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cooling off in the Guadalupe River
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grab a pair of cowboy or cowgirl boots
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Continental Club in Austin.





When Austin is mentioned in casual conversation, all eyes light up. Those who have been to Austin can’t help but chime in with enthusiasm, and those who have never been have heard only amazing things about this alluring city in the heart of Texas. What makes Austin so memorable and so liked? Austin is perhaps the most diverse city in Texas, and probably all of the American South. It is the land where John Wayne meets Andy Warhol. Here cowboys drive pickup trucks with abstract murals painted on the side, Christmas lights are on year-round, bizarre landmark art is everywhere, and hip youngsters and old country folk two-step together in honky-tonks.


Absolutely anyone can come here and feel right at home. The closet cowboys can safely pretend they are real cowboys without fear of looking out of place. Messy-haired hipsters can stagger down urban streets lined with clubs, diners, and music stores, while fans of folk art and Americana pillage countless boutiques and curiosity shops. The voices of passionate politicos boom throughout grand halls, while sports fans hoot ’n’ holler at UT Longhorn games in jam-packed stadiums. Music fans of all genres fall in love with countless musicians and venues in a wildly eclectic scene that never shuts off its amps.
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Texas State Capitol in Austin
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hot rod at the Lonestar Roundup Car Show
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live music in Austin





The capital city dances to the beat of many tunes, but the fun doesn’t stop at the Austin city limits. This colorful town is the porch overlooking the gorgeous Texas Hill Country. This lush region at the center of the state is lined with vast rolling hills spotted with fields of wildflowers, grazing cattle, and historic little towns founded by German pioneers who brought accordions and schnitzels to the Wild West. Folks from all over come to the region’s sleepy hamlets to hunt for antiques, ride horses, explore caves, go wine-tasting, and hide out in bed-and-breakfasts.


At the southern reaches of the Hill Country is the Graceland of Texas history—San Antonio. Here pilgrims from all over venerate the legendary Alamo, stroll down the beautiful and romantic River Walk, and spend the day at massive theme parks and world-class museums.


Given half a chance, Austin, San Antonio, and the Hill Country are guaranteed to suck you in and take you for a spin, like a cow in a twister on the plains. Where else can you see Willie Nelson perform, go wine-tasting, explore underground caves, visit The Alamo, see ancient dinosaur bones, dance to German polka music, and catch a Mexican rodeo—all in one weekend? Nowhere else but deep in the heart of Texas.
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Texas pride in Gruene
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The Alamo.
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The Hill Country is known for juicy peaches









Planning Your Trip



No matter how much time you have, it’s best to know what you want out of your travel experience. If you want an urban experience filled with live music, tall buildings, late-night escapades, and socializing, stick to the Austin metropolitan area. If you want to explore the great outdoors, including many hiking and biking trails, lakes and streams, fields of wildflowers, plus maybe some wineries, you can find all this in the surrounding Hill Country. If you want a family vacation filled with museums and theme parks, you’ll probably stick to Austin and San Antonio. Or, if you’re looking for the very best way to experience it all, take a road trip through the entire Hill Country, from Austin to San Antonio. All this requires is an operable automobile (with air-conditioning), your favorite Willie Nelson album, a full tank of gasoline, and the will to meander.


An important thing to consider before heading to Austin, San Antonio, and the Hill Country is lodging. Because of the many festivals and events, hotels are often booked months in advance. The earlier you book your lodging, the better chance you have of staying in the property of your choice, or having a place to stay at all.


Getting to Austin and San Antonio is easy, as both destinations have international airports with flights offered by most of the larger carriers. However, getting to the Hill Country isn’t as easy. Due to the lack of public transportation in the rural areas, you will need to rent a car for your Hill Country road trip.


As for getting around Austin, a great metro system, pedicabs, taxicabs, and ride-hailing apps make navigating pretty simple. Getting around San Antonio is much more complicated. There is a metro system, but everything is so spread out that you will have more fun and waste less time by renting a car.
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San Antonio’s famous River Walk
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Where to Go


Austin


Although Austin is geographically south of the center of Texas, it’s definitely the heart of the state. The Austin metropolitan area is situated at the eastern edge of the Hill Country on the I-35 corridor. The Colorado River winds its way through town and has been dammed off, creating a lush and beautiful lake that is the focal point of downtown. Austin is the state capital and the commercial heart of several industries, one of which is live music. Here in the “Live Music Capital of the World,” a thriving music and nightlife scene is to be found at the base of the city’s skyscrapers. The combination of rural and urban is what attracts people to Austin. The city experience offers museums for the day-tripper and a flourishing nightlife when the sun sets.


The Hill Country


The remarkably beautiful region called the Hill Country, to the west of Austin and north of San Antonio, is the Napa Valley of Texas. This sprawling, slow-paced region is filled with small towns—some frozen in time, others catching up. Nearly all these wide spots in the road have the signature Hill Country feature at the center of town—a beautiful, historic, ornate limestone courthouse. Between many of these towns there are pristine parks, wineries, antiques shops, and roadside fruit stands. The industry in these parts is farming, ranching, winemaking, and tourism. As you drive around the Hill Country you may notice exotic animals such as zebras, bison, and antelope grazing in fields. Many ranches in the Hill Country have become home to these rare animals.



San Antonio



The age-old city of San Antonio is just to the south of the Hill Country, southwest from Austin. If you look at a map of this vibrant, historic city you will notice that all roads lead to San Antonio. This river town is one of the 10 largest cities in the United States. It’s also home to Texas’s most visited tourist attraction—The Alamo—as well as the famous River Walk, which cuts its way through downtown, and several Spanish missions. The Mexican border is only 175 miles away; this proximity has given San Antonio an incredibly rich Latino heritage.


When to Go


Many locals say that south-central Texas has only two seasons: winter and summer. For the sake of simplicity, we’ll do like the locals and lump fall and spring in with summer since they’re so short. The best time to come to Austin, San Antonio, and the Hill Country is during this long summer season, which starts in March and wraps up by the end of October. Although June, July, and August are hellishly hot, these are the peak months for tourism. Central Texas is overflowing with people. The warm, laid-back climate and the uncanny number of festivals and music events draw thousands to the area from all over the country. Everyone is kept alive during the summer months by drinking lots of water and by air-conditioning. Anywhere you go indoors the air is a cool 74°F, and outdoors there are many swimming holes, lakes, rivers, and pools in which to keep cool.


Besides the long summer heat, the only other thing to keep in mind when planning to visit south-central Texas is allergies. The Hill Country is rife with wildflowers and trees that come to life in the spring. Sure, it’s beautiful, but for the person who suffers from seasonal allergies, it can be hard to enjoy. The peak allergy times are December-January (mountain cedar), March-April (oak), and September-October (ragweed). If you plan to come during these months, be prepared to buy an antihistamine.


Although folks visit the region year-round, winter is definitely the quiet season. In Austin you can always find fun things to do; however, San Antonio and the Hill Country are pretty sleepy this time of year.


Austin in a Long Weekend


Austin is a city that can easily be explored in a weekend. It’s so alive and accessible that it takes little effort to be completely immersed in its life and culture.


Day 1


This is probably the only day you will wake up early. First thing on the agenda is a hearty breakfast at the Magnolia Cafe. To walk off all the calories you just consumed, head straight out the door of Magnolia Cafe and down the street to Lady Bird Lake (formerly Town Lake). Enjoy walking the overgrown trails, watch the turtles and ducks putter in the lake, and take in the stunning view of Austin’s skyline. Along the trail you can pay homage to Austin music legend Stevie Ray Vaughan at his famous statue.
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statue of Austin legendary musician Stevie Ray Vaughn by artist Ralph Helmick





Next make your way to one of the most popular record stores in the United States, Waterloo Records, and check out their extensive collection of Texas music. After buying a Willie Nelson CD, walk across the street to Whole Foods world headquarters and buy some granola, energy bars, or dried fruit to consume the following day on a hike.


