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Everything about Houston and the Texas Gulf Coast is larger than life. From towering skyscrapers to endless stretches of sandy coastline, this region of the Lone Star State exemplifies grandiosity, all with a hearty sense of Texas pride.


Houston offers travelers a cosmopolitan playground with a Texas flair that sets it apart from other urban landscapes. Its thousands of restaurants specialize in far beyond most cities’ standard fare. The multifaceted nightlife ranges from down-home honky-tonks to stylish, sophisticated dance clubs.


Just down the road, the Gulf Coast boasts more than 350 miles of shoreline, appealing to all types of recreational travelers. Salty fishermen escape to Galveston or Mustang Island near Corpus Christi for no-frills fishing while South Padre Island draws visitors from the opposite extreme: road-tripping families and spring breakers who frolic on the pristine white beaches.


This cosmopolitan Southern city has an independent spirit befitting Texas’s colossal charm, making it a worthy destination for anyone seeking a memorable escape.
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Contemporary Arts Museum of Houston
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Saturn V rocket at the NASA Space Center in Houston
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San Jacinto Battleground State Historic Site monument
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Caddo Lake
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The Elissa
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Pleasure Pier amusement park






5 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 See the Sea: Get away to the longest remaining undeveloped stretch of barrier island in the world at Padre Island National Seashore.
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2 Learn Something New: Houston is home to some of the preeminent museums in the country, where you can explore natural history and the arts. Or head to the Gulf Coast to experience seafaring life or WWII aircraft.
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3 Take in Historic Views: Enjoy the stunning panorama from atop the 570-foot-tall monument that commemorates the San Jacinto Battleground, a triumphant battle site where Texas earned its independence.
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4 Taste Texas Cuisine: Texas’s holy trinity of cuisine—barbecue, Tex-Mex, and Southern—provide a culinary journey. Also be sure to try the excellent seafood found along the Gulf Coast.







[image: image]


5 Explore Space: Feel your goosebumps rise as you gaze upon the awe-inspiring original Mission Control Center at the NASA Space Center.






PLANNING YOUR TRIP



WHERE TO GO


HOUSTON AND EAST TEXAS


With historic oil boomtowns, five national forests, and the megalopolis of Houston, this enormous region is an ideal place to experience the legacy of the Lone Star State. East Texas has a distinct Southern bayou influence, reflected in the food, heritage, and even the accents. Standing apart is Houston, the fourth-largest city in the country and home to NASA, oil-related industries, and some of the most preeminent restaurants, museums, and humidity in the nation.


THE GULF COAST


Stretching 350 miles (560 km) along the Gulf of Mexico, this region’s moderate beaches and waves draw casual beachcombers, salty anglers, and frolicking families. The biggest city on the gulf, Corpus Christi, offers plenty of recreational activities to accommodate a quick weekend getaway and the ubiquitous Winter Texans. Once a year, students from across the country invade South Padre Island for a rollicking spring break, but otherwise, the region remains as low-key as the gulf’s lightly lapping waves.
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Corpus Christi Beach
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South Padre Island National Seashore
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surfing on the Gulf Coast






KNOW BEFORE YOU GO



WHEN TO GO


The region is downright pleasant in spring and fall, quite tolerable during the mild winter months, and absolutely hellish during the summertime.


Spring is the ideal time to visit, so plan for March or April. Vegetation is blooming in parks and gardens, festivals capitalize on sunny 73-degree days, and people enjoy the final few months they’ll be able to spend outside. Fall is the next-best season. By late October, things begin to “cool” down to the 80s, drawing cabin-fever sufferers out of their homes to restaurant patios and neighborhood parks.


Winter is a distinct season, but snowflakes and icy roads are rare. Temperatures can be erratic, jumping from the 30s to the 70s in just a few hours. This is a good time to plan a trip to South Padre Island.


Houston has gone to great lengths to accommodate its sweltering humid weather during summer (May through mid-October), mainly via overpowered air-conditioning systems and subterranean downtown tunnels. The constant flow of air-conditioning and water recreation allows residents and visitors to (barely) tolerate the heat. The coastal communities don’t have these fancy amenities, but he constant 15-mph wind coming off the water is a welcome change from oppressive urban humidity.


TRANSPORTATION


Air travel is the best option for getting to Texas, and Houston is a hub for United Airlines. It’s wise to reserve a rental car before arriving, and to specify a fuel-efficient vehicle, since you’ll likely be driving a lot. If you wait to rent a vehicle on arrival, there’s a good chance you’ll have to choose from the remaining fleet—typically an SUV or a minivan.


In a state this big, a vehicle is virtually a necessity, despite some recent advances in metropolitan public transportation systems. Fortunately, the interstate highway system is impressive—you can drive between major cities in a few hours.



EXPLORE HOUSTON & THE TEXAS GULF COAST



HOUSTON’S BEST 2-DAY GETAWAY


With dozens of worthy attractions and hundreds of notable restaurants in greater Houston, planning a weekend getaway may be challenging. But who can complain about having too many good options?


DAY 1


Kick the day off in the Museum District to get a feel for the city’s cultural story. Prioritize the Houston Museum of Natural Science, the Contemporary Arts Museum of Houston, and the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston. For a nearby lunch, go with new-school Vietnamese cuisine at Lua Viet Kitchen or old-school comfort food at Benjy’s.
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Lua Viet Kitchen





Continue discovering Houston’s cultural legacy at the Menil Collection (the Rothko Chapel will provide welcoming serenity), then venture a few miles southeast of town to experience unique folk art at The Orange Show. Afterward, enjoy an incredible Southern dinner at Lucille’s, then head down to Main Street for cocktails at Dean’s Credit Clothing.


