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  Jackie Sheckler Finch has written about a wide array of topics—from birth to death with all the joy and sorrow in between. An award-winning journalist and photographer, Jackie has done more than two dozen travel guidebooks for Globe Pequot and is a member of The Society of American Travel Writers and The Midwest Travel Journalists Association. She has been named the Mark Twain Travel Writer of the Year a record five times, in 1998, 2001, 2003, 2007, and 2012. One of her greatest joys is taking to the road to find the fascinating people and places that wait over the hill and around the next bend.
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  Most people have a mental image of Texas as miles of rugged, uncivilized land where the outlines of cattle and lonely windmills stretch above the horizon. But that’s just one side of the Lone Star State, known as the “land of contrast.” Texas also boasts high-tech cities, piney woods, sandy beaches, rolling hills, and fertile farmland—much of it within a two-hour drive of Austin.




  The region covered in this book is as diverse as the more than 30 cultures who helped found the state. German, Czech, Mexican, Polish, and even Alsatian settlers brought their traditions to Texas in the 1800s. The influences of these pioneers are still apparent today in the varied festivals and ethnic foods that vacationers come here to enjoy.




  The day trips within this book span terrain ranging from farmland to rocky hills. This difference in topography is the result of an ancient earthquake that created the Balcones Fault, which runs north to south. The fault line, slightly west of I-35, forms the dividing line between the eastern agricultural region and what is known as the Hill Country to the west.




  Many of the attractions lie along the route taken by numerous Winter Texans who flock here during the cooler months. So, whether you’re heading for the Rio Grande Valley, the coast, or the Mexican border, you’ll find a wealth of useful tips and information in this guide as you pass through Central Texas. Be sure to check the sections marked “Especially for Winter Texans,” which will help you identify special services, festivals, and parks aimed at making you feel right at home.




  You’ll find that Texans are friendly folk who wave on country roads and nod as they pass you on the sidewalk. Talk to local citizens as you wind through the back roads for even more travel tips and a firsthand look at the varied cultures that make up the pieces of your journey.
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  hours of operation




  In some cases, hours are omitted in the listings because they are subject to frequent changes. Instead, phone numbers and websites are provided as a resource for up-to-date information.




  credit cards




  In the interest of accuracy and because they are subject to change, attraction prices are given in general terms. Always remember to call ahead. You can assume all establishments listed accept major credit cards unless otherwise noted. If you have questions, contact the establishments for specifics.




  pricing key




  For Accommodations: Room prices are designated as $$$ (Expensive: more than $200 for a standard room); $$ (Moderate:$100-$200); and $ (Inexpensive: less than $100).




  For Restaurants: Per-person restaurant prices are designated as $$$ (Expensive: more than $50 per person); $$ (Moderate: $25-$50); and $ (Inexpensive: less than $25).




  travel tips




  carry a road map




  Although we’ve included directions, it’s best to carry a Texas road map as you travel. It’s also advisable to carry a county map for a better look at farm-to-market (FM) roads and ranch-to-market (RM) roads. To get brochures on Texas attractions and a free copy of the Texas Travel Guide, call (800) 452-9292 or visit traveltexas.com/plan-ahead/travel-guide. The guide is coded to a free Texas state map also provided by the highway department. These maps are also available from any of the tourist information centers located on routes into Texas and at the Texas State Capitol in Austin. The tourist information centers are open daily, except Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s Day.




  The expansiveness of Texas sets it apart from other states. Note the scale of the map. With 266,807 square miles of land, Texas is the second-largest state in the country. One inch on the state road map spans 23 miles.




  Driving varies with terrain: In the western Hill Country, towns are far apart and roads can be slow and winding. To the east, population is more dense, and day trips involve quiet, slow drives along farm-to-market and ranch-to-market roads.




  For Texas travel questions, call (800) 452-9292 from anywhere in the US or Canada.




  be wary of weather conditions




  As a general rule, the Austin region enjoys a very temperate climate. Winters are mild, with just about 25 freezing days annually. Snow is rare and, when it does occur, causes businesses and schools to close and roads to congest quickly.




  The most pleasant seasons in the region are spring and fall. You’ll find many Austin-area festivals are scheduled during these pleasant weekends, times when temperatures are in the 70–80°F range.




  Austin receives less than 30 inches of rain annually, most of it arriving during the spring. Thunderstorms are common from April through September, especially during the late afternoon as temperatures rise. Tornadoes are most likely during May and June.




