and a tasty food menu.

Wetland Wildlife

FAUNA IN THE HEART OF SPI

Perhaps surprisingly given the density of human development on the island, South Padre remains a crucial habitat for migratory birds and sea turtles. The beaches of North End are the most natural setting in which to view wildlife, but those not prepared to brave the empty sand dunes still have a few other options.

On the north edge of town, Sea Turtle, Inc is a consistent favorite with visitors of all ages. Get a close-up look (handling isn’t allowed) at the resident population – most of which have been injured and are unable to survive in the wild – and short-term visitors on a rehabilitation stay. In summer, typically between June and August, it may be possible to join a morning public hatching release. Ask for details when you arrive.

Nearby, the South Padre Island Birding and Nature Center is another favorite for wildlife lovers. Built alongside 50 acres of preserved wetlands, the visitor center has interesting displays on local flora and fauna as well as tanks of live reptiles (the juvenile alligators are always a hit). Ascend the lookout tower for sweeping views of the marsh and then explore the boardwalks below for a peek into the lives of the animals that make these wetlands home. The boardwalks briefly run alongside, but don’t quite connect to, the free boardwalks of the Laguna Madre Nature Trail, accessible beside the convention center.

In town, the tiny Valley Land Fund Migratory Bird Sanctuary is a haven for neotropical species. Benches are set up on the edge of the property for viewing and photography.


BEST RESTAURANTS ON SOUTH PADRE

Blackbeards’ Restaurant

Long-running seafood spot with a great outdoor terrace. $$

Daddy’s Seafood & Cajun Kitchen

Cajun flavor and generous lunch specials. $

Dirty Al’s

Seafood baskets, po’boys and tacos with a bit of Cajun spice on the pier facing the Port Isabel location. $

Mahi Nic

Generous burgers, sandwiches and tacos on a patio overlooking the water; there’s often live music. $$

Grapevine Cafe

An all-day American and Tex-Mex breakfast menu, including hefty tacos, and coffee roasted in house. $




Getting Around

Free public shuttles run every 30 minutes from 7am to 9pm from Isla Blanca in the south to the convention center in the north of the island, stopping to pick up and drop off anywhere the driver deems safe. Transfer at the Island Visitors Center for Port Isabel, which has connections to the airport in Brownsville.






Beyond South Padre Island
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Seek out wild landscapes and glimpses of history on the lower Gulf Coast shore of Laguna Madre.


Rather than rushing to and from South Padre Island, spend time exploring the larger coastal plains region. The landscapes surrounding SPI might seem flat and empty at first glance, but the control of this territory overlooking shipping lanes and border routes played a crucial role in the Mexican–American War and the US Civil War in the 1800s.

Today, sport fishers come from across the country, while those same fish populations (and the vast tracts of wetlands that support them) nourish huge resident and migratory bird populations. In November alone, the peak migratory season, more than a quarter million ducks pass through the area, including 80% of the North American population of redhead ducks.
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TOP TIP

Traffic over the SPI causeway can slow to a crawl. Visit nearby destinations en route rather than as day trips.




Key to the Gulf

HISTORY IN PORT ISABEL

Mexican settlements on the site of modern Port Isabel date from at least the 1700s, but the town took on strategic importance with the establishment of the Fort Polk supply depot in 1846 in the lead-up to the Mexican–American War. Though the fort was abandoned and had disappeared by the late 1920s, the Port Isabel Lighthouse, built in 1852 on the same site, continued to play an important role in navigation of Laguna Madre and remains a popular tourist site. Climb to the top for views out over the water and island beyond.

For a detailed look into the region’s past, the Port Isabel Historical Museum covers everything from pre-Columbian history to the modern-day town, with a strong focus on the central role Fort Polk played in the war. The museum is located in the 1899 ‘Key to the Gulf’ building that originally housed a general store, the US Customs House and a post office. It still sports the 1906 mural of hundreds of species of aquatic life, which was restored in 2017–18. The museum also includes interesting photography and videography from the 1870s, when the first railroad was built between Port Isabel and Brownsville to break the steamboat monopoly of the King and Kenedy families. The nearby Queen Isabel Inn, built as a resort for railroad passengers in 1906, and adjacent Pelican Station (formerly the site of the Rio Grande Railroad terminus) also display archival photography of this period.
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BEST STAYS ON SPI

South Beach Inn

Simple hotel with a pool deck and a short walk to the beaches. $$

Sandbox Inn

Quirky beach house close to Beach Access #16, where the owner also offers sand-castle master classes. $$$

Palms Resort

Small, relaxed hotel with rooms just steps from the beach. $$

Tiki Condominiums

Condos in the north of town convenient for beach party bars nearby. $$$

Isla Blanca Park

Camp by the beach at Isla Blanca, but the area is more set up for RVs than tents. $



WHERE TO EAT IN PORT ISABEL

Los Cabos

Tasty Mexican menu with strong seafood options as well. $

Joe’s Oyster Bar

Pass the fish market and grab a table for some of the freshest seafood in town. $

Dirty Al’s

Modernized version of the SPI Cajun seafood favorite. $$

Wetlands Wildlife Safari

BIRDING IN THE LAGUNA ATASCOSA

Laguna Atascosa National Wildlife Refuge is a nature lover’s dream. It sprawls over more than 120,000 acres of coastal wetland habitat and shelters shorebirds, waterfowl, migratory species, neotropical songbirds, and at least 45 mammal and 44 reptile species – including one of two breeding ocelot populations left in the US. More than 70 miles of hiking and cycling paths criss-cross the refuge, from the 50ft Osprey Overlook to the 12.5-mile West Lake Trail. Laguna Atascosa isn’t primarily a hiking destination; instead, take your time to search out wildlife hidden in the high grass, step in to observe from bird blinds and listen to the calls of migratory songbirds.

Stop by the Friends of Laguna Atascosa Visitor Center for maps and information, as well as to pay the entrance fee ($3 per vehicle). It’s the only point in the refuge with bathrooms or clean water access. The small shop typically carries bug spray, but it’s better to come prepared.

The 21,000-acre Bahia Grande unit of the refuge between Port Isabel and Brownsville is undergoing development and expected to be open to the public soon. Ask rangers for the latest information.

Overnighting within the refuge is not allowed, so expect to drive in each day. It’s 30 minutes from Port Isabel or Harlingen and a little longer to the outskirts of Brownsville.


WATER SPORTS ON SOUTH PADRE

Dozens of outfits offer parasailing and other rides along the beaches in the developed part of SPI. The lagoon side is renowned for wind-powered water sports like windsurfing; two of the best operators offering lessons and rental are Windsurf the Boatyard (windsurftheboatyard.com) and Air Padre Kiteboarding (airpadrekiteboarding.com). More than 50 fishing boats leave from piers on the lagoon. To find a guide or a boat charter, wander the docks and talk to the skippers to see who is in sync with what you want. Contact Isla Tours (islatours.com) or Breakaway Cruises (breakawaycruises.com) if you prefer to reserve in advance. Group trips start at $40 per person. You might catch flounder or speckled trout close to SPI. Longer trips head into deep Gulf waters for prime game fish. Both companies offer dolphin-watching tours as well.




Getting Around

Port Isabel is connected to South Padre Island by free Island Metro shuttles and to the Rio Grande Valley by Valley Metro’s Blue Line buses. You need a car to get to Laguna Atascosa.





BROWNSVILLE
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Brownsville retains an air of history and the bustle of trade that hearkens back to the city’s peak in the late 1800s. While the Mexican city of Matamoros has existed since 1784, permanent settlement of any significance on the north bank of the Rio Grande began with the 1845 establishment of Fort Brown, following the river’s designation as the border of the independent Republic of Texas. Immediately following the US annexation of Texas and the end of the Mexican–American War, business boomed, and Brownsville became the commercial center of the region with a thriving steamboat trade. Even a destructive 1867 hurricane was only a small setback for the city’s wealthy, and many of the historical buildings in the center of Brownsville date from the rebuilding period. The modern border with Matamoros remains crowded 24 hours a day, as people and goods stream back and forth between the two countries.
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TOP TIP

Travelers interested in history should head to Stillman House for a wealth of maps and brochures that highlight Brownsville’s architectural and cultural heritage, including suggested walking-tour routes. Staff are happy to make suggestions to delve deeper into the city’s past.





HISTORIC BROWNSVILLE WALKING TOUR
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For an understanding of the history of Brownsville, start at the 1 Stillman House and the attached 2 Heritage Museum. Built in 1851, the house reflects the lifestyles of the wealthy of the era and is one of two in the city still furnished in period style and open to the public. Further south, the 1848 3 Gem building, one of the first brick commercial structures in the city, also housed the first mayor of Brownsville. Across the street is the former 4 Webb Drugstore, built in 1852. On Elizabeth St, the 5 Yturria Bank (1854) was home to the first locally owned bank and international telephone line and remains the center of a busy commercial area. On nearby Levee St are the Spanish Colonial Revival 6 El Jardin Hotel (1926) and 7 Capitol Theater (1927) buildings, the former once said to be the best hotel in the region. Both look downtrodden these days. Passing the art deco 8 Majestic Theater, continue to 9 Market Square. Opened in 1850 as an open-air market on the ground floor and city hall above, the building has been undergoing renovations for years and might reopen one day. Surrounding the square are a number of other historical commercial structures: the 10 Jose Fernandez (1884) and 11 Juan Fernandez (1883) buildings just south and east of the market hall. Along East Adams St, 12 El Tapiz (1906, formerly the Park Hotel) and 13 San Fernando (1877, built in stages to eventually take up half a block of the street) stare across a small courtyard at one another.






Beyond Brownsville
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Outside of Brownsville, the Rio Grande Valley stretches to Laredo and beyond through world-class birding sites and interesting historical heritage.


This semitropical southern border of Texas is much wetter than the arid west thanks to the moisture-laden winds off the Gulf of Mexico. The Rio Grande Valley (RGV or ‘the Valley’ to locals) begins at the mouth of the river where it meets the Gulf in vast palm-studded wetlands, lagoons and remote beaches. This lush environment is perfect for farming, and much of the winter produce sold in the US comes from Texas. The temperate winter climate attracts hordes of migratory creatures. A breed known as ‘Winter Texans’ – American retirees from the north – arrives in flocks, as do more than 500 species of birds, which in turn attract bird-watchers to scores of natural spots.
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TOP TIP

The early bird gets the worm. Summers are scorching and even winters stay above 70°F. Explore in the morning.




Birding in the Rio Grande Valley

MIGRATION DESTINATION

Nearly 500 bird species live in or pass through the Rio Grande Valley, more than most US states, and many of them are neotropical species that aren’t found anywhere else in the US. Birds like the green jay, great kiskadee and altamira oriole draw bird-watchers from across the country, many of whom are ‘Winter Texans’ who are themselves migratory itinerants moving south for the warmer weather. The spring and fall migratory seasons are the best times to see the widest variety of species, but birders on the hunt for a specific species should check the World Birding Center website (theworldbirdingcenter.com) for a thorough checklist of what can be spotted and when.
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Surrounding Brownsville, the Sabal Palm Sanctuary (a 557-acre tract of native Texan palm trees) and Resaca de la Palma State Park make easy morning trips from the city. Sabal is more accessible to those with mobility difficulties while the state park has a better variety of blinds and infrastructure. Resaca de la Palma’s 1200 acres include 60 acres of seasonal wetlands, which fill with water in September and dry out by May, after which bird sightings fall considerably. In the center of Brownsville, the Brownsville Sanitary Landfill (yes, really) is the extreme northern range of the Mexican crow and reliable for vagrant gulls in spring. Oliveira Park is a popular parrot-spotting location at dusk.

In nearby Harlingen, tiny Arroyo Colorado is home to numerous local and migratory species, including red-crowned parrots and several varieties of kingfisher, plus the occasional javelina rummaging in the undergrowth. On the edge of the town of Weslaco, visitors to Estero Llano Grande State Park can reliably expect wood stork, ibis, and other waders and shorebirds thanks to the numerous waterways within the park (the largest wetland environment within the network of World Birding Center sites). Trails are mostly ADA accessible, including the large deck abutting the visitors center, one of the best places to see waders. On a 15-acre plot in Weslaco, the Frontera Audubon center is convenient for those without the ability or inclination to wander the trails of larger nearby sites.

Four major sites in and around McAllen make it one of the most obvious bases for birders in the Valley. The Old Hidalgo Pumphouse and Quinta Mazatlan conserve small landscaped urban tracts, though the latter also has a handful of blinds and ponds that make it a more reliable choice for photographers and those with limited mobility. West of McAllen, Bentsen-Rio Grande Valley State Park is a hefty 797 acres and abuts 1200 more acres of refuge land that together makes it the largest conserved space in the area. Green jays and plain chachalacas are nearly constant from fall to spring, while the site’s Hawk Tower is handy for watching birds of prey circle in the distance. East of the city, Santa Ana National Wildlife Refuge is notable for two short treetop canopy walks. These walks are not ADA accessible, but several miles of paths and boardwalks through the refuge lead to overwater blinds and platforms.

To the north and convenient for travelers continuing to Laredo, the small section of Roma bluffs overlooking the Rio Grande and Mexico beyond are lined below by river woodlands. Birders come for Audubon’s orioles and white-collared seedeaters, among a handful of other species typically seen upstream from here.
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WHY I LOVE THE RIO GRANDE VALLEY

There’s nowhere else in Texas like the Rio Grande Valley. It’s home to a unique blend of Mexican and American cultures that expresses its own identity and takes a real pride in that. Pretty historic towns line the Rio Grande all the way up from Brownsville to Laredo, and at every stop, someone is selling the most incredible food in a state full of flavor. Opportunities for wildlife-watching and photography pop up at every turn, whether silent in a blind in a state park or a World Birding Center site or cruising along a country road around dusk. I always keep a camera close at hand in the RGV.

Stephen Lioy, Lonely Planet writer




BIRDING ON THE GULF COAST

Of the nine World Birding Center sites in south Texas, the only location not in the Rio Grande Valley is the South Padre Island Birding and Nature Center.



WHERE TO EAT IN RGV

Vera’s Backyard Bar-B-Que

The last restaurant in Texas pit-cooking barbacoa (slow-cooked meat). Plan around its limited opening hours. $$

Nana’s Taqueria

Sprawling converted house outside Weslaco with homestyle Mexican; try the fantastic mole enchiladas. $

Taqueria Ultimo Taco

Authentic Mexican tacos in Brownsville; some of the best this side of the border. $


RIDING THE LOS EBANOS FERRY

On-site signage calls Los Ebanos ‘the only hand-drawn ferry in the US’ – we haven’t checked them all, but it’s certainly the only one at an international border crossing that we’re aware of. Los Ebanos, on the US side of the border, has an imposing Customs and Border Protection checkpoint, but the Mexican side is a quiet 2 miles of scrubland before the nearest town. Some travelers pop across for the novelty and a handful of restaurants and souvenir shops, though others prefer the stores stocking cheap alcohol and cigarettes without US taxes. The last crossing is at 3:45pm, so don’t be late unless you intend to spend the night south of the border.



WHERE TO EAT IN RGV

Ms G’s Tacos N’ More

Delicious to-go tacos in central McAllen $

Jose’s Cafecito

Simple, delicious Mexican favorites inside Weslaco’s historic Villa de Cortez $

Delia’s Tamales

Fast-food tamale chain – unbelievably moist and flavorful – with six locations around McAllen. $


IS IT WORTH DAY-TRIPPING TO MEXICO?

There was a time when no visit to the Rio Grande Valley was complete without a jaunt across the border. Good and cheap Mexican food (and tequila), mariachis and cheap tatty souvenirs were just some of the lures, along with the thrill of entering a dramatically different culture just by crossing the river. But in recent years, lurid headlines caused by the carnage of Mexico’s drug wars have put a big question mark over border-town day trips. Although tourists are not targets, the potential of getting caught up in the violence is a real concern. Should you visit? Ask locally – conditions change constantly. If you do go, it’s safest during the day.



Battlefields of the Rio Grande

FIGHTING OVER THE BORDER

Though the political sparring over the location of the Texas–Mexico border had been ongoing for some time, the first shots fired in the Mexican–American War were on the outskirts of modern Brownsville at Fort Texas (later renamed Fort Brown). After five days under siege, US reinforcements en route to relieve the fort met Mexican troops at the Palo Alto Battlefield on May 8, 1846. Now guarded by a small museum and informational signboards that chart the ebb and flow of the day, re-enactors provide additional context with demonstrations of historical weapons on first Saturdays from September to May.

As Mexican troops fell back to the Resaca de la Palma Battlefield in the heart of present-day Brownsville, US troops pursued, and desperate hand-to-hand combat ensued. Through sheer luck, US troops stumbled across an old horse trail that offered a path through the worst of the dense resaca brush deep into the enemy lines. These first US victories of the conflict, before war had even been officially declared, presaged the general course of the war for Mexican forces. Interesting artifacts and archive photographs of the period are on display in the Harlingen Arts and Heritage Museum and the Museum of South Texas History in Edinburg, just north of McAllen.

Civil War obsessives will enjoy visiting the Palmito Ranch Battlefield near Brownsville, considered by some the last battle of the war even though the Confederacy had already surrendered. An almost total lack of interpretation at the open field leaves most to the imagination.

In Rio Grande City, Fort Ringgold was built to protect the border following the Mexican–American War and was briefly occupied by Texas Confederates during the Civil War. Pre-war, the fort hosted then US Lt. Col. Robert E Lee, later commander of Confederate forces, and the house he stayed in has been restored. The fort is on the property of the local school district. Check in at the police station to the right of the entrance before wandering the campus. North of Rio Grande City, Roma’s small Historic District is worth stopping in to explore several blocks of shops and homes that date from the mid-1800s.