DAY 2


Skip the hotel breakfast and beat the lines at Breakfast Klub, where the delectable chicken and waffles are still drawing crowds. Then hit the road for an out-of-this-world experience at NASA, where you can see the recently restored Mission Control Center and learn about the Apollo and Space Shuttle programs.


Then head north for an afternoon of history at the San Jacinto Battleground. Drive back to Houston for some strolling along Buffalo Bayou then have a hearty dinner—for Mexican food, head to Hugo’s; for a traditional Houston steakhouse, go to Pappas Brothers Steakhouse. Top off the evening with craft beers at Hay Merchant or live music at the Continental Club.




A TASTE OF TEXAS CUISINE


Houston has more than 8,000 restaurants – the array of options is overwhelming, from lowly fast food to lofty haute cuisine. This being Texas, the options also include a fair number of home-grown varieties, including some of the state’s finest barbecue, Tex-Mex, and good ol’ fashioned down-down Southern cookin’. Seafood is the favored item for most Corpus Christi and Galveston diners. Both cities are brimming with quality restaurants where you can eat your fill of shrimp, oysters, and snapper.


Here’s the best of the bunch.


BARBECUE


• Gatlin’s Barbecue (3510 Ella Blvd., Houston) is one of the best barbecue joints in the city, just don’t be deterred by its location in an uninspiring strip mall. Try the Gatlin sandwich.


• Stanley’s Famous Pit Bar-B-Q (525 S. Beckham Ave., Tyler) is must for barbecue fans looking to try ribs that frequently make “best of” lists across Texas. Try the smoked ribs.


TEX-MEX AND MEXICAN


• Irma’s Original (22 N. Chenevert St., Houston) has authentic recipes that are the ultimate Texas comfort food. Try the caldo (corn-based chicken soup).


• La Playa (5017 Saratoga Blvd.; 7118 S. Padre Island Dr., Corpus Christi) is the place to go for top-notch traditional Tex-Mex. Try the stuffed fried avocados.


• The legendary Hugo’s (1600 Westheimer Rd., Houston) serves trendy Mexican dishes sizzling with flavor. Try the squash-blossom quesadillas and flan with freshly roasted cocoa beans.


SOUTHERN COOKING


• Dolli’s Diner (116 S. Pecan St., Nacogdoches) is a classic small town diner and the best lunch spot around. Try the chicken-fried steak (it’s the best in the region).


• Courthouse Whistlestop Café (318 N. Washington Ave., Livingston) is the perfect place for a hearty breakfast before heading out for a day of hiking or paddling. Try the fried okra.


• Vautrot’s Cajun Cuisine (13350 Hwy. 105, Beaumont) is where the locals line up for delectable Cajun food. Try the fried catfish.


SEAFOOD


• Gaido’s Seafood Restaurant (3800 Seawall Blvd., Galveston) is a venerable institution serving memorable meals since 1911. Try the shrimp bisque or the full snapper, bones and all, if they have it


• BLVD Seafood (2804 Ave. R½, Galveston) offers fresh and contemporary seafood dishes. Try the fish tacos with a red bell-pepper sauce and avocado.


• Saltwater Grill (2017 Post Office St., Galveston) utilizes a bizarre steam-kettle device to rapidly cook fresh seafood. Try the fried asparagus topped with crabmeat.


• Water Street Seafood Co. (309 N. Water St., Corpus Christi) combines fresh seafood, Mexican influences, Cajun flavors, and Southern cooking. Try the fresh catch of the day.


• Snoopy’s Pier (13313 S. Padre Island Dr., Corpus Christi) offers tasty food and a place on the water to soak up the laid-back beach life. Try a plate of fried or boiled shrimp (with a cold beer).






GULF COAST ESCAPE



Combining a Houston trip with excursions along the Gulf Coast is not only possible, it’s encouraged. For those with limited time who need a quick saltwater fix, there’s nearby Galveston Island, just 50 miles southeast of Houston on the Gulf Freeway (I-45). Though the beaches aren’t exactly pristine, they’re close and easily accessible. Less crowded and more inviting is Mustang Island near Corpus Christi, offering steady waves and wide-open stretches of sand. Texas’s preeminent beach – think soft white sand and surfable waves – is on South Padre Island, a nearly five-hour drive from Houston but well worth the effort to truly kick back, relax, and soak up the warm Texas sun.


The following itinerary offers a solid introduction, but most visitors may prefer to enjoy these coastal towns at their leisure. To truly experience more than one of these destinations, plan for at least five or six days. Factor in driving time: from Houston, it will take about three-and-a-half hours to reach Corpus Christi via U.S. Hwy. 59 through Victoria (State Hwy. 35 along the coast is more picturesque but takes about 45 minutes longer). The five-and-a-half-hour drive to South Padre Island on U.S. Hwy. 77 is pretty lengthy, but absolutely rewarding once your feet hit the soft sand.