A first day in Austin must include a visit to the Texas State Capitol. Walk the grounds, stand beneath the dome, and take in the gubernatorial history. If it’s between 2pm and 4pm, make your way over to the Governor’s Mansion for a tour of the historic home that some think is haunted.
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Texas State Capitol





Before evening descends, get a copy of the Austin Chronicle and look at the entertainment section. Pick a show—any show—and plan to have your socks blown off by a great night on the town. For an authentic Austin night out, catch a country band at the Broken Spoke. If you have the guts and gumption, try your hand at two-stepping.


Day 2


The first half of Day 2 is devoted to an education in Texas pride by visiting the Bullock Texas State History Museum. After you’re all Texased out, have lunch at nearby Texas Chili Parlor, then walk over to Austin’s world-class repository for art, the Blanton Museum of Art. After admiring the Picassos, make your way down to the Driskill, Austin’s famed haunted hotel. Even if you don’t stay here you can marvel at the architecture and the creepy vibe, and get a confection at the 1886 Café & Bakery.


Cross over Lady Bird Lake and keep going until you arrive at the city’s most popular strip, South Congress Avenue, which is lined with funky shops, trendy boutiques, and restaurants. If you get hungry, order a margarita with shrimp fajitas at popular Güero’s Taco Bar. Check out the oddity shop Uncommon Objects and marvel at the $3,000 cowgirl boots at Allens Boots. As a side note, staying at one of the trendy hotels on South Congress is highly recommended.


By this time the music scene is getting revved up. Check out music listings in the Austin Chronicle and catch some live music at the Continental Club on South Congress or any of the venues on 6th Street or Red River Street, such as Stubb’s Bar-B-Q, The Mohawk, or The Parish. Peruse the music listings for Austin City Limits Live at The Moody Theater. This is a great way to see a world-class act and get close to the famous Austin City Limits stage.


Day 3


Day 3 is kicked off with a trip to the most visited presidential library in the United States, the LBJ Library and Museum. You’re sure to be moved by the exhibit about the president’s life, and may well up with tears when you walk into the JFK assassination exhibit, or feel a sense of pride at seeing the pen LBJ used in signing the Civil Rights Act. Follow up the LBJ experience with lunch at Rudy’s Country Store and BBQ for some smoky beef brisket. If it’s not over 100 degrees, make your way to Wild Basin Wilderness Preserve, which is close by. Walk the hills and learn about Central Texas flora and fauna through interpretive trails. At the end of the trail be sure to sit on the bench and enjoy the view of the city skyline for as long as you can. Once you’ve acquired peace of mind, take a walk through Zilker Botanical Garden. Consider how this area was the stomping grounds of dinosaurs in the Hartman Prehistoric Garden, and then get a bite to eat at nearby Shady Grove Restaurant. Once you’ve filled up on great Tex-Mex, head downtown to famous Alamo Drafthouse Cinema. Order a pitcher of beer and watch a random movie or attend a Michael Jackson sing-along.



Day 4



Your final day in Austin will start with a trip to Zilker Park, where you’ll take a ride on the Zilker Zephyr. This mini-train takes both mini and full-size passengers throughout the park. If you’re lucky your train ride will include a brief performance by “the man with the guitar in the cutoff shorts.” Assuming it’s a hot summer day, get off at the Barton Springs stop and jump in Barton Springs Pool. Plan to splash around in the constantly 68-degree water and people-watch for a couple of hours.


Before evening sets in, make your way to Lady Bird Lake and watch the bats of Congress Avenue Bridge, which take flight just before sundown. A great way to view them is by taking a ride on Lone Star Riverboat, a genuine double-decker paddle wheel riverboat. Follow this up with a visit to Austin’s burgeoning Warehouse District. First stop off at the Irish pub Fado’s or the popular pub The Ginger Man and drink a pint of beer produced by local brewhouse Live Oak Brewing Company. It’s your last night, so if you still have ears for music, check out some more bands and musicians. Or if you prefer a calm evening, walk over to Halcyon Coffeehouse to roast marshmallows and make s’mores at your table.


Day 5


If you can squeeze one more day into your long weekend, a trip to San Antonio to visit The Alamo is essential. The drive is just two hours to downtown. After exploring Texas’s most sacred site, walk down to The Esquire Tavern, a spot famous for pub grub and for having the longest bar in Texas. Afterwards enjoy a stroll on San Antonio’s greatest feature, the River Walk. If you still have some time to kill before heading back to Austin, drive the Mission Trail.


Austin’s Music Scene


Austin is the undisputed Live Music Capital of the World. With an unprecedented number of live music performances happening every night of the week throughout the year, it has earned the title. Touring national acts, local favorites, and unknowns perpetually fill Austin’s venues, clubs, and bars as well as unusual places such as clothing stores, supermarkets, and even the airport.


The Quintessential Austin Music Experience


Musical styles and tastes vary greatly, making it difficult to suggest one quintessential music experience, but here’s a start. The proper accommodations are crucial for the live music fan. They need to be cheap, centrally located, and near a restaurant that serves breakfast all day. Musicians and fans alike love to stay at the Austin Motel on South Congress Avenue because it meets all these criteria. Once you arrive in town, immediately consult the music section of the Austin Chronicle. All venue listings and festival and event information are found in the pages of this weekly rag.


After a night of live music followed by a visit to one of Austin’s many dive bars, you’ll probably wake up after noon. If you stay at the Austin Motel, saunter up the street to Home Slice Pizza or Güero’s Taco Bar for great grub. If you want to continue with a music-themed visit to Austin, check out one of the most popular music stores in the country, Waterloo Records. If you’re a vinyl collector, explore Antone’s Record Shop or End of an Ear. While in town it’s imperative that you pay your respects to local music legend Stevie Ray Vaughan on the south-shore trail of Lady Bird Lake. On the banks of the Colorado stands a life-size bronze statue of the guitar god.
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Austin Motel
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Dale Watson is Austin’s legendary and hardest working honky-tonk musician.








While in Austin all music lovers invariably ask themselves, “I wonder how to get tickets to a taping of Austin City Limits?” You have a better chance of sprouting wings than acquiring tickets to a taping of this famous PBS program. However, on off nights, the famous stage with the Austin skyline as the backdrop is utilized as a traditional venue called the Moody Theater, where anyone can see great national acts perform.


Venues


Austin has over a hundred places that offer live music from both regional and national acts, and nearly all of them are worth checking out. Most are in the downtown area on 6th Street, Red River Street, and South Congress Avenue. Venues generally come alive after dark, except during special benefit shows and during SXSW. Most venues have something going on every night of the week, so don’t expect the good shows to be only on weekends. You’re sure to catch something interesting virtually any time doors are open at the following venues.


Antone’s has been Texas’s outlet for the blues for decades. In recent years it’s expanded its repertoire to include pop, rock, and indie, bringing in some major national acts. Stubb’s Bar-B-Q serves up both great barbecue brisket and superb big-name rock and indie bands in a historic limestone building; this is where the hip parties go down during SXSW. There’s an intimate indoor stage for smaller acts, while the big outdoor stage features national acts such as Drake, Death Cab for Cutie, and Queens of the Stone Age.
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Antone’s weekly Blue Monday jam





For traditional country and two-step dancing, there’s the legendary Broken Spoke. This real honky-tonk will blow your Stetson off when you walk through the door. The crowd is a perfect mix of country folk, young hipsters, and everyone in between, which makes it all-inviting. The premier intimate venue for all things unplugged is the Cactus Cafe. Big-name acoustic, singer-songwriter, country, and folk acts have graced the small corner stage for over 70 years. The space is small, upscale, and outfitted with a full bar in the back.