  The biggest weather threat comes in the form of flash floods, especially in the Hill Country. The steep slopes, rocky terrain, and shallow topsoil of the region mean that even a few inches of rain can turn dry creek beds into roaring rivers capable of sweeping cars off the road. Drownings occur annually when drivers attempt to cross roadways covered with water.




  avoid midday heat




  In summer, Texas is hotter than a sizzling fajita. In this weather, it’s best to drive in the early-morning hours or after sunset. If you are traveling with children or pets, never leave them in a closed car; temperatures soar to oven-like heights in just minutes.




  watch out for stray livestock




  When driving through open-ranch cattle country on farm-to-market or ranch-to-market roads, be on the lookout for livestock and deer wandering across roads, especially near dusk. Deer can be a driving hazard even in populated regions.




  highway designations




  Federal highways are designated US. State routes use TX. Farm-to-market roads are defined as FM, and ranch-to-market roads are designated RM. County roads (which are not on the Texas state map) are identified as CR. The only official ranch road (RR) is RR 1, the highway on the LBJ Ranch.
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  Day Trips from Austin attempts to cover a variety of bases and interests, but those looking for additional material can contact the following agencies by phone, mail, or the web. Regarding the latter, when checking out the various destinations, be aware that online reviews may be contradictory and conflicting. Everyone’s experience can be different, and the web allows for a forum for these diverse opinions. So call the place directly and be conscious of ratings such as AAA and the Better Business Bureau. Many of the areas have chain hotels and restaurants, which are generally not included in the listings in each chapter. Within each chapter, we provide contact information for chambers of commerce and/or convention and visitor bureaus. Here are some additional general resources:




	Office of the Governor, Economic Development and Tourism. Traveltexas.com. This official Texas tourism website offers a free state map, narrated walking tours that you can download to your iPod, and the annual Texas Travel Guide.





 	Statewide Road Conditions. (800) 452-9292; drivetexas.org. Call or visit the website for up-to-date information on road conditions including construction, closures, flooding, or accidents that may affect your plans.





 	Texas Department of Transportation. txdot.gov/inside-txdot/division/travel.html. The website is a great resource for weather information, maps, travel safety tips, and more.





 	Texas Travel Information Centers. 112 E. 11th St., Austin, TX 78701; (512) 463-8586 or (800) 452-9292; txdot.gov. This travel center, located at the Texas Capitol Visitors Center in Austin, is one of 12 official travel centers in Texas (and the only one within the scope of this book). Each offers maps, the Texas Travel Guide, brochures, and professional assistance on trip planning.
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  Welcome to Austin, the state capital and gateway to attractions in Central Texas. With Austin as your base, you’ll have a chance to visit both rugged hills to the west and miles of scenic roads and interesting small towns to the east.




  Austin is a high-tech city, with an economy based on computer-related industries and state government. The city of Austin takes in more than 950,807 residents, including a University of Texas population of more than 50,950 students and faculty from around the world. This gives Austin an international feel, with many ethnic restaurants and specialty grocery stores. Many people have relocated here, attracted by the clean industry and beautiful weather. Over the past decade, Austin has burst its boundaries and now encompasses a sprawl of about 2.2 million residents in the metropolitan area.




  New residents aren’t the first to discover the beauty of Austin. When Mirabeau B. Lamar, the president-elect of the Texas Republic, set out to hunt buffalo in the fall of 1838, he returned home with a much greater catch than a prize buffalo: a home for the new capital city. Lamar fell in love with a tiny settlement surrounded by rolling hills and fed by cool springs. Within the coming year, the government arrived and construction on the capitol building was begun. Austin was on its way to becoming a city.




  Since those early days there’s been no looking back. Today Austin is a city on the move. Hollywood has discovered this big city with a small-town atmosphere, and it’s not uncommon these days to see film crews blocking off an oak-lined street. High-tech industries have also migrated to Austin, making this area Texas’s answer to Silicon Valley.




  But for all the changes that have occurred in this capital city, Austin is still very much a town with a past that the city is proud to preserve and show off to its visitors.




  A visit to Austin should begin downtown, where the Colorado River slices through the heart of the city. Once an unpredictable waterway, the Colorado has now been tamed into a series of lakes, including two within the Austin city limits. The 22-mile-long Lake Austin begins at the foot of the Hill Country and flows through the western part of the city.




