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

Naturally, this results in excessive opportunities for exploration. As the country’s fourth-largest city, Houston offers travelers a cosmopolitan playground to discover, but with a Texas flair that sets it apart from other urban landscapes. And when you’ve had your fill of bustling restaurants and active nightlife, the calming waves of the Gulf Coast beckon just hours away.

Mention the word “Houston” and iconic images immediately start gushing, from oil booms to NASA, from Urban Cowboy to Enron. The Texas mystique lives large in Houston, just like the diverse characters that have called the city home, including Beyonce, Roger Clemens, and George H. W. Bush.
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Travelers in Texas and across the country often associate a visit to Houston with the words “business trip.” Fortunately, there are countless attractions and destinations beyond the city’s convention center and hotel room walls. Its 8,000-plus restaurants (that’s not a misprint) specialize in the regional cuisine of lesser-known countries far beyond most cities’ standard fare. The multifaceted nightlife ranges from down-home honky-tonks to stylish, sophisticated dance clubs. And the city’s surprisingly efficient and navigable public transportation system makes it easy to get out and explore.
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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.

Houston may never top the list of trendy destinations, but its distinctive characteristics as a cosmopolitan Southern city with an independent spirit befitting of Texas’s colossal charm make it a worthy destination for anyone seeking a memorable escape.





	[image: image]
	[image: image]





Planning Your Trip


Where to Go

Houston

The fourth-largest metropolis in the country offers all the amenities of big-city living—plus a distinctive Texas twist. Spanning several miles, the Museum District hosts nearly a dozen attractions, including parks and cultural facilities ranging from the small Buffalo Soldiers Museum to the enormous Museum of Natural Science. Sample tasty local cuisine here from authentic barbecue to Cajun and real Tex-Mex. Nightlife options are refreshingly laid-back, from trendy beer joints in the Heights to live blues clubs in the West University neighborhood. Some of the can’t-miss sights are outside the city limits. NASA Space Center is an absolute must, the Kemah Boardwalk is a fun place for families to frolic, and the San Jacinto Battleground is where Texas won its legendary independence.
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	Houston Museum of Fine Arts
	San Jacinto Battleground Historic Site




The Gulf Coast

Stretching more than 350 miles along the Gulf of Mexico, this region of sun, sea, and sand offers the ultimate escape from cities, suburbs, and small towns. Occasionally referred to as the country’s “Third Coast,” its moderate beaches and waves don’t attract crowds the way Florida’s mighty surf does, but the call of the ocean draws casual beachcombers, lifelong fishermen, and frolicking families. For those with limited time who need a quick saltwater fix, there’s nearby Galveston Island, just 50 miles southeast of Houston. Though the beaches aren’t exactly pristine, they’re close and easily accessible. Less crowded and more inviting is Mustang Island near Corpus Christi (about 3.5 hours from Houston), 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 for those wanting to truly kick back, relax, and soak up the warm Texas sun.
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  South Padre Island
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East Texas Getaways

Houstonians escape to East Texas to play in the Piney Woods. From national forests to Main Street communities to historical attractions, this abundant area offers plenty of recreational and leisure activities to chase away the intensity of urban life. Spend a day in Angelina National Forest for a woodsy hike to the abandoned Aldridge Sawmill. Up the road, you can enjoy the clickety-clack of the Texas State Railroad as it rambles along historic tracks through the pines. Nearby Lufkin and Diboll boast fantastic facilities—the Texas Forestry Museum and the History Center, respectively—dedicated to the region’s logging heritage. If you have a few extra days, take time to smell the 35,000 roses at Tyler’s famous Rose Garden and Museum. Or bust a move to the northeast, where Marshall bills itself as the “Birthplace of Boogie Woogie.”
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sunset in Angelina National Forest



When to Go

The region is downright pleasant in spring and fall, quite tolerable during the mild winter months, and absolutely hellish in 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 the constant 15-mph wind coming off the water is a welcome change from oppressive urban humidity.


Explore Houston & the Texas Gulf Coast


The Best of Houston

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

Day 1

Begin your odyssey in Houston’s Museum District, starting with the enormous Museum of Natural Science, which introduces visitors to the area’s cultural heritage—from prehistoric creatures to modern oil-drilling techniques. Grab lunch at El Real Tex-Mex Cafe in the nearby Montrose-Kirby area, and then head back to the Museum District for an afternoon of amazing art at the Houston Museum of Fine Arts, the Contemporary Arts Museum of Houston, or both. For dinner, head back to Montrose-Kirby for some lip smackin’ Goode Co. Barbeque, followed by a nightcap at Anvil Bar & Refuge—its Nitro Cuba Libre is the fanciest rum and Coke ever made.
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  Houston’s Museum of Natural Science



Day 2

Return to the Museum District to wrap up your cultural tour of Houston by sampling from attractions dedicated to animals (the zoo), children, health, history, and photography. For your lunch break, try some regional Cajun cuisine at Treebeard’s in the nearby downtown business district. After a couple days of museum hopping, treat yourself to a nice downtown dinner at III Forks and a few cocktails at Dean’s Credit Clothing.