For those who like it loud and grungy, Emo’s is Austin’s outlet for punk, metal, and indie rock. If you don’t know where to go or who to see, the best place to experience Austin’s own is the Continental Club on South Congress Avenue or Saxon Pub on South Lamar Boulevard.


Lastly, if you want to see the big headliners such as Taylor Swift or Iron Maiden, the Frank Erwin Center or the Formula 1 racetrack Circuit of the Americas is where it will happen.


Festivals


Out of all the music festivals that happen in and around Austin there are a few you simply can’t miss if you happen to be in town.


SXSW


In March, one of the biggest music festivals in the nation takes over Austin—SXSW, also known as South by Southwest. For one week the city is overrun by hundreds of musicians and celebrities and thousands of music fans. Restaurants, clubs, music stores, and barbecue joints are teeming with greasy-haired, tattooed, ripped-jean-wearing rock stars and rock star wannabes. The festival features literally hundreds of big names and up-and-coming artists in alternative, indie rock, and even pop. This isn’t your typical music convention held in a convention center. Shows happen in all Austin venues from midday to the wee hours. You have to purchase pricy wristbands to get into venues, but it’s well worth it. Oh, and good luck getting a hotel if you haven’t booked it months in advance.


ACL MUSIC FESTIVAL


The biggest festival on Austin’s calendar is the Austin City Limits Music Festival. For three days in September nearly 200,000 people fill Zilker Park and overdose on music and sun. Spun out of the famous public television show, ACL Fest features top acts, bands, performers, and musical legends in nearly all genres of music. Passes are available for all three days or for single days. Bring sunscreen and be prepared to sit in the Texas summer heat for this one.


FUN FUN FUN FEST


In the fall, Waterloo Park becomes the site of Fun Fun Fun Fest, which features neo-punk, indie pop, electronic, metal, and random icons from punk’s bygone era. Along with a messy hairdo, be sure to bring sunscreen and a penchant for FUN.




Craft Beer Boom


For almost 20 years Austin and the surrounding region has been at the forefront of the Texas craft beer boom. In the spirit of Texas do-it-yourself attitude, many creative and entrepreneurial folks developed their own beers in basements and small warehouses with antiquated systems, and these brews have quickly sprung into the mainstream. Austin-area beer producers have exploded, in large part because beer and live music are inseparable. Real Ale Brewing Co. has even created a beer and named if after its employees’ favorite local metal band, The Sword.


The history of DIY beer in the state started in 1909 with Texas’s oldest independent brewery, Spoetzl Brewery, best known for its diverse line of Shiner beers; since Prohibition, Shiner and Lone Star have been the preferred beers of the locals. However, it must be disclosed that Lone Star, Texas’s most famous beer, was owned by Anheuser-Busch since 1895 and is now owned by Pabst Brewing Co.


It wasn’t until the late 1990s that the modern boom started with breweries such as Live Oak Brewing and Real Ale Brewing Co. Today there are numerous craft breweries and brewpubs in the region. In addition, there are many festivals dedicated to hops and drinking, such as the Texas Craft Brewers Festival in Austin and Oktoberfest in Fredericksburg.


Most of the beers below can regularly be found at bars and grocery stores. The best beer bars and pubs to sample in downtown Austin include Bangers (79 Rainey St.), The Ginger Man (301 Lavaca St.), which has the largest selection on tap, and Craft Pride (61 Rainey St.).


BEST MICROBREWS


• Live Oak Brewing (taproom at 1615 Crozier Ln., Austin, www.liveoakbrewing.com)
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Live Oak Brewing





• Recommended: Big Bark (amber lager), Hefeweizen


• Hops and Grain (tasting room at 507 Calles St. #101, Austin, www.hopsandgrain.com)


• Recommended: Zoe (lager), Greenhouse IPA


• Real Ale Brewing Co. (taproom at 231 San Saba Ct., Blanco, www.realalebrewing.com)


• Recommended: Fireman’s 4 (blonde ale), Full Moon (rye IPA)


• Austin Beerworks (3009 Industrial Ter., Ste. 150, Austin, www.austinbeerworks.com)


• Recommended: Fire Eagle, Black Thunder, Heavy Machinery IPA


• Independence Brewing Co. (3913 Todd Ln. #607, Austin, www.independencebrewing.com)


• Recommended: Austin Amber, Bootlegger Brown (brown ale), Convict Hill Stout (oatmeal stout)


• Jester King Brewery (13187 Fitzhugh Rd., Austin, www.jesterkingbrewery.com)


• Recommended: Das Wunderkind, Atrial Rubicite






OLD SETTLERS MUSIC FESTIVAL



To kick off spring with some two-steppin’, the Old Settlers Music Festival is held in April. For a four-day weekend banjos will be plinkin’ and fiddles will be fiddlin’ at the Salt Lick BBQ Pavilion in Driftwood just outside of Austin. The festival features more than two dozen of the top performers of bluegrass and Americana music on four stages.


KERRVILLE FOLK FESTIVAL


One of the biggest folk festivals in the nation, the Kerrville Folk Festival happens out in the Hill Country every May. This 18-day folk celebration draws the biggest names in Americana, folk, bluegrass, acoustic rock, blues, and country. Fans mill around in fields all day long listening to folk legends past and present. Most festivalgoers camp on-site.


Texas Pride


Texans have lot of reasons to be proud. Much of this pride stems from the state’s history. Texas was created in a revolution against a brutal dictator and stood alone for almost 10 years as an independent nation. Eventually Texas joined the United States as a result of a treaty between two sovereign nations, not because it was a conquered territory or constituted land purchased from a European power. It’s understandable that the original Texans were proud of what they created and have passed on that pride to later generations and new arrivals. Most of Texas pride finds its roots in Austin and San Antonio.


Austin


Since Austin is the capital of the Lone Star State, much of Texas pride has been generated, legislated, and spurred here. The Texas State Capitol alone is a testament to Texas self-adulation. After all, it’s taller than the nation’s capitol. Here you can gaze at the portraits of all the state’s governors and peer into Texas politics. Not too far from the capitol building are the Old State Capitol Building Ruins, which tell ghost tales of the founding of the State of Texas. And one can’t forget the Governor’s Mansion, which is an original Abner Cook design still inhabited by presiding governors and their families.


Just a stone’s throw from the state capitol is the grandest testament to Texas in all the world, the Bullock Texas State History Museum. Inside this enormous domed shrine are historical exhibits, dioramas, and a multimedia experience—all promoting the richness of Texas pride.


From Austin all the way out into the Hill Country is what’s known as LBJ Land. Lyndon B. Johnson, the 36th president of the United States, was a proud native son of Texas. Austin is home to the LBJ Library and Museum, the nation’s most visited presidential library. Texans are proud of LBJ, and his library/museum is a sort of mecca for them. The exhibits follow LBJ’s story, from a small-town Texas upbringing to carrying the presidential torch through the civil rights movement.


The best way to actively experience it is by dancing two-step at Austin’s premier honky-tonk, the Broken Spoke. Dance to live country bands and drink Texas longneck beers (Lone Star or Shiner) in a friendly environment.


The Hill Country


Just west of Austin, in a wide spot in the road called Driftwood, is one of Texas’s most famous barbecue joints, The Salt Lick. People drive from miles around to eat ribs, brisket, and smoked turkey in this ancient converted ranch house. Just up the road, in the town of Johnson City, is the Lyndon B. Johnson Boyhood Home and LBJ State Park and Historic Site, which is the site of LBJ’s ranch and his Texas White House.