  Lake Austin flows into Lady Bird Lake (named for former First Lady, the late Lady Bird Johnson). This narrow stretch of water, formerly known as Town Lake, meanders for 5 miles through the center of downtown Austin. Several hotels overlook the beautifully planted greenbelts that line the lakeshore. In the late afternoon hours, locals grab their sneakers and head to Zilker Park or the lake shores for a jog or leisurely walk. When the sun sets on summer days, attention turns to the lake’s Congress Avenue bridge, the location of the country’s largest urban colony of Mexican free-tailed bats. The bats make their exodus after sunset to feed on insects in the Hill Country.




  Many of Austin’s historical buildings are found downtown, and the granddaddy of them all is the State Capitol. Tours introduce you to this pink-granite building that holds the distinction of being the tallest state capitol in the US.




  The Governor’s Mansion (gov.texas.gov) lies just south of the Capitol. After an extensive renovation, the mansion is open for free guided tours Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday from 2 to 4 p.m. Call (512) 305-8524 for reservations.




  Continuing south of the Capitol is the Driskill Hotel, Austin’s most historic hotel. Since 1886 this property has been a stopover for dignitaries, heads of state, legislators, and vacationers from around the globe.




  The Capitol, the Governor’s Mansion, and the Driskill are all historical Austin landmarks, but they’re just babes when compared to the French Legation, Austin’s oldest existing home. Located in east Austin at 802 San Marcos, this is the only foreign legation in the country ever built outside of Washington, DC. (Wondering why it was built in Austin? Don’t forget: Texas was once a separate country—complete with its own foreign ambassadors!)




  Austin’s most famous museum is the Lyndon Baines Johnson Presidential Library, located on the University of Texas campus. Special exhibits illustrate the Vietnam conflict, the civil rights movement, and the advances in education that took place during these years. Visitors can also view extravagant gifts received from other countries, a limousine used by the president, and family memorabilia.




  On the southern end of the University of Texas campus, you’ll find the Blanton Museum of Art. One of the largest university art museums in the country, the Blanton’s collection includes more than 17,000 works and is recognized for its old master paintings as well as modern and contemporary American and Latin American art. And off-campus but within easy walking distance lies the Bob Bullock Texas State History Museum, which showcases the history of the Lone Star State from European exploration to recent times.
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  live music capital of the world




  Austin has earned its nickname thanks to the large number of live music venues scattered throughout the city. On any given night, about 100 venues ranging from concert halls to alternative bars to honky-tonks move to the sound of live music. The city has drawn many well-known names who select Austin not just for performances but for their home. Today Austin is home to Robert Plant, Willie Nelson, Asleep at the Wheel, Natalie Maines of The Chicks, Eric Johnson, and others.





  After a day of touring, Austin presents plenty of other entertainment options. The heart of Austin’s nightlife is Sixth Street, a historic 7-block area with many nightclubs and restaurants, as well as eclectic shops that are open during the day. And if you get hungry in the capital city, have no fear—Austin is home to more restaurants and bars per capita than any other city in the nation.




  And if all that dining creates a need for a little activity, fun comes in many forms. In the warm months, Austin really lives up to its nickname, “The River City,” since everyone takes to Lake Austin and nearby Lake Travis to enjoy swimming, scuba diving, waterskiing, and boating. Golfers find plenty of challenges in this area as well.




  Austin spreads out into the suburban communities of Round Rock, Cedar Park, Oak Hill, and others. But beyond the reach of Austin’s bedroom communities, you’ll find a Texas that’s largely unchanged. Bowling alleys still set pins by hand, businesses close on Friday nights during high school football season, and pickup trucks seem to outnumber every other form of transportation. Some of the best barbecue in the world comes from the small towns nestled in the Hill Country, a region so called because of its rugged terrain. The topographical change represents the 1,800-mile Balcones Fault, which has separated the western Hill Country from the flat eastern farmland ever since a 3.5-minute earthquake 30 million years ago.




  This part of Texas gives you a chance to slow down, meet some local folks, and enjoy a good old-fashioned chicken-fried steak at the local diner.




  For brochures, maps, and general questions on Austin area attractions, call (800) 926-ACVB or (512) 474-5171; write Austin Convention and Visitors Bureau, 111 Congress Ave., Ste. 700, Austin, TX 78701; or check out austintexas.org.