THE BATTLE FOR BOCA CHICA

Is progress worth the price? It’s a question that some Rio Grande Valley residents struggle with as the trend of privatization and commercialization of space restricts access to long-cherished beaches and wildlife habitats at Boca Chica (population 26), a rarely visited 10,680-acre wilderness at the end of the road. It was once a peaceful slice of sand away from the world, but SpaceX’s Starship test launches have changed that. While the land is public under the auspices of the US Fish & Wildlife Service, the SpaceX Starbase has led to irregular closures of the site, often with little or no advance warning, leaving locals frustrated and angry. Check the @bocaroad Twitter account for reliable info.



WHERE TO EAT IN LAREDO

Taco Mais

A simple Mexican menu done well has grown Mais into a local chain with eight outlets. $

Tacos Kissi

Fantastic tacos and breakfast plates, but can’t say we were tempted to try the sushi. $

Palenque Grill

Upscale version of the local Taco Palenque chain with table service and a broad Mexican menu. $$$

Historic Border Towns

TIME FLOWS ALONG THE RIO GRANDE

Beyond tiny Roma is almost 100 miles of desert along the Rio Grande to Laredo, with just a few small towns en route. The iridescent blue of the Falcon Reservoir stands out along the drive amid the earth tones of the desert and scrublands that continue on until the gigantic Mexican flag over Nuevo Laredo comes into view and, moments later, the US city of Laredo. Established in 1755, the city has a small historic downtown that’s evocative of more prosperous times but pretty enough for a wander.

In addition to the six flags that flew over the rest of Texas, Laredo was the seat of one more nation: the short-lived Republic of the Rio Grande. The Republic of the Rio Grande Museum in an 1830s home on central San Agustín Plaza goes into detail of the period’s political climate. On another side of the plaza, the Gothic Revival San Agustín Catholic Cathedral was built in 1872, and this central location has seen all the town’s turbulent events.

Art buffs enjoy the Laredo Center for the Arts, and the 1884 El Mercado building it’s housed in is of historical note. Nearby Villa Antigua is from the early 20th century, and the Border Heritage Museum inside typically has interesting temporary exhibitions covering various periods of Laredo’s and the RGV’s past.
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BEST HISTORIC HOTELS IN THE VALLEY

La Posada Hotel

Laredo’s best hotel, in a 1916 building on San Agustín Plaza and with a fantastic steakhouse adjacent. $$

La Borde House

Operating off and on in Rio Grande City since 1899; rumored to be haunted by a number of former guests. $

Casa de Palmas

Elegantly restored 1918 hotel in central McAllen, managed by the Wyndham brand. $$

Rialto Hotel

Laredo boutique option in a 1925 former car dealership; cute building but fairly nondescript rooms. $



WHERE TO EAT IN LAREDO

La Unica de Nuevo Laredo

A family-run classic from across the border. Flautas, tostadas and sides are reliably delicious $

Tack Room

Texas-sized steaks in the restored western wing of La Posada Hotel. Dress up a bit. $$$

El Meson de San Agustin

Superb Mexican food from a tiny nondescript family-run restaurant just off the historic square. $$$


Getting Around

The Lower Rio Grande Valley Development Council operates bus services (lrgvdc.org/valleymetro.html) connecting cities from South Padre Island to Rio Grande City, but some departures are infrequent and you need to plan carefully to avoid getting stranded. Visiting birding sites and battlefields across the region requires private transportation. Brownsville South Padre Island International Airport has flights serving Dallas–Fort Worth and Houston Intercontinental. Harlingen’s Valley International Airport adds on Austin, Houston Hobby, Minneapolis, and seasonal flights to Chicago O’Hare, Cancun and Dallas Love Field.








BIG BEND & WEST TEXAS
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A BOUNTY OF EPIC NATURAL BEAUTY

Two incredible national parks, prickly and untamed wilderness and a collection of eccentric small towns: West Texas is a thoroughly special place.
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Welcome to the land of wide-open spaces, the only place in Texas where you’ll find both mountains and desert. The vistas are every bit as captivating as they are endless. Milky Way–smeared skies, alien landscapes of huge rock formations erupting out of the desert, and the lonely, rugged splendor of the mountains make the scene feel cinematic and grand in scope.

You never know what lies beyond the next sweeping curve in the highway or over the next horizon in West Texas. Natural wonders in Big Bend and Guadalupe Mountains national parks are the obvious attractions, but the tiny, eclectic desert communities of Marfa, Terlingua and Alpine are full of quirky attractions, such as highbrow minimalist art, mysterious lights, planet-watching parties and eerie ghost-town ruins.

The border city of El Paso is having a moment. This underappreciated metropolis has taken strides to become a cultural hub, and it has reopened some of its historic hotels, revamped its downtown and seen new restaurants fling open their doors. The surrounding Franklin Mountains are an outdoor playground for cyclists and hikers.

Despite the plethora of adventures to be had in this region, it’s possible to drive for an hour along a flat, dusty highway and never see another soul, and that’s exactly how locals like it. Let the delicious slowness of West Texas get under your skin.

[image: jpg]

Mountain road near Terlingua | BARNA TANKO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


THE MAIN AREAS

BIG BEND NATIONAL PARK & TERLINGUA

A stunning national park and ghost town.

MARFA

The art destination of Far West Texas.

EL PASO

Border city with diverse cultures.




Find Your Way

The saying ‘it’s not about the destination; it’s about the journey’ carries new meaning in West Texas, where it’s possible to spend four hours in a car and still not arrive where you’re going.
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Plan Your Days

Get outside and experience the astounding terrain. Hike, bike, camp, float the Rio Grande and slow down: West Texas rewards travelers who take their time.
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IF YOU DO ONLY ONE THING

• Spend a day in and out of the car along the 30-mile Ross Maxwell Scenic Drive in Big Bend National Park. The route offers a wonderful sense of the terrain, and you can stop at viewpoints and short hikes. End with a picnic in Santa Elena Canyon and then walk the 0.75-mile trail into the canyon. Afterward, it’s time for one of the region’s most popular pastimes: porch-sitting at the Starlight Theatre in Terlingua. Watch the setting sun cast the Chisos Mountains in buttery-golden light with a prickly-pear margarita in your hand.




THREE DAYS TO TRAVEL AROUND

• Spend two days exploring Big Bend National Park. The view from the South Rim is the best vantage point in Texas, but it’s a strenuous hike. If you’re not up for the challenge, the Lost Mine Trail showcases the park’s flora and scenery at just half the hiking distance. Soak in the Boquillas Hot Springs to relax your muscles or head across the border to the Mexican village of Boquillas del Carmen for tacos and a margarita. On the third day, make a beeline for Marfa and indulge in top-notch cocktails, five-star dining and modern art.




WEST TEXAS IN A WEEK OR MORE

• After exploring Big Bend, take your time driving the jaw-droppingly beautiful River Road, starting in Terlingua and hugging the Rio Grande to Presidio. It’s one of the best drives in the country, let alone Texas. The River Road cuts directly through Big Bend Ranch State Park, with hoodoo rock formations and a slot canyon. Most travelers end their road trip in Presidio, but if you have time, continue through Ruidosa and hole up for a couple nights at the blissfully quiet Chinati Hot Springs, a geothermal oasis and rustic resort in the desert.



Seasonal Highlights

Spring and fall are ideal times to visit, thanks to the cooler temps and fun events. Avoid the desert in the summer (especially July and August).

FEBRUARY

Listen to performers get into the nitty-gritty of cowboy life at the Lone Star Cowboy Poetry Gathering in Alpine.
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MARCH

In spring, the desert blooms with lovely color. The temperatures are mild, but it’s windy season.
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MAY

May marks the beginning of the rainy season, which means potential thunderstorms and flash floods.
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JULY

Summers are brutally hot. The Viva Big Bend music festival takes place in Alpine, Marathon, Fort Davis and Marfa.
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SEPTEMBER

Groove at a far-out campsite at the Trans-Pecos Festival of Music + Love, an intimate multiday music fest in Marfa.
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NOVEMBER

Thousands flock to the ‘ghost town’ of Terlingua for competing chili cook-offs: the International Chili Championship and the Tolbert Chili Cookoff.
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DECEMBER

The region is abuzz with holiday cheer. Fiesta de Noche Buena, a lively festive street party, takes over Marathon.
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BIG BEND NATIONAL PARK & TERLINGUA
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The Spanish dubbed it el despoblado, the uninhabited. When you first encounter Big Bend National Park, it’s easy to understand why. These 800,000 acres of mountains, desert and river are so lonesome and otherworldly that it can feel like you’ve stumbled into a moonscape.

Big Bend is dense with alien-like geological diversity. Mountain peaks carpeted with oak and juniper soar above the floor of the unforgiving desert. Steep canyons of limestone and volcanic ash look like the creations of a brutal god. Ocotillo plants spring out of the ground like wiry sculptures. Adventurers have ample opportunities for hiking and rafting, but the best thing to do is sit in silence and soak up the awesome vastness of it all.

Just outside one of the park’s gates, the historic mining town of Terlingua provides the perfect place to lay your head and has eclectic offerings.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Big Bend National Park

2Starlight Theatre

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

3Boquillas del Carmen

4Chisos Basin

5Chisos Basin Visitor Center

6Chisos Mountain Lodge

7Cottonwood

8Laguna Meadow Trail

9Lost Mine Trail

10Marufo Vega Trail

11Mule Ears Trail

12Panther Junction Visitor Center

13Perry Mansion

14Pinnacles Trail

15Rio Grande Village

16Santa Elena Canyon

17South Rim

18Terlingua Cemetery

19Terlingua Trading Company

20Window Trail




TOP TIP

Gas stations are few and far between, so fill up when you see one. General stores have limited supplies, so stock up in bigger cities before you make the drive. Avoid visiting on major holidays. While not as crowded as other national parks, Big Bend is best enjoyed with as few people as possible.






DRIVING TOUR: ROSS MAXWELL SCENIC DRIVE
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Everyone knows Texas is huge, but you can’t really appreciate just how big it is until you visit Big Bend National Park, which is almost the same size as Rhode Island. If you’re short on time, take this driving tour to check out the highlights.

The Ross Maxwell Scenic Drive skirts the western slopes of the Chisos Mountains, climbing up staggering vistas and eventually running parallel with the Rio Grande. Pull over for trailheads, overlooks and interpretative sites. Heading south from the Ross Maxwell junction, the first noteworthy stop is 1 Sam Nail Ranch, one of the many homesteads once active in Big Bend. At the 2 Sotol Vista Overlook, gaze out over the gorgeous vista of the western side of the park. Take the 1.5-mile side road to the base of the cliffs of 3 Burro Mesa. From here, you can hike along a half-mile trail that leads into a hidden box canyon with a high, dry waterfall. Back in the car, head south to the 4 Mule Ears Overlook, where you can glimpse the distinctive-looking Mule Ears Peaks. Next up, 5 Tuff Canyon is a deep, narrow canyon that’s easily observed from a couple different viewing platforms, though you can also hike into the canyon itself. Stop by the 6 Castolon Historic District, once a cavalry outpost, to look around the old adobe buildings and fuel up on snacks and cold drinks from the La Harmonia Store. End at the road’s showstopping pinnacle, 7 Santa Elena Canyon, a dramatic gorge with walls that tower more than 1000ft above the water. From here, you can either backtrack on the Ross Maxwell Drive or continue ahead on Maverick Rd, which leads to the western gate of the park.






Exploring Santa Elena Canyon

A MAJESTIC NATURAL FEATURE

Santa Elena Canyon is one of the most well-known and impressive natural features in Big Bend National Park. This deep gorge cut by the Rio Grande has red-streaked walls that tower well above 1000ft. To get into the thick of things, set off on the 1.7-mile round-trip trail that leads straight into the mouth of the canyon, where you can luxuriate in the kind of thick, cottony silence you can’t experience in civilization. Better yet, plan to raft or canoe the Rio Grande through Santa Elena Canyon.
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LODGING IN & AROUND BIG BEND

Big Bend has four campgrounds in the park: Chisos Basin, Cottonwood, Rio Grande Village and Rio Grande Village RV Park. If you get a permit in advance, you can also camp in the backcountry: 42 designated sites in the Chisos are available up to six months in advance online (recreation.gov), and six more backpacking sites are available for permitting in person up to 24 hours in advance at the Chisos Basin and Panther Junction visitor centers. The Chisos Mountains Lodge is the only lodging in the park. Book as far in advance as possible. If the park is full, the towns of Terlingua, Marathon and Study Butte offer everything from roadside motels to luxury casitas.



Into the Water

AQUATIC ADVENTURES

Floating the Rio Grande is a must-do experience at Big Bend. Nothing beats seeing the park’s canyons and watching wildlife from a kayak or canoe and feeling the deep sense of contentment that comes from drifting along the river. To truly experience the Rio Grande, you must be on it. Trips on the river can range from several hours to several days. Several local outfitters provide shuttles, equipment rental and guided trips, including Angell Expeditions (angellexpeditions.com), Big Bend River Tours (bigbendrivertours.com) and Far Flung Outdoor Center (bigbendfarflung.com). Downstream is the most popular overnight or three-day trip because of how beautiful and accessible it is. Going upstream from the canyon trailhead and then returning back downstream is another option. A River Permit is required for all trips on the water, and they are available in person up to seven days in advance at the Chisos Basin and Panther Junction visitor centers.

The Rio Grande isn’t the only water in this desert park. Cap off a sweaty hike in Big Bend by soaking in piping-hot mineral water at Boquillas Hot Springs. The shallow 105°F pool is pressed up directly against the river in the remains of an early 1900s bathhouse. When you get too hot, dip a toe or dangle an arm in the chilly river waters. If you want to have the springs all to yourself, go early in the morning or late at night.

WHERE TO EAT AFTER A HIKE IN BIG BEND

Mountain View Restaurant

The only full-service restaurant in the national park has a commanding view of the Chisos. $$

Bad Rabbit Cafe

Generous portions of mouthwatering Americana cafe food at Terlingua Ranch Lodge. $$

Big Bend Pizza

Trek to Marathon for stone-baked pies with handmade crust that hit the spot. $$

Best Hikes in Big Bend

GET TO THE SOUL OF THE PARK

With more than 150 miles of trails to explore, it’s no wonder hiking is big in Big Bend.

Hikers who tackle the strenuous South Rim (12.5 miles to 14.5 miles round-trip) are rewarded with the best view in all of Texas. From your perch atop the cliffs of the Chisos Basin, you can see hundreds of miles into Mexico on a clear day. It’s well worth the effort, but it’s crucial to be prepared. Bring plenty of water and food. Laguna Meadows Trail is the more gradual route up. Although it’s 1.5 miles longer than the Pinnacles Trail, you’re better off descending Pinnacles considering how steep it is.

Less challenging than other hikes in the High Chisos, the Lost Mine Trail (4.8 miles round-trip) provides an excellent introduction to the park’s landscapes. Gently sloping switchbacks climb more than 1000ft up through a cool, shaded forest of juniper, oak and pine trees, and then you’re treated to awe-inspiring views of Casa Grande Peak and Juniper Canyon. The grand finale is a wide stone saddle, from where you can stare out in all directions at jutting cliffs, craggy peaks and lush canyons. If you’re not up for the full climb, you can get a pretty good payoff with impressive views just 1 mile in.

For serious hikers and backpacking pros, the Marufo Vega Trail (14 miles round-trip) is a grueling but rewarding trek that crosses remote, relatively unshaded and incredibly beautiful terrain. The Outer Mountain Loop is a 30-mile backpack through a wide variety of habitats and scenery. You’re unlikely to see many people on either of these trails.

Aside from Lost Mine, signature day hikes include the 1.7-mile Santa Elena Canyon Trail, which traverses deep into its namesake canyon. The 3.8-mile Mule Ears Trail is a hike through the desert to a historic corral and spring, and the 5.6-mile Window Trail boasts panoramic desert vistas.


WHY I LOVE BIG BEND NATIONAL PARK
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I’ve been making trips to Big Bend nearly every year for more than a decade. It’s my favorite place on Earth. I go to hike, camp and meditate on the devastating beauty of nature. My favorite thing is how the landscape makes me feel tiny and insignificant, in the best way. Humans are a mere blip on the radar. The ancient rock formations and mountains of Big Bend have been around for hundreds of millions of years, and they’ll be there long after we’re gone. For some reason, this thought brings me immeasurable comfort.

Justine Harrington, Lonely Planet writer



WHERE TO STAY IN TERLINGUA

Basecamp Terlingua

Enjoy a perfect view of the stars from inside your deluxe transparent bubble. $$

La Posada Milagro Guesthouse

Six unique rooms built atop historic adobe ruins with sprawling mountain views. $$

Willow House

Sleekly designed casita with a front-row view of the desert. $$$

The Rise & Fall (and Rise) of Terlingua

A THRIVING ‘GHOST TOWN’

Terlingua is a strange place. A former boomtown in the late-19th and early-20th centuries, Terlingua went bust after the mercury mines closed in the 1940s. The town dried up and blew away like a tumbleweed, leaving buildings that fell into ruins and turning Terlingua into a ghost town.

But over the decades, more people have returned to town, thanks in large part to its proximity to Big Bend National Park. It supplies housing for park employees and businesses and services for visitors. The population of Terlingua is tough to pin down given the transient nature of river guides, artists, seekers, loners and retirees who tend to take up residence here. The landscape is changing, with more pricey vacation rentals dotting the desert, but Terlingua’s stubbornly offbeat ethos persists.

For many locals and laid-back travelers, the main activity in Terlingua is sitting on the porch of Terlingua Trading Company, drinking a beer and shooting the breeze while watching the sunset. The store is full of trinkets and souvenirs, some of which are handcrafted in Mexico.

Next door, the Starlight Theatre, a 1930s movie house turned restaurant and bar, is a surprising cultural hub. Tourists and Terlinguans congregate here nightly to sit on the porch and drink beer before chowing down on chicken-fried antelope steak, tequila-marinated quail and cups of award-winning chili, often to the sounds of live bluegrass, country and folk. The stage is flanked by a guitar-playing Santa Claus covered in Mardi Gras beads and by Clay Henry, a taxidermied goat that once served as the mayor of the nearby town of Lajitas.