Texas German heritage is celebrated each October with the sounds of accordions at Oktoberfest in the Hill Country’s most popular town, Fredericksburg. This three-day bratwurst, schnitzel, and German beer extravaganza draws big crowds to Fredericksburg. Two stages, two tents, great food, polka and waltz contests, and music with an oompah make this a great Texas Hill Country celebration.


Texas is where the art of ranching was invented and perfected. One of the state’s most famous and historic ranches is Y. O. Ranch, with longhorn cattle drives, a classy lodge-style resort, cowboys, and zebras. Whether you stay here or just take a wildlife tour, your experience will be quintessentially Texan.


San Antonio


Out of all points of interest related to Texas pride, the one that is most revered, most iconic, and embodies the most legend is The Alamo. This is where the revolution went down, the independent spirit was ignited, and the pride was grafted. Ponder where and how Davy Crockett may have died, and marvel at the bravery of those men who faced certain slaughter.
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The Alamo, San Antonio’s famed pilgrimage sight





Also in San Antonio is the Institute of Texan Cultures, which features exhibits on all the peoples that have lived in Texas and occupied prominent places in the state’s history. For Texas dinosaur history there’s the Witte Museum. Lastly, a visit to Texas wouldn’t be complete without seeing the Texas Pioneer and Ranger Museum.


You can’t talk about Texas pride without talking about Mexico and Latino heritage. The experience of Mexican food is best had at Mi Tierra. The old building is festively decorated with strings of lights and tinsel, and a mariachi band often strolls around the tables. Be sure to sit in the dining room, which is painted with masterfully executed murals telling the story of Mexico and Texas.


The most spectacular festival in all of Texas is Fiesta San Antonio. For 10 days in April San Antonio has a citywide celebration in honor of the heroes of Texas history. The festivities include carnivals, sports, fireworks, entertainment, feasts, art exhibits, and parades that float down the San Antonio River.


Lastly, Texas history can’t be more enjoyable than when experienced through a simulated helicopter experience in the Tower of the Americas 4-D theater ride Skies Over Texas.



Hill Country Road Trip



A road trip in the Hill Country is an adventure into both beautiful parks with natural wonders and tiny towns that meticulously preserve remnants of Americana and the Wild West. Get ready to do some serious wine-tasting, antiques hunting, horseback riding, and hiking. Before setting out, do some planning. It may be wise to arrange for accommodations ahead of time as well as prearrange activities such as horseback riding.


Day 1


Start your road trip with a splash by taking a dip in Hamilton Pool Preserve. From Austin drive west on Highway 290, and then go north on Highway 71. If it’s hot, take a dip; if it’s cold, gawk for a while at the beauty. Afterward, head south on Highway 12 through Dripping Springs en route to Johnson City and eat some great Texas barbecue at Ronnie’s Ice House. Before leaving town stop at Whittington’s Jerky, because no road trip is complete without some additional beef to gnaw on. Swing by the old limestone jail, which was built in 1894 and is still in use, and then proceed westward on Highway 290 toward Stonewall to LBJ State Park and Historic Site. This ranch was President Lyndon B. Johnson’s retreat from the world. While here see the Texas White House and watch an old movie about the 36th president. Once you’re back on Highway 290, stop off at Becker Vineyards to do some wine-tasting. After buying a bottle, continue westward on Highway 290, but make sure the poor sap who didn’t drink is behind the wheel.


Fourteen miles down the road you’ll come to the German hamlet of Fredericksburg. For dinner there’s schnitzel, beer, and German polka music at Auslander Biergarten. If there’s a jazz band playing at the Hangar Hotel, head out to the airport for a swinging time. You can also stay at this World War II-era hangar for the night.


Day 2


Walk Fredericksburg’s Main Street to check out the various shops and boutiques, and pay a visit to the Pioneer Museum and funky Gish’s Old West Museum. If you’re a World War II buff, check out the National Museum of the Pacific War, where you can see artillery used in the war. Then head north on RR 965 to one of the Hill Country’s most precious natural wonders, Enchanted Rock State Natural Area. Take the time to hike the face of the enormous granite-domed rock to check out the view and ponder the myths and legends that were born here. If it’s not past noon, take a drive on the most scenic country road in Texas, the Willow City Loop.


From Fredericksburg your journey will continue south on Highway 16 to Kerrville and on to RR 1340 toward Hunt. Out here you’ll be looking for Stonehenge II, a small version of the mysterious rock formation in Salisbury, England. After pondering this oddity, head back to Kerrville, where you’ll head south on RR 173 to get to your final destination, the Cowboy Capital of the World, known as Bandera. Once in Bandera, have a meal at O. S. T. Restaurant. The food is down-home country cooking in the presence of John Wayne memorabilia. One of the area’s many dude ranches, such as the Mayan Dude Ranch, is where you’ll want to stay.


Day 3


Start the day with a big cowboy-style breakfast at the dude ranch mess hall, followed by a horseback ride. A guide will take you into the backcountry on trails that have been trodden under hoof for eons. After lunch in the mess hall and a siesta, head downtown and explore the strange Western shops that line Bandera’s dirt sidewalks. Also pay a visit to the Frontier Times Museum.


Once you’ve seen Bandera, leave town by way of Highway 46, toward the historic German pioneer town of Boerne. This lovely spot on Cibolo Creek is a great place to hunker down for the rest of the day. The main activity here is walking Main Street, known to locals as Hauptstrasse. Here you’ll find dozens of antiques shops, boutiques, and eateries, all in historic limestone buildings built by the German pioneers. When you get hungry, walk over to the river, turn left, and walk down to the Dodging Duck Brew Haus. Dinner with a beer on the outdoor patio is the only way to go. Most folks who come to Boerne stay in a bed-and-breakfast. A reservation service can help you find the right lodgings for your budget.
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picturesque Boerne





Day 4


The first thing you’ll want to do in the morning is drive north on RR 474, where you’ll explore the Cave Without a Name. The cave is full of intriguing rock formations, stalagmites, and stalactites. After this head back to Boerne, and then go east on Highway 46. Along the way you’ll encounter Guadalupe River State Park. Stop off here for some incredible scenery, or even better, go tubing down the Guadalupe River. Afterward, make your way to New Braunfels and the charming town of Gruene. Explore Gruene’s quaint buildings full of antiques and a few restaurants overlooking the beautiful Guadalupe River. At the base of the old town is the Gristmill River Restaurant & Bar, situated in the ruins of an old cotton gin.


A grand finale to your road trip should be famous Gruene Hall. This old structure with chicken-wire windows is Texas’s oldest dance hall. Country music legends still fill this joint with great foot-stomping music.



Family Fun



Central Texas has a wide variety of activities, events, and sights that are sure to keep the kids stimulated and the adults fascinated. From theme parks and curiosity shops to museums with interactive exhibits and mysterious caves, it would take a family two weeks to soak up all the fun.


San Antonio


San Antonio is known the world over as a family town. The imaginations of both parents and children are sparked when visiting The Alamo, along with the other historic Spanish missions on the Mission Trail. A boat ride on the River Walk is another great experience for the whole family. The Alamo and River Walk aside, San Antonio is known by kids the world over for its internationally recognized San Antonio Zoo and Aquarium. All the animals kids have read about and imagined are here, ready to be viewed up close. While at the zoo, climb aboard the Brackenridge Eagle, a miniature train that travels a two-mile route around Brackenridge Park.