  While you’re downtown, stop by the Austin visitor center (866-462-8784 or 512-478-0098) for information, tour tickets, and a chance to shop Austin’s official gift shop. The center is located at 602 E. Fourth St. and is open daily.
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interstate gems: pflugerville, round rock, georgetown, salado












  Heading north of Austin on congested I-35, this day trip steps from one of the state’s most populated cities to the quickly growing bedroom communities and suburbs, then travels beyond commuter range to towns that still maintain the flavor of small-town Texas. Since the 1800s, this area has been primarily agricultural, settled by immigrant farmers from Sweden, Germany, and Czechoslovakia.




  pflugerville




  Heading north on I-35 you won’t notice that you’ve left Austin and reached Pflugerville (pronounced “FLOO-gur-vil”) unless you look for the signs. Technically about 15 miles north of the capital city, Pflugerville proper is located 4 miles east of I-35 on FM 1825 (look for I-35 exit 247).




  Austin’s urban sprawl has caught up to this place named for German immigrant Henry Pfluger. What began as a small town just after the Civil War became the fastest-growing community in Texas in the 1980s. Growth continues today but the community still holds onto its distinctive spirit in its historic downtown.




  Continue east on FM 1825 past the subdivisions and strip centers to where FM 1825 becomes Pecan Street. Soon you’ll see small-town Texas, especially if you turn north on Railroad Street and continue for 1 block to Main Street. Here you’ll find the true “downtown” Pflugerville, with dining, shopping, and nightlife in historic buildings.
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  Those historic buildings and the general Pflugerville setting have been the backdrop for many movies. Pflugerville’s Chamber of Commerce (101 S. Third St.; 512-251-7799; pfchamber.com) is proud to point out its “PflugerWood” connection thanks to its role in movies, including A Perfect World, Best Little Whorehouse in Texas, Courage Under Fire, The Newton Boys, Secondhand Lions, and What’s Eating Gilbert Grape?




  During the third weekend in October, crowds flock to this bedroom community from the capital city for Pflugerville’s annual Deutchen Pfest (deutchenpfest.com) complete with a parade, music, rides, food, and more.




  where to go




  Gilleland Creek Park and Pool. 700 N. Railroad Ave.; (512)-990-6350; pflugervilletx.gov. Wonderful 11.9-acre facility with a Junior Olympic– size swimming pool, playscape, hike-and-bike trail, outdoor exercise area, and lighted pavilion with picnic tables, BBQ pit, and grill. Fee.




  Heritage House Museum. 901 Old Austin Hutto Rd.; (512) 990-0635; library.pflugervilletx.gov. This local history museum traces the lives of early Pflugerville residents through exhibits of artifacts and other memorabilia in a home dating from 1913. Open first Sun of each month from 1 to 4 p.m., also open Tues during Pfarmers Market (Mar through Dec) from 3 to 7 p.m. Free admission.




  Lake Pflugerville. 18216 Weiss Ln.; (512) 990-6400; pflugervilletx.gov. We love this 180-acre lake located on the east side of the city, an easy getaway for dog walking, fishing, or a relaxing stroll. The lake and surrounding parkland make up a very popular recreation area for residents who come to swim, fish, windsurf, and hike or bike the 3-mile trail. Free to use; kayaks can be rented at the public facility on the north shore of the lake.




  where to shop




  Pfarmers Market. 901 Old Austin Hutto Rd.; (512) 990-6355. Held on Tues from May through Oct in Heritage Park, this extensive market features all manner of locally grown fruits and vegetables, bakery goods, canned food, and free-range meats. The market also offers craft items for sale, and musicians entertain shoppers on certain dates.




  Ruffles & Rust. 101 W. Pecan St.; (512) 252-9300; rufflesandrusttexas.com. Texas products, gourmet food, fashions, jewelry, home decor, gift items, and much more in locally owned boutique.




  where to eat




  Hanovers Draught Haus. 108 E. Main St.; (512) 670-9617; hanoversaustin.com. Known for its live music (every Wed, Thurs, Fri, and Sat night), its draft beer selection, and its large beer garden, you’ll also find barbecue at this historic building. The structure dates to 1903, when it began as a saloon; later it was converted to a lumberyard and hardware store. Today the lively place is well known in the world of Austin live music. Families are welcome until 8 p.m., at which time only patrons age 21 and over are permitted. $.