The Perry Mansion overlooks the ghost town from atop a hill. Howard Perry, the owner of the Chisos Mine, built the mansion in 1909, and after a century of decay, it’s been converted into tourist lodging.

Terlingua Cemetery is an eerie sight, with its rough wooden crosses, tin-can funeral wreaths and sun-bleached makeshift graves. It was a final resting place for the many miners who died while digging for highly toxic mercury in the region.
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CROSSING THE BORDER TO MEXICO

From inside the national park, you can venture across the border to the colorful Mexican village of Boquillas del Carmen – bring your passport. After passing through the Port of Entry, hop on a rowboat for a small cash fee to get across the river. From the Mexican side of Rio Grande, walk to Boquillas or pay to ride on a donkey, horse or in a vehicle. Embroidered quilts, textiles and local handicrafts are for sale throughout town. Tacos and margaritas from the two local restaurants are the perfect way to cap off an afternoon before crossing back.




CHAMPIONS OF CHILI

In 1967, journalists Wick Fowler and H Allen Smith met in Terlingua for a cook-off to decide who could make the best chili. The whole thing was a publicity stunt, but people had so much fun that the cook-off is still going strong more than 50 years later.

Every year on the first weekend in November, thousands of ‘chiliheads’ make the pilgrimage out west to cook and eat chili on camp stoves as part of two dueling cook-offs, one hosted by the Tolbert Chili Cookoff Group and the other by the Chili Appreciation Society International.



WHERE TO EAT IN TERLINGUA

Espresso y Poco Mas

Giant breakfast burritos, espresso and fresh-squeezed orange juice with a view of the Chisos. $

Taqueria El Milagro

Feel as if you’ve been transported across the border at this open-air taqueria. $

DB’s Rustic Iron BBQ

Satisfy your craving for smoked meat at this quality barbecue joint. $$


Getting Around

The only way to explore Big Bend National Park is by driving. There is no public transportation to, from or within the park. The closest buses and trains run through Alpine, 100 miles northwest of Panther Junction Visitor Center.






Beyond Big Bend & Terlingua
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Answer the call of the open road and drive through gorgeous terrain on the River Road through Big Bend Ranch State Park.


Sumptuous desert scenery unfolds before your eyes as you drive the River Road west from Terlingua, but the more you leave your car to explore, the more rewarding a visit becomes. With rugged natural beauty and few signs of civilization, traveling beyond the already remote national park isn’t everyone’s idea of a dream vacation, but if you can’t relax out here, then you just plain can’t relax. Whatever concerns you in your everyday life is likely to melt away (along with anything you leave in your car).

This area has few facilities and few visitors, so come prepared. Fill the gas tank and bring sunscreen, a first-aid kit and at least a gallon of water per person.
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TOP TIP

No food is sold in Big Bend Ranch State Park. If you’re approaching from the east, stock up in Terlingua or Lajitas.






DRIVING TOUR OF THE RIVER ROAD
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The River Road (FM 170) hugs the Rio Grande through some of the most spectacular and remote scenery in Big Bend country. Relatively few national park visitors experience this driving adventure, even though it can be navigated in any vehicle with good brakes. Strap in and hold on: you have the Rio Grande on one side and fanciful geological formations all around, and at one point there’s a 15% grade, the maximum allowable. Stop for easy and scenic short hikes and overlooks along the way.

Drive west from 1 Terlingua on FM 170 and prepare to be awed by the rough, extraordinary terrain. The town of 2 Lajitas is home of the ridiculously opulent Lajitas Golf Resort. Not far from Lajitas is the abandoned film set known as 3 Contrabando, which looks like an Old West village. Stop at 4 Big Hill, the steepest paved grade in Texas. The views of the Rio Grande will leave you breathless. From here, cruise through 5 Big Bend Ranch State Park. You don’t have to pay the admission fee if you simply drive through, but it’s worth stopping to hike into Closed Canyon, a slot canyon right off the road. Continue on to 6 Presidio, which has been a settlement for more than 10,000 years and is the largest town you encounter on this trip. Press on to 7 Ruidosa, a 20-person ‘town’ with an early 1900s church. Detour to 8 Chinati Hot Springs, an isolated slice of heaven with soaking tubs, a pool, and no wi-fi or cell service.




Going Off Grid in Big Bend Ranch State Park

HIKING AMONG HOODOOS

Most people who visit Big Bend National Park never think to tack on a trip to Big Bend Ranch State Park, even though it’s right next door. Spectacularly secluded and full of geologic wonders, Big Bend Ranch is a wilderness getaway unlike any other in the state. At 486 sq miles, this massive park is more than 11 times bigger than Texas’ next largest state park (Franklin Mountains in El Paso).

Taking up almost all the desert between Lajitas and Presidio, Big Bend Ranch reaches north from the Rio Grande into some of North America’s wildest country. Come for the scenic drive on River Road – you don’t have to pay if you simply drive through – as well as hiking, mountain biking and sweet, sweet solitude. You’ll likely have most of the trails to yourself.

Closed Canyon Trail is an easy hike that leads through a sandy wash to a towering slot canyon. Because of long drop-offs within the canyon, you won’t be able to make it all the way to the Rio Grande, but the steep and narrow rock walls soaring above you are an impressive sight. Round-trip distance is about 1.4 miles.

The 1.1-mile Hoodoos Trail leads to a small grove of hoodoos – crumbly and soft rock formations of mudstone or tuff, typically topped by a harder capstone. Take one look and you’ll see why they’re also known as ‘goblins.’ A short spur trail ends at a lofty viewpoint taking in the Rio Grande, Mexico and rolling mountains.

For serious backpackers, the park’s centerpiece is the 19-mile Rancherias Loop, which cuts through Rancherias Canyon and heads north into the Bofecillos Mountains. It’s not the park’s most astounding scenery, but the whole point is the remoteness and tranquility. You’re unlikely to see other people, but the trail conditions are much more primitive than in the national park.

The state park has few amenities, so bring enough food and water.
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WILDLIFE IN BIG BEND

A diverse variety of mammals, snakes and birds call the Big Bend region home. In Big Bend Ranch State Park, 48 mammal species have been spotted. Mountain lions roam, and black bears are occasionally seen. Mule deer, javelina, gray foxes, jackrabbits, coyotes and kangaroo rats are common. Look out for bighorn sheep at La Cuesta (Big Hill) on the River Road. Thanks to decades of work by conservation groups, Texas Parks and Wildlife, and others, bighorns were reintroduced after virtually vanishing in the 1960s because of disease and unregulated hunting. At least 30 types of snakes are in the park, as well as 16 species of bats and more than 300 species of birds.



WHERE TO STAY ALONG THE RIVER ROAD

Lajitas Golf Resort

Four-star luxury in the desert, including an 18-hole golf course and full-service spa. $$$

Three Palms Inn

Clean, affordable rooms in a retro-style motel in Presidio flanked by palm trees. $

Ruidosa Ghost Town Inn

A three-bedroom vacation home built from the bones of the old La Junta General Store. $$

Soak in Serenity at Chinati Hot Springs

HIDDEN DESERT OASIS

If you long for a respite far – and we mean far – from the beeps, buzzes and notifications that define contemporary life, there’s no better spot than Chinati Hot Springs. Your phone won’t work out here, and the nearest wi-fi is several miles down the road

About 50 miles southwest of Marfa, this off-the-grid sanctuary with seven adobe cabins, a spacious communal kitchen and a healing natural spring is hidden in a canyon between the Chinati Mountains and the Rio Grande. To reach this paradise, consult the website (chinatihotsprings.net) for directions, instead of relying on GPS or Google Maps. A high-clearance vehicle is recommended.

The trek is worth it. You’ll experience instant oblivion when you sink into the creekside hot pool and glimpse the killer view of the Sierra Madres from the hilltop pool.


SOLITUDE ON PINTO CANYON ROAD

Pinto Canyon Road is one of the most desolate parts of the state, even by West Texas standards. It’s an unpaved extension of Ranch Road 2810, linking Marfa and Ruidosa. Mere minutes after leaving Marfa, the terrain becomes quietly astonishing. The grasses of the Marfa Highlands glow golden in the sun, and Chinati Peak looms on the horizon. Roughly 30 miles from Marfa, the blacktop turns to dirt, and the road twists and turns deep into Pinto Canyon, stretching into the Rio Grande floodplain. To do this drive, you need a high-clearance vehicle with 4WD. This road isn’t for the faint of heart.




Getting Around

A high-clearance 4WD vehicle is best for driving the back-country and primitive roads in this area.





MARFA
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Nowhere is the desert’s mysterious aura more apparent than in Marfa. This tiny West Texas ranching town was transformed forever when minimalist artist Donald Judd moved here in the 1970s. Judd had been looking for the perfect space to create his wide-sweeping vision of art, architecture and landscape, and he found it in this part of the Chihuahuan Desert. A cultish following has sprung up in the decades since his death, and the town attracts hordes of artists, art enthusiasts and selfie-snapping tourists.

For first-time visitors, it can be jarring to see local ranchers and Dairy Queen coexist with New York gallery owners and prix-fixe restaurants. But the real strangeness and beauty of Marfa lies beyond its hipster trappings. It’s a place where a sense of tight-knit community prevails despite the presence of multimillionaires, and creative energy is as palpable as the smell of creosote during a desert rainstorm.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Chinati Foundation

SIGHTS

2Ballroom Marfa

3Judd Foundation

4Nino Mier Gallery

5RULE Gallery

SLEEPING

6El Cosmico

7Hotel Paisano

8Hotel St George

EATING

9Food Shark

10Margaret’s in Marfa

11Para Llevar

12Restaurant Cochineal

13Water Stop

DRINKING

14Lost Horse Salon

SHOPPING

15The Sentinel




TOP TIP

Marfa operates on its own schedule, which is pretty much made up according to whim. Businesses keep erratic hours, and it’s common for places to be closed more often than they’re open. Mondays and Tuesdays aren’t the best days to visit because most of the town is shut down.




Modern Art at the Chinati Foundation

DONALD JUDD’S LEGACY

Founded in 1986 by Donald Judd on a repurposed military base, the Chinati Foundation is home to one of the world’s largest permanent installations of minimalist art. Other than Judd’s artworks, which include 15 outdoor works in concrete and 100 pieces in mill aluminum in two converted artillery sheds, Chinati showcases work by Dan Flavin and John Chamberlain.

The whole place is a hypnotizing blend of art, architecture and landscape. You can experience Chinati in a few different ways. Opt for a guided tour (the Full Collection Tour takes in all installations in the collection, and the Selections Tour stops at the four largest installations) or do the self-guided tour, which features the 15 untitled works in concrete (the boxes you’ve probably seen on Instagram). The concrete pieces were the museum’s first installations, and they’re mesmerizing.

The separately run Judd Foundation maintains and preserves Donald Judd’s living and working spaces, libraries, and archives in Marfa and New York. Guided visits provide access to Judd’s residence and studio, the site of some of his first large-scale projects.
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CULTURE IN MARFA
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Emily Williams, Special Projects and Creative Director at Hotel St George, shares her thoughts on the creative culture in Marfa.

While it lacks plenty of things considered rote conveniences of urban life, Marfa’s deserved reputation as a uniquely sophisticated cultural hub still somehow feels in harmony with the easy cadence of life in small places. There’s plenty to do and plenty of interesting people to meet in town, but you don’t have to go far in any direction to explore spectacular state and national parks and open, quiet natural spaces.



WHERE TO EAT IN MARFA

The Sentinel

This cafe boasts elegant Scandinavian and Southwestern design touches and supports two local newspapers. $

Food Shark

Made famous by Beyonce, the Food Shark makes tasty Mediterranean-style specialties (when it’s open, that is). $

Water Stop

Unassuming yet undoubtedly hip, The Water Stop is best known for its exceptional roast chicken. $$

Marfa’s Art Scene

MUST-SEE GALLERIES, MUSEUMS AND EVENTS

Teeny-tiny Marfa has an amazing concentration of galleries, but they open and close at the drop of a hat. Check the Marfa Gallery Guide (marfagalleryguide.com) for info on what’s happening around town. Ballroom Marfa is an internationally recognized contemporary cultural arts space. Within the gallery’s clean white walls are rotating exhibitions that combine art, film and music. Next door, RULE Gallery showcases contemporary abstract and conceptual photography, sculpture and paintings. Along Highland St, the Nino Mier Gallery is a contemporary fine art gallery with four locations: Brussels, Los Angeles, New York and Marfa.

About 40 miles northwest of town, one of the area’s quirkiest art installations appears like a mirage: Prada Marfa, a tiny fake boutique stocked with the luxe brand’s 2005 collection. It’s impossible to get inside (a tongue-in-cheek comment on consumerism). The original idea was that it would naturally deteriorate, but it’s weathered the elements shockingly well.

Marfa puts on lots of annual art events, festivals and residencies. The Marfa Invitational art fair offers a blend of exhibitions, live music and starlit dinners, and Chinati Weekend brings in tons of visitors for two days of free public art and culture programs. The Marfa Open Art Festival is a three-week event in which diverse artists are invited to create and exhibit their works together.

WHERE TO EAT IN MARFA

Para Llevar

Linger over slices of wood-fired sourdough pizza and glasses of red from Alta Marfa Vineyard. $$

Margaret’s in Marfa

Cozy and dimly lit, Margaret’s has a communal feel and serves Italian-inspired dishes. $$

Restaurant Cochineal

Tuck into prix-fixe New American plates prepared by a James Beard semifinalist chef. $$$

Nights at the Lost Horse Saloon

BELOVED DIVE BAR

More of a hometown institution than a bar, the Lost Horse Saloon has gone through a few incarnations, but it’s always been the same at heart: a scruffy, slightly rowdy dive that’s frequented by everyone in Marfa, from the tourists to the cowboys to the fourth-generation Marfans.

From the red neon sign outside the door that proclaims ‘beer’ (a beacon in the inky desert darkness) to the deer mounts and dusty horse paintings that cover the walls, this timeworn watering hole isn’t an attempt at being hipster. Stop by, grab a Lone Star beer and play some pool. Check the bar’s Instagram (instagram.com/ losthorsemarfa) for the live music schedule.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN MARFA

El Cosmico 

Designed by famed hotelier Liz Lambert, El Cosmico is a self-billed ‘bohemian nomadic hotel’ with tepees, candy-colored trailers and safari tents, plus outdoor showers and wood-burning Dutch tubs. $$

Hotel Paisano 

On the National Historic Registry, the 1930s Hotel Paisano is famous for putting up Elizabeth Taylor, James Dean and Rock Hudson during the filming of the movie Giant. $$

Hotel St George 

Enjoy high-desert hospitality at this downtown Marfa hotel, with its luxe bar-lounge, seasonal pool and noteworthy art collection. $$$



Marfa’s Mystery Lights

AN UNSOLVED PHENOMENON

Ghost lights, mystery lights…call them what you want, but the Marfa Lights flickering beneath the Chinati Mountains have been capturing travelers’ imaginations for more than a century. On many nights, the mystery seems to be whether you’re merely seeing car headlights in the distance, though convincing-enough descriptions of mysterious lights on the horizon date back long before there were cars. The first account of the lights was in 1883, when a cowboy named Robert Reed Ellison reported spotting mysterious lights on the horizon between Marfa and Paisano Pass. Since then, people have been passing down tales of seeing these ghostly orbs.

So what are the Marfa Lights? While there have been countless theories over the years, ranging from planes to the electrical charges that result from earthquakes to the ghosts of the Apache, no one can say for sure, which is all part of the fun. Head to the Marfa Lights Viewing Center 9 miles east of town on US 90 and wait for the magic to happen.


Getting Around

Marfa is small and walkable. A few places in town rent bicycles.






Beyond Marfa
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Beyond Marfa, explorers will find plenty of epic adventures, from quirky desert towns to the Davis Mountains.


The small towns of West Texas have become more than just the gateway to Big Bend National Park, so hit the road and experience everything the region has to offer.

Fort Davis, Alpine and Marathon have a sprawling, easygoing charm and plenty of ways to keep a road-tripper entertained. Bustling (by West Texas standards) Alpine offers charming galleries, restaurants, bars, and a historic hotel and movie theater. Outdoorsy folk can hike and camp in the Davis Mountains, where stargazing at McDonald Observatory and cooling off in the natural springs of Balmorhea State Park are highly recommended.

However you decide to spend your time outside of Marfa, you’re bound to encounter magic in the desert.
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TOP TIP

Don’t count on having cell service in certain places, especially if you venture to the Davis Mountains.




Out & About in Alpine

DISCOVERING A DESERT HUB

Set at the foot of the Davis Mountains about a half-hour’s drive from Marfa, the railroad and ranching town of Alpine is packed with hotels and restaurants. It’s less pretentious than Marfa, livelier than Marathon and nowhere near as weird as Terlingua.

As the only city hereabouts with more than 5000 people, Alpine offers services and amenities its neighbors can’t match, including the area’s sole four-year college and only modern hospital. The easygoing community is a mix of ranchers, students, artists and outdoor enthusiasts. Alpine is also a transportation hub, with an Amtrak station right in the heart of downtown.

The main pleasure of visiting Alpine is to stroll around its downtown core, which has a 1920s-era movie theater, boutique stores, cute cafes, galleries and colorful murals. Start the morning with a bagel sandwich and a coffee at Cedar Coffee Supply, which is attached to Front Street Books. Bookstores don’t come cozier or more homegrown than Front Street, with its robust local literature sections and friendly staff.
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On the campus of Sul Ross State University, the Museum of the Big Bend has exhibits on locally found marine fossils, Native American pictographs, Spanish explorers and cowboys, including a full-scale chuck wagon.

Behind the university, a trail leads up the dusty slopes of Hancock Hill. As well as offering fine views of the area, especially at sunset, the hill holds some curious artifacts, including a battered school desk dragged up by a group of college students in 1981. A notebook is stashed in its drawers, and hikers fill it with everything from poignant love letters to X-rated drawings.