Day 3

Explore additional cultural attractions inside The Loop, beginning with a morning in the Montrose-Kirby area. The Menil Collection and Rienzi house fantastic fine art collections. Nearby West University is a hotbed for shopping (Rice Village and Kuhl-Linscomb, in particular), and a dinner at Uchi or Underbelly can be a Houston highlight, but be sure to make reservations well in advance. Afterward, stay in the neighborhood for some live Bayou City blues music at the legendary Big Easy Social and Pleasure Club.


  
[image: Image]


  Rienzi’s house and gardens are home to its fine art collection.



Day 4

For those who still want to soak up the city scene, there are plenty of urban attractions to be found. The Heights is the hip place to find trendy shops, including boutiques like Hello Lucky and Latin American folk art at Casa Ramirez. Enjoy a hearty lunch at Gatlin’s Barbecue, and then walk it off in the Uptown district at the Arboretum nature sanctuary. If you have time, squeeze in a visit to the intriguing Orange Show art collective, and then enjoy a traditional Mexican dinner at Molina’s. Nearby, the Firehouse Saloon offers genuine country-and-western culture with live music on weekends.

Day 5

It’s finally time to escape The Loop, so head southeast of Houston to NASA Space Center for an otherworldly experience. If you have kids in tow, visit the nearby Kemah Boardwalk for some traditional touristy fun on amusement park rides. Those interested in the Lone Star State’s legendary heritage should go to the San Jacinto Battleground Historic Site, where Texas famously won its independence in 1836. Top the day off with a seafood dinner at the bayside TopWater Grill.



COWBOY CULTURE
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Goode Co. Barbeque



The Urban Cowboy legend was born in Houston in the early 1980s, and in some parts of the city, it’s never left. Visitors can get a good feel for the cowboy culture by sampling a few of Houston’s western-themed nightlife options and restaurants. Although you won’t see too many Houstonians wearing oversized belt buckles or cowboy hats, Texas’s influence on this cosmopolitan city is still apparent in pockets all around town. Take a gander (and a listen) at these Houston watering holes and vittle halls:

NIGHTLIFE

• PBR tips its hat to cowboy culture with mechanical bull riding, two-stepping, and multiple country-and-western dance floors downtown (click here).

• Alice’s Tall Texan is a true no-frills experience in the Heights, with friendly folks chatting above the din of classic jukebox country music and clinking bottles of Lone Star beer (click here).

• Armadillo Palace in the Montrose-Kirby area features pure honky-tonk sounds coming from live bands that prompt people to two-step near the small stage (click here).

• Firehouse Saloon west of Uptown is a genuine local spot, with some big ol’ shiny belt buckles, fancy light machines, Vegas-style video games, and country cover bands (click here).

• Big Texas Dance Hall and Saloon southeast of town is even more local, with western decor and boot-scootin’ worthy live music on Thursdays (click here).

RESTAURANTS

• Goode Co. Barbeque in Montrose-Kirby specializes in classic Texas-style ’cue—sausage, ribs, chicken, and the signature tender and juicy brisket—all topped with a succulent and smoky sauce (click here).

• Sammy’s Wild Game Grill is a modern-day urban cowboy’s dream in the Heights, with exotic seasonings on wild critters—we’re talkin’ elk tacos, pheasant hot dogs, and python chili fries (click here).

• Gatlin’s Barbecue is another Heights-based meat-lover’s paradise, offering perfectly smoked beef brisket and hearty sausage and pork ribs (click here).




COASTING ALONG THE GULF


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.

Galveston Island

DAYS 1-2

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 Saltwater Grill.
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the Moody Gardens Festival of Lights on Galveston Island



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.
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	Galveston’s historic Strand district
	Port Isabel Lighthouse, South Padre Island




Corpus Christi

DAYS 2-3

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.

South Padre Island

DAYS 4-5

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. and on dolphin tours. 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. If it’s too hot outside, play indoors at Schlitterbahn Beach Waterpark.

East Texas Excursions

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.



FOODIE FAVORITES
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El Real Tex-Mex Cafe



Houston has more than 8,000 restaurants—the array of options is overwhelming, from lowly fast food to lofty haute cuisine. The city’s enormous international population offers authentic fare from all corners of the globe. 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-home Southern cookin’. Here’s the best of the bunch, by neighborhood:

DOWNTOWN

• III Forks is known throughout Texas for its sumptuous steaks, with featured cuts including the double-cut strip, filet mignon, and porterhouse (click here).

• Brennan’s is one of the best places to experience authentic Cajun cuisine, offering classic Gulf Coast flavors such as étouffée, lump crab cakes, and pecan-crusted amberjack (click here).

• Oxheart is known for its bold flavor combinations, like the smoked tuna accompanied by chickpeas, seaweed, and caramelized tomatoes (click here).

• The Breakfast Klub is famous in Houston for its magnificent chicken and waffles. Locals gladly wait up to an hour to experience it (click here).

THE HEIGHTS

• Gatlin’s Barbecue has been receiving rave reviews from Houston’s culinary professionals and fans of succulent brisket and savory smoked sausage (click here).

• Sammy’s Wild Game Grill may look tame from the outside, but the selection of exotic meats inside is downright crazy. For example, the menu includes a kangaroo burger with a side of python chili fries (click here).