  Pecan Street Station Deli & Grill. 1005 Pecan St. West; (512) 251-0296; pecanstreetstation.com. This eatery just west of the downtown area specializes in comfort food favorites like hamburgers, hot dogs, subs, and other deli sandwiches served in a large dining room or on the adjoining patio. An all-you-can-eat salad bar is another popular option. Check the website for hours of operation. $.




  Rio Grande Tex Mex Restaurant. 15821 Central Commerce Dr.; (512) 252-1800; riograndemex.com. Although the name of this restaurant says “Tex Mex,” it also features some Mexican specialties like charbroiled platters of beef, chicken, or shrimp and their puerco cascabel, pork tips cooked in homemade Cascabel sauce. Open daily. $–$$.




  round rock




  With a population nearing 125,000, this booming suburban community located north on I-35 is named for the circular rock formation that lies in the middle of Brushy Creek.




  Round Rock was the scene of a Wild West shoot-out a century ago. Sam Bass was a well-known outlaw in these parts back then, a stagecoach and train robber who boasted that he’d never killed a man. Bass planned to make his first bank robbery in Round Rock, but things went awry when the Texas Rangers learned of his scheme. They were waiting as Bass and his gang rode into town on July 19, 1878, and they gravely wounded him during a gun battle in the 100 block of E. Main Street. Bass fled from town and died two days later.




  This colorful figure was buried in the old Round Rock cemetery, situated on what’s now known as Sam Bass Road. The grave is near an interesting slave cemetery, a reminder of the cotton industry and plantation system that once dominated this area.




  Round Rock was also once a part of the stagecoach route that stretched from Browns-ville, Texas, to Helena, Arkansas. Frontiersmen used the round rock to judge the depth of Brushy Creek before crossing. Today visitors still can see coach tracks in the Brushy Creek riverbed, just west of I-35.




  Today Round Rock is home to the Round Rock Express (512-255-BALL; milb.com), a AAA minor-league baseball franchise. The city boasts an expansive sports facility off I-35 at US 79 near Old Settlers Park. The team comes to the community thanks to Texas baseball great Nolan Ryan.




  where to go




  Blue Starlite Mini Urban Drive-In Cinema. 800 Harrell Pkwy; (512) 850-6127; bluestarlitedrivein.com. For a blast from the past, visit this mini drive-in cinema that takes only 15 to 40 cars a night. Blue Starlite features childhood favorite movies, classics, indie films, pop culture faves, and much more.
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  on the sam bass trai




  Texas has more buried treasure than any other state, much of it tied to outlaw Sam Bass. The robber hid from the law in the town of Round Rock. Bass was in Round Rock, making plans for a bank robbery, until a final shoot-out with the Texas Rangers on July 19, 1878. Before he died, however, many say that he hid much of the loot from his train, stagecoach, and bank robberies somewhere in the area.




  The outlaw allegedly buried $30,000 in the community of McNeil. No treasure was ever recovered, and today there is little remaining of McNeil, located in the northern part of Travis County near Round Rock.





  Dell Diamond. 3400 E. Palm Valley Blvd.; (512) 255-2255; milb.com. The home field of the Round Rock Express, the AAA affiliate of the Texas Rangers, Dell Diamond is a modern ballpark seating over 8,000 fans with an additional 3,000 vantage points on the grassy outfield berm. The park, which opened in 2000, has numerous food concessions, a state-of-the-art scoreboard, and even a swimming pool and hot tub located beyond the right-field wall. Guided tours of the park are offered year-round. Fee.




  where to shop




  Round Rock Premium Outlets. 4401 I-35 North; (512) 863-6688; premiumoutlets.com. Located between Round Rock and Georgetown on the east side of the interstate, this outlet mall boasts 125 shops, mostly upscale brands such as Ann Taylor, Michael Kors, and Polo Ralph Lauren. Open daily.




  where to eat




  Governor’s Kitchen at Bluebonnet Beer Company. 1700 Bryant Dr. #107; (512) 774-4258; bluebonnetbeerco.com. The Governor’s Kitchen offers snacks, salads, sandwiches, and charcuterie plates. A favorite is the Oktoberfest Beer Brat, a cream ale braised German sausage, sauerkraut, spicy mustard served on a pretzel roll with house chips. Established in 2013, Bluebonnet Beer Co. offers a variety of ales, IPAs, and seasonal beers. $.




  
georgetown





  Georgetown is an elegant community of over 71,000 residents that rests on the border of farmland to the east and ranch land to the west. Located 10 miles north of Round Rock on I-35, this was once an active agricultural center. Today Georgetown is home to many Austin commuters and 1,500 students at Southwestern University, the oldest college in Texas.