San Antonio also has two gigantic theme parks. First there’s Six Flags Fiesta Texas, which has over 200 acres of fun for the whole family. Older thrill-seekers will enjoy the wild rides, and for the younger bunch there are less-scary kiddie rides. Six Flags also puts on campy shows that kids will clamor to see. The other mega theme park is SeaWorld San Antonio. The main attraction here is the killer whale Shamu, who performs in front of an audience. Be prepared to be soaked if you sit in the first rows.


San Antonio also has some popular indoor family hot spots, such as the children’s museum, The DoSeum. This huge indoor and outdoor campus has hands-on exhibits where children can pretend, explore, imagine, and discover. There’s also the popular Witte Museum. Inside the grand halls of the Witte the whole family will marvel at Triceratops and Tyrannosaurus rex bones, mummies, dioramas, and history and natural science exhibits. There’s even a big tree house.
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Witte Museum in San Antonio





One of the more obscure things in town for the family is the Texas Transportation Museum. Here the kids will be enthralled by the miniature scale-model train sets meticulously built, painted, and erected with a frightening attention to detail. The scale models and their detailed environments are a must-see for the train geek and the curious.


Although your kids may not jump for joy at the idea of an evening of dancing, I guarantee if you drag them to Leon Springs Dancehall they will have the time of their life. Here families dance two-step to a live country band along with hundreds of other folks. This family-friendly dance hall has a massive 18,000 square feet of wooden floor that’s packed Friday and Saturday nights.


Every January the San Antonio River is drained, and the River Walk Mud Festival begins. All weekend this mud-based festival puts smiles on faces. A king and queen of mud are elected to preside over events that include music, games, and all sorts of festivities.


After a long day of fun, enjoy a meal at Liberty Bar. Parents can enjoy a great lunch or dinner with upscale food, while the kids will enjoy eating in a unique two-story house. (Think Alice in Wonderland.) Another popular place to eat with kids is Mi Tierra. Mexican food and ambience reach a zenith here.


Austin


Family fun in Austin begins with watching the flight of the bat colony of Congress Avenue Bridge. This is a surefire way to get the kids excited on a summer evening. Indoor fun is to be had at the Bullock Texas State History Museum, where families can have a multimedia sensory overload. Also indoors is The Thinkery, Austin’s children’s museum. Here kids can come completely unglued in a safe environment. Toy Joy is a toy store for adults as well as kids.


Kids are crazy about dinosaurs. There are three great places where you can learn about these prehistoric animals. First there’s the Texas Memorial Museum, which has an entire room filled with dino bones as well as pickled critters. A good way to get the kids interested in a walk through a botanical garden is by bringing them to the Hartman Prehistoric Garden in Zilker Botanical Garden. Lastly in the dino field, there’s the Austin Nature and Science Center, where kids can become mini paleontologists and dig for prehistoric bones.


A train ride can do a family a lot of good. You can’t help but smile ear to ear while riding the Zilker Zephyr, a miniature train that runs through Zilker Park. If mini doesn’t satisfy, there’s the real deal, the Austin Steam Train. This old locomotive takes passengers into the Hill Country on a chugging ride to remember.


A fun place to take the whole family for lunch or dinner is Tex-Mex Chuy’s. Kids can marvel at the junk hanging from the ceiling and color with crayons while parents can sip margaritas.


The Hill Country


The primary sights in the Hill Country for both kids and adults are the various caves and caverns. Everyone will be interested in walking through the Natural Bridge Caverns or the Cave Without a Name. For more of a theme park spin on a natural-cave experience there’s Wonder World Caverns in San Marcos. If you prefer being high up in the trees, there’s Cypress Valley Canopy Tours. Here the whole family can travel on cables, up in the treetops, for thrilling views along with adventure.


The historic German pioneer town of New Braunfels is home to Texas’s largest water park, Schlitterbahn. A good way for a family to cool down in the summer is to ride chutes and tubes of water, and to splash in pools for a day. West from New Braunfels, in the art town of Wimberley, everyone loves to visit Wimberley Glass Works. Watch the world-renowned glass artists blow melted glass into beautiful shapes in a matter of minutes. In Fredericksburg, take the family to eat at the Auslander Biergarten, which has a Texas-meets-schnitzel menu and outdoor and semi-outdoor seating.


A fun place for the whole family to stay in the Hill Country is at the Mayan Dude Ranch. Families can take horseback rides in the country, eat in Wild West-style mess halls, go on hayrides, and hear ghost stories told around a campfire.
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view of Austin and Lady Bird Lake
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vintage amps at Austin Vintage Guitars.







Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Texas State Capitol: The stately pink granite building is impressive both historically and visually (click here).


S Barton Springs Pool: The most popular way to cool down when it’s over 100 degrees? Splashing, diving, and swimming in this perpetually 68-degree water (click here).
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S 6th Street: Catch a wide variety of live music and meet uninhibited partiers on Austin’s version of Bourbon Street (click here).


S The Bats of Congress Avenue Bridge: Before dusk, pack a picnic dinner and head downtown to the bridge to watch the cloud of flying mammals swoop off into the night (click here).


S LBJ Library and Museum: No one has had more impact on recent Texas history than President Lyndon B. Johnson. Explore his life and his presidency—and even hear a mechanical LBJ tell some jokes (click here).


S Blanton Museum of Art: Check out the largest public collection of Latin American art in the country, along with works by notable artists like Pablo Picasso and Peter Paul Rubens (click here).


S Bullock Texas State History Museum: Texas’s vibrant history is captured in dioramas, historical artifacts, and educational exhibits that dazzle the imagination (click here).


S South Congress Avenue: Stroll down this popular avenue lined with unique stores, boutiques, curiosity shops, and restaurants (click here).


S Alamo Drafthouse Cinema: Sip pints of beer, eat burgers, and screen independent films and long-forgotten B movies introduced by the stars and directors themselves (click here).


S Lady Bird Lake: Walk the many trails around the lake, paddle out in a kayak, or take a ride on a genuine paddle wheel riverboat (click here).





At the end of the 19th century, in one of his short stories, the great American author O. Henry referred to the then small municipality of Austin as the “city of the violet crown.”


In a single phrase, he captured the striking violet sunsets that often surrounded Austin in the evenings. Today this colorful evening show is the backdrop to Texas’s most alluring city.


The core of Austin’s life revolves around a few things: the capitol, the university, the high-tech industry, and the music. The most prominent of these is its role as the capital of Texas. If Texas were a nation, its economy would rank as the eighth largest in the world. Austin provides the stage for this powerful political and economic evolution and has hosted politicians and their ideas for well over a century. The second most important driving force of the city is the University of Texas (UT), which has always functioned as its main repository of knowledge and disseminator of progressive ideas. Consistently ranked as one of the top universities in the nation and the world, UT draws people from all walks of life to Austin, adding to the city’s diverse character. Third is the high-tech industry that was first planted here by IBM and later exploded with UT graduate Michael Dell’s founding of Dell Computers. For the past few decades the tech industry has grown to such proportions that Austin has been dubbed “the Silicon Hills.” Lastly is everybody’s favorite, the music. Austin is proud to crank up the volume and loudly proclaim itself as the Live Music Capital of the World. With thousands of musicians, hundreds of clubs and venues, and an entire population of devout music lovers, the title is well deserved.


Austin has proven that when you combine politics, education, high technology, and music you get an extraordinary concoction. With these elements Austin has successfully forged its own unique identity and stands in stark contrast to the rest of the state. It’s a city that was built with spare parts from the Wild West, pop culture, and Americana. It’s urban, and it’s rural; it’s a big city but somehow retains a small-town vibe; it’s rich in history, but forward-looking; it’s progressive but laid-back. All the above makes this Central Texas town a thrill to visit. Exploring Austin is like being the steel ball in a Rube Goldberg invention. You simply slide down the chute and go for the ride, not fretting about what is around each twist and turn.