DAYS 1-2



GALVESTON ISLAND


Just an hour southeast of Houston, welcoming waves beckon at Galveston Island. Visit The Strand district, a 36-block National Historic Landmark District that features New Orleans-style hotels, restaurants, art galleries, boutiques, and a seaport museum with the 1877 tall ship Elissa. Enjoy a local lunch at Mosquito Café. In the afternoon, you can choose your adventure based on the weather—if it’s nice outside, visit Pleasure Pier for the amusement park rides; if it’s too hot, windy, or rainy, head to the indoor pyramids at Moody Gardens for aquariums and exhibits. Dinner and drinks await at the tremendous Tortuga’s Saltwater Grill.
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Pleasure Pier
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the tall ship Elissa





If you want to extend your stay, consider spending the night at Tremont House, a stunning 1879 Victorian hotel in The Strand district. Spend the morning at Broadway Street’s stately historical mansions—Bishop’s Palace and Moody Mansion—then enjoy lunch at Fisherman’s Wharf, with a deck overlooking the bay, before heading to your next coastal stop.


DAYS 3-4


CORPUS CHRISTI


A few hours down the coastline, Corpus Christi offers wide-open beaches on Mustang Island. Named for the wild horses that once roamed free on the island, the park offers five miles of outstretched beach, perfect for swimming, fishing, sunbathing, and beachcombing. Those seeking recreational fun can rent a kayak or windsurfing equipment and tackle the gulf waters. Be sure to schedule time for a meal at Water Street Seafood Co. Stay at the Radisson, located right on the sand of Corpus Christi Beach.


On your next day, hit one of the top-notch cultural attractions like the USS Lexington or Texas State Aquarium.




STEP BACK IN TIME


Despite all the new-fangled sprawl and a notorious penchant for teardowns, Houston and its Gulf Coast neighbors retain impressive historical charm.


HOUSTON


• Buffalo Soldiers National Museum is dedicated to the African American Army troops who protected the Texas frontier in the late 1800s.


• San Jacinto Battleground Historic Site boasts a remarkable 570-foot-tall monument on a 1,200-acre site commemorating the legendary battle that secured Texas’s independence.


• George Ranch Historical Park is a working cattle ranch on an 1890s pioneer farmstead.


PINEY WOODS


• The Aldridge Sawmill’s enormous concrete walls are all that remain of the century-old lumber operation.


• The Texas Forestry Museum and the History Center in the Lufkin area offer a fascinating look at the growth of the region’s lumber industry.


• The Texas State Railroad allows you to ride the rails on an enchanting steam locomotive, which chugs and charms its way through the Piney Woods.


GALVESTON


• The Strand district was once Texas’s second-busiest port, the “Wall Street of the South”.


• The Elissa, a ship from 1887, is the second-oldest operational sailing vessel in the world.


• The Bishop’s Palace, an 1866 Victorian castle, exudes elegance, from its ornate fireplaces to its spectacular stained-glass windows.


• The Moody Mansion is worth a visit, given its manicured grounds and exquisite furnishings, as well as the dining room’s gold-leaf ceiling.


CORPUS CHRISTI


• The USS Lexington Museum is a decommissioned World War II naval aircraft carrier now serving as a 33,000-ton floating museum.


• Corpus Christi Museum of Science and History celebrates maritime heritage with authentic recreations of Christopher Columbus’s three ships, nautical exhibits, and a Children’s Wharf.


• King Ranch tells the story of the Lone Star State’s first cattle drives and legendary brands that forever changed Texas.





DAYS 5-6


SOUTH PADRE ISLAND


Serious beachcombers should alter their schedules to spend a few days on South Padre Island. Soft white sand and bright blue water are major attractions, and so is the marine life at Sea Turtle, Inc. It’s also well worth the 74-step climb up the tight spiral staircase to experience the breathtaking views from the Port Isabel Lighthouse. The seafood here is the best in Texas, so be sure to catch a lunch or dinner at Pier 19 or Sea Ranch Restaurant.


EAST TEXAS


If you happen to be heading back from the coast along U.S. Hwy. 77, be sure to visit the legendary King Ranch to experience Texas’s cattle culture where it was born. Then hightail it to one of East Texas’s national forests for some camping or cabin time.


Another option—via U.S. Hwy. 59 and State Hwy. 103—is to explore the Piney Woods by bike or canoe, or hike to the abandoned Old Aldridge Sawmill in Angelina National Forest. Learn about the region’s logging heritage at Lufkin’s Texas Forestry Museum, or take a leisurely ride on the Texas State Railroad. At mealtime, be sure to sample a regional specialty like chopped beef barbecue or fried catfish. An East Texas day trip or overnight regional jaunt directly from Houston is also feasible.
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the Texas State Railroad





HOUSTON FOR FAMILIES


Houston is the ideal stomping ground for frolicking families. The city is brimming with museums and recreational pursuits. From toddlers to great-grandparents, there are activities for all ages and interests.


DAY 1


Houston’s Museum District is a natural place to get things rolling on a family road trip. Start things off at the Museum of Natural Science, where kids and parents can learn about dinosaurs, mummies, gems, and oil production through interactive exhibits. The museum’s butterfly exhibit is worthwhile to see the colorful creatures in the towering domed rainforest habitat. Another option is to actively participate in the fun exhibits at the Children’s Museum of Houston.


The Museum District is surprisingly lacking in walking-distance restaurants, so head to the nearby Montrose-Kirby area for lunch at Goode Co. Barbeque. Then head back to the Museum District to visit the Health Museum next, where children are educated about the importance of health. The Amazing Body Pavilion lets you walk through a human body and learn about the various systems and organs.