  Georgetown’s first residents were the Tonkawa tribe, a resourceful group of Native Americans that drove buffalo off the bluffs of the San Gabriel River. Years later, the town of Georgetown was founded by a group of men that included George Washington Glasscock. After he donated the land for the town, it was named in his honor. Glasscock had come to Texas from the East after running a river barge business for a time in Illinois with Abraham Lincoln.




  Georgetown became a cattle center after the Civil War and the starting point of many northern cattle drives. The community grew but remained a small town into the late 1900s. Austin’s runaway growth during the 1980s eventually turned Georgetown into a bedroom community divided by I-35. To the west is “new” Georgetown, with many subdivisions, including nationally known Sun City, along Williams Drive on the way to Lake Georgetown. “Old” Georgetown sits east of the highway, and among its main attractions are the winding North and South San Gabriel Rivers, which join together in shady San Gabriel Park.




  Georgetown has refined its recipe for community charisma as the city has grown and prospered. Serving as seat of the seventh-fastest-growing county in the nation, Georgetown continues to hang onto its cozy charm. Even with a growing population, it is proud to say that it’s still the kind of place where folks can walk around the square and be welcomed by a smile and a friendly nod. Georgetown may have just found the secret ingredient: historic preservation.




  North of the courthouse square, San Gabriel Park has served for centuries as a gathering site. Native Americans camped on the verdant grounds, pioneers met here, and early Georgetown residents congregated on the riverbanks for parades and meetings, including one event that featured speaker Sam Houston.




  Today, park lovers enjoy shady picnics under the oak and pecan trees. Children romp on the playscape while anglers try their luck from the grassy riverbanks. Crystal-clear springs bubble up at three sites on the park grounds, and often you can watch these little “salt and pepper” springs spew up chilly water.




  Upstream, the North San Gabriel River has been controlled to create Lake Georgetown, a 1,310-acre lake popular with anglers, boaters, water-skiers, and swimmers.




  where to go




  Georgetown Visitors Center. 103 W. Seventh St., on the square; (800) 436-8696 or (512) 930-3545; visitgeorgetown.org. Stop by for a copy of a Georgetown map, brochures on area attractions, and walking tour booklets. The center also sells many Georgetown items, from posters to T-shirts. Open Mon through Sat 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. and Sun 1 to 5 p.m.




  Blue Hole. W. Second Street and Rock Street. In the heart of Georgetown, where the waters of the San Gabriel River reflect limestone cliffs, a revitalization project has made this beautiful spot a place to be appreciated by residents and visitors once more. At Blue Hole, walkers and joggers journey along the wide paths that wind beside waters as green as fresh spring leaves. On quiet mornings anglers try their luck with just the sound of an occasional cardinal singing its friendly song in the distance. Free admission.




  Inner Space Cavern. West off I-35 exit 259 at 4200 S. I-35 Frontage Rd.; (512) 931-2283; innerspacecavern.com. Discovered during the construction of the interstate, this cave is a cool getaway for summer travelers and was once a hideaway for animals as well. A skull of a peccary (a piglike hoofed mammal) estimated to be a million years old has been found here, along with bones of a giant sloth and a mammoth.




  Enter the cavern on a cog railroad car, traveling down from the visitor center to the well-lit, easy-to-follow trail. Along the way, guides point out features of Inner Space, including large stalactite and stalagmite formations. Some of the larger formations of the cavern are “The Warriors,” two stalagmites that have grown together, the “Flowing Stone of Time” in the Outer Cathedral, and “Ivory Falls,” a beautiful flow of white stalactites. The cavern uses sound and light displays to create special effects, including the grand finale of the tour: a show at the “Lake of the Moon.”




  After reaching cave level aboard a small trolley, follow your guide for a tour of cave formations, a small lake, and evidence of those prehistoric visitors. Kids also enjoy the Inner Space Mining Company, where they can pan for gems and minerals. For a thrilling ride, try the Saber Tooth tandem zip ride where one or two riders are strapped in for a 130-foot lift into the air, then zoom backwards for 630 feet. The lift stops at the top for a quick view, then heads back at up to 33 mph. Open daily. Fee.