• The Blue Fish is known for its generous portions of seafood with top-notch ingredients in popular items like yellowtail and eel rolls (click here).

• Mam’s House of Snoballs offers a refreshing frozen dessert (strawberry lemonade or gummy bear flavor for the kids), which is often a necessity in hot and humid Houston (click here).

MONTROSE / KIRBY

• El Real Tex-Mex Cafe serves a stunning collection of traditionally inspired Tex-Mex dishes, derived from extensive research and attention to authentic recipes and ingredients (click here).

• Churrascos draws from the rich well of Central American cuisine; instead of tortilla chips and enchiladas, think plantain chips and empanadas (click here).

• Underbelly is helmed by a visionary chef who passionately champions regional produce like braised goat, tilefish with okra, snapper with bok choy, and lamb meatballs (click here).

• Uchi features Top Chef-winning Paul Qui’s exquisite flavor combinations that have somehow never been attempted before, such as salmon and Asian pear or yellowfin tuna and oranges (click here).



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 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.

FAMILY ROAD TRIP

Houston and the Gulf Coast are ideal stomping grounds for frolicking families. The cities are brimming with museums and recreational pursuits, and the entire coastline is a natural playground. From toddlers to great-grandparents, there are activities for all ages and interests.

Houston

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, butterflies, and oil production through interactive exhibits. Another option is to actively participate in the fun exhibits at the Children’s Museum. The Museum District is surprisingly lacking in walking-distance restaurants, so plan to get in the car for lunch or eat at the only restaurant available in the science museum, McDonald’s. As that can sometimes be a necessary option (for silencing hungry children), it may be fitting to visit the nearby Health Museum next, where proper body maintenance is a main theme.

DAY 2

Head southeast of town for a day of family fun at NASA and Kemah Boardwalk. 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 at TopWater Grill, 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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the NASA Space Center in Houston





HIGH POINTS IN HISTORY
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Bishop’s Palace



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

HOUSTON

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

• Battleship Texas is the only remaining battleship to serve in both World Wars I and II (click here).

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

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

GALVESTON

• The Strand District was once Texas’s second-busiest port, the “Wall Street of the South” (click here).

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

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

• The 1887 ship Elissa is the second-oldest operational sailing vessel in the world (click here).

CORPUS CHRISTI

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

• 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 (click here).

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

PINEY WOODS

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

• 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 (click here).

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



DAY 3

Stick around Houston for an animal-themed day, starting with the Houston Zoo. Five thousand animals keep adults 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. If time permits, visit the Buffalo Soldiers Museum dedicated to the African American troops who protected the Texas frontier (Native Americans gave them this notable name because of their immense bravery and valor).
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  rhinos in the African forest exhibit at the Houston Zoo



Galveston Island

DAY 4

Galveston Island, just an hour southeast of Houston, is one of the most popular getaways for local families, and for good reason. In addition to beach and recreational activities at Galveston Island State Park, visitors can spend a day or two riding roller coasters and rides at Pleasure Pier or strolling among rainforest and marine creatures within the indoor pyramids at Moody Gardens. For a completely different kind of adventure, spend the day on the water rides at Schlitterbahn Waterpark. At mealtime, be sure to order a family-sized batch of fried or boiled shrimp at Gaido’s Seafood restaurant.

Corpus Christi

DAYS 5-6

It’s worth making the three-and-a-half-hour drive from Houston to Corpus Christi just to play on Mustang Island. The wide open welcoming sand and surf are inviting natural playgrounds, and the steady breeze off the water keeps the temperatures tolerable. If it’s too hot, head inside to the Texas State Aquarium, featuring a dolphin habitat, otter slides, and an exhibit showcasing menacing sharks. Find time to have a flavorful meal at Water Street Seafood Co., which serves everything tasty in the region—fresh seafood, Mexican influences, Cajun flavors, and good ol’ Southern cooking. While in Corpus, consider taking a half-day jaunt to nearby Kingsville to experience the legendary King Ranch, where Texas’s cowboy culture was born. Spend the night on the shoreline of Corpus Christi Beach at the comfy Radisson.
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	the Aviator Ride at the Kemah Boardwalk
	Fountains dance at Houston’s Downtown Aquarium.




Piney Woods

DAY 7

Take a day trip to East Texas to play in the Piney Woods. The Angelina National Forest is a fun place to hike with kids and explore the abandoned Aldridge Sawmill. Up the road, you can enjoy the gentle charm of the Texas State Railroad as it rambles along historical tracks. Nearby Lufkin offers a surprisingly large and diverse zoo and the compelling Texas Forestry Museum.
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A city as big as Houston (metro population 2,099,451) deserves to be named after a larger-than-life figure: Sam Houston, president of the Republic of Texas who, as general of the Texas army, led the fight for independence from Mexico. Everything about Houston is huge—with more than five million people in the area, it’s the largest city in Texas and fourth largest in the country. 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 immense international population contributes to a truly cosmopolitan setting with world-renowned corporations, services, and restaurants.