DAY 2


Head southeast of town for a day of family fun at NASA. Young children may not grasp the historical significance of viewing Mission Control, but they’ll certainly appreciate Kids Space, a massive collection of exhibits, games, and hands-on activities. Grab some lunch on the bay and then head to Kemah Boardwalk, featuring restaurants, shops, fountains, and an impressive collection of amusement park-style rides at the water’s edge.
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Kemah Boardwalk





DAY 3


Stick around Houston for an animal-themed day, staring with the Houston Zoo. Five thousand animals keep adult and children entertained on those 55 acres, including a world of primates, Asian elephant habitat, lion and tiger exhibit, and children’s zoo. Afterward, head to the Downtown Aquarium for lunch – the seafood restaurant on the second floor is extremely kid friendly and surprisingly tasty. Plan to spend a few hours at the aquarium mingling with marine life. Families will marvel at the enormous tanks, Shark Voyage train ride, and outdoor midway rides.
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tiger exhibit at Houston’s Downtown Aquarium





If time permits, visit the Buffalo Soldiers National Museum dedicated to the African American troops who protected the Texas frontier (Native Americans gave them this noble name because of their immense bravery and valor).
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HIGHLIGHTS


S WALK WITH BUTTERFLIES at the most popular exhibit at the HOUSTON MUSEUM OF NATURAL SCIENCE. Covering everything from dinosaurs to ancient Egypt and Latin American cultures, it offers adventures for the family (click here).


S APPRECIATE THE EUROPEAN MASTERS at Texas’s largest art museum. Spanning several city blocks, MUSEUM OF FINE ARTS, HOUSTON boasts 64,000 works, ranging from antiquity to the present (click here).


S EXPLORE THE EVER-CHANGING EXHIBITS at one of the country’s most respected and compelling modern art facilities, the CONTEMPORARY ARTS MUSEUM OF HOUSTON, which is housed in a stunning stainless-steel building (click here).


S RE-LIVE THE APOLLO MISSIONS in the meticulously restored Mission Control room at the otherworldly NASA SPACE CENTER (click here).


S CELEBRATE TEXAS INDEPENDENCE. The legendary battle where General Sam Houston’s troops defeated the Mexican Army in 1836 is commemorated at the 1,200-acre SAN JACINTO BATTLEGROUND HISTORIC SITE (click here).


S RECONNECT WITH NATURE. A gaggle of species from the Gulf Coast, Central Plains, and Southeastern forests coexist alongside creatures from the deserts, bayous, woods, and swamps in the BIG THICKET NATIONAL PRESERVE (click here).


S RIDE THE RAILS. A rickety locomotive from the historic TEXAS STATE RAILROAD chugs, clanks, and charms its way through the East Texas Piney Woods (click here).


S SWIM IN CADDO LAKE. Texas’s only natural lake offers hiking, fishing, and boating with a backdrop of wispy Spanish moss and outstretched cypress trees (click here).





Like the mountains to the west, the pine forests of East Texas are a natural wonder not typically associated with the Lone Star State. Not surprisingly, the cultural gap between the two regions is as wide as their distance apart.


East Texas has a distinct Southern influence, reflected in the region’s food, heritage, and even the dialect. Locals are much more likely to regale visitors with long stories in their laid-back, drawn-out speaking style than their twangy, tight-lipped West Texan counterparts. Standing apart from this rural Southern character is the megalopolis of Houston, the fourth-largest city in the country and home to NASA, oil-related industries, a world-class medical district, and some of the preeminent museums in the country.


East Texas has long been the gateway to the Lone Star State: Native Americans, European explorers, Anglo settlers, and African Americans arrived primarily from the East. One of the first things they encountered was the dense acreage now known as the Piney Woods, which includes several national forests and the Big Thicket Preserve.


The first to inhabit the area were the Caddo People, an advanced society with sophisticated trade networks throughout the region. The Caddo are credited with inspiring the name Texas, as they welcomed the Spanish explorers by referring to them as tejas, meaning “friends” or “allies.” By the 1700s, Spain attempted to fortify its presence in the area by establishing a series of missions to protect their political interests, especially against France, and to convert the indigenous population to Catholicism. Neither of these ventures was very successful, and the land remained relatively unoccupied until Anglo homesteaders began arriving in large numbers in the early 1800s. In the southern portion of this region, just west of modern-day Houston, a group of settlers known as the Old Three Hundred established Stephen F. Austin’s initial colony. After the fall of the Alamo in March 1836, droves of frightened frontier families fled to East Texas in an event known as the Runaway Scrape.
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By the late 1800s, the region became associated with industry. Railroad expansion and European immigration brought an increased population and entrepreneurs, and the new railroad lines provided access to the Piney Woods’s interiors, allowing the lumber industry to flourish. A few decades later, Texas’s identity was forever changed when the 100-foot-high (30-m) oil spout known as the Lucas Gusher blew in (the industry term for “erupt”) near Beaumont. As soon as word spread about the gusher’s subterranean Spindletop oil field, tens of thousands of people flocked to the area. The colorfully named roughnecks and wildcatters worked the fields, while the entrepreneurial-minded investors made the money.


In 1901, the first year of the boom, three major oil companies—Gulf, Humble (later Exxon), and Texas (later Texaco)—formed in Beaumont, and by the following year there were 500 corporations in town. The impact of Spindletop and other oil fields discovered near Tyler is immeasurable, as it brought billions of dollars to Texas through oil companies and related industry endeavors. Houston benefited the most, since the oil business ultimately shifted headquarters and shipping operations to the city, which grew at phenomenal rates throughout the mid-1900s.