Rest your head at the Holland Hotel, a beautiful 1928 Spanish Colonial building. It has elegant rooms with carved wood furniture, Western-style artwork and sleek bathrooms. The lobby, with its leather chairs and wood-beamed ceiling, is a classy place to unwind, and might even have a crooning local folk musician.
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ART OF THE DESERT

[image: jpg]

Jan Moeller, the director of CatchLight Art Gallery in Alpine, details the beauty and unique character of the town and region.

Alpine and the surrounding area down to Big Bend National Park is suffused with the light you can only get in the high desert. Because of this light, artists travel here to paint and photograph the beauty of the desert. Small-town living is unique, with little of the conveniences that are available in the city, and it’s sometimes better for that.




MAGNETISM OF MARATHON
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Michael Stangl, Director of Development at the Marathon Public Library, explains the pulls of the town.

Even just passing through, the Marathon Basin elucidates one’s context in the greater scheme of things, from the community to the cosmos. We live here for the anonymity and the camaraderie, the sparsity and the fullness of life, the empty roads and a sky full of stars. Whether we like it or not, we’re all neighbors here, and few things beat having a burger and a beer in the backyard of the local grocery store with the cast of characters that constitute this strange family.



WHERE TO EAT IN ALPINE

El Jardin

Everything is made by hand every day at this homey Mexican eatery. $

Magoo’s Place

Deliciously greasy burritos and burgers. $

Reata Restaurant

Upscale dining with a Texas twist. $$

WHERE TO EAT IN MARATHON

French Company Grocer

This well-stocked general store has a good prepared foods selection. $

Brick Vault Brewery & Barbecue

Make like a Texan and indulge in a juicy brisket sandwich and a cold beer. $$

V6 Coffee Bar

Fresh smoothies and coffee drinks pair nicely with sandwiches, wraps and salads. $$


Marathon’s Hotel Worth Visiting For

MAKE A RUN FOR IT

The tiny railroad town of Marathon has two claims to fame. It’s the closest town to Big Bend’s north entrance, providing a last chance to fill up your car and your stomach before immersing yourself in the national park. It also has the Gage Hotel, a true Texas treasure that’s a worthwhile reason to stay awhile – or at least overnight. The town is a friendly but sleepy place, where time moves as slow as molasses and tumbleweeds the size of toddlers outnumber the residents.

Designed by famed architect Henry Trost, the Gage is a two-story yellow-brick hotel with a spa, serene courtyards and classic cowboy-chic decor (think cowhide rugs, Native American printed blankets and lots of leather). Book one of the 20 pueblo-style adobe brick Los Portales rooms, which encircle a garden and have Mexican equipale chairs under covered porches.

Eat gourmet Texan grub at the hotel’s 12 Gage restaurant before sipping a legendary margarita at White Buffalo Bar. Across the train tracks, the 26-acre Gage Gardens make for a nice picnicking spot.


DINING AT THE DRUGSTORE

Part diner, part old-fashioned soda fountain, Fort Davis Drugstore dishes up scratch-made pancakes, green chili cheeseburgers, crispy fried chicken and other American comfort foods for every meal of the day. The original drugstore was opened in 1913 and was relocated here in 1942. The theme is pure cowboy, with corrugated metal, big wooden chairs and lots of saddles providing the backdrop. A visit isn’t complete without sampling a hand-churned, creamy milkshake or banana split.



Scouting Fort Davis

THE HIGHEST TOWN IN TEXAS

Standing more than 5000ft above sea level, Fort Davis has an altitudinal advantage over the rest of Texas, both in terms of elevation and of the cooler weather it brings. That makes it a popular oasis during the summer, when West Texans head to the mountains to escape the searing heat. Belonging to the Chihuahuan Desert as well as the Davis Mountains, this area has some staggering scenery, with its wide-open spaces suddenly pierced by rock formations springing from the earth.

The town sprang up alongside the eponymous fort, built in 1854 to protect westward pioneers and gold rushers from Comanche and Apache warriors. One of the best surviving military posts in the region, the Fort Davis National Historic Site was abandoned in 1891, but more than 20 buildings remain amid the 100-plus ruins, and five now hold period furnishings.

South of town, the Chihuahuan Desert Nature Center exhibits the region’s flora in gardens and on trails. Take a 2-mile hike down into a canyon, watch butterflies flitting around wildflower gardens, check out a permanent exhibit on mining or visit the cactus greenhouse.

WHERE TO STAY IN FORT DAVIS

Hotel Limpia

Take your pick from Victorian-style rooms, 1920s-era guest suites or budget-friendly rooms. $$

Harvard Hotel

In the heart of downtown, with eight suites and an on-site bar and grill. $$

Mountainside Inn

A cozy home with commanding views of Sleeping Lion Mountain. $$


Hiking in the Davis Mountains

THOUSANDS OF ACRES OF RUGGED NATURE

The Davis Mountains occupy the northern edge of the Big Bend region, but the lush vegetation makes it feel worlds apart from the hard desert. The mountains form one of three ‘sky islands’ (cooler, wetter landscapes surrounded by arid lowland desert) in Texas. The other two are the Guadalupe Mountains and Chisos Mountains.

At Davis Mountains State Park, tackle the 2.5-mile Limpia Creek Trail, which culminates at the highest point in the park, the 5700ft Limpia Creek Vista. Wander up to the Keesey Canyon Overlook on the Skyline Drive Trail, which is the highest point of the trail and provides expansive views of the park and Indian Lodge.

Hikers who want to go really off-grid can trek to the top of Mt Livermore, the highest point in the region, at the Davis Mountains Preserve. It’s only open to the public a few times a year because the preserve is a crucial habitat for rare aquatic species. Check the preserve’s website (nature.org/ en -us/ get -involved/ how -to -help/ places -we -protect/ davis -mountains -preserve) for open days in March, June, August and October. Even if the rest of the preserve is closed, the Madera Canyon Trail is open to the public all year. This trail offers a moderate, pretty hike through pinyon, oak and juniper woodlands to a view of Mt Livermore and an overlook of Madera Canyon.


OVERNIGHT AT INDIAN LODGE

Located just inside Davis Mountains State Park, the historic 39-room Indian Lodge was built by the Civilian Conservation Corps in the 1930s. It’s rather unusual looking, with 18in-thick marshmallow-colored adobe walls, and stands out like a spaceship against the backdrop of the green-tufted Davis Mountains. The lodge has a prime location in a picturesque canyon and is the only full-service hotel run by Texas Parks and Wildlife. The hotel lobby, with a traditional adobe fireplace, creaky pine floors and inviting leather sofas, is a particularly nice spot to relax after a long hike. Make reservations in advance because the Indian Lodge books up fast.



Glimpse into the Universe

THE STARS AT NIGHT ARE BIG AND BRIGHT

Far from the light pollution of big cities, West Texas has some of North America’s clearest and darkest skies. But you can’t grasp the vastness of the night sky until you’ve visited the McDonald Observatory on a clear evening and seen the velvety black of the bountiful spread of stars, smeared by the Milky Way. High in the Davis Mountains 17 miles from Fort Davis, this world-class astronomy facility enjoys some of the darkest skies in the continental US.

Some of the world’s largest telescopes, including the 433in Hobby-Eberly Telescope, are perched on the peak of Mt Locke (6791ft), so enormous you’ll spot them long before you arrive.

WHERE TO EAT IN FORT DAVIS

Blue Mountain Bar & Grill

Fine dining featuring hyper-local ingredients and signature cocktails in the Hotel Limpia. $$

Stone Village Market

A natural food market and deli with plenty of healthy snack options. $

Lupita’s Place

Delicious Mexican fare (with homemade tortillas) in a cheery atmosphere. $


Secluded Springs

SWIM, SNORKEL AND DIVE

An oasis in the West Texas desert, the beloved and popular Balmorhea State Park has been drawing those in search of a refreshing swim since the 1930s, when it was built by the Civilian Conservation Corps. Nothing beats the heat on a stifling summer day like taking a dip in the park’s crystalline, blue-green waters.

The pool covers 1.3 acres, making it the world’s largest spring-fed swimming pool. It’s 25ft deep and about 75°F year-round. The experience is like floating in an aquarium, as swimmers, snorkelers and scuba divers share the waters with turtles, catfish, minnows, the endangered Pecos gambusia and the Comanche Springs pupfish.
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PARTY WITH THE STARS

On Tuesday, Friday and Saturday nights about half an hour after sunset, the McDonald Observatory shows off its favorite planets, galaxies and globular clusters at its popular Star Parties, where professional astronomers guide up to 1000 visitors in stargazing sessions. Using ridiculously powerful laser pointers, they give you a tour of the night sky, and you’ll get to use some of the telescopes to play planetary ‘I spy.’




Getting Around

The closest airport is Midland International Airport, which is 155 miles northeast of Alpine, while El Paso International Airport is 215 miles northwest of Alpine. To thoroughly explore the region, you will need a car.

Amtrak and a Greyhound partner both stop in Alpine, where you can rent a car.





EL PASO
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El Paso is one of the biggest cities in the Lone Star State, but it remains under-visited because of its remoteness. Long considered a sleepy backwater, El Paso has seen a construction boom that’s given its downtown a facelift in the form of a few high-rise hotels, a restored streetcar line and its own crop of microbreweries.

Its location at the intersection of Texas, Mexico and New Mexico gives El Paso a distinct flavor and identity. The city stands across the US–Mexico border from Ciudad Juarez and sprawls across a vast stretch of the Chihuahuan Desert, encircled by the Franklin Mountains. The long, green ribbon of the Rio Grande runs between the two.

Cultural boundaries are fluid, and the blend of Western and Hispanic influences manifests in a myriad of ways, from the food to the music and nightlife scene. El Paso’s top museums are free, and local hospitality gives the city a welcoming small-town feel.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1El Paso Museum of Art

2El Paso Museum of History

SIGHTS

3Presidio Chapel of San Elizario

4Socorro Mission

5Yesla del Sur Pueblo Cultural Center

6Ysleta Mission

ACTIVITIES

7Scenic Drive

SLEEPING

8Hotel Paso del Norte

9Plaza Hotel Pioneer Park

EATING

10Bowie Bakery

11Chicos Tacos

12Elemi Restaurant

13Kiki’s Mexican Restaurant

14L&J Cafe

15Taconeta

ENTERTAINMENT

16Plaza Theatre

SHOPPING

17Rocketbuster Handmade Custom Boots

INFORMATION

18Franklin Mountains State Park Visitor Center

19Mission Valley Visitor Center




TOP TIP

The El Paso Streetcar is a delightful way to get around. It uses restored cars that were in service here from the 1950s to 1974. The Streetcar travels a 4.8-mile route in two loops through uptown and downtown, passing attractions like San Jacinto Plaza and the ballpark.




WHERE TO STAY IN EL PASO

Gardner Hotel

The oldest continually operating hotel in the city, the Gardner has comfy Western furnishings. $

Boxstel - Modern Stay

Boxstel is a sleek, conveniently located hostel with multiple room types. $

Stanton House

This hotel almost feels like a museum with its cutting-edge collection of artwork. $$


Discovering Downtown El Paso

THE HEART OF ‘EL CHUCO’

Downtown El Paso is in the middle of a renaissance. Hotel Paso del Norte and the Plaza Hotel Pioneer Park, two of the city’s most architecturally significant hotels, reopened in 2020. Both were designed by Henry Trost, who built much of El Paso’s skyline in the early 1900s. The Plaza is an art deco high-rise that’s long been one of the city’s architectural gems, while the Paso del Norte’s claim to fame is a Tiffany stained-glass dome.

El Paso is home to some high-quality museums, with free admission or entry by donation. Visit the El Paso Museum of History to get an immersive understanding of local history. A short walk away, the El Paso Museum of Art is a thoroughly enjoyable small-scale museum housed in a former Greyhound bus station. Its pride and joy is a 13th-century Byzantine Madonna and Child, but its collection of Southwestern art is terrific too. Next door, the 1930s Plaza Theatre is an impressive example of Spanish Colonial Revival architecture. Slated for demolition in the 1980s, the theater was saved by the El Paso Community Foundation and is once again a beacon for the arts, hosting concerts, shows and El Paso’s Broadway Series. Join the free weekly tour to be awed by the interior of mosaic-tiled floors, intricately painted ceilings and antique furnishings.

In the Union Plaza District, stop by Rocketbuster Handmade Custom Boots, where you can watch bootmakers hand-tooling leather and creating elaborate, one-of-a-kind designs that include everything from wild floral prints to 1950s pinup cowgirls and Day of the Dead skeletons.


ACROSS THE BORDER IN CIUDAD JUáREZ

Many El Pasoans have family and economic ties to Ciudad Juárez, and El Paso has the world’s biggest international border metroplex, with three international ports of entry that connect it to Mexico. Juárez has interesting attractions and museums, such as the centuries-old Catedral de Nuestra Senora de Guadalupe and the Centro Municipal de las Artes, but the situation in the city remains volatile. Because of its high homicide rate, which is fueled by feuding drug gangs, Juárez regularly ranks as one of the most dangerous cities in the world. Check government travel advice and get local guidance before you go.
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Explore El Segundo Barrio

‘ELLIS ISLAND OF THE BORDER’

One of El Paso’s oldest neighborhoods, El Segundo Barrio is known as the ‘Ellis Island of the border’ because it historically served as the first community that immigrants pass through after crossing the Rio Grande from Ciudad Juárez, Mexico.

This binational neighborhood shaped the identity of the city. Mexican revolutionary Francisco Madero kept an office here, and Pancho Villa, a general in the Mexican Revolution, plotted battles and hoarded guns in homes throughout the neighborhood. Leaders of the Chicano civil rights movement, which sought to improve the lives of Mexican-Americans in the 1960s and ’70s, had their first meeting in Sacred Heart Church. Colorful murals depicting this rich history brighten the walls of buildings throughout the barrio. Download the Visit El Paso app (visitelpaso.com/ explore/ app) for a guided walking tour of the murals. Refuel on perfect pan dulce at Bowie Bakery, which has been around since the 1950s and is always buzzing with regulars.

WHERE TO DRINK IN EL PASO

Tap Bar & Restaurant

Brisket nachos, a jukebox that plays Marty Robbins and heavy metal, and a range of rowdy patrons.

DeadBeach Brewery

Creative brews and hearty bar food served in a casual downtown setting.

La Perla

The Insta-perfect place for a cocktail at sunset, with views of the cityscape and mountains.

Churches & Chapels

ON A MISSION

The 9-mile Mission Trail visits three of the oldest Spanish mission churches in Texas, which date from the 17th and 18th centuries.

The youngest of the trio, established in 1789, is the Presidio Chapel of San Elizario, named for St Elzéar, the French patron saint of soldiers. A flood took out the first chapel, and the present building, finished in 1882, is the fourth chapel for the fort. Take a look at the symmetrical bells, four buttresses and the interior’s colorful pressed-tin ceiling. Still an active parish, this eye-catching white chapel anchors the San Elizario Historic District.

The community of Socorro was established in 1680 after Spaniards and Native Americans fled New Mexico following the Pueblo Revolt. The Socorro Mission was completed in 1691. Floods destroyed earlier buildings and churches, and the current structure was built in 1843. The carved and decorated support beams were likely salvaged from the first mission. The statue inside is St Michael, the mission’s patron saint.

Home to Texas’ oldest continually active congregation, dating from 1680, Ysleta Mission was established for Spanish refugees and Tigua people fleeing New Mexico after the Pueblo Revolt. The original mission building, erected by the Tigua in 1682, was replaced in the mid-1800s by the adobe-brick structure you see today. The silver-domed bell tower was added a few decades later.

Near Ysleta Mission, 12 miles southwest of downtown, the Mission Valley Visitor Center provides information on visiting the missions, plus restrooms and wi-fi. The website (elpasomissions.org) has a history of the missions and a self-guided walking tour of San Elizario.

About a mile away, the community of Ysleta del Sur Pueblo is a sovereign nation that’s home to the Tigua tribe. Despite Spanish influences, the Tigua have strived to retain their identity as the oldest federally recognized tribe in the state. At the Ysleta del Sur Pueblo Cultural Center, you can see photographs from their past and examples of pottery, as well as a video explaining more about the tribe’s history.


CLIMBING AROUND HUECO TANKS

About 30 miles east of El Paso, the 860-acre Hueco Tanks State Park and Historic Site contains three small granite hills that are pocked with depressions – hueco is Spanish for ‘hollow’ – that hold rainwater, creating an oasis in the barren desert. The area has been attracting humans for at least 10,000 years, as evidenced by more than 2000 pictographs, some dating back 5000 years.

If you’re into rock climbing, you probably already know that Hueco Tanks ranks among the world’s top climbing destinations during winter months (October through early April), when other prime climbs become inaccessible. In summer, however, the desert sun generally makes the rocks too hot to handle.



WHERE TO SHOP IN EL PASO

Dave’s A Pawn Shop

Overflowing with oddities inside the oldest building in the city.

Montecillo

A hip collection of shops in shipping containers, including a record store.

Literarity Book Shop

An indie bookstore with an array of books by borderland authors.


Into the El Paso Wild

URBAN ESCAPE

On the northern edge of El Paso, the 27,000-acre Franklin Mountains State Park is the biggest urban park in the Lower 48, with 125 miles of multi-use trails. The Ron Coleman Trail offers clifftop views that stretch well into Mexico, and the 3.5-mile Thousand Steps Trail is a strenuous trail, with a steep, rocky climb that leads to a B-36 airplane crash site. Well-preserved pictographs made by Native Americans who inhabited this area for more than 12,000 years can still be seen around the park. Head to the visitor center to get a basic park map, maps of mountain-bike trails and the 17 rock-climbing routes, and written descriptions of the hiking trails.


EL PASO’S CITYWIDE CREATIVE STREAK

Travelers can experience a different side of El Paso through its public artworks. The Public Art Program began as an effort to integrate public art, mostly outdoor sculptures, throughout the city and make them more accessible. More than 80 pieces are already part of the project, and more are on the way. Artworks to track down include Desert Bloom (an installation at one of the entrances to Franklin Mountains State Park), Mandala Sunrise (a colorful structure on the University of Texas at El Paso campus) and Radiance (a huge mandala in the airport). Check online (epmcad.org/experience-art/public-art) for the Public Art Tour brochure.