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


Houston received another identity change and financial surge in the mid-1900s, when it became a headquarters for the aerospace industry. NASA established the Manned Spacecraft Center in 1961, which eventually became the epicenter of the country’s space program with its earth-shattering Gemini and Apollo missions.
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HIGHLIGHTS
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LOOK FOR M TO FIND RECOMMENDED SIGHTS, ACTIVITIES, DINING, AND LODGING.





M Museum of Natural Science: Featuring an almost overwhelming array of exhibits and artifacts, this museum covers everything from dinosaurs to gems to ancient Egypt to Native American and Latin American cultures. Bonus: a beautiful butterfly atrium (click here).


M Houston Museum of Fine Arts: Spanning several city blocks and boasting more than 64,000 pieces of art, the Fine Arts museum is a treasure trove of culture representing all major continents and eras, from antiquity to the present (click here).


M Contemporary Arts Museum of Houston: One of the country’s most respected modern art facilities, the Contemporary Arts Museum offers a compelling collection of paintings, sculpture, and objets d’art in a stunning stainless-steel building (click here).


M NASA Space Center: For an otherworldly experience, shoot over to NASA, Houston’s preeminent tourist attraction. Don’t miss the awe-inspiring Mission Control building (click here).


M The Orange Show: Postman-turned-artist Jeff McKissack glorified “the perfect food” by devoting thousands of square feet to orange-related folk art, including sculptures, masonry, and bizarre buildings (click here).


M The Kemah Boardwalk: Located southeast of Houston on Galveston Bay, the boardwalk is pretty touristy but offers nostalgic fun with amusement park rides, a massive aquarium, and a train, along with restaurants, shops, and fountains (click here).


M San Jacinto Battleground Historic Site: With its remarkable 570-foot-tall monument (15 feet taller than the Washington Monument) honoring Texas’s victory for independence, this 1,200-acre site commemorates the legendary battleground where Texian troops defeated the Mexican Army under General Sam Houston in 1836 (click here).





With the proliferation of air-conditioning around the same time, Houston’s brutal humidity was no longer a year-round deterrent, resulting in corporations and their workers relocating from colder climes. The population boomed even more in the 1970s when the Arab Oil Embargo caused Houston’s petroleum industry to become one of the most vital assets in the country. The world oil economy in the 1980s caused a recession in Houston, and although the city eventually recovered, it received another black eye in the late 1990s as a result of the Enron accounting fraud scandal.


Texans typically don’t consider Houston a viable travel destination, but they should. Most people within the state prefer to visit natural wonders such as Big Bend or South Padre Island, but a dose of cosmopolitan life is good for the soul. Houston’s sense of style is a step ahead of the Lone Star State’s masses, its restaurants often specialize in the regional cuisine of lesser-known countries (offering tantalizing taste-bud sensations beyond standard eatery fare), and the city’s public transportation system is surprisingly comprehensive in its coverage. Incidentally, you’ll be able to identify a native by the way they say their city’s name—locals don’t always pronounce the H (resulting in YOO-ston) for some reason.


A drive through Houston’s inner-core neighborhoods reveals what happens when a city doesn’t prioritize zoning regulations. Depending on who you ask, it’s good (Texans in particular don’t like to be told what they can or cannot do with their property) 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-historical retail and residential complex.


Houston may never equal San Antonio in visitation numbers, but its distinctive characteristics—a Southern cosmopolitan city with an independent spirit befitting of Texas—make it a worthy destination for more than just business travelers.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Houston is often considered more of a business obligation than a tourist destination, which is unfortunate, since many of the city’s museums and cultural attractions are first-rate. Those who make the effort to visit, be it for personal or professional reasons, will discover several days’ worth of intriguing activities.


To maximize your experiences in a during a brief visit, first head to the Museum District, where nearly a dozen attractions—ranging from the enormous Museum of Natural Science to the small Buffalo Soldiers Museum—appeal to the entire cultural spectrum. Visitors can realistically make it to about three destinations in a day before losing steam, so pick a few topics of interest (from art to health to history) and make the most of it.


If you’re the kind of traveler who prioritizes unique-to-location experiences, make sure NASA is near the top of your list since nowhere else in the world can claim Houston’s distinctive connection to the space program. It’s about a half hour outside of downtown, so you’ll need at least a half a day to fully appreciate the experience. Other uniquely Houston sites like the impressive San Jacinto Monument and Battleship Texas also involve a 30-minute drive, so be sure to plan accordingly.


ORIENTATION


Known for its seemingly endless suburban sprawl, Houston is defined by its highways and loops—in fact, there are three loops: The Loop (Loop 610, the original and inner loop), the Belt (aka Beltway 8, Sam Houston Parkway, and Sam Houston Tollway), and the Grand Parkway (aka State Highway 99, an unfinished outer loop that will be the longest in the United States when finally completed). While many of Houston’s suburbs and outlying communities are worthy of exploration, the primary focus of this book is in or around the inner Loop.