As a result, East Texas has a remarkable number of heritage destinations to explore, including Caddo burial mounds, historic logging towns, Southern plantation homes, oil boomtowns, and five national forests.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Houston has become a major destination for culinary-minded travelers and remains a popular convention location. Those who visit Houston will discover several days’ worth of intriguing activities.


To maximize your time, first head to the Museum District, where nearly a dozen attractions, from the enormous Museum of Natural Science to the Buffalo Soldiers Museum, appeal to a wide spectrum. Visitors typically make it to about three destinations in a day before losing steam, so pick specific museums to make the most of them.


Nowhere else can claim Houston’s distinctive connection to the space program. NASA is about a half hour from downtown, so you’ll need at least half a day. Other uniquely Houston sites such as the impressive San Jacinto Monument and Battleship Texas also involve a 30-minute drive.


The remaining vast expanse of East Texas is worth three or four days of exploring. Beaumont is a fun day trip from Houston, less than two hours away, especially to learn about Texas’s oil legacy. Naturalists should set aside a day or two to explore the Big Thicket National Preserve and other nearby national forests, and visitors interested in old-fashioned Southern culture can spend a few days in the northern portion of the Piney Woods, where the cities of Tyler, Lufkin, and Jefferson exude Texas heritage.


INFORMATION AND SERVICES


Knowledgeable staff members at the Greater Houston Convention and Visitors Bureau (701 Av. de las Americas, 713/437-5200, www.visithoustontexas.com, daily 7am-10pm) can handle almost any request. Similar services are southwest of town at Visit Bay Area Houston (604 Bradford Ave., Kemah, 281/474-9700, www.visitbayareahouston.com).


Tours of Houston and the surrounding area are available with Houston City Tours (832/388-8434, www.texascitytours.us [URL inactive]) by activity types or location. Another company, Houston Tours Inc. (8915 Bellaire Blvd., 832/630-9188, www.houstontours.com) features traditional bus tours of downtown, outlying neighborhoods, and treks to Galveston.


To venture beyond Bayou City, the Texas Forest Trail Region (headquarters 202 E. Pilar St., Suite 214, Nacogdoches, 936/560-3699, www.texasforesttrail.com) is an ideal place to prepare for a Piney Woods adventure. Check out the website or drop by the main office to get help with an East Texas itinerary.


Entering East Texas by vehicle from Louisiana, look for the Texas Department of Transportation’s Travel Information Center at two spots on the state border. The largest is in Orange (1708 E. I-10, 409/883-9416) on I-10 en route from New Orleans. The other is in Waskom (1255 N. I-20 E., 903/687-2547), on I-20 from Shreveport. Visit www.txdot.gov for road-related travel information.


GETTING THERE AND AROUND


Several East Texas cities have small regional airports, and Houston is so big it has two. Houston’s major airport is George Bush Intercontinental Airport (IAH, 2800 N. Terminal Rd., 281/230-3100, www.airport-houston.com), just north of Houston and one of the major hubs for United Airlines. The city’s old airport, William P. Hobby Airport (HOU, 7800 Airport Blvd., 713/640-3000, www.fly2houston.com), is now the center of activity for Southwest Airlines.


Super Shuttle (281/230-7275, www.supershuttle.com) offers shuttle service to and from area hotels and both Houston airports. If you’re not using a ride-share, local cab companies include Houston VIP Taxi (281/616-5838), Liberty Cab Company (713/444-4444), and Yellow Cab (713/236-1111).


All the major rental car companies are accessible from the shared Rental Car Center (281/230-3000, www.fly2houston.com) at Bush Intercontinental Airport, about five minutes by bus from the terminals; the rental companies share a shuttle system that runs about every five minutes.


Buses and trains are a viable option in Houston. Buses arrive and depart at Houston Greyhound (2121 Main St., 713/759-6565 or 800/231-2222, www.greyhound.com). Amtrak’s Sunset Limited trains arrive and depart three times a week at the Houston Amtrak station (902 Washington Ave., 713/224-1577 or 800/872-7245, www.amtrak.com).


Houston’s public transportation system, the Metro, a.k.a. the Metropolitan Transit Authority of Harris County (713/635-4000, www.ridemetro.org), offers local and commuter light rail and bus service. Tickets are available from vending machines at each station. The Metro’s red line serves 16 stations near downtown’s busiest commercial and recreational sites.


Houston
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Houston’s humongous growth (population 2,325,502) has it closing in on Chicago as the third-largest city in the country, and it was recently named the nation’s most diverse metropolis. The city is named after larger-than-life Sam Houston, president of the Republic of Texas, who led the fight for independence from Mexico as a general of the Texas Army.


The Bayou City is notorious for its lack of zoning ordinances and its high humidity, resulting in unmitigated sprawl and unbearably hot summers. But it’s not without its charm—Houston has world-class cultural and medical facilities, and its international population contributes to a truly cosmopolitan setting with world-renowned services and restaurants.


The city started with grand ambitions: In the late 1830s, New York City brothers and entrepreneurs Augustus and John Allen claimed the town would become the “great interior commercial emporium of Texas,” with ships from New York and New Orleans sailing up Buffalo Bayou. For most of the late 1800s, Houston was a typical Texas town, fueled by cotton farming and railroad expansion. The oil industry boom that started in 1901 changed Houston forever, with major corporations relocating to the city and using its deep ship channel for oil distribution.