PLANNING YOUR TIME



If a long three- to four-day weekend is all you have to explore the town, it can help to plan your time a little. However, the best way to experience Austin is to let yourself meander. As a weekend traveler, you can plan to spend most of your time right in the downtown area because all that you could ever want is within arm’s reach. Most attractions are within walking distance, such as the state capitol, 6th Street, and the museums, and everything else is accessible by an inexpensive cab ride. On foot or by cab, in a weekend you can check out some of the galleries and museums, walk around Lady Bird Lake, poke your head into some of the intriguing curiosity shops on South Congress Avenue, and eat some delicious Tex-Mex. Above all, plan on staying up late, walking down 6th Street, and catching some live music at the many varied venues downtown. Music is absolutely everywhere, and is usually good, often great.


If you plan to be in Austin for a couple weeks or longer, I would suggest a whole different approach to planning your time. Figure out where you would like to stay and settle in. Make a home base where you can leave your things and not worry too much about anything. Immediately upon checking in and unloading your luggage grab a free copy of the Austin Chronicle and look through the music and events pages. There’s so much going on that there’s bound to be something of interest for everyone. Once you’ve made some mental notes on events to catch, take your time exploring the town and scouring the surrounding area. Catch one of the creepy ghost tours downtown, hike in the greenbelt, relax at Barton Springs, take a ride on Lady Bird Lake in an authentic double-decker paddle wheel riverboat, and spend half a day out at the Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center. After all this, if you still have a day to spare take a road trip out into the Hill Country.


ORIENTATION


Austin has several distinct areas where most of the attractions, restaurants, and accommodations are found. These areas are defined by neighborhoods and their streets—some of these streets being sights in their own right. Although Austin has several highways fanning out into the surrounding country, the two main highways that box in the city are I-35 and Highway 1. I-35 is on the east side of downtown, and is notorious for traffic accidents and congestion; Highway 1, known to locals as Mo-Pac (Missouri-Pacific Railroad), is to the west. Most of Austin’s sights, best restaurants, hotels, and live music are somewhere between these two freeways.


Since there’s no definitive way to explain the geographical areas that Austin comprises, it’s broken up here in a way that should make it easy for the newcomer to get around.


Downtown


The first and foremost area is downtown, which encompasses the area north of Lady Bird Lake between I-35 and Lamar Boulevard. Downtown hot spots include Congress Avenue, which rolls down from the state capitol into town. Then there’s the historic and infamous bar-studded 6th Street, which is Austin’s version of New Orleans’s Bourbon Street. Sixth Street features bars, live music venues, and some tourist shops that sell junk that doesn’t reflect Austin at all. For some reason tourists love 6th Street while locals are way “over it.”


Just on the west side of Congress Avenue is the 2nd Street District, which has become one of Austin’s well-known dining and shopping areas. The area is noted for being the home to the Austin City Limits TV show, the W Hotel, and Willie Nelson in bronze.




Austin Fast Facts


• Founded in 1838


• Population: 931,830 (2016 U.S. Census Bureau data)


• Land area: 297 square miles


• Time zone: GMT/UTC-6 (Central Time)


• Fourth-largest city in Texas


• 11th-most populous city in the United States


• County: Travis


• Ethnicity: 49 percent white, 35 percent Hispanic, 8 percent African American, 8 percent other


• Sunshine: Austin averages 300 days of sun every year


• Average temperatures: 42-62°F in winter, 75-95°F in summer


• Average rainfall: 32.49 inches annually


• Major employers: City of Austin, Dell, federal government, Motorola, IBM, State of Texas, University of Texas at Austin, Apple, AMD, Applied Materials, Samsung, and 3M


• Area colleges and universities: The University of Texas at Austin, Huston-Tillotson College, St. Edward’s University, Concordia University at Austin, Southwest Texas State University, Austin Community College, Southwestern University


• Median home price in 2016: $335,000


• Sales tax: 8.25 percent





Bordered by West 7th, West 8th, Guadalupe, and San Antonio Streets is the Bremond Historic District, a middle-class neighborhood of old Victorian homes situated under ancient oak trees. Under the glow of the Frost Building, the most distinctive structure in Austin’s skyline, there’s the Warehouse District, also known as 4th Street. In the late 1800s this was the brothel district, then it was turned into an industrial area, and in recent years has reverted to the spirit of its origins and is now lined with upscale bars and pubs.


The burgeoning Rainey Street District is a tiny pocket neighborhood fixed between downtown and I-35. Charming old houses have been tastefully converted into bars and eateries.


Just west of downtown is West End, which includes Enfield and the restaurants on West Lynn Street. Lastly, there’s the Red River District on Red River Street. Just a few years ago this area was the quietest part of downtown, but today it’s a bustling street of clubs, bars, and live music in the alternative/punk/metal/hipster vein.


South Austin


The cherished favorite for locals is South Austin. Here you have the ever-popular South Congress Avenue, which has some great curiosity shops, restaurants, clothing boutiques, and music clubs. A few streets west there’s South Lamar Boulevard, where you can find some of Austin’s many vintage and retro shops. South Austin is also popular for outdoor activities, with the gigantic grassy fields of Zilker Park, as well as trailheads to the beautiful hiking and biking area called the Barton Creek Greenbelt. Also in this area is Austin’s premier feature, Barton Springs.
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Central Austin



Central Austin is largely dominated by the University of Texas campus. The campus features some excellent museums, the LBJ presidential library, sports stadiums, and performing-arts theaters. The street that connects the UT area to downtown is Guadalupe Street, known to locals as The Drag. This used to be a main artery of action but in recent years has little pulse. Here you’ll find some chain clothing stores, freak and chic shops, some cheap eats, and some bars. Also in Central Austin is the Hyde Park area, which is home to beautifully restored Victorians and neighborhood restaurants on Duval Street.


East Austin


Also referred to as the East Side, East Austin is the area in town that’s experiencing growing pains. This is the “sketchy” part of town that’s getting gentrified with the help of chic restaurants and city development. What Austinites consider sketchy is tame compared to similar areas in other cities. The East Side has some fine restaurants, a few boutique shops, some art spaces, and a few bars and music clubs, and is home to many of Austin’s artists.


Old North Austin


Old North Austin is just starting to realize its potential. Visitors to Austin probably won’t find themselves in this area without special effort. It’s just north of the UT campus area, and only five miles from downtown. Although there are no sights to speak of, there are some interesting shops, boutiques, antiques stores, and “old-time” eateries. The area is popular among locals because it has a weird ’70s time warp appeal. In Old North Austin there’s Old Burnet Road (pronounced “BURN-it”), which has some of Austin’s more unusual businesses and the area’s best dive bars. There’s also East North loop, which is a small bend in the road. This tiny area of shops doesn’t look like much, but give it a chance and your sense of curiosity and adventure is sure to be piqued.


Sights


Austin has an eclectic and multifarious array of sights and attractions that include all of what one might expect from a large U.S. city, such as museums, grand architecture, botanical gardens, and monuments to historical figures. These are all what I would call the “typical” sights. Then there are the “atypical” sights, such as the ghostly bronze statue of Angelina Eberly firing her cannon and single-handedly saving Austin; the Cathedral of Junk; the Umlauf Sculpture Garden; the 500-year-old Treaty Oak tree, a survivor of chain saws and poisoning; and the famous bat colony of Congress Avenue Bridge. From typical to unique to downright strange, all Austin’s attractions singularly and collectively stir the imagination, summon the bizarre, and foster new curiosities.