With downtown as Houston’s historical epicenter, the city’s noteworthy historical attractions begin to expand mainly to the west, including museums, Rice University, and now-kitschy mid-century modern architecture. To the north of these neighborhoods is Houston Heights (The Heights), a formerly low-key residential area that has transformed over the past decade 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 lucrative access to the Gulf of Mexico, this side of the city is almost entirely industrial, with the exception of two large college campuses—University of Houston and Texas Southern University—southeast of downtown.
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Downtown


Once practically deserted after dusk, key investments since the 1990s have remade downtown Houston into a destination for more than just work. Just a few of the major draws are sporting-entertainment facilities that host Houston’s professional baseball, basketball, and soccer franchises; the Downtown Aquarium; the George R. Brown Convention Center; and the Theater District. The addition of light rail and its continued expansion have made it easier than ever to get downtown. Downtown is vast, with pockets of nightlife, dining, and entertainment zones throughout—and even a subterranean network of air-conditioned tunnels that basically function 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 since the 1990s has transformed Midtown along with it. What was once a commercial and low-income residential district has become a commercial and high-income residential district. Expensive modern condos and townhomes abound, as well as pockets of dining and nightlife options. One unique district is Little Saigon, which has some of the city’s best Vietnamese restaurants, as well as street signs in both English and Vietnamese.


Museum District


The name gives it away: Museums are the main attraction in this area southwest of Midtown. There are many major medical facilities here too, but what sounds more inviting: Museum District or Hospital District? With more than a dozen museums to explore within a manageable area, this is Houston’s most-visited part of town. With the added bonus of welcoming greenery in manicured parks and lush tree canopies, it’s an ideal neighborhood to showcase to visitors.


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 various bohemian types for decades. But the freak scene has lost some of its edge of late. The forces of gentrification have been at work, leaving the Montrose-Kirby of today much different than the neighborhood of even a decade ago—meaning higher rents, ever more fancy restaurants, and less seediness. That said, it remains an artsy, avant-garde hub, with world-class museums, plentiful galleries, eclectic nightlife, and renowned restaurants.


West University


Officially known as West University Place (aka West U) for its proximity to Rice University, this enclave is actually a neighborhood municipality within the Houston Metropolitan Area. It is predominantly a residential district, generally with a mix of cottages and bungalows attracting professorial types and wealthy families. The adjacent Rice Village is a 16-block zone that is 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 taking place in the district over more than a century. The journey from streetcar suburb to city center has taken a predictable path: from desirable residential neighborhoods to post-war decline to revitalization/gentrification. The constant throughout has been its residential vibe. While it has a laid-back and somewhat bohemian feel like Montrose-Kirby, it has long been known more for its antique shops and thrift stores than its of-the-moment clubs and boutiques—though it is not lacking in the latter.


Uptown


Anchoring Uptown is the Galleria, one of the largest shopping centers in the United States and a major Houston attraction. Located just west of Loop 610, the Galleria’s lavish sensibility is carried over into the district surrounding it, which features more upscale shops, luxury hotels, and office buildings. Uptown is, in fact, the second major business district in Houston, behind 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 the Loop 610. Atttractions in Greater Houston include cultural sites like NASA, Kemah Boardwalk, and San Jacinto Battlefield to the southeast and east. To the west are shopping and dining destinations such as Chinatown and the Kirby Outlet Malls. Otherwise, this part of the city is filled mainly with Houston’s legendary sprawling suburbs.



Sights



A city of Houston’s size offers countless attractions, most of them cultural in nature. The Museum District is a loose collection (not logically planned, but what in Houston is?) of facilities dedicated to art, science, and children’s sites located just southwest of downtown. The urban core features occasional historic buildings and theaters among the modern skyscrapers, and the city boasts several offbeat spots outside of town worth checking out for fun, including the folk-art wonder of the Orange Show, and the historically significant state park featuring the San Jacinto Battleground site and the Battleship Texas.


DOWNTOWN


The terms “downtown Houston” and “tourist attractions” aren’t typically used together. There are plenty of shiny skyscrapers, hotel and convention facilities, and sports arenas, but not many cultural sites for travelers. Regardless, it’s worth checking out the downtown area just to experience Texas’s version of cosmopolitan life. And to explore the bizarre subterranean tunnel system.


Downtown Aquarium


Mingle with marine life at the modestly sized Downtown Aquarium (410 Bagby St., 713/223-3474, www.aquariumrestaurants.com, 10am-9pm Sun.-Thurs., 10am-11pm Fri.-Sat., $9.25 adults, $8.25 seniors, $6.25 children ages 2-12, additional fees for rides and parking). Not as extensive or awe-inspiring as some other big-city aquariums, Houston’s version is focused on fun, and there’s plenty to be had here. Families will marvel at the enormous tanks, touch pools, and (slightly unexpected) midway rides outside.


Regardless of your age, it’s always awe inspiring to stand face-to-face with a grouper, piranha, or shark. And speaking of sharks, one of the aquarium’s highlights is the Shark Voyage, in which a train takes visitors into a clear tunnel surrounded by blacktips, whitetips, and zebra sharks. Other notable exhibits are the Gulf of Mexico tank with barracuda and snappers, and the Discovery Rig, where kids can get a handle on horseshoe crabs and stingrays. The aquarium also includes a seemingly unrelated yet interesting exhibit area with several majestic white tigers.