Houston had another identity shift and financial surge in the mid-1900s, when it became headquarters for the aerospace industry. NASA established its Manned Spacecraft Center in 1961, which eventually became the epicenter of the U.S. space program’s Gemini and Apollo missions.


With the proliferation of air-conditioning around that time, Houston’s brutal humidity was no longer a year-round deterrent, resulting in corporations relocating from colder climes. The population boomed in the 1970s, when the OPEC oil embargo caused Houston’s petroleum industry to become a vital asset. The world oil economy in the 1980s caused a recession in Houston, and it received another black eye in the late 1990s in the Enron fraud scandal.


A drive through Houston’s central neighborhoods reveals what happens when a city doesn’t prioritize zoning regulations. Depending on who you ask, it’s good (Texans don’t like to be told what they can or cannot do) or bad (significant historic neighborhoods and homes are routinely leveled to make room for McMansions). Regardless, it’s part of Houston’s character, even if that means a 150-year-old home sits in the shadow of a monstrous contemporary house across the street from a gargantuan pseudo-historic retail and residential complex.


Texans typically don’t consider Houston a viable travel destination, but they should. Houston’s sense of style is a step ahead of the rest of the Lone Star State, its restaurants specialize in the lesser-known international cuisine, and the city’s public transportation system is surprisingly comprehensive. Houston may never equal San Antonio in visitor numbers, but its distinctive characteristics—a Southern cosmopolitan city with an independent spirit—make it a worthy destination.


ORIENTATION


Known for its endless suburban sprawl, Houston is defined by its highways and loops. The three loops are “the” Loop—Loop 610, the original and inner loop; the Belt, a.k.a. Beltway 8, Sam Houston Parkway, and Sam Houston Tollway; and the Grand Parkway, a.k.a. Highway 99, an unfinished outer loop that will be the longest in the United States when completed. The primary focus of this guide is the inner or near-Loop, in or around Loop 610.


With downtown as Houston’s historical epicenter, the city’s noteworthy attractions begin to expand mainly west, including the museums, Rice University, and mid-century modern architecture. To the north of these neighborhoods is Houston Heights (The Heights), a formerly low-key residential area that has transformed into a trendy place to live and do business. Well-heeled Houstonians have traditionally lived in ritzy suburbs to the west, most notably the Uptown area, anchored by the high-end Galleria shopping district. Because the Houston Ship Channel was dredged eastward to provide access to the Gulf of Mexico, this side of the city is almost entirely industrial, with the exception of two large college campuses—the University of Houston and Texas Southern University—southeast of downtown.


DOWNTOWN


Once practically deserted after dark, downtown Houston is now a destination for reasons other than work. Major draws include sporting and entertainment facilities that host professional baseball, basketball, and soccer; the Downtown Aquarium; the George R. Brown Convention Center; and the Theater District. The addition of light rail—plus its continued expansion around downtown—has made it easier to get here. Downtown is vast, with pockets of nightlife, dining, and entertainment—and even a subterranean network of air-conditioned tunnels that functions as a shopping mall.


MIDTOWN


Bordering downtown to the northeast and Montrose-Kirby to the west, Midtown embodies the ethos of Houston: change. The revitalization of downtown has transformed Midtown from a commercial and low-income residential district into a commercial and high-income residential district. Expensive modern condos and townhomes abound, as do pockets of dining and nightlife. One unique district is Little Saigon, which has some of the city’s best Vietnamese restaurants, as well as street signs in English and Vietnamese.



MUSEUM DISTRICT



The name gives it away: Museums are the main attraction in this area southwest of Midtown, and many major medical facilities are also here. With more than a dozen museums to explore within a manageable area, this is Houston’s most-visited neighborhood, with welcoming greenery in manicured parks and lush tree canopies.


MONTROSE-KIRBY


Long the antithesis of Houston’s sterile suburbs, the Montrose-Kirby area has been the bastion of the LGBT community, artists, hippies, punks, and bohemian types for decades. The scene has lost some of its edge of late: The forces of gentrification have been at work for decades, and Montrose-Kirby today is less seedy and has higher rents and upscale dining. That said, it remains an avant-garde and artsy hub, with world-class museums and galleries, eclectic nightlife, and renowned restaurants.


WEST UNIVERSITY


Officially known as West University Place or West U for its proximity to Rice University, this enclave is predominately residential, with a mix of cottages and bungalows attracting professorial types and wealthy families. The adjacent Rice Village is a 16-block zone packed with shops, restaurants, and bars.


THE HEIGHTS


If the Heights’ Victorians and tree-lined roads could speak, they might report on the massive social changes in the district. The journey from streetcar suburb to city center has taken a predictable path: from desirable residential neighborhoods to postwar decline to revitalization and gentrification. The constant throughout has been the residential vibe. While it has a laid-back and somewhat bohemian feel like Montrose-Kirby, it is known more for its antiques shops and thrift stores than its of-the-moment clubs and boutiques.


UPTOWN


Anchoring Uptown is the Galleria, one of the largest shopping centers in the United States and a major Houston attraction. Just west of Loop 610, the Galleria’s lavish sensibility infuses the district surrounding it, which features more upscale shops, hotels, and offices. Uptown is the second major business district in Houston after downtown. Beyond the business district, the vast and hard-to-define Uptown has many exclusive residential neighborhoods.