See the City from Scenic Drive

LOFTY LOOKOUTS

Popular at night for city-lights viewing, Scenic Drive offers great views of the urban sprawl and surrounding mountains. Take North Mesa St to Kerbey Ave (across from the university), head east until it becomes Rim Rd and then turn right on Scenic Dr. En route, keep an eye out for little Murchison Rogers Park (4222ft), an overlook with panoramic views of El Paso and Ciudad Juárez. Bring quarters for the coin-operated binoculars.

El Paso’s Excellent Mexican Food

CULINARY CULTURE

El Paso’s thriving Mexican food scene reflects the city’s confluence of cultures. Kiki’s Mexican Restaurant has beef machaca (dried and rehydrated meat), spicy mole and crab enchiladas on the menu. Chico’s Tacos has four branches around town and satisfies cravings for fried, cheesy, sloppy flautas ahogadas (rolled tacos topped with cheese). Throngs of hipsters and downtown denizens line up for flavorful, veggie-heavy tacos at Taconeta, a modernist Mexican taqueria. In the lively Five Points area, L&J Cafe is one of the city’s oldest and most popular restaurants, serving up delicious tacos, fajitas and famous green-chile chicken enchiladas.

The best meal in El Paso is at Elemi Restaurant, a taqueria that links centuries-old culinary traditions with current trends. Elemi takes its daily-nixtamalized blue-corn tortillas so seriously that they credit the specific Mexican farmers responsible for growing that day’s maize. It’s worth adding a mezcal old fashioned to your meal.


Getting Around

El Paso is so large that the only practical way to see the whole city is driving your own vehicle. However, Sun Metro operates a reasonably comprehensive public transportation system, including the streetcar line looping through the downtown core and city buses running further afield.

Rent bicycles through SunCycle (elpaso.bcycle.com), or scooters using the Glide app (glideyourcity.com).






Beyond El Paso
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Nature takes over when you leave sprawling El Paso, as harsh desert leads to breathtaking mountainous landscapes.


You won’t see much of anything resembling civilization as you head outside of El Paso along US 62. Urban sprawl quickly turns to arid, endless desert, a blindingly beige expanse that echoes for miles.

When you finally reach Guadalupe Mountains National Park, it can be downright surreal to reconcile the verdant foliage of the park – mountaintop forests of ponderosa pine and Douglas fir, lush woodlands of oaks and maples – with the empty stretches of Chihuahuan Desert that fan out in all directions. Tiny towns like Dell City, Van Horn and Whites City (in New Mexico) offer a few creature comforts, but for the most part, it’s hardcore wilderness.
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TOP TIP

Get gas whenever you see a station. They are few and far between in these remote areas.




Embrace Isolation in Guadalupe Mountains National Park

TRULY UNTAMED WEST TEXAS

Guadalupe Mountains National Park is one of the least-visited national parks in the United States, thanks to its isolated location along the border of New Mexico and relative lack of infrastructure. The park has no real roads, and aside from three bare-bones campgrounds (one of which can only be used by groups with horses), it has no accommodations either. It takes patience and time to get here, but if you’re up for the journey, you’ll be rewarded with the kind of extreme nature that feels extraterrestrial: 86,000 acres of stark, sublime mountain desert. Geologic time converges with the present. To visit Guadalupe is to see the landscape as it’s been for hundreds of millions of years, untouched by modern conveniences.

Book a hotel in nearby Dell City, Van Horn or Whites City if you don’t want to camp. Food options are limited, so bring what you’ll need for your time at the park, along with plenty of water. Regardless of where you plan to hike, stop by the Pine Springs Visitor Center to get a permit and let the rangers know where you’re headed.

The highest point in Texas, Guadalupe Peak is the park’s primary attraction. If you’re here on a weekend, expect to share the steep, strenuous trail with a few fellow peak-baggers. During the week, you’re likely to have the trail mostly to yourself. The views are spectacular for much of the way up, and the jagged peaks, spires and canyons of the Guadalupe Mountains will take your breath away, along with that 3000ft elevation gain. Snap a selfie with the steel pyramid at the top before making your way back down.

Reservations for backpacking trips must be made at least two days in advance and can be made up to three months in advance. All water must be carried (there’s virtually none out here), and backpackers should carry a detailed topographic map. You can explore more than 80 miles of trails, but to sample all of the park’s diversity (scrubby desert, sheer mountain cliffs and canyons), head from the McKittrick Canyon trailhead to Pine Springs. It’s 19.1 miles on the most direct trails.
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BEST HIKES IN GUMO BEYOND GUADALUPE PEAK

The Grotto

McKittrick Canyon is one of the loveliest places in Texas, especially in fall when it becomes a kaleidoscope of brilliant colors. Tucked inside the canyon, the Grotto is a small limestone alcove with cavern-like features.

Devil’s Hall

Scale the Hiker’s Staircase to reach this narrow corridor squeezed between 100ft limestone walls.

Permian Reef Geology Trail

This 8.5-mile round-trip trail climbs to the top of Wilderness Ridge and showcases Permian-era geologic and fossil features.



WHERE TO STAY NEAR GUADALUPE MOUNTAINS NATIONAL PARK

Z Lodge

No-frills rooms at a retro motel in Dell City; the sitting porch is a nice touch. $

Whites City Cavern Inn

Budget-friendly rooms and free continental breakfast in Whites City, New Mexico. $

Hotel Capitan

Further from the national park but more charming than other hotels in the area. $$

Surf’s Up

AN OCEAN OF SAND

Monahans Sandhills State Park often gets overlooked by out-of-towners, mostly because of its remote location about 35 miles west of Odessa. But if you’re road tripping to West Texas from Dallas, a visit to Monahans is a must. This 3840-acre state park is just a sliver of a giant field of sand dunes that extends 200 miles from the Llano Estacado (one of the largest mesas on the North American continent) to New Mexico. Rolling sand dunes in the middle of West Texas with no ocean around for hundreds of miles? It’s a mind-boggling, senses-jarring sight.

Native Americans were present in the area as far back as 12,000 years. Various tribes used the area for campgrounds and meeting places and enjoyed access to abundant fresh water beneath the sands. Today, sand surfers come here to glide down the bowls and ridges, some of which tower more than 80ft high. Experience the shifting sands by renting a board at park headquarters or exploring the dunes on foot.


SIDE TRIP TO CARLSBAD CAVERNS

Many travelers combine their trip to Guadalupe Mountains National Park with Carlsbad Caverns National Park. Across the state line in New Mexico, Carlsbad contains some of the largest caves in North America. The magnificent underground rooms and passageways feel like they belong in another realm. The portal to this magical place is an elevator that drops the length of the Empire State Building or a spooky 1.25-mile subterranean walk from the cave mouth into the yawning darkness. It’s hard to imagine a more dramatic transition than leaving the desert air behind and stepping through the cool, utterly silent tunnels. More than 400,000 Brazilian free-tailed bats roost in the cave and take to the skies after sunset.




Getting Around

There’s no public transit to speak of in this part of Texas. You need a car to get around.








TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Texas. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Texas and get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving

Flying to Texas and then renting a car is generally the easiest way to get here. The state has several major international airports and dozens of smaller ones. The main gateways are George Bush Intercontinental Airport (IAH), Dallas–Fort Worth International Airport (DFW), Austin-Bergstrom International (AUS), San Antonio International (SAT) and El Paso International (ELP).
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Airport Arrival

If you’re flying out of DFW or IAH, get there earlier than you normally would. Lines are notoriously long at these busy hubs. Other major airports like SAT and AUS aren’t as busy.




ESTA

If you’re a citizen of a country in the Visa Waiver Program, you must apply for and receive an Electronic System for Travel Authorisation before you visit the US (esta.cbp.dhs.gov).




Smaller Airports

To avoid the hassle of arriving in a large airport, fly into the smaller alternatives in major cities like Dallas Love Field (DAL) and Houston Hobby (HOU).




Airline Deals

Southwest Airlines and American Airlines are the home-state carriers and often offer the best deals for flying to Texas. Southwest isn’t listed on flight aggregators, so check the website directly.



Public Transportation from Airport to City Centre
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WHICH AIRPORT IS BEST?

If you’re flying into Dallas or Houston, it’s helpful to know the difference between the major airports in each city. Dallas is home to both Dallas–Fort Worth (DFW) and Dallas Love Field (DAL). DFW is a busy hub that supports international and domestic flights, while Love Field is a smaller regional airport with fewer flights, but more flights from budget airlines. Love Field is also closer to downtown. Houston has George Bush Intercontinental Airport (IAH) and William P Hobby Airport (HOU). The former has a much bigger flight network than the latter, which mostly operates Southwest flights.






Getting Around

Driving is the easiest way to travel around Texas. It’s tough to get anywhere without a car, even in major cities. Public transit across the state is lacking.



TRAVEL COSTS

Rental
$30–100/day

Gas
Approx $2.80/gallon

Bus fare
$1–2

Rideshare
$20–50/20 minute



Toll Roads

Texas has more than 20 toll roads. They’re most common in Houston and Dallas, and all drivers using these roads must pay. Most rental car companies offer ways to pay through the rental agreement. Ask the company how it processes tolls before you book.

Border Patrol

The US Border Patrol maintains multiple checkpoints at scattered locations throughout the interior of Texas. If you’re traveling within 100 miles of the border, be ready to slow down, pull over into a checkpoint area and show your ID to officers.

FUEL UP FOR LONG DISTANCES

Texas is huge, spanning more than 800 miles from north to south. Cities and towns are spread out. Prepare for three- to four-hour drives between major cities like Austin, Houston and Dallas, and much longer to get to far West Texas. When you’re driving in remote, rural areas (like the Panhandle Plains or Big Bend country), it’s a good idea to get gas whenever you can. Gas stations are few and far between in some parts of the state.


TIP

Having your own car provides flexibility, and it’s essential if you’re traveling to different parts of the state.




Public Transportation

Local public transit is available only in major cities, and even then, it’s not comprehensive. Austin, Dallas and Houston have light-rail systems, but unless you plan to stay centrally in Texas’ major cities, you really need a car to get around.




Amtrak

Taking the train can be a pleasant alternative to driving, but Amtrak’s service is often impractical. Scheduled arrivals may be in the middle of the night, and services are often late. Texas has 19 Amtrak stations along three routes: Sunset Limited, Heartland Flyer and Texas Eagle.




Speed Limits

Speed limits in cities and towns vary between 25mph and 55mph. Most highways are 70mph, but some are up to 85mph. Speeding fines are expensive, as much as $165 for 1mph to 5mph over. Despite that, speeding by 5mph or more on highways is common.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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The driving age in Texas is 16
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Speed limit is 30mph on most city streets and 70mph or more on highways
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Blood alcohol limit is 0.08%








Money

CURRENCY: US DOLLAR ($)
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Credit Cards


Credit cards are widely accepted. They are required for hotel reservations and car rentals.

Mobile Payment


The number of businesses accepting mobile payments, such as Apple Pay and Google Pay in which your card details are stored on your phone, is increasing, especially in major cities.

Cash & ATMs

It’s always a good idea to carry some cash for tips, in case your card gets blocked or for local stores that don’t accept cards. ATMs are widely available at banks, grocery stores, malls and gas stations in urban areas but less so in rural areas.

Tipping

Tipping is not optional. Many service workers make minimum wage and rely on tips. Tip at least $1 per round of drinks in a bar and 15% to 20% in restaurants. Add 10% to 15% to your cab fare. Even places without table service, such as food trucks, often have options for tipping as well.


HOW MUCH FOR…

state park entry
$7/day

national park entry
$10–30

museum entry
$10

movie ticket
$10



HOW TO… Save Money in Texas

Each major city in Texas has several free attractions, such as the Dallas Museum of Art, the Water Gardens in Fort Worth, the Menil Collection in Houston and the missions in San Antonio. Other museums often have free days. Spend time in green spaces like Zilker Park in Austin, Klyde Warren Park in Dallas and Brackenridge Park in San Antonio.

[image: jpg]

SOMCHAI SOM/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


[image: jpg]

LOCAL TIP

Cashless businesses are on the rise in places like Austin (although this practice is controversial because it shuts out people who don’t have a bank card). Carry a credit or debit card.




COST OF LIVING

The cities with the highest cost of living in Texas are Austin, Dallas, Houston, Fort Worth and San Antonio. The cities with the lowest cost of living are El Paso, Corpus Christi and Plano. Austin has become one of the least affordable cities in the country, which has been largely attributed to the influx of tech giants such as Amazon, Tesla and Apple. Their employees’ high-paying jobs have driven up the cost of housing, including rentals, and there’s also a shortage of homes.








Accommodations

Historic Hotels

Texas has its fair share of historic hotels, including the Menger in San Antonio, the Driskill in Austin, the Sam Houston in Houston and the Plaza Hotel Pioneer Park in El Paso. These beautiful spots make nice alternatives to staying in a chain hotel, and conveniently, they’re often located in the best part of town.

Glamping

Texas has no shortage of unique glamping spots, from yurts to stargazing bubbles and treehouses, especially in the Hill Country and parts of West Texas. El Cosmico in Marfa has tipis and vintage trailers. Spend the night in a treehouse at Cypress Valley or stay in a micro-home with Getaway (https://getaway.house).

B&Bs

B&Bs aren’t ubiquitous in Texas, but they’re around. They’re most prevalent in touristy towns like Fredericksburg, Boerne and Jefferson, and they are usually well-established businesses, not just a spare room. The best B&Bs are family-run places with friendly owners, communal breakfasts, and special amenities like home-baked goods in the afternoons and complimentary happy hours.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

a B&B
$150–250

a campsite
$10–30

a luxury hotel room
$400–600
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Camping & Lodges

Camping in a state or national park is a great budget-friendly choice, costing about $20 to $30 per night. If you don’t have the gear or aren’t into roughing it, some parks have lodging options, including cabins and group lodges. See the Texas State Parks website (tpwd.texas.gov/state-parks/park-information/facilities/lodging) for a list of accommodations at state parks.



Resorts

Texas has plenty of luxury resorts. Many of the swankiest resorts are near cities like Austin, San Antonio and Dallas but set on secluded, well-manicured grounds that make them feel far away from the urban hustle and bustle. Some top resorts include Omni Barton Creek in Austin, La Cantera in San Antonio and the Houstonian in Houston.

TO AIRBNB OR NOT TO AIRBNB

The rise of Airbnb rentals has certainly given travelers more options to customize their dream vacations. The options are unique, and Airbnbs can come with all the creature comforts of home. Texas has minimal state-level regulations for short-term rentals, which have grown in popularity. Keep in mind that short-term rental companies contribute to the housing crisis in fast-growing cities like Austin because they take properties off the market. Some cities have even taken steps to ban or more tightly regulate short-term rentals.
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Family Travel

Texas is a family-friendly destination, with activities for kids of all ages. You can pack your itinerary full of beaches, state parks, two national parks, children’s museums, all-inclusive resorts and public parks. Popular family vacation spots include Galveston and South Padre Island. Major amusement parks in the state include Six Flags, Morgan’s Wonderland and Schlitterbahn.


Weather

If you’re visiting Texas in summer, plan to be near the water. It’s downright steamy in July and August. Head for the Gulf, swim in a spring-fed river or go to a water park. Otherwise, avoid the scorching temperatures altogether by staying indoors. The weather is much more pleasant in spring, but schools in Texas have Spring Breaks throughout all of March, so book in advance or visit in April.

Airfare for Children

Domestic airlines don’t charge for children under two who sit on your lap. Others must have a seat. Southwest is one of the few airlines that has discounted fares for children, and its open-seating policy ensures families can sit together. Budget carrier Frontier has a ‘Kids Fly Free’ program on eligible flights, but you must become a member to qualify.


Discounted Entry Fees

Children’s discounts are available for everything from museum admission to movie tickets. The definition of a ‘child’ varies at different venues, but it usually means kids between two and 12 years old. Under-twos generally get free entry.




Child Safety Seat

Texas law requires that children under age 8 or shorter than 4ft 9in ride in a federally approved child safety seat. Every car-rental agency should provide one when you book in advance and request it.




KID-FRIENDLY PICKS

Schlitterbahn

The original Schlitterbahn water park is at the top of many Texans’ summer vacation lists.

Children’s Museum, Houston

Enjoy 90,000 sq ft of innovative and interactive exhibits.

Six Flags Over Texas

Has more than 40 rides and various song-and-dance shows.

Galveston

Build sandcastles at the beach or visit the Pleasure Pier.

Garner State Park

Families flock here to grill out, hike and float the Frio River.



CLASSIC ROAD TRIP STOPS IN TEXAS

Texas is great for road tripping. Not only is the Lone Star State home to epic landscapes, but it also has plenty of family-friendly attractions to check out on the way. Between Austin and Dallas, tack on Dinosaur Valley State Park in Glen Rose, where kids can find real-life dinosaur tracks. In the Hill Country, venture out to Garner State Park, which has mini golf, kid-friendly hikes and caves to explore. A stop at beloved gas station chain Buc-ee’s is a must-do. It has tons of road-trip snacks, including breakfast tacos, kolaches, jerky and fudge. The biggest Buc-ee’s is in Luling.
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Health & Safe Travel

GUNS

As in many parts of the US, gun violence is a problem in Texas, thanks to the state’s lax gun laws. It’s legal for most people 21 and older to carry a handgun in a holster without a permit, both openly or concealed.
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Natural Disasters

Flooding is common in all parts of the state. Floodwaters can move swiftly and be extremely dangerous. Seek higher ground immediately. During a hurricane, stay inside and away from windows. Follow the directions of local emergency management. In the event of a tornado, seek shelter in a basement, storm cellar or interior room without windows, such as a closet or bathroom.