The on-site restaurant is better than expected, so consider planning your visit around a mealtime to enjoy a decent seafood plate while gazing at happily living sea creatures in the surrounding 150,000-gallon aquarium. Stick with the basics here (the flaky and flavorful whitefish or succulently seasoned shrimp), and you’ll be pleasantly satisfied with your day of sensory sea-related experiences.


Incidentally, be sure to step outside and pony up for a few of the midway rides, just to add a different element to the fun factor. A medium-sized Ferris wheel offers spectacular views of downtown Houston, and the merry-go-round (with sea creatures in place of horses) will bring genuine smiles of delight to your family’s faces.


Downtown Tunnels


Houston’s bizarre yet fascinating Downtown Tunnels (713/650-3022, tour info at 713/222-9255, www.downtownhouston.com) are more of a local shopping and errand-running destination than tourist attraction, but their uniqueness is worth noting. The seven-mile subterranean system connects 77 downtown buildings, offering an air-conditioned respite from triple-digit surface temperatures. Interestingly, the tunnels started as a small system to connect three downtown theaters in the 1930s; now, tunnelers can find scores of services, ranging from banks to restaurants to clinics to clothing boutiques, 20 feet below the surface.


The tunnel system is accessible primarily from elevators, stairways, and escalators inside commercial buildings and parking garages situated above the passageways. The only building offering direct access to the tunnels from the street is the Wells Fargo Plaza (1000 Louisiana St.). If you’re interested in spending some time exploring the system (an appealing getaway on a sweltering summer day in Houston), consider starting at the Macy’s parking garage (located at Lamar and Travis Streets) and accessing the tunnels from the garage or department store.
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Downtown Aquarium


Once below ground, there are plenty of maps and signs to help you get oriented. You’ll need them, too, since it can get pretty confusing to keep track of your location when you don’t have traditional visual landmarks (street signs, buildings, etc.). Things move pretty quickly in the tunnels, and after a while, you’ll realize that most people are there to do things citizens and workers do in cities all around the world: run errands and grab a bite to eat. They just don’t normally do these things 20 feet below the earth’s surface. To plan ahead, consult the helpful color-coded maps at www.downtownhouston.com.


MUSEUM DISTRICT


More inspiring than its name implies, the city’s Museum District allows visitors to maximize their experiences in a minimal amount of time. Spanning a several-mile area with parks (and medical facilities), the district offers nearly a dozen attractions—ranging from the enormous Museum of Natural Science to the medium-sized Children’s Museum to the small Buffalo Soldiers Museum—appealing to the entire cultural spectrum. Visitors can realistically make it to about three destinations each day before losing steam, so pick a few topics of interest (from art to health to history) and make the most of it.



M Museum of Natural Science



One of the best places in Houston for a family adventure is the Museum of Natural Science (1 Hermann Circle Dr., 713/639-4629, www.hmns.org, 9am-5pm daily, $15-36 adults, $10-29 seniors and students, based on exhibits, free 2pm-5pm Thurs.). The museum features an almost overwhelming array of exhibits and artifacts covering everything from dinosaurs to gems and minerals to ancient Egypt. Its permanent collection is especially impressive, most notably the Hall of the Americas, with its compelling exhibits depicting the stories of how people arrived on the continent (including Native American, Mayan, and Aztec cultures) and their ways of life once they became permanent residents.


As if the museum didn’t already have enough amazing exhibits, in 2012 it added an entire wing devoted to paleontology. Featuring dramatically lit dinosaur fossils and exhibits dedicated to evolution and early humans, the hall is a sight to behold, especially with its action-packed scenes of predators and prey.


Children will never 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. Kids (and parents) will also be drawn to Energy Hall, an extensive area showcasing the importance of the oil and gas industry to Houston and the region. Interactive hands-on and touch-screen displays about oil density, drilling, and delivery allow children to learn through play, which is always a winning combo. Also, kids will be (perhaps unexpectedly) interested in the museum’s large gemstone exhibit, featuring colorful and sharply cut gems in fascinating backlit displays.
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the Museum of Natural Science’s butterfly exhibit


The museum’s butterfly exhibit is a bit pricey ($7-8) but worthwhile, especially to see the thousands of colorful, lithe winged creatures peacefully meander throughout the towering domed Mayan rainforest habitat. A lengthy waterfall flows gently in the background, and the butterflies occasionally drop by for a personal visit. The museum also contains a McDonald’s, but be forewarned: At lunch and dinner the scene can be as crazy as Times Square on New Year’s Eve.



M Houston Museum of Fine Arts



Another Museum District hot spot is the Museum of Fine Arts (1001 Bissonnet St., 713/639-7300, www.mfah.org, 10am-5pm Tues.-Wed., 10am-9pm Thurs., 10am-7pm Fri.-Sat., 12:15pm-7pm Sun., $13 adults, $8 seniors and students 6-18, free on Thurs.). Billing itself as “the largest art museum in America south of Chicago, west of Washington, D.C., and east of Los Angeles,” the Houston Museum of Fine Arts contains several major buildings offering 300,000 square feet of display space and 18 acres of public gardens and draws more than two million people annually. Be sure to look for the main entrance on Bissonnet Street because the museum complex stretches over several blocks. Free parking is available at several nearby street lots, or for $6 in an adjacent parking garage on Binz Street.