GREATER HOUSTON


Not surprisingly, this category represents the outlying parts of town, typically beyond Loop 610. Attractions include cultural sites like NASA, the Kemah Boardwalk, and the San Jacinto Battleground to the southeast and east. To the west are shopping and dining destinations Chinatown and the Kirby Outlet Malls. Otherwise, Greater Houston is mainly sprawling suburbs.


SIGHTS


A city of Houston’s size offers countless cultural attractions. The Museum District is a loose collection (not logically planned, like most of Houston) just southwest of downtown. The urban core features occasional historic buildings and theaters among the modern skyscrapers, and offbeat spots outside town include the folk-art wonder of The Orange Show and the historically significant state park featuring the San Jacinto Battleground Historic Site.


TOP EXPERIENCE


MUSEUM DISTRICT


More inspiring than its name implies, the city’s Museum District just south of Midtown spans several miles, with parks and medical facilities and 19 museum attractions. Realistically, visitors can make it to about three destinations each day before losing steam.



S Houston Museum of Natural Science



One of the best places in Houston for a family adventure is the Houston Museum of Natural Science (1 Hermann Circle Dr., 713/639-4629, www.hmns.org, daily 9am-5pm, $25 adults, $16 seniors and students, extra fees for some exhibits, free Thurs. 2pm-5pm). An overwhelming array of exhibits and artifacts covers everything from dinosaurs to gems and minerals to ancient Egypt. Its permanent collection is especially impressive in the Hall of the Americas, with exhibits on how people arrived, including Mayan, Aztec, and other Native American cultures, and their lifeways.


The museum’s wing devoted to paleontology features dramatically lit dinosaur fossils and exhibits on evolution and early humans, with action-packed scenes of predators and prey.


Children won’t want to leave the museum’s Discovery Place on the lower level, featuring interactive exhibits dedicated to light and sound waves; machines with levers, pulleys, and gears; and a simulated weather studio. The Energy Hall is an extensive area showcasing the oil and gas industry. Interactive hands-on and touch-screen displays cover oil density, drilling, and delivery. Kids will be interested in the museum’s large gemstone exhibit, featuring colorful and sharply cut gems in fascinating backlit displays.


The museum’s butterfly exhibit ($10-12) is worthwhile to see the thousands of colorful winged creatures in the towering domed Mayan rainforest habitat. A lengthy waterfall flows gently in the background, and butterflies occasionally drop by for a personal visit.



S Museum of Fine Arts, Houston



Billing itself “the largest art museum in America south of Chicago, west of Washington, D.C., and east of Los Angeles,” the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston (1001 Bissonnet St., 713/639-7300, www.mfah.org, Tues.-Wed. 10am-5pm, Thurs. 10am-9pm, Fri.-Sat. 10am-7pm, Sun. 12:15pm-7pm, $19 adults, $16 seniors and ages 6-18, free Thurs.) contains several buildings with 300,000 square feet of display space and 18 acres of public gardens drawing two million people annually. Look for the main entrance on Bissonnet Street, since the museum complex stretches over several blocks.




[image: image]


Museum of Fine Arts, Houston





The museum’s collection of 64,000 pieces of world art dates from antiquity to the present. It’s challenging to soak up the significance of each collection in a half-day visit, so consider visiting the museum’s website ahead of time. European masters include Italian Renaissance paintings and the French impressionist works. The Arts of North America wing offers nascent American landscape paintings, black-and-white photographs, vintage jewelry, and renowned works of sculpture. The ancient Asian holdings are especially notable, including sculpture from Japan’s pre-Buddhist days and a Chinese boat dating to circa 2400 BC. Other significant collections include masterworks by famed Western artist Frederic Remington, and the Glasswell Collection of African Gold, considered the best of its kind in the world.



S Contemporary Arts Museum of Houston



As big-city museums go, this is one of the best, with intriguing objets d’art down every hall. In the heart of the Houston Museum District, the Contemporary Arts Museum of Houston (5216 Montrose Blvd., 713/284-8250, www.camh.org, Tues.-Wed. and Fri. 10am-7pm, Thurs. 10am-9pm, Sat. 10am-6pm, Sun. noon-6pm, free) is unmistakable, in a distinctive stainless-steel building designed by architect Gunnar Birkerts.


As a non-collecting museum, the focus is on current and new directions in art, with changing exhibits. The museum grew steadily in the 1970s-1980s and features contemporary still-life painting, thematic installations, performance pieces, and other media. The museum’s store is a step above similar shops, featuring whimsical toys, large posters, and decorative items.


The Health Museum


Since Houston is a leading medical center, it makes sense there’s a corresponding Health Museum (1515 Hermann Dr., 713/521-1515, www.mhms.org, Mon.-Sat. 9am-5pm, Sun. noon-5pm, $10 adults, $8 seniors and ages 3-12, fees for some exhibits). In the Museum District, this modest-size facility educates mostly children about the importance of health. In the Amazing Body Pavilion, experience a human body by walking through it, entering through the mouth and exploring the various systems and organs via innovative interactive displays. Vocal cords, lung capacity, stomach acids, and blood content are portrayed through games, hands-on activities, and informative models. The museum also features traveling exhibits related to children’s health and a gift shop with fun toys, games, and knickknacks.


Houston Zoo


Consistently rated a top attraction, the lush and welcoming Houston Zoo (6100 Hermann Park Dr., 713/533-6500, www.houstonzoo.org, daily 9am-5pm, $23 ages 12-64, $18 seniors and ages 2-11) has 5,000 animals on 55 acres of worldwide ecosystems. Drop by the World of Primates, the Asian elephant habitat, the lion and tiger exhibit, and the grizzly bear habitat.