Drugs & Alcohol

As is the case across the US, possession or consumption of alcohol is prohibited for people under 21. Unlike in some states, recreational use of marijuana is illegal, as is having and using cocaine, heroin, LSD, and club drugs like PCP and MDMA. Drug possession is a serious crime in Texas, and if caught, you could face fines and jail time.

Travel Insurance

While travel insurance is not a legal requirement, it’s a good idea to have some that includes health insurance and covers medical claims, including emergencies and dental. Some privately run hospitals in Texas may refuse care without evidence of insurance.


SUN SAFETY

The Texas sun can be brutal, especially in the hottest months (July and August). Wear sunscreen and a hat.



WILDLIFE ROAD SIGNS
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Ocelot Similar in size to a bobcat. Once prevalent around the state and now exist only in two small populations in southern Texas.
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Javelina Often mistaken for pigs, but actually collared peccaries found in more arid parts of the state.
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Alligator Common in the swamps and bayous of the eastern third of Texas.
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Roadrunner A fast-running ground bird; most common in the Chihuahuan Desert and South Texas brushlands.


THE GREAT TEXAS FREEZE

In February 2021, winter storm Uri swept the state and other parts of the US. In Texas, all 254 counties were under a winter storm warning at the same time. As the state faced record-low temperatures, the electric grid operator lost control of the power supply, which left millions without electricity.








Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

BREAKFAST (7am to 10am) Breakfast tacos are a staple around the state and available everywhere from coffee shops to gas stations.

LUNCH (noon to 2pm) It’s common to eat at a food truck, taqueria or cafe.

DINNER (6pm to 7pm) Hearty options like burgers, enchiladas, chicken-fried steak, barbecue, Southern comfort food and Tex-Mex dishes are all likely contenders for dinner.



Where to Eat

Taquerias Texas taco joints are as diverse as their menus and customers and can be street carts, taco windows, hole-in-the-wall spots or modernist dining spaces.

Barbecue restaurants The art of roasting meat over an open fire is a sacred ritual in Texas. Get your fill of brisket and sausage everywhere from trailers to fine-dining restaurants.

Food trucks They aren’t unique to Texas, but food trucks are popular, especially in urban areas. Austin has one of the fastest-growing food-truck industries in the country.
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MENU DECODER

Kolache A Czech-originated breakfast pastry found at most donut shops with sweet or savory fillings.

Chili (con carne) Real Texas chili is made with beef, not beans.

Chicken-fried steak A thick slab of beef that’s breaded, fried and buried under gravy.

Frito pie A mess of corn chips, shredded cheese, raw onion and chili.

Gulf oysters Big, meaty, mild oysters that are often fried.

Chile con queso Hot, velvety cheese with spicy chiles and tomatoes, served with tortilla chips.

Smoked brisket Beef that’s been slow cooked for hours over a low-heat fire and infused with a smoky flavor from mesquite, hickory, oak or pecan wood.

Puffy taco A lightly fried, bubble-like tortilla that’s stuffed with a savory filling like beef or beans. It’s a major source of pride in San Antonio.



HOW TO… Tell the Difference Between Barbecues

Texas barbecue has a deep history, and the state’s styles are infused with its history of cultural and culinary diversity. There are a handful of different styles, but plenty of variety exists in each type. South Texas barbecue is heavily intertwined with Mexican cuisine, pulling from Mexican–American cooking traditions and incorporating specialties like cabrito (barbecued baby goat). Look out for the signature barbacoa – the authentic version involves cooking a whole cow head with mesquite coals. This tender meat is often used as a taco filling. In Central Texas, brisket is cooked low and slow over indirect heat, whereas in West Texas, brisket is cooked over direct heat in a method more similar to grilling. East Texas has a heavier focus on pork and brisket sandwiches, as opposed to brisket slices. Regardless of the barbecue style, common side dishes include coleslaw, potato salad, pinto beans, white bread, sliced onion and pickles.


HOW MUCH FOR A…

Topo Chico sparkling water
$2

Lone Star tallboy
$4

coffee
$3

taco
$2–5

kolache
$3–5

barbecue meal
$30

dinner at a top-end restaurant
$50+




HOW TO… Order Tex-Mex for Every Meal

The hybrid cuisine of Tex-Mex originated in the state in the early 20th century in Mexican restaurants run by first- and second-generation immigrants. Because this cuisine is so ubiquitous, it’s helpful to know what (and how) to order for breakfast, lunch and dinner. In the mornings, it’s all about tacos and eggs. You’re likely to see migas and huevos rancheros on the menu. Migas are scrambled eggs with tortilla strips and cheese, while huevos rancheros are fried eggs on tortillas smothered in salsa. Breakfast tacos are flour tortillas stuffed with a combo of crispy potatoes, beans, eggs, bacon or sausage.

Expect sizable portions of beans and rice to accompany most lunchtime specials. Classic Tex-Mex cheese enchiladas are smothered in chili gravy. Other popular options include tamales (corn dough stuffed with meat, beans, or cheese, and wrapped in leaves or husks) and fajitas (marinated grilled meats, peppers and onions served with warm corn or flour tortillas).

At lunch and dinner, complimentary chips and salsa are promptly delivered to your table. Opt for a combo platter to get a taste of it all. This dish could involve a mix of flautas, tamales, tacos or enchiladas, plus the requisite rice and beans. Wash it all down with a frozen margarita. Had a few too many? Order a bowl of menudo (beef tripe stew), Mexico’s most famous hangover cure.
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Tex-Mex

There’s always lively debate about which Texas city is the true home of Tex-Mex, but Delfino Martinez is often called the godfather of Tex-Mex in Austin. Martinez opened El Original at 2nd St and Congress Ave in 1925.




AT THE HONKY-TONK

Honky-tonks are a way of life in Texas. They aren’t tourist traps (although some are more touristy than others) – they’re legit bars where Texans go to drink beer and glide around the dance floor to live country, bluegrass and rockabilly tunes. There’s nothing fancy about a honky-tonk, which is usually a hole-in-the-wall joint with cheap drink specials (think a Lone Star beer and whiskey shot combo, not craft cocktails), old-school jukeboxes and maybe a pool table or two.

You can expect an authentic honky-tonk to be open five days a week, not just on weekends. Hours can vary according to whether you’re in an urban or rural area. Some honky-tonks offer dance lessons for two-step, swing and line dancing (called ‘boot-scootin’ in Texan speak). Besides pickles and bags of chips, food isn’t usually available, but some places might have hot dogs and burgers.

Honky-tonks are all over the state, and some have eclectic touches. Little Longhorn Saloon in Austin has Chicken Shit Bingo on Sunday, in which people buy randomly selected numbers on a bingo board and wait to see which number the chicken does its business on. Some honky-tonks have deep personal histories. At Arkey Blue’s Silver Dollar in Bandera, the owner (Arkey Juenke) has been playing music every Saturday night since he opened the bar’s doors in 1968. Some bring on famous musicians. The Broken Spoke in Austin has seen the likes of Dolly Parton, Jerry Jeff Walker, Willie Nelson and George Strait.








Responsible Travel

Climate change & travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when traveling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travelers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. There are many carbon calculators online that allow travellers to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey; try resurgence.org/resources/carbon-calculator.html. Many airlines and booking sites offer travelers the option of off setting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world. We continue to offset the carbon footprint of all Lonely Planet staff travel, while recognizing this is a mitigation more than a solution.

Go Electric

Cities like Austin, Dallas and Houston have rentable electric scooters and bikes. If you’re staying in a central part of town and don’t need to go far, biking or scooting is much better for the environment than driving.

A Green Park

Discovery Green in Houston was designed using the latest in green building methods and energy conservation. The park, formerly a parking lot, uses wind power for its electricity.
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Grab a coffee and a taco at Cosmic Coffee in Austin, which employs a wide range of sustainability practices, including compost-eating chickens, organic food gardens, and rainwater irrigation for the gardens and ponds.




Take a glass-bottom boat tour with the Meadows Center for Water and the Environment in San Marcos, which works to preserve a rare ecosystem in Spring Lake. Endangered species found here include the fountain darter fish.
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Eat Local

Visit the state’s many farmers markets to buy local produce, such as the Texas Farmers Market in Mueller (Austin), the Downtown Art and Farmers Market in El Paso and the Clearfork Farmers Market in Fort Worth.

Many sustainable farms in Texas offer tours, including Dallas’ first urban farm, Bonton Farm. Its mission is to close the gap in a food desert in south Dallas.

 

Seek out hotels with sustainability policies certified by a credible organization like LEED or EarthCheck. In Austin, Heywood Hotel, Hotel Van Zandt and East Austin Hotel have removed single-use plastics.


Thrift

Go secondhand shopping at flea markets, thrift stores and vintage shops instead of buying new. Every city and many small towns in Texas have secondhand shops filled with treasures.

Dark Sky Reserve

The McDonald Observatory outside Fort Davis is a Dark Sky Reserve, with the goal of protecting the night sky from light pollution. The observatory’s popular Star Parties provide visitors with an up-close look at constellations.
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Native Plants

The Chihuahuan Desert Gardens and Desert Botanical Garden in El Paso are awesome spots to see native desert flora. The Botanical Garden has nearly 165 species of native plants, plus a pollinator garden trail.


1°F

Texas’ climate is changing because of human activity. According to the Environmental Protection Agency, most of Texas has warmed between 0.5°F and 1°F in the past century because of greenhouse gas emissions from humans.




At Nuno’s Tacos in Dallas, try vegan Tex-Mex, such as tacos ‘al pastor’ made with jackfruit.




Austin’s Peace Out Plastic sells adorable reusable cutlery and eco-friendly items like towels and drinking straws.




RESOURCES

texaslandconservancy.org

 Protects land across the state

tpwd.texas.gov

This state agency oversees and protects

wildlife and their habitats.

environmentamerica.org/texas

A citizen-based environmental advocacy organization.



Drink at breweries in the Hill Country, such Jester King, Vista and Roughhouse, that use sustainable practices and local ingredients. Jester King has a farm, cultivates in-house yeast strains with local flora, and brews with Texas-grown grain.






LGBTIQ+ Travelers

Texas’ major urban centers are more gay-friendly than its small towns, which trend conservative. Austin is the most progressive city in the state. Dallas is home to the country’s sixth-largest LGBTIQ+ population, and the city has a good gay club and bar scene, as do Houston and San Antonio. However, the state government is actively trying to take rights away from LGBTIQ+ people.


LGBTIQ+ Businesses


The Lone Star State has many LGBTIQ-owned businesses, mostly in the major urban centers. Search business directories and LGBT Chamber of Commerce websites for North Texas, San Antonio, Houston and Austin to find out the latest openings and offerings. Popular LGBTIQ-owned restaurants include La Sicilia Italian Bakery and Cafe in Houston, La Barbecue in Austin and Salum in Dallas.
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GAY-FRIENDLY DISTRICTS

Austin’s main LGBTIQ+ scene is concentrated downtown on West 4th St. Dallas’ official gayborhood is in the Oak Lawn area. Montrose is the heart of the gay community in Houston. San Antonio’s hub of gay nightlife is along North Main Ave.




RURAL AREAS

In small towns and rural areas of Texas, displays of affection may draw negative attention from locals. Yes, these places have LGBTIQ+ residents, but don’t expect the same level of acceptance that you’ll find in much larger cities such as Dallas and Austin.




Accommodations

Seek out properties owned by LGBTIQ+ Texans for your stay. In Austin, Hotel San Jose is one of several regional hotels founded by Liz Lambert, and the Lorenzo Hotel in Dallas is part of the World Rainbow Hotels collection.



Pride Days


Pride events have taken place in Texas since the 1970s, despite the state Republican party’s anti-LGBTIQ+ agenda and policies that undermine the rights of this community. Today, all of Texas’ major cities and some smaller towns put on dozens of events throughout Pride month in June. (Austin’s main Pride celebration happens in August.) Events all over Texas often include parades, drag brunches, concerts, pool parties, community movies and carnival rides. Most are free. Check Progress Texas (progresstexas.org) for a comprehensive list of Pride happenings across the state.

 

Volunteering & Community Outreach

Volunteer with an LGBTIQ+ organization, such as Fiesta Youth in San Antonio, Transgender Education Network of Texas in Austin, Borderland Rainbow Center in El Paso and Gay for Good in Dallas–Fort Worth. Check out each organization to learn more about their efforts. For example, Gay for Good hosts postcard-writing parties and other social events. Find out about protests and outreach events from Equality Texas (equalitytexas.org).






Accessible Travel

Travelers with disabilities can find accessible transportation services and lodging in big cities like Austin, San Antonio, Houston, El Paso and Dallas, but accessibility services are less common in rural areas.


Accessible Cities

San Antonio has many attractions compliant with the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), including the Alamo and the River Walk. Most of Austin’s main tourist attractions, such as the Texas Capitol and the Bullock Texas State History Museum are accessible..


Airport

Major airports in Texas follow ADA requirements and provide facilities like automatic doors, crosswalks, level flooring, and accessible transportation and parking. Contact your airline before traveling to arrange wheelchair service.




Accommodations

Newer and larger hotels tend to have the best accessibility features, which might include visual alarm clocks, door knock alerts, bed shakers, visual fire alarms and roll-in showers.



ACCESSABILITY FEST

The annual AccessAbility Fest in San Antonio features music, performances, and activities for people of all ages and abilities, including costume contests, an adaptive rock climbing wall and the AbilitySTRONG Parade, which serves as San Antonio’s Disability Pride Celebration.


The Cinema Touching Disability Film Festival is the top cinematic celebration of disability in the state. Usually screened at the Alamo Drafthouse, it features works by indie filmmakers from documentaries to animated shorts.



Morgan’s Wonderland

Morgan’s Wonderland is a 25-acre accessible theme park in San Antonio that features a wheelchair-accessible Ferris wheel, special sensory experiences, and dozens of other rides and attractions.

State Parks

Many state parks in Texas offer some accessible features, including campsites, trails, visitor centers and restrooms. Call the park before you visit to ask about specific facilities.

MUSEUMS

The Houston Museum of Natural Science has an app with a sensory guide. The Nasher Sculpture Center in Dallas gives out sensory-inclusive kits, and Southern Methodist University’s Meadows Museum provides special glasses for colorblind guests.


RESOURCES

AccessibleGO (accessiblego.com) provides accessibility details and community reviews for hotels, flights and more.

Society for Accessible Travel and Hospitality (sath.org) brings together organizations serving travelers with disabilities. It provides tons of helpful travel tips and access info.

Book accessible accommodations through Handiscover (handiscover.com), which has filters to search for rooms that cater to specific physical accessibility needs.








Outdoor Safety

Stay safe while exploring the outdoors in Texas by preparing for sun and heat, steering clear of poisonous plants and potentially dangerous wildlife, and hiking with the proper gear.


Stay Cool

One of the biggest threats to outdoor safety in Texas is the heat, especially in summer when triple-digit temperatures are the norm. Stay hydrated, wear SPF 50 and a hat, and seek shade and water when necessary. It’s important to be aware of the signs of heat exhaustion, which can include weakness, dizziness, clammy skin, heavy sweating, and nausea or vomiting. If you experience these symptoms, move to a cooler location, lie down and sip water.

Hike Safely

Hike with a buddy and always tell someone where you’re going and when you expect to return. Packing the right gear is crucial.

Carry plenty of water (at least one gallon per day per person) and food, along with a map, first-aid kit and flashlight. Wear the right clothing: warm base layers in the winter and light, loose-fitting clothing in the summer. If you’re hiking in summer, pick an appropriate time to head out, such as early in the morning before the heat sets in.


How to Remove Cacti Spines

Texas has its fair share of cacti. If you accidentally get pierced by a cactus, use tweezers to remove the spines, being careful not to push the spines in further. Cactus spines aren’t poisonous, but they are painful and irritating.



POISONOUS PLANTS

In many parts of Texas, you could encounter poisonous plants, including poison sumac, poison oak and poison hemlock. Learn to identify these and wear protective clothing such as pants and a long-sleeved shirt.

If you are exposed to one of these poisonous plants, carefully remove and wash your clothing as soon as possible. If your bare skin has been exposed, immediately wash the area with soap and water. Seek medical attention if you experience more than a mild outbreak.

Stay Alert for Wildlife

Texas is home to boars, cougars, wolves, black bears and other wild creatures. Stay alert when you’re on a trail to avoid provoking or sneaking up on any critters. Never try to pet or feed wild animals.

Texas has 14 species of venomous snakes, though it’s far more likely that any snake you encounter is not dangerous. The most common type of venomous snake is the Western diamondback, an aggressive rattlesnake. If a rattler bites you, call 911 and keep your injured limb above your heart.

Snakes and other wildlife are vital parts of the ecosystem and should not be harmed or killed.
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Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

The following opening hours apply to cities. Hours in rural areas vary.

Banks 9am–5pm Monday to Friday

Bars 4pm–2am

Cafes 8am–5pm

Clubs 7pm–2am on weekends, often closed during the week

Restaurants 11am–2pm and 5pm–10pm, or often all day

Shopping malls 10am–9pm

Shops 9am–6pm Monday to Saturday, from 11am Sunday


GOOD TO KNOW

Time Zone
Central Standard Time (GMT-6) and Mountain Standard Time (GMT-7)

Country Code
1

Emergency number
911

Population
30 million



Smoking

Smoking in public is legal under Texas state law, but more than 100 cities in the state – including the largest metro areas – have passed smoke-free laws.

PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

Banks, schools and government offices (including post offices) are closed on major holidays. Public holidays that fall on a weekend are often observed on the following Monday.

New Year’s Day January 1

Confederate Heroes’ Day January 19

Martin Luther King Jr Day Third Monday in January

President’s Day Third Monday in February

Texas Independence Day March 2

Easter Sunday March/April (varies)

Memorial Day Last Monday in May

Juneteenth June 19

Independence Day July 4

Labor Day First Monday in September

Columbus Day Second Monday in October

Veterans Day November 11

Thanksgiving Fourth Thursday in November

Christmas Day December 25


Electricity
120V/60Hz
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Internet Access

Wi-fi is widely available and often free. Airports usually have paid-for internet hot spots.