The museum’s collection contains nearly 64,000 pieces of art representing all major continents and dating from antiquity to the present. Soaking up the significance of each collection in a half-day visit is challenging, so consider planning ahead by visiting the museum’s website to see what inspires you.


European masters are always a compelling option, including impressively bold Italian Renaissance paintings and the mesmerizing French impressionist works. Also make a point to visit the Arts of North America wing, offering quality examples of nascent American landscape paintings, stunning black-and-white photographs, vintage jewelry, and well-known sculptures.


The museum is acclaimed throughout the national arts scene for its impressive collection of rare and diverse work. Its 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.



M Contemporary Arts Museum of Houston



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


As a non-collecting museum, the facility focuses on current and new directions in art, with regularly changing exhibits and acclaimed education programs. The museum grew steadily in the 1970s and ’80s to reach significant status in the nation’s art world with celebrated exhibits featuring contemporary still-life painting, thematic installations, performance pieces, and other mediums.


If you’re visiting on the last Friday of the month, be sure to drop by the museum’s Steel Lounge for an artini while you browse the exhibits and visit the amazing shop, featuring whimsical toys and objects, large posters, decorative items, and exceptional gifts.


The Health Museum


Since Houston is one of the country’s leading medical centers, it makes sense to have the Health Museum (1515 Hermann Dr., 713/521-1515, www.mhms.org, 9am-5pm Tues.-Sat., noon-5pm Sun., $8 adults, $6 seniors and children ages 3-12, occasional fees for traveling exhibits). Located in the Museum District, this modest-sized facility is dedicated to educating visitors (kids, mostly) about the importance of good health. The museum includes one of the best exhibits in town, the Amazing Body Pavilion, where you can experience a human body by walking through it. Start by entering through the mouth and exploring the various systems and organs via innovative, interactive displays. Vocal chords, 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 issues and a fancy gift shop with fun toys, games, and knickknacks.


Houston Zoo


Consistently rated one of the city’s top attractions is the lush, welcoming, and occasionally stinky Houston Zoo (6100 Hermann Park Dr., 713/533-6500, www.houstonzoo.org, 9am-6pm daily, $14 ages 12-64, $10 children ages 2-11, $7.50 seniors). Five thousand animals keep adults and children entertained on 55 acres of various ecosystems of the world. Be sure to drop by the world of primates, the Asian elephant habitat, the lion and tiger exhibit, and the grizzly bear habitat. Kids will also love the children’s zoo, featuring a petting area with various farm animals and a “Meet the Keeper” program, offering behind-the-cage insight. Families with children will want to set aside time for a little excursion on the train, which takes a short journey through the park along the zoo’s border. Also, if you have children in tow, consider bringing some extra clothes since most kids love the water play area and will undoubtedly get soaked.


Children’s Museum of Houston


A must-see if you’re in the Museum District with kids is the Children’s Museum of Houston (1500 Binz St., 713/522-1138, www.cmhouston.org, 10am-6pm Tues.-Sat., until 8pm Thurs., noon-6pm Sun., $9 adults and children ages 1 and up, $8 seniors). The building itself is a sight to behold—an appropriately playful take on classical architecture with giant colorful details. The fun continues inside, where nine galleries engage children’s minds through various subjects including science, geography, performing arts, and history. One of the most popular and informative attractions is the multilevel exhibit How Does It Work? Parents may even pick up a few pointers on how mobile phones function and how turning a key gets an engine running. Younger kids will 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 for the grown-ups who may need a break from all the incessant noise and questions.




HOUSTON’S HUGE HEALTH CENTER


Houston has become a worldwide destination for people in search of a cure. The Texas Medical Center, southwest of downtown, bills itself as the largest medical center in the world.


The sheer size of the complex—1,000-plus acres (billed as “approximately the size of Chicago’s inside loop”)—is impressive, as are the number of patients: 160,000 daily visitors with more than six million annual patient visits.


The medical center’s origins date to the 1930s when businessman Monroe Dunaway Anderson proposed a medical center consisting of hospitals, academic institutions, and support organizations. Land was provided free of charge to institutions as an incentive to build within the complex.


Over the decades, the medical center has flourished, with dozens of facilities and specialists flocking to the enormous complex. It now contains one of the world’s highest densities of clinical facilities for patient care and medical research. The center contains 49 medicine-related institutions, including 13 hospitals, 2 medical schools, 4 nursing schools, and several schools for other health-related practices (pharmacy, dentistry, public health, etc.).


In true Texas braggadocio style, the Texas Medical Center proudly touts many of its accomplishments:


• It performs more heart surgeries than anywhere else in the world.


• It has delivered 19,500 babies.


• It has 21,000 physicians, scientists, researchers, and other advanced-degree professionals.


• It has 71,500 students, including those in high school, college, and health-profession programs.


• It has 93,500 employees.


• It boasts $7.1 billion in approved building and infrastructure for future growth.