Austin’s main attraction is simply nature. The parks and gardens, the lakes and streams, the hiking and biking trails, and the wildflowers and oaks are most worthy to behold, especially at twilight when Mother Nature’s coronation ceremony fills the city skyline with the violet crown.


DOWNTOWN



S Texas State Capitol



The Texas State Capitol (1100 Congress Ave.) is the nucleus of Austin, both historically and visually. When you see the massive statehouse on the skyline, consider that it almost never was. Over a hundred years ago a tug of war between the cities of Houston and Waterloo (Austin was initially named Waterloo) went on for years, and every so often the state government would shift between the cities. Austin eventually won the title of state capital, and this decision has since shaped the city’s development.
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When the capitol building was first erected back in 1888 it was believed to be the seventh-tallest building in the world. Today it supposedly stands taller than the U.S. Capitol, a detail Texans are proud to point out. The interior of the capitol exudes a hushed dignity. Each component, from the grand marble pillars down to the door hinges, is an example of the fine craftsmanship of a bygone era. Old battle flags, sculptures, and portraits of historical figures and significant events in Texas history grace the entryways, walls, and legislative chambers, leaving visitors with strong visual images of Texas’s story. A large, colorful marble terrazzo covers the floor of the capitol rotunda, depicting the six sovereign flags that have flown over Texas and 12 battles significant in the history of the state. The rotunda is also home to portraits of all the Texas governors.


During the 20th century, as the state of Texas grew, so did its government, and the capitol became increasingly hard-pressed for space. Over the years quick fixes were made to accommodate the demands placed on the century-old building. Successive additions of new technologies like telephones, air conditioners, and computers, and the need for more offices, led to a maze of false walls and generations of wiring. No one was surprised when a fire broke out in 1983. The event highlighted the need for renovation and expansion. After 10 years of bureaucracy, funding woes, and architectural debate, excavation and construction finally started. In 1993, the underground expansion of the capitol was dedicated. The results of this project are truly a sight to behold. To build the 620,000-square-foot subterranean extension, nearly 700,000 tons of rock had to be removed, and a 130-foot-long, 32-foot-deep trench had to be dug through solid limestone to connect the original building to the new extension without harming the original foundation or structure.


Today, the opulent capitol and the beautiful surrounding 22-acre grounds are well worth a visit. The capitol is free and open to the public 7am-10pm weekdays, 9am-8pm weekends. Free guided tours are offered 8:30am-4:30pm Monday-Friday, 9:30am-3:30pm Saturday, and noon-3:30pm Sunday. Plan on spending about two hours at the capitol grounds to take in the history, monuments, and architecture.


CAPITOL VISITORS CENTER


If you’re itching for more information on the capitol, walk over to the Capitol Visitors Center (112 E. 11th St., 512/305-8400, 9am-5pm Mon.-Sat., noon-5pm Sun., free), at the southeast corner of the capitol grounds. Here you’ll find exhibits, a video presentation on the secret rooms and spaces in the capitol, and a salute to O. Henry.


OLD STATE CAPITOL BUILDING RUINS


Directly across from the capitol, at Congress and 11th, are the remains of Austin’s first statehouse, the Old State Capitol Building Ruins. There’s not much there but the original crumbling foundation and a cistern. It’s also where University of Texas classes were held back in the late 1800s.


GOVERNOR’S MANSION


Not too far from the capitol is the Governor’s Mansion (1010 Colorado St., 512/305-8524, 2pm-4pm Wed.-Fri., free, by reservation only). This Greek Revival-style house has been the home for every governor since it was designed and constructed back in 1856. Built with Austin-made bricks and timbers from Bastrop, this fine architectural work has survived years of politics, stuffy decor, and renovations. Today the mansion is the oldest standing public building in downtown, and is the fourth-oldest continuously occupied governor’s mansion in the United States. Over the years paranormal activity has been reported, and in plain English that means some have seen “dead people.” Some think it’s the ghost of Sam Houston, while others think it’s the ghost of a lovesick 19-year-old who shot himself in the guest room. The mansion suffered extensive damage from a fire in 2008 but reopened to visitors in 2013. Visiting hours can vary throughout the year so be sure to check hours online or by calling ahead.



S Barton Springs Pool



In the dead of summer, when few Austinites stray too far from the air-conditioning, there’s one place that’s sure to be a cool 68 degrees, and that’s Barton Springs Pool (2101 Barton Springs Rd., 512/867-3080). This age-old artesian spring-fed pool in Zilker Park has faithfully provided Austinites with a cool place to swim, relax, and socialize for over 100 years. On any given summer day Barton Springs Pool is packed with families, flirting teenagers, sunseekers, and daredevils at the diving board showing off their tricks.
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Barton Springs Pool





The 1,000-foot-long swimming hole is fed by several underwater springs. When the springs were dammed off to create the pool, the rock and gravel bottom was wisely left unaltered, preserving the natural ambience. If you’re concerned about pollution or hygiene, you’ll be glad to hear the pool has a legion of advocates (the Save Our Springs Coalition) that closely guard this precious resource. When it comes to pollution Barton Springs’ pure waters have been tirelessly defended from the constant threat of damaging development on the aquifer that feeds the pool. As for hygiene, the pool is closed when the fecal coliform count is high.


The pool is open daily (except Thursdays) 5am-10pm in the summer. Access to the pool is $3 for adults, $2 for ages 12-17, and $1 for seniors and kids 11 and under. Remember this is a cash-only operation. Swimming before 8am is free but “swim at your own risk”; lifeguards are on duty only during the fee periods. There are two ways to access the pool, with the main entrance off Barton Springs Road. For the back entrance off Barton Springs Road, turn away from Lady Bird Lake on Robert E. Lee Drive, go up the hill, and park at the gravel parking area next to the baseball field. Words of advice: Call before you go to make sure the pool is open, check the hours (which change seasonally), and don’t bring food (eating on the grounds is prohibited). Hanging out at the pool can easily be a half-day leisure event, that is if you enjoy swimming, sunbathing, and people-watching.



S 6th Street



Besides bats, Austin is probably most known for 6th Street, which is Austin’s version of New Orleans’s Bourbon Street. It features bars, pubs, live music venues, and sidewalk pizza kiosks. After dusk live music comes from every crack and crevice. On Thursday, Friday, and Saturday nights around 10pm, the Austin police department closes off the street and the party begins. The scene on 6th Street is pretty rowdy, with hordes of wasted college kids and scantily clad girls. There’s always a contingent of men roaming about, afflicted with an acute case of machismo, looking for a date, a fight, or both in one. The scene can get pretty sketchy later in the night—a good time to bail on this scene is around midnight, and especially before the bars close at 2am.




Austin Quirks


There are many subtle and strange things you may notice while exploring this town that prides itself on being weird. Here’s a list in no particular order.


• Yard Art and Lawn Statuary: While driving around town you may notice Austin’s pervasive veneration for yard art and lawn statuary. Popular yard decorations are pink flamingoes, metal kinetic art, bizarre sculptures, and yard gnomes, some of which have an uncanny resemblance to George W. Bush.


• Freak Storms: Austin, as well as the Hill Country, is notorious for freak mini storms that pass through the area in a matter of minutes. One second it’s a nice evening at about 70°F and the next the wind will whip up and lightning will fill the skies. Then the next thing you know hail the size of golf balls is plummeting to the earth. In an hour or so the sky clears up as if nothing happened.


• Liberal Bumper Stickers: If you had to figure out which city you were in solely by the bumper stickers on cars you would probably guess you were in Berkeley, California. A city in Texas would be your last guess. This is one of the great conundrums of Austin. The capital of the conservative state of Texas is liberal Austin.