Water

Tap water is safe to drink and of good quality.








STORYBOOK

Our writers delve deep into different aspects of Texas life


A History of Texas in 15 Places

The history of Texas doesn’t start and end with the Alamo

Justine Harrington

Meet the Texans

‘Friendship’ is the state motto.

Justine Harrington

Six (Or More?) Flags Over Texas

The state’s shifting allegiances

Stephen Lioy

Cowboys & King’s Men

Cowboy traditions run deep

Stephen Lioy

Texas Barbecue

The altar of meat

Stephen Lioy
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A HISTORY OF TEXAS IN
15 PLACES

Texas has an incredibly strong mythology built around it, but the truth is often more fascinating than the mythmaking. The state’s prehistory extends back at least 13,000 years, well before Europeans arrived in the 1500s. Diverse cultural influences have made Texas what it is today.


CONTRARY TO WHAT many are taught in Texas and elsewhere, the history of the Lone Star State doesn’t begin and end with the Alamo. Prehistoric sites like Caddo Mounds serve as important reminders that people have lived on the land now called Texas for tens of thousands of years, long before the Spanish, French and Mexicans came exploring.

The Spanish colonized the area in the 18th century and encountered Native American tribes such as the Caddo and Karankawa. They established a number of Catholic missions, including the Alamo. Texas was part of Mexico when Mexico gained its independence from Spain in 1821. Simmering tensions between Texas and Mexico eventually led to the Texas Revolution, beginning with the Battle of Gonzales. After the bloody Battle of the Alamo, Texans declared their independence and formed the Republic of Texas on March 2, 1836. Further conflict and violence came in the form of the Mexican–American War and the US Civil War, when Texas seceded from the United States and joined the Confederacy. Juneteenth – the name given to Emancipation Day by enslaved people in Texas – is celebrated on June 19. Texas is an amalgam of cultural influences, and its deep-rooted Hispanic heritage has shaped the state.

1. Big Bend National Park

ANCIENT PEOPLE AND LANDSCAPES

Deep in the furthest reaches of West Texas, Big Bend National Park is located on lands first stewarded by the Chisos, Apache, Comanche and other Native American tribes. Prehistoric rock art and thousands of artifacts have been discovered in the park and surrounding area. Aside from a rich human history, the national park is home to some of the most beautiful and epically remote scenery in the state. The canyons of the Rio Grande, the jagged peaks of the Chisos Mountains and vast stretches of the Chihuahuan Desert make up Big Bend’s stunning ecosystems.

2. Caddo Mounds Historic Site

THE ORIGIN OF THE WORD ‘TEXAS’

Caddo Mounds Historic Site consists of three earthen ceremonial mounds that were part of a Caddoan settlement constructed between 800 and 1300 CE. Once the most advanced tribe in Texas, the Caddo differed from other Native American groups that lived in Texas because of their relative territorial stability. They sustained themselves in the same landscape for more than 1000 years. In addition to the mounds, the site includes the remnants of their village, a grass house and a borrow pit.

Spanish colonizers found the native Caddo people so friendly that they began to call their new territory tejas (‘tay-has’), a corruption of the Caddo word for ‘friend.’

3. Nacogdoches

THE OLDEST TOWN IN TEXAS

Set at the intersection of Caddo trailways and colonial trade routes, Nacogdoches is named for the band of Caddo people who settled here around 1250 CE. The area’s first European settlement dates from 1716, when a mission was established as anoutpost of the Spanish empire. Although the town, like much of the South, suffered during the Civil War, by the 1880s, Nacogdoches was booming. Most of the well-preserved brick buildings on the cobblestone downtown square date from the 1800s, and a bevy of locally owned stores line Main St.

4. The Alamo

REMEMBER THE ALAMO

People from all over the world come to see the fabled place where General Santa Anna and the Mexican army besieged roughly 200 Texan rebels during the Texas Revolution. Santa Anna’s troops pounded the Alamo for 13 days before retaking it. Mexican losses were devastating; estimates run from 1000 to 2000. When the Alamo was finally recaptured, the advancing troops executed almost all of the surviving defenders. Built as a mission church from 1755 onward, the main building is now known as the Shrine, smack in the middle of downtown San Antonio. Beyond that are exhibition areas and gardens.
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5. San Jacinto Battleground

THE BATTLE FOR INDEPENDENCE

Texas fought for and won its independence in 1836 at the San Jacinto Battleground. The Texas militia under Sam Houston launched a surprise attack against the forces of Mexican General Antonio López de Santa Anna, and hundreds of Mexicans were taken prisoner, including Santa Anna, who signed a treaty recognizing Texas’ independence in exchange for his freedom. The battle lasted less than 20 minutes, but the ramifications were vast. The victory gave Texas its independence from Mexico and also opened the door for the US’ continued westward expansion. Visitors today can gawk at the 567ft-tall monument and explore the museum.

6. Washington-on-the-Brazos

WHERE TEXAS WAS BORN

Set along the Brazos River, Washington-on-the-Brazos marks the spot where the Texas Declaration of Independence was signed. On March 2, 1836, delegates elected from each municipality in Texas gathered while the forces of General Santa Anna laid siege to the Alamo. Washington-on-the-Brazos briefly served as the capital of the Republic of Texas from 1842 until 1845, when the country was annexed by the United States. The nearly 300 acres of park grounds include the Star of the Republic Museum, Independence Hall (pictured) and Barrington Plantation, which offers a glimpse into Texas plantation life, slavery and all.


7. Palo Alto Battlefield

THE START OF THE MEXICAN–AMERICAN WAR

The Battle of Palo Alto was the first major engagement of the Mexican–American War. On May 8, 1846, shortly before the US formally declared war on Mexico, General Zachary Taylor defeated a superior Mexican force at this site north of the Rio Grande, near present-day Brownsville. The victory is largely attributed to the effectiveness of US artillery. Modern visitors experience the landscape almost exactly as it existed on the day of the battle, with its acres of wild prairie and dense chaparral. The visitor center features interactive exhibits and artifacts that put the battle into context.

8. Texas State Capitol

HISTORIC HOME OF THE TEXAS LEGISLATURE

Easily the state’s grandest public building, the three-story, pink-domed Texas State Capitol looms over downtown Austin. The capital city is one of the fastest-growing in the country, but views of the capitol building are protected by law. Built in 1888, it’s the largest state capitol, rising 14ft higher than the US Capitol in Washington, DC. The exterior walls are made of Texas red granite from Burnet County, while the interior and walls are Texas limestone. The giant rotunda features the six seals of the sovereign nations that have governed Texas.

9. El Paso Missions

MORE THAN 300 YEARS OF HISTORY

The Diocese of El Paso has three of the oldest historic missions in the US: Ysleta, Socorro and San Elizario, which are accessible on the 9-mile Mission Trail. The youngest of these, San Elizario, hosts a monthly art market featuring local pottery, jewelry and paintings. Marvel at the Socorro Mission’s beautiful 17th-century interiors and painted beams. The oldest mission, Ysleta, was built in 1682 by members of the Tigua tribe, who were forced to accompany the Spanish south from Ysleta Pueblo. The Tigua still attend mass and conduct ceremonies on the plaza outside the church.

10. Painted Churches of Schulenburg

RICH CZECH AND GERMAN HERITAGE

When European immigrants came to Texas in the 1800s, they founded small towns and named them after the places they’d left, such as Praha, Nederland and Fredericksburg. They decorated their new churches to mimic the ancient Gothic structures of their homelands, complete with vibrant murals, richly colored stained glass and trompe l’oeil paintings. More than 20 of these churches remain today, including St Paul’s Lutheran in Serbin, St John the Baptist in Ammannsville, and Sts Cyril and Methodius Church in Dubina.

11. Fort Worth Stockyards

COWBOYS AND CATTLE

The Old West feels alive and well at the Fort Worth Stockyards, a historic district brimming with steakhouses, old-school saloons and Western-wear stores that’s one of the most popular attractions in Texas. A stop on the Chisholm Trail, which brought cattle from southern Texas to Kansas, Fort Worth was a haven for 19th-century cattle drivers, hence the city’s nickname of Cowtown. Today, the main spectacle at the Stockyards is a twice-daily cattle drive with the Fort Worth herd. Authentic cowboys and cowgirls sporting 1860s clothing drive longhorns up Exchange Ave. You can also catch a rodeo almost any Friday or Saturday night.
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12. Johnson Space Center

A GIANT LEAP FOR MANKIND

NASA’s Johnson Space Center has been the hub of human spaceflight activity for more than half a century. Starting with the Gemini 4 mission in 1965, the center has served as mission control for all NASA space flights. The adjacent Space Center Houston complex offers public access to NASA’s facilities on guided tram tours. Enjoy an up-close look at more than 400 space artifacts, including shuttles, lunar modules, an array of vintage space suits and the world’s largest publicly viewable collection of moon rocks.
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13. Dealey Plaza

A TRAGIC ORIGIN STORY

Dealey Plaza is sometimes nicknamed the birthplace of Dallas. The plaza marks the spot where the city’s first home, post office, courthouse and store were built. The plaza opened much later, in 1940, and became famous for a very different reason. In November 1963, John F Kennedy was assassinated here, and X’s on the road mark the spots where two bullets hit the president. At the nearby Grassy Knoll, you can climb the sloping hill where some reported hearing shots on that fateful day, the foundation of a number of conspiracy theories about JFK’s death.

14. LBJ Ranch

LEARN ABOUT THE 36TH PRESIDENT

Lyndon Baines Johnson was JFK’s successor and served as the 36th president from 1963 to 1969. A Texas native, Johnson was born near Stonewall, not far from Johnson City, which his family helped settle. Run by the National Park Service, the beautiful LBJ Ranch (pictured left) honors the former president’s life and legacy. He spent so much time here during his presidency that it became known as the Texas White House. Other structures include Johnson’s birthplace, the one-room schoolhouse where he briefly attended school, and a neighboring farm that now serves as a living history museum.

15. El Mercado

COUNTRY’S OLDEST MEXICAN MARKET

El Mercado (pictured above) has been an integral part of San Antonio since the early 1800s. It exists today on a plaza gifted to the city’s original settlers by the king of Spain in 1730. By 1900, immigrants from Europe, Asia and the Middle East had left their mark on the Mexican character of the market. Occupying three blocks full of historic buildings, plazas, shops, galleries and restaurants, El Mercado is the biggest Mexican marketplace outside Mexico. Tejano music blares from every corner, and walkways are lined with papel picado (colorful sheets of paper with intricate cut-out details).





MEET THE
TEXANS

No matter where you go in Texas, you’re bound to encounter a deep sense of state pride. Texans are warm and hospitable types; after all, ‘friendship’ is the state motto. JUSTINE HARRINGTON introduces her people
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THERE ARE ABOUT as many ways to live in this giant state as there are fleas on a farm dog. Sure, pickup trucks, cowboy boots and country songs are a part of the puzzle, but so are quinceañeras (coming-of-age parties) and Tejano-conjunto music. That said, a few constants remain: faith, family and Friday-night football still run deep to Texas’ heart.

Texas is considered the ‘buckle’ in the Bible Belt, a swath of states across the Southern US associated with conservative Protestantism and evangelical Christianity. Roughly 75% of Texans call themselves Christian, with 20% atheist, agnostic or otherwise unaffiliated with a religion.

For decades, Texas has been seen as a ‘red’ (Republican) state, but some strategists and commentators think it’s evolving into a ‘purple’ state, more toward the center of US politics. Texas’ cities increasingly lean more liberal, especially Austin, but a strong dose of rugged individualism permeates many views across the political spectrum.

Cultural differences dictated by geography are a natural part of living in a state this huge. The rural-urban divide is both nuanced and dramatic. Life moves noticeably slower in smaller Texas towns, while fast-paced and fast-growing cities like Austin and Fort Worth are hubs of culture and activity. Mexican culture, foods and traditions are inexorably interwoven in the Texas tapestry, and South Texas in particular is heavily influenced by its proximity to the border. Many people speak Spanish or Spanglish (a combination of English and Spanish) and practice Mexican and Mexican American traditions.

Who & How Many

The population of Texas is nearly 30 million. The state has slightly more Hispanic residents than white residents, according to 2022 census data. Hispanics are estimated to comprise 40.2% of the Texas population, and white people are at 39.4%.

The state has always wanted to do its own thing. It seceded twice, once from Mexico and once from the United States, and was a republic for almost a decade. Accordingly, people are mighty loyal to their homeland. There’s a certain braggadocio – ahem, undying sense of pride – that Texans share.

Texas bravado may be a distinct social characteristic, but Texans are also open, friendly, and generous with smiles and handshakes. Good manners are prized above all else, and Southern hospitality is an integral part of being a Texan. Children are taught to be polite to their elders – ‘yes ma’am’ and ‘yes, sir’ are a big part of the lexicon – and people are generally neighborly.

Texas is a work-hard, play-hard kind of state. Kicking back is serious business. When the weekend comes, folks are often in the great outdoors: attending their tyke’s football game, throwing some meat on the grill or just rockin’ on the neighbor’s porch.



TEXAS PRIDE

Even if you try to fight it, something happens when you live in Texas for a certain amount of time, whether or not you’re a ‘native’ Texan (an increasing point of pride in a state that’s seen more people move here in the last decade than almost any other). Here’s what happens: You become infected with a profound sense of being from somewhere. A tiny (or not-so-tiny) part of you begins to believe that maybe, just maybe, Texas really is incredibly special and distinct from other places, to the point where a tiny (or not-so-tiny) part of you starts to claim being Texan as a core part of your identity, like your ethnicity or sexual orientation. I’m not saying I’m necessarily proud of this, mind you. I just call ’em like I see ’em.







SIX (OR MORE?)
FLAGS OVER TEXAS

As a crossroads of trade and travel and the frontier of New World colonial ambitions, Texas witnessed shifting allegiances over time. By Stephen Lioy


THE LONE STAR STATE defines itself by the five-point symbol that dominates the state flag, and this single star belies a long and complicated history of colonization, assimilation and self-determination stretching back to the land’s original inhabitants.

Seeking Sovereignty

Historians debate the number of sovereign flags that have flown over Texas – what counts as sovereign, after all? The short-lived flag of the Fredonian Rebellion flew over Nacogdoches for just over a month from late 1826 before being unceremoniously torn down by the Mexican soldiers who arrived to restore order. The bloody-armed Goliad flag flew briefly over the Presidio there, the symbol of an abortive first attempt at an independent Texas in late 1835, just three months before the siege of the Alamo finally stirred up a Texas revolution.
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From this moment, the territory broke ties with Mexico and declared itself a sovereign state – with a new flag. The banner of the Republic of the Rio Grande, a rebellion of states in northern Mexico, existed for less than a year and was supported by Texan arms and volunteers, but the flag still flies over the former capital of Laredo in modern Texas.

Post-Columbus Colonization

As flags have been raised and lowered over Texas through 400 years of post-Columbian history, the demographics in the territory have followed suit. Native tribes, Tejanos, Catholic Spanish, Catholic Cajuns and waves of US immigrants under empresario contracts (which brought in ‘Catholic families of good character’ that were willing to settle and become citizens) crossed the border into Mexican territory for a life of promise on the frontier.

Before European colonization, at least 50 Native American tribes lived on this land, including the Karankawa, Caddo and Coahuiltecan, which were slowly displaced by the arrival of the first Spanish settlers to Texas. The Spanish flag was raised above missions across what is now central and eastern Texas, built to provide a bulwark against the French in Louisiana as well as to convert indigenous people to Catholicism. Both objectives had limited success, but the cultural impact of Spanish colonization of Texas remains enormous, transmitted through Mexico to Texas as linguistic, culinary and cultural norms that continue to express themselves in modern communities across the state. Major cities in Texas still bear Spanish place names (San Antonio, El Paso, Amarillo), and the Rio Grande Valley has a unique mixture of both cultures, neither wholly Mexican nor wholly American. The glory that is Tex-Mex cuisine is actually an amalgamation of Spanish, northern Mexican and American influences that have been simmering together for centuries.

French colonies were less prosperous. The flag of the Bourbon kings flew over Fort St Louis on the Gulf Coast for less than five years before the settlement was abandoned around 1687. However, sections of what is now northeastern Texas remained under French control until 1803, when the Louisiana Purchase incorporated the last of the region into the fledgling United States and eventually the state of Texas.

From Revolution to Independence

Texan settlers looked with hope upon the newly raised Mexican flag in 1821, when Miguel Hidalgo y Costilla’s revolution eventually achieved independence from Spain. Only a decade later, those same Texans felt aggrieved by their government, brought to a head when Mexican President Santa Anna abolished the constitution in 1835. Revolution began soon after. The flag of Mexico still flies above Texas towns, in a manner of speaking – they billow from atop towering flagpoles across the Rio Grande from busy border towns such as Laredo and Brownsville, where near-constant foot and vehicle traffic continues the traditions of trade and commerce that have tied these places together far longer than international borders have split them apart.
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Those borders saw the flag of an independent Republic of Texas fly above a series of capital cities: just two weeks over Washington-on-the-Brazos before a month-long stint above Harrisburg, followed quickly by Velasco and Columbia all within the first year of independence. The Lone Star was raised above the capital city of Houston for several years, throughout which tensions along the Texas–Mexico border continued to rise over control of territory claimed by both sides.

Admission & Seccession

By the time the Lone Star settled on Austin as the permanent capital, Texans were already looking for the support of the US government, which eventually accepted Texas as the 28th state in 1845. The long delay in Texas’ annexation was in part because of the slavery question. One of the major issues in Texans’ opposition to Mexico was the abolition of slavery, and with the admission of new states to the US, the issue continued to put slavers and abolitionists across the expanding country at odds. With perhaps a predictable result, another flag flew over Texas from the outset of the Civil War: that of the Confederate States of America.

Smuggling goods and armaments into the Confederacy made fortunes for old Texans, and access to these supplies prolonged the war considerably. Union soldiers eventually conquered Texas and the rest of the Confederate States. Texas, ignominiously, was the site of the last deaths of the war. A month after the Confederate surrender, soldiers fought and died at Palmetto Hill under the flag of a country that no longer existed.