The Buffalo Soldiers Museum


The specialized Buffalo Soldiers Museum (3816 Caroline St., 713/942-8920, www.buffalosoldiersmuseum.com, 10am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-4pm Sat., $10 adults, $5 students) moved from a modestly sized facility to a larger building in 2012. Appropriately, the subject matter is deserving of this greater space. The museum’s 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. The Native Americans reportedly referred to them as Buffalo Soldiers because of to their immense 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 both Texas’s and America’s heritage. Two stories of exhibits feature artifacts, photos, and maps detailing the importance of legacies being passed on to future generations. It’s a true learning experience, and it’s inspiring to see the groups of area students making connections with their 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, 9am-5pm Mon.-Fri., noon-5pm Sat.-Sun., free admission, not recommended for children under 10). The museum’s mission is to educate people about the dangers of prejudice and hatred in society, and it certainly 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 imprisonment in 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 future atrocities from occurring.
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Holocaust Museum Houston


Houston Center for Photography


One of the best little museums in the region is the Houston Center for Photography (1441 W. Alabama St., 713/529-4755, www.hcponline.org, 11am-5pm Wed.-Sun., free admission). Located 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 and services strive to stimulate dialogue about the art form through digital workstations, presentations about methods and critique, and community collaboration.


Asia Society Texas Center


Even if you’re not an architectural aficionado, you’ll be impressed by the contemporary building that houses Asia Society Texas (1370 Southmore Blvd., 713/496-9901, www.asiasociety.org/texas, 11am-6pm Tues.-Sun., building admission is free, exhibits are $5), which opened in 2012. Located in a residential neighborhood just a block away from the Museum District, the graceful structure blends in perfectly with its surroundings and offers panoramic views of downtown Houston from its 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 at this point, but there are several public displays and an outdoor sculpture garden reflecting its mission. For example, an exhibit titled What Are You?, about how individuals identify themselves racially, invites visitors to write their answer to the question and post it with a Polaroid photo to the display, prompting a wide range of emotional responses.
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the Menil Collection’s Rothko Chapel


MONTROSE-KIRBY


The Menil Collection


What do you do when you have too much fine art to handle? If you’re art collectors John and Dominique de Menil, you open your own museum: The Menil Collection (1515 Sul Ross St., 713/525-9400, www.menil.org, 11am-7pm Wed.-Sun., free admission, parking at 1515 W. Alabama St.). Located among comfortable homes at the edge of the trendy Heights neighborhood, the Menil is an ideal place to spend a few hours soaking up some magnificent art spanning many ages. The grounds are expansive and inviting, with an abundance of trees, installation artwork, and even a wooden swing.


The Menils have passed on, but they left a legacy of approximately 16,000 paintings, sculptures, prints, drawings, photographs, and rare books. Most of the works are modern with an emphasis on the surrealist movement, but there are also African pieces and works from the Byzantine period on display. Be sure to check around each nook and cranny since some of the Menil’s most rewarding experiences are in solitary areas where artwork and gardens are bathed in natural light.


The Menil compound also includes several noteworthy structures near the main museum building that are worth an extra hour of time. Two blocks south of the main building is a fascinating Dan Flavin light installation, housed inside a former grocery store. The vertical-oriented fluorescent tubes on the side walls are a sensory delight, drawing your eye to the spacious open room and toying with color in your peripheral vision. Also be sure to set aside at least 15 minutes to experience the Rothko Chapel, a block east of the main museum building. From the outside, the chapel is disarmingly stark (it’s no Sistine), with bland rectangular brick walls. Inside, it’s similarly subdued, but the silence screams reverence. Even if you’re not religious, the experience of being completely quiet (either alone or among others) in a public space surrounded by muted colors is absolutely sacred.


Bayou Bend Collection


The affluent home of unfortunately named Ima Hogg, a respected Texas philanthropist, now houses the Bayou Bend Collection (1 Westcott St., 713/639-7750, www.mfah.org, self-guided tours 10am-5pm Tues.-Sat., 1-5pm Sun.; guided tours 10-11:30am Tues.-Thurs., 1-2:45pm, 10-11:15am Fri.-Sat., $10 adults, $8.50 seniors, $5 students ages 10-17). This spectacular 1928 home is one of Houston’s cultural treasures, and it’s filled with an impressive collection of nearly 5,000 antique objects showcasing American decorative arts from 1620 to 1870. “Miss Hogg,” as she was known, also had a hand in the design of the opulent home and grounds, featuring lush gardens and distinctive decorations spanning from the colonial to antebellum eras. Visitors are encouraged to call in advance to make tour reservations, and it should be noted that children under age 10 are not permitted in the home (apparently some old-fashioned customs are still retained along with the objects).



Rienzi



Another art museum located in an impressive homestead is Rienzi (1406 Kirby Dr., 713/639-7800, www.mfah.org, 10am-5pm Wed.-Sat., 1pm-5pm Sun., $13 adults, $8 seniors, $6 students, free on Thursday). Dedicated to European decorative arts, Rienzi features paintings, furnishings, and miniatures in the former home of local philanthropists Carroll Sterling Masterson and Harris Masterson III. The home was designed by noted Houston architect John Staub in 1952, and the name references Harris Masterson’s grandfather Rienzi Johnston, a prominent Houston newspaperman and politician.
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