  Lake Georgetown. FM 2338, 3.5 miles west of town; (512) 930-5253. Built on the north fork of the San Gabriel River, this lake spans 1,310 surface acres. Three public parks offer swimming, fishing, boating, camping, and hiking as well as the chance to spot a protected golden-cheeked warbler and black-capped vireo. Public facilities include Jim Hogg Park with overnight camping, electric and water hookups, and boat ramp; Cedar Breaks Park with picnic facilities and campsites with electric hookups; Russell Park for picnicking and camping; and Tejas Camp for picnics and hikes among oak-shaded trails. Free admission; fee for camping.




  The 17-mile Good Water Loop follows the upper end of the lake. The trail was named in honor of the Tonkawa, a people who made the region near the San Gabriel River their home. Known for their flint arrowheads and tools, these Native Americans called this region takatchue pouetsu, or “land of good water.” This loop is part of the 26-mile San Gabriel River Trail, which completely encircles Lake Georgetown.




  The trail is marked by mileposts as it snakes its way along the lake, passing through several historical points of interest. One such spot is Russell Crossing, later known as the Second Bootys Crossing, located near milepost 1. In the late 1860s, Frank Russell resided at this crossing, and his rock house served as a postal substation. Mail was carried in saddlebags to the local residents.




  Between mileposts 2 and 3, hikers can see Crockett Gardens, a natural spring. A flour mill operated here in 1855, and a few decades later the first strawberries in Williamson County were grown in truck gardens at this site. Today the remains of the springhouse and corrals can still be seen.




  Besides man-made attractions, hikers are also surrounded by natural beauties. White-tailed deer, coyote, skunk, raccoon, ringtail, armadillo, and opossum thrive in this area. From Feb to Aug, the region is home to the endangered golden-cheeked warbler, a small bird that nests in older juniper trees.




  San Gabriel Park. Off Austin Avenue at 445 E. Morrow St.; (512) 930-3595; parks.georgetown.org. This park, just south of the junction of the North and South San Gabriel Rivers, includes a children’s playscape, picnic sites, sunken gardens, a swimming pool, and a walking trail. We love the park for quiet picnics in the shade of the tall pecan trees. Open daily. Free admission.




  Southwestern University. 1001 E. University Ave.; (512) 863-6511; southwestern.edu. Southwestern holds the title of Texas’s first institution of higher learning. Call for a guided tour. Open daily. Free admission.
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  poppy fields




  In late March, the fields and yards around Georgetown bloom with the vibrant color of red poppies. Georgetown holds the title of the “Red Poppy Capital of Texas,” with both native and cultivated varieties growing throughout the town.




  The poppies originate from seeds imported to the town by Henry Purl “Okra” Compton. During his service in World War I in Europe, he collected seeds and planted them around his mother’s home upon his return.




  Today the poppies brighten yards and highway right-of-ways from late March through May. Look for white signs indicating a “Poppy Zone” as you travel through town.







  The Williamson Museum. 716 S. Austin Ave.; (512) 943-1670; williamsonmuseum.org. This local history museum is itself housed in a historic structure, the 1911 Farmers State Bank building. Today the Beaux Arts–style building contains exhibits that range from cattle drives to Williamson County during wartime. You can’t miss the museum: Just look for the statue of “Three-Legged Willie” out front. The statue memorializes Robert McAlpin Williamson, a Texas Ranger and Republic of Texas Supreme Court justice. Williamson’s leg was bent by arthritis, necessitating the need for a wooden leg fastened to his knee, giving him the nickname for which he is still known today. Open Wed through Fri noon to 5 p.m. and Sat 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Free admission.




  where to shop




  Georgetown has more than a dozen antiques shops. For a free map of the shops listing hours and specialties, call (800) 436-8696, click on visitgeorgetown.org, or stop by the visitor center on the square, where other brochures are also available.




  Diva Chicks Boutique. 823 S. Austin Ave.; (512) 630-2022; facebook.com/divachicksinc.com. This trendy boutique features comfortable but stylish fashions from clothing to accessories. Open daily.




  Georgetown Antique Mall. 110 W. Eighth St.; (866) 594-7542; georgetownantiquemall.com. This expansive shop features antiques from many dealers, ranging from collectibles to glassware to furniture. Open Mon through Sat 10 a.m. to 6 p.m.




  Rough and Ready Antiques. 602 S. Main St.; (512) 819-0463; facebook.com/roughandready. This shop specializes in early Texas furniture as well as architectural details. Open daily 10 a.m. to 5 p.m.