To this day, some Texans proudly (though inaccurately) insist that the modern Texas Constitution gives the state the right to secede from the United States. It does not, but the idea of independence, the strength of the ninth-largest economy in the world and a cultural identity distinctly different from the rest of the US mean that many Texans continue to define themselves by the Lone Star flag that flies above their capital.





COWBOYS &
KING’S MEN

From 17th-century Iberia to modern-day city slickers, cowboy traditions run deep through Texas’ culture and history. By Stephen Lioy


ATOP A HIGH RIDGE, a lone cowboy surveys his herds, driving them to northern markets along the Chisholm Trail. The cowboy is a Texas icon, with a big hat and bigger belt buckle, hero (and villain) of country songs and popular culture. While the stereotype often defines outsiders’ ideas of Texas, it’s an image that finds real purchase within the state as well.

Old-World Roots

Cowboy boots, line dances, rodeos and big trucks are standard in much of the state, from small-town East Texas – where forestry remains a major economic sector and rugged days are just part of the job – to the Fort Worth Stockyards, home to a vast line-dancing floor, an attached indoor rodeo arena and everybody’s favorite cattle drive, where drovers run the local longhorn herd right through the center of the historical district twice daily. The city of Bandera is the self-proclaimed Cowboy Capital of the World. But as Texans themselves might say, they come by it honest. As much as ‘cowboy chic’ has infiltrated popular understanding of the state, the history of the Texas cowboy stretches well beyond the history of the state and into the borders of Mexico and pre-colonial Spain.

The first iteration of what would eventually become the iconic American cowboy can be found not in the New World, but in the Old. Vaqueros of the Iberian Peninsula worked as horse-mounted herders of cows (vaca in Spanish), traveling across Spain and Portugal to graze their animals over vast distances in the inhospitable interior. As conquistadors and missionaries left for the New World, many vaqueros were brought along as well, establishing ranching traditions in Brazil and Mexico that continued onward to the colonies and the Tejas territory.

Accustomed to the rugged desert and scrubland terrain of Iberia, the vaqueros thrived in this new environment, and as Spanish influence spread throughout the continent, their traditions followed suit. As Spanish and later Mexican settlers and soldiers pushed into the frontier state of Coahuila and Tejas, their ranching techniques and lifestyle found new adherents from among the local Tejano population and American immigrants moving to the territory under the auspices of empresario land grants (contracts from the Mexican government for businessmen to bring settlers into the frontier). The most famous were the ‘Old 300’ settlers led by Stephen F Austin, who would become known as the ‘Father of Texas’ for his role in organizing the first Anglo colonies here and his later work toward an independent Texas.
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King of the Cattle

Throughout the contentious issues of Texan independence, disputes over Texas’ new borders, and the eventual war between Mexico and the fledgling United States, these ranching traditions remained strong. After the Mexican–American War, using a recently minted fortune built on control of shipping along the Rio Grande, the young partnership of Richard King and Mifflin Kenedy founded what would eventually become the largest ranch in the United States, built on the work of the vaqueros.

When they purchased land near the Santa Gertrudis Creek in southern Texas’ Wild Horse Desert in 1853, neither King nor Kenedy had a background in ranching. What they did have was money and the foresight to convince whole families of vaqueros from northern Mexico to move north with the cattle King purchased from them, the beginnings of the empire that would become King Ranch. The work of Los Kineños (King’s Men) at King Ranch is inherently little different from the work of vaqueros from across the region, but when combined with King’s wealth and business sense, the vaqueros began to operate at scale.

King Ranch became known not only for cattle – the Santa Gertrudis breed was created here through a selective breeding program – but also for award-winning quarter horses and thoroughbreds, and the Kineños played an integral part. King became so successful that he bought out Kenedy and grew into what is now the largest ranch in the country at 825,000 acres, bigger than the state of Rhode Island. As the ranch gained success, it also gained fame and name recognition among non-Texans. Branding deals collated the ideas of King and cowboy, Ford trucks and a restaurant first among them.

The Prairie Meets Pop Culture

Cowboy culture continued to infiltrate American pop culture. From the antics of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show in the late 1800s (including several tours across Europe) to popular television and movie Westerns in the early and mid-1900s, the romanticization of the West transformed a difficult and dangerous era of American history into a macho ideal of strength and manhood. Actors like John Wayne and characters such as the Lone Ranger remain household names in some parts of the United States, despite more than 90 years having passed since they debuted. In Texas, cowboy culture still defines fashion norms, musical tastes and social gatherings. Reflections of this culture can be seen everywhere from the smallest Texas hamlet to the Houston Livestock Show and Rodeo, which claims the title of world’s largest livestock show, with more than two million visitors attending each year.

Travelers to Texas can’t help but see cowboy culture in action, if often only the pop-culture variety. Don’t be surprised to see people sporting blue jeans, a big belt buckle, tall boots and of course the iconic hat – a tool of the trade for the real cowboy, a top-dollar fashion accessory for the city dweller. You’ll hear country music everywhere – whether the old-timers like Willie and Waylon and the boys or country pop that reaches far further into American pop culture. Rodeos still take place across the state, with cowboys ropin’ and ridin’ bucking broncos in demonstrations of skills that have passed down from the vaqueros to modern-day cowboys still out on the range. Millions of fans and spectators come out to watch and celebrate them.

While the image of the Texas cowboy has evolved into a modern phenomenon that fits into modern lifestyles, the concept retains real connections to the vaquero culture from which it was born. These ideas and legends that have developed around cowboys continue to encapsulate the image of Texas, both for Texans themselves and for visitors from beyond the frontier.
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TEXAS BARBECUE:
THE ALTAR OF MEAT

Barbecue is the height of Texas culinary tradition, the topic of semi-friendly debates and a feast worth waiting for. By Stephen Lioy


LONG LINES OF devotees on weekends, particularly Sundays. A welcoming community where fellow members joke and chat in anticipation of the experience to come. Stepping up to the altar, declaring your intentions in front of one and all, and receiving the sacred nourishment in return. Barbecue might not quite reach the status of a religion in Texas, but it is well on the way. The holy trinity of Texas barbecue meats remains firmly ensconced in local palettes: brisket, pork ribs and sausage links.

A Slow-Cooked History

Harkening back to the area’s numerous immigrant communities, barbecue in Texas predates the modern state by a long shot. Aztec pit cookers turned Mexican barbacoa, the communal cooking traditions of enslaved African-Americans, and Czech and German smoking customs all come together to define the styles and flavors incorporated into the modern culinary scene. Layered on top, culinary influences from Vietnamese, Cajun and other communities build upon these cooking styles with their own unique tastes.
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Where to Get the Best Barbecue in Texas

For many Texans, the bible of barbecue is Texas Monthly’s Top 50 list, released every four years since 1997. The magazine’s editors and writers traverse the state trying barbecue across thousands of miles of Texas landscapes, and they claim to have taste-tested 411 unique joints for the 2021 edition. The restaurants that make the list are more or less assured of business for the next four years or more, and those in the top 10 can expect long lines and to sell out of meat on a daily basis. At the most popular, lines form overnight for the chance to be among the first served the next morning.

The top spot for Texas Monthly’s 2021 list, Goldee’s Barbecue, is in a converted home on the outskirts of Fort Worth and combines traditional Texan barbecue styles with Vietnamese influences. The Top 50 list runs the gamut from smokers in an Austin parking lot to a cavernous Lubbock barbecue hall and prime Houston real estate. The only real commonality is that you’re probably going to have to wait in line, and it is absolutely going to be worth it.


Flavors of Texas-Style Barbecue

Within Texas, not all barbecue is the same. The style from central Texas is the standard-bearer for the state, featuring dry rub spices and long smoke time on hickory and oak wood. This style is particularly heavy on briskets, but don’t sleep on a good pork chop when you can find it.

In East Texas, expect a lot more pulled pork and pork ribs slathered in sauces but also the occasional inclusion of Cajun and other Southern influences (craft boudin, a spicy Cajun sausage, is always a hit), as well as exceptional chopped brisket. Out west, open fires heavy on mesquite wood make for quicker cooking and less smoky flavor. West Texas is a region of chicken and sausage, but eaters can occasionally find dishes of mutton or goat. South Texas has a different range of influences, using underground pit barbecues of the best Mexican slow-cooking traditions, with beef cuts like tongue and cheek cooked for a long time to create barbacoa, a tender seasoned meat dish typically served shredded.

Barbacoa dates back to Aztec cooking styles, but evidence of the practice exists in the Caribbean as well. Heavily spiced meats (to help preserve against spoilage in times before refrigeration) were often wrapped in banana leaves to hold in moisture and then cooked in an earthen pit over low heat to make tender dishes out of even the toughest cuts of meat. Almost all modern commercial operations have switched to ovens, but Vera’s Backyard Bar-B-Que in Brownsville is the last licensed pit barbacoa in the state. After sanitary regulations changed, its traditional cooking method was grandfathered in, much to the delight of diners. The joint uses cleaned beef heads cooked whole (except the brains) in a brick-lined pit over hickory coals for eight hours out back of the dining room. Like many of the best barbecue spots in the state, Vera’s is open just two or three days a week but is popular enough for business to thrive. Make the effort of planning a visit around Vera’s weekend hours to taste the barbacoa tacos while you’re in Brownsville.

When people talk about Texas-style barbecue (compared to the competing versions of US barbecue found in the Carolinas, Kansas City, Tennessee and regions of the American South), what they typically mean is central Texas style: simple seasonings on a quality cut of meat, cooked for half a day or more over low heat to bring out the flavor and complement it with the woodsmoke of hickory, oak and sometimes mesquite. Expect lots of brisket: tender meat, a marbled layer of fat and a crispy crust of bark that forms as the seasonings meld into a solid layer of flavor through the slow release of moisture from the fatty meat.

Ribs are popular, especially a huge, Texas-sized serving of beef ribs, but finger-lickin’ fall-off-the-bone pork ribs are a favorite across the state as well. Rounding out the Texas meat trinity is sausage, a dish derived from the traditions of early European immigrants to the state. The descendants of Czech and German communities across central Texas still speak the languages, follow the traditions of the Old World and sell top-class meat in small-town barbecue pits that are worth detouring for.

Newer to the scene is barbecue boudin of Cajun inspiration, sausages that incorporate rice and a wider variety of spices into the traditional sausage concept, but these links are mostly served in a synthetic casing that novices prefer to the veiny natural pork intestines of old-school boudin. Across the state, less famous but equally popular meats include pulled pork (slow-cooked shredded pork shoulder) or smoked chicken and turkey – good barbecue in their own right, but overshadowed by more renowned cuts that define the essence of Texas barbecue. There are still no real signs of meat-free options being incorporated into barbecue menus at any scale, so vegans and vegetarians may want to skip these visits completely or stick to side dishes (but be sure to check for meat products first).


How to Order Texas Barbecue

Ordering at a barbecue counter is fairly straightforward, but first-time visitors might feel lost with the variety of choices. Popular restaurants typically have a posted menu with some kind of notes or indicators of what is already sold out. This list grows longer as the day wears on, and by late afternoon, the more popular shops close up as they run out of meat entirely.
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Take your pick among the variety of meats on display, which are immediately cut and weighed in front of you. These cuts are usually priced by the pound, while sausages and boudin are typically priced per link. Most adults will want from a third of a pound (if you’re also ordering sides) to a half pound of meat (if that will be the primary focus of the meal). It can be tempting to over-order, but all that food adds up fast. Ideally, get a group together to order family-style and try a little of everything.

Next come the side dishes, often displayed buffet-style, making it easy to point and choose whatever looks most promising. Options include baked or charro beans, coleslaw, potato salad, macaroni and cheese, and elote (Mexican-style roasted corn), plus a few house specialties. Sides are normally served in a range of sizes: individual, pint and quart.

HARKENING BACK TO THE AREA’S NUMEROUS IMMIGRANT COMMUNITIES, BARBECUE IN TEXAS PREDATES THE MODERN STATE BY A LONG SHOT.

Upscale barbecue joints have wholly embraced desserts such as cakes, bread and banana pudding, cobblers, and pies, but it can be easy for your eyes to bite off more than your stomach can handle when ordering. However, you won’t want to stand in that long line again just for a slice of pie, so make a choice at the register and live with the consequences.

Every barbecue spot offers the standard run of fountain and bottled drinks (often including local beers), but it has grown increasingly common to see a full bar serving cocktails or a decent wine list. Once you’ve assembled your barbecue feast, pay the bill and plop down wherever you can find a seat. Don’t be afraid to share a table with strangers if the restaurant is busy. Texans are welcoming folks by and large, and you might even leave with new friends (you’ll definitely leave with a few new barbecue recommendations).

Once you’re seated, a final question remains: how do you eat all this meat without making a mess? You don’t. Wear clothes that can survive a spot or two of spices and sauce. It’s the rare barbecue place that expects anything but the most casual of clothing, and guests are far more likely to be in jeans and t-shirts than dressed to the nines. Brisket and sausage are often eaten with a fork, while ribs are typically a hands-on experience, but some traditionalists (most famously Kreuz Market in Lockhart) eschew utensils entirely.

How saucy the meat is served depends on the restaurant, but if you notice the meat doesn’t have any sauce and the tables don’t have bottles of sauce, it’s generally a place that prides itself on dry rubs. If that’s the case, absolutely do not ask for sauce at the counter – the meat is intended to be eaten as is. Most places give you a handful of moist towelettes with your order. This will not be enough to get cleaned up after your feast, but it might just get your hands clean enough to get to a sink without leaving a trail of spices on everything you touch along the way.
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‘The old West feels very much alive in the Fort Worth Stockyards, a national historic district full of vintage saloons, steakhouses and Western-wear stores.’
REGIS ST LOUIS
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‘Stretching from the south tip of Padre Island to nearly the edge of the city, Padre Island National Seashore is the longest undeveloped barrier island on the planet.’
STEPHEN LIOY
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Dallas & the
Panhandle Plains

CITY EXPLORING, ROAD TRIPS AND
ANCIENT CANYONS

Between Dallas' dynamic arts scene, Fort
Worth's cowboy culture, and the small towns
and natural wonders of the Panhandle Plains,
this region has plenty to keep travelers busy.

Leave the big city to explore towns such as
Abilene, San Angelo and Lubbock. Detour to
spectacular Palo Duro Canyon, the second-

biggest in the country.

the Panhandle

Big Bend &
West Texas

A BOUNTY OF EPIC NATURAL
BEAUTY

The wide-open skies, desolate
stretches of desert and rugged
mountain peaks of West Texas
must be seen to be believed. Big
Bend National Park and Guadalupe
Mountains National Park contain the
only mountain-desert habitats in
the state. Eclectic towns like Marfa,
Marathon and Fort Davis are well
worth the road trip.

Big Bend &
West Texas

San Antonio & the Hill
Country

THE ALAMO CITY AND PASTORAL
PLEASURES

San Antonio's layers of history are evident
everywhere you look, from Spanish
colonial missions to Victorian and German
architecture and Mayan-influenced
Mexican cuisine. Venture out into the Hill
Country for wine, barbecue, postcard-
perfect towns, fresh rivers and swimming
holes, and the lush, hilly terrain.

Dallas &

Plains

San Antonio &
the Hill Country

Austin
A REBEL CHILD ALL GROWN UP

Formerly a sleepy college town, Austin
is now one of the country's buzziest
cities. Life is good in the Texan capital,
with its hip districts, plentiful green
spaces and reliably great live-music
scene. Start the day with breakfast
tacos, hike a trail and take a refreshing
dip in Barton Springs.

Houston & East Texas

FOOD, FREEDOM AND FORESTS

Sprawling and culturally diverse
Houston offers incredible dining,
popular public spaces and a wealth of
museums. It's also the famous training
ground for the world’s largest space
program. The surrounding area is full

Houston & of historic old towns, key sites in the
East Texas battles for Texas independence, and
® miles of native forest and wetlands
Austin
Gulf Coast &

South Texas

Gulf Coast &
South Texas

BEACHES, BIRDING, BORDERLANDS
AND BATTLEFIELDS

The country's 'third coast' includes
beloved beach towns, the blissfully wild
Padre Island National Seashore, and
important sites in the Mexican-American
War and Civil War. Birders and outdoor
enthusiasts rejoice in the abundance
of state parks, conservations areas and
swaths of riverfront forest that serve as
stopover sites for migratory species.
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BUS
San Antonio has regular bus
services. Three routes link top
attractions for travelers: Route
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areas, but to explore the wider city

and the Hill Country, you need a car.

You'll definitely want to ditch your
car downtown, but street parking
is hard to find. Rideshare services
operate in San Antonio.

BICYCLE

San Antonio is becoming more bike
friendly, but downtown’s streets
are busy. Find B-Cycle bike-share
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cycling tour.
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WALK &BICYCLE

Downtown Austin is laid out on a grid and best

explored on foot. Bird, Lime and Metrobike rent
scooters and bikes all over town, starting at $1.
Download the apps to search pickup locations

and to rent and return them.

CAR

The best way to get around Austin is to use
rideshare apps. Traffic can be bad during
festival season, parking is expensive, and there
are multiple toll roads. Renting a car is best for
exploring far south or west where rideshares
are more difficult to find.

PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION

It's fine to take the bus between the airport and
Downtown, but other routes can sometimes
feel unsafe. MetroRail offers a cleaner and
more efficient service, butit covers just nine
stations between Downtown and North Austin.
For both, download the CapMetro app to
purchase tickets.

—— 3 miles

Clarksville &
West Austin

North Austin
A
Campus District &
Central Austin
wantown
<Austin - Eact Austin
South Austin

)

FROM THE AIRPORT

The most convenient way to get from Austin-
Bergstrom International Airport is to take a
20-minute rideshare to Downtown. Pickup
points are upstairs in the parking garage. A
local bus runs a regular service from across the
arrivals doors. Single rides cost $1.25.
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