• Bosom Buddies Theme Song: You have to completely tap into your subconscious to catch this one. When you are about town, shopping for groceries at H.E.B., in the lobby of a motel, or even sitting in a piano bar, you will begin to notice Billy Joel’s lyrics, “I don’t care what you say anymore, this is my life. Go ahead with your own life, and leave me alone.” This melody is a subliminal and curious soundtrack to Austin life.





Besides clubs and bars there’s also a slew of terrible tourist shops that feature belt buckles, Texas memorabilia with the state flag screen-printed on everything, samurai swords (don’t ask why), shot glasses, and ridiculous touristy T-shirts that say things like “F*** Y’all, I’m from Texas,” which doesn’t represent Texas or Austin in even the slightest way.


Sure, there are some good live music spots here, but you have to put up with lots of nonsense to enjoy it. If you like spring break at Daytona Beach or New Orleans during Mardi Gras, you’ll probably like 6th Street, in which case you will probably want to plan for 5 hours as you may want to catch a late dinner down here before enjoying the live music and nightlife until after midnight.



S The Bats of Congress Avenue Bridge



Austin’s main attraction isn’t always rock stars. Bats are the stars of the show every evening when they fly out from under Congress Avenue Bridge by the thousands in search of bugs. When the bridge was reconstructed in the 1980s no one had any idea this spot would become the largest urban bat colony in North America. These Mexican free-tailed bats migrate each spring from central Mexico to various roosting sites throughout the southwestern United States, their favorite being here in Austin. Out of the 1.5 million bats in this colony, most are females, who produce one offspring each June. Every night they eat somewhere between 10,000 and 30,000 pounds of insects.


You can catch the bats’ dramatic exit into the night from March to early November, but the best months are July and August. Best spots for viewing the bat flight are the Bat Observation Area at the Austin American-Statesman (at the southeast corner of the Congress Avenue Bridge), at the Radisson Hotel (11 E. 1st St.), on Lady Bird Lake from a canoe (rent from Zilker Park Boat Rentals for $12 an hour, www.zilkerboats.com), or on an authentic double-decker paddle-wheel riverboat (Lone Star Riverboat, 512/327-9721, $10 per person). Best time for viewing is sunset, and parking is offered at the Austin American-Statesman after 6pm. No public restrooms are available. For more information on the bats, such as flight times, call the Bat Hotline at 512/327-9721, ext. 3636. Be prepared to hang around the bridge for a couple of hours so you can get a good spot; in the summer, the bridge can often be packed.



S LBJ Library and Museum



Considered the most visited presidential library in the United States, the LBJ Library and Museum (2313 Red River St., on the University of Texas campus, 512/721-0200, www.lbjlibrary.org, 9am-5pm daily, $8 adults, $5 seniors and retired military, $3 college students and children 13-17) explores the life and politics of Lyndon Baines Johnson. If you know little to nothing about LBJ, the permanent exhibit that recounts his life is sure to capture your interest and foster an appreciation of the 36th president. Midway through the exhibit, expect an emotional sucker punch when the exhibit commemorates the assassination of JFK in a moving way. From here on out it explores the period in U.S. history that ushered in a new era in culture and politics—the 1960s. When you surface in the gigantic main room and look up, your breath will be taken away by a towering wall of glass, behind which are floors of red archives containing everything LBJ ever wrote, did, and darn near thought. Be sure to listen to the mechanical LBJ tell jokes. Plan on spending at least two hours for the exhibits and in the gift shop.




[image: image]


The LBJ Library and Museum is the most visited presidential library in the US.






S Blanton Museum of Art



The only art museum in Austin with a permanent collection to speak of is Blanton Museum of Art (200 E. Martin Luther King Jr. Blvd., on the UT campus, 512/471-7324, 10am-5pm Tues.-Fri., 11am-5pm Sat., 1pm-5pm Sun., $9 adults, $7 seniors, $5 ages 13-21, free every Thurs. with extended hours on the third Thurs. of each month). Located at the edge of the university campus in downtown Austin, the Blanton is the largest university museum in the United States. Inside the 180,000-square-foot complex are both temporary and permanent exhibits, and outside is an attractive public plaza with views of the state capitol. The Blanton’s permanent collection includes some 17,000 works of art, including old master paintings and contemporary American art, and is proud to be one of the largest public collections of Latin American art in the United States. Works by notable artists include those of Pablo Picasso, Peter Paul Rubens, and Fernando Botero. Plan on spending at least two hours for the exhibits and the gift shop.



S Bullock Texas State History Museum



Texas state pride is bigger than Texas itself. It’s fitting that the museum devoted to the big spirit of Texas is gigantic, and adorned with a 35-foot-tall bronze Lone Star. In the grand polished stone halls of the Bullock Texas State History Museum (1800 N. Congress Ave., 866/369-7108, www.thestoryoftexas.com, 9am-5pm Mon.-Sat., noon-6pm Sun., $13 adults, $11 seniors, military, and college students, $9 youth 4-17), the “Story of Texas” is told. From the indigenous people who first inhabited the region to the Spanish explorers of the 1500s and the legendary battle at The Alamo, through the oil boom to the present day, Texas’s history is chronicled in life-size dioramas and interactive exhibits. The facility also houses two theaters. The Texas Spirit Theater provides a multimedia, cinematic experience complete with special effects that bring Texas’s story to life. The museum also boasts Austin’s only IMAX theater, which operates independently of the museum. Plan on spending at least 2 hours for the exhibits and the gift shop and 3-4 hours if you also include a visit to IMAX theater.




[image: image]


History is taken to a sacred level at the Bullock Texas State History Museum.





So who was Bob Bullock, the museum’s namesake? He was a highly regarded state politician who eventually became the lieutenant governor. His vision and passion for all things Texas brought the museum into fruition. Admission prices vary. I recommend buying tickets to the museum and the Texas Spirit Theater’s 20-minute movie ($5 adults, $4 students, seniors, and youths 4-17).


For those who haven’t acquired Texas Pride, or just aren’t in the mood for a multimedia Texas experience, “never mind the Bullocks.” There are many other museums to saunter through.


Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center


There’s only one place in the world where you can see a Gutenberg Bible, the world’s first photograph, an original manuscript by James Joyce, and a painting by Frida Kahlo all in one place, and that’s the Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center (21st and Guadalupe St., on the UT campus, 512/471-8944, www.hrc.utexas.edu, 10am-5pm Mon., Tues., Wed., and Fri., 10am-7pm Thurs., noon-5pm Sat.-Sun., free). Self-billed as “one of the world’s finest culture archives,” the Harry Ransom Center is a place where scholars conduct research alongside tourists and the curious. The center houses a robust collection of over 36 million literary manuscripts, including ones by Ernest Hemingway, James Joyce, T. S. Eliot, and Tennessee Williams, and over 100,000 works of art that are rotated into view. Along with showcasing its own collections, the center also has temporary exhibits. Parking is at the Dobie Center parking garage on the corner of 21st and Whitis.


Mexic-Arte Museum


The Mexic-Arte Museum (419 Congress Ave., 512/480-9373, www.mexic-artemuseum.org, 10am-6pm Mon.-Thurs., 10am-5pm Fri.-Sat., noon-5pm Sun., $5 adults, $4 seniors, $1 children 12 and under) has emerged as the official Mexican and Mexican American fine-art museum of Texas. You can encounter works by contemporary Mexican, Latino, and Latin-American artists in the museum’s three gallery spaces. Mexic-Arte offers a permanent collection, but the primary focus here is special exhibits and shows that both educate and get people thinking. On any given day the art here is poignant, colorful, and inspiring, offering a glimpse into the inner life of Latino culture through the arts.
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