Kids will love the Children’s Zoo, featuring a petting area with farm animals, and the “Meet the Keeper” program, offering behind-the-cage insight. Families with children will want to set aside time for an excursion on the train, which takes a short journey through the park along the zoo’s border. If you have children in tow, consider bringing extra clothes, since most kids love the water play area and will undoubtedly get soaked.




HOUSTON’S MID-CENTURY MOD


Now that modern architecture is becoming historic, the term “mid-century” is emerging as a distinctive style from the 1950s-1960s. Since Houston experienced one of its population booms during this era, the city known in architectural circles for its mid-century buildings that have so far survived the wrecking ball.
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Alley Theater’s modern architecture





Houston Mod (www.houstonmod.org), an organization dedicated to 1960s architecture, is making impressive efforts to document and preserve dozens of the city’s significant mid-century structures. Perhaps most iconic is the Astrodome, which opened in 1965 and served as home field for the Astros baseball and Oilers football during the teams’ glory years. Finding a new use for the building, once hailed as the Eighth Wonder of the World, has been a challenge.


Another historically significant structure is the 1963 Humble Oil Building. The 600-foot-tall (180-m) 44-story edifice is one of downtown Houston’s most recognizable mid-century buildings. For a short time, it even boasted the title of “tallest building west of the Mississippi.”


Also instilling pride in Houston’s mid-century fans is the Alley Theatre building, which opened in 1968. Known for its flowing and curvilinear use of raw concrete, the Alley is also associated with an architectural style known as Brutalism, coined in 1953 and referencing the French term béton brut (raw concrete).





Children’s Museum of Houston


A must-see in the Museum District is the Children’s Museum of Houston (1500 Binz St., 713/522-1138, www.cmhouston.org, Tues.-Wed. and Fri.-Sat. 10am-6pm, Thurs. 10am-8pm, Sun. noon-6pm, $12, $11 seniors). The building itself is a sight to behold—a playful take on classical architecture with giant colorful details. Inside, nine galleries engage children’s minds in science, geography, performing arts, and history. One of the most popular and informative attractions is the multilevel exhibit How Does It Work? Parents may pick up a few pointers on how mobile phones function and how turning a key gets an engine running. Younger kids relish the opportunity to sit in a model car with the freedom to push and pull every button and lever in sight. Other fun activities include an interactive Mexican village, art stations, live shows, and a café with healthy snacks. An added bonus: The Teacher and Family Resource Center has loads of books and items related to child development and parenting.
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Children’s Museum of Houston





Buffalo Soldiers National Museum


The specialized Buffalo Soldiers National Museum (3816 Caroline St., 713/942-8920, www.buffalosoldiermuseum.com, Mon.-Fri. 10am-5pm, Sat. 10am-4pm, $10 adults, $5 students, free Thurs. 1pm-4pm) recently moved from a modest-size facility to a larger building. The name is derived from the term associated with the African American troops who served in the U.S. Army and protected the Texas frontier in the late 1800s. Native Americans reportedly called them as Buffalo Soldiers due to their bravery and valor. Fittingly, the museum honors the legacy of African Americans’ contributions to military service for the past 150 years. This is a unique collection of materials dedicated to a compelling aspect of U.S. heritage. Two stories of exhibits feature artifacts, photos, and maps. It’s a true learning experience, and inspiring to see students making connections with the past as interpretive guides offer insight about the uniforms, flags, and equipment.


Holocaust Museum Houston


A somber subject is handled admirably at the Holocaust Museum Houston (5401 Caroline St., 713/942-8000, www.hmh.org [URL inactive], Mon.-Fri. 9am-5pm, Sat.-Sun. noon-5pm, $15 adults, $10 seniors, not recommended under age 10). The museum’s mission is to educate people about the dangers of prejudice and hatred, and it makes an impact on everyone who walks through its doors. Visitors learn about the historical and personal stories associated with the Holocaust in the museum’s permanent exhibit, called Bearing Witness: A Community Remembers, which focuses on the stories of Holocaust survivors living in the Houston area. Displays chronicle the Nazi rise to power and the concentration camps. Artifacts, photos, films, informative panels, and a research library serve as testament to the suffering, with the hope that this educational experience will help prevent similar future atrocities.


Houston Center for Photography


One of the best small museums in the region is the Houston Center for Photography (1441 W. Alabama St., 713/529-4755, www.hcponline.org, Wed.-Sun. 11am-7pm, free), in a funky building at the edge of the Museum District. The HCP’s mission is to encourage and educate people about art and photography. Exhibits showcase local and national photographers, and programs stimulate dialogue about the art form through digital workstations and presentations about methods and critique.


Asia Society Texas Center


Even if you’re not an architectural aficionado, you’ll be impressed by the contemporary building that houses the Asia Society Texas Center (1370 Southmore Blvd., 713/496-9901, www.asiasociety.org/texas, Tues.-Sun. 11am-6pm, free, exhibits $5). In a residential neighborhood a block from the Museum District, the graceful structure blends in with its surroundings, offering panoramic views of downtown Houston from enormous second-story windows. Designed by Harvard-educated Yoshio Taniguchi, the 40,000-square-foot building is impeccable, with clean sight lines and exquisite materials. Research and community outreach are the center’s primary focus, but there are public displays and an outdoor sculpture garden.
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