  The Windberg Art Gallery. 7100 I-35 North; (512) 869-5588; windbergartcenter.com. Georgetown is home to the renowned artist Dalhart Windberg. Known for his emotional portrayals of American landscapes and settings, the gallery offers both original art and handsome prints. Open Mon through Sat.




  where to eat




  Black Sugar Caffe. 109 W. Seventh St.; (512) 688-3035; blacksugarcaffe.com. This friendly coffee bar on the courthouse square has become a favorite hangout for locals and visitors alike. The Caffe serves specialty coffees, fresh smoothies, tapas, desserts, pastries, beer, and wine. Open daily. $.




  The Monument Cafe. 500 S. Austin Ave.; (512) 930-9586; themonumentcafe.com. Styled like an old-fashioned diner, this family restaurant serves up favorites ranging from chicken-fried steak to burgers. It is also a popular breakfast stop, serving excellent breakfast tacos as well as traditional fare. And, if you need to check email during your day trip, the restaurant also has free Wi-Fi connectivity. Open daily. $–$$.




  Wildfire. 812 S. Austin Ave.; (512) 869-FIRE; wildfiretexas.com. Time magazine said that this restaurant’s blue cornmeal–encrusted catfish was reason enough to move to Georgetown. Southwestern-inspired cuisine, much of it prepared on an oak-burning grill, rules, although you’ll also find dishes such as pancetta-wrapped Atlantic salmon and oak-fired elk tenderloin. Open for lunch and dinner daily. $$$.




  where to stay




  Campgrounds at Lake Georgetown. (877) 444-6777 or (512) 930-5253; tpwd.texas.gov. All of the Lake Georgetown parks offer camping, a great option especially during the spring and fall months. Cedar Breaks Park has 64 campsites offering water and electric hookups as well as a covered picnic table, fire ring, and grill. The park also has a dump station for RVers; restrooms offer hot showers and flush toilets. More facilities are found at Jim Hogg Park, with 142 sites offering water and electric hookups, each with a covered table, fire ring, and grill. This park also includes a dump station and five large group camping shelters. The sparsest facilities are found at Russell Park, with 27 primitive sites without water or electric hookups. This park does offer 10 screened shelters, each with 2 sets of bunk beds (no mattresses). Tent camping without electricity is available at Russell Park as well as in the largely unimproved Tejas Camp. $.




  San Gabriel House. 1008 E. University Ave.; (512) 930-0070; sangabrielhouse.com. This elegant bed-and-breakfast is an Arts and Crafts mansion located directly across University Avenue from Southwestern University. The home has 6 guest rooms with bathrooms, well-tended gardens in the back, and large porches with swings. $$.




  salado




  Continuing north on I-35 to exit 283, you’ll encounter Salado, a shopping stop for interstate travelers. Antiques stores, artists’ galleries, and specialty shops fill the historic downtown buildings. Salado (pronounced “sa-LAY-dough”) is a Spanish word meaning either “salty” or “amusing,” although residents prefer the latter.




  This community is located where Salado Creek flows beneath I-35. The site once was a stagecoach stop on the old Chisholm Trail and served the line that stretched from San Antonio to Little Rock, Arkansas.




  Today the old rest stop has been converted to the modern Stagecoach Inn, located on the east side of I-35. Visitors’ accommodations are found in a modern addition, and the original building, where Sam Houston once delivered an anti-secession speech, has become an elegant restaurant.




  The former stagecoach route, now called Main Street, is lined with historic structures housing antiques shops and specialty stores. In all, 18 of these buildings are listed on the National Register of Historic Places, and 23 boast Texas historical markers.
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where to go




  Pace Park. Pace Park Drive, downtown, off Main Street; (254) 947-5060. This beautiful area, restored following a massive flood in 2009, is filled with tall oaks and is an excellent spot to bring a picnic lunch and wade in the creek. Don’t miss the statue of Sirena, located on the banks of the creek. (Previously Sirena was in the creek itself, but after damage from a flood, she was repaired and relocated.) Local artist Troy Kelley created the statue cast in bronze of the legendary Native American maiden who was transformed into a mermaid by a magical fish. In the morning, you can see fog rising from the chilly waters of the pure springs near the statue. Free admission.




  Salado Museum & College Park. 423 S. Main St., across from Stagecoach Inn; (254) 947-5232; saladomuseum.org. This museum traces the history of the Salado area and all of the Brazos Trail—the rich farming area near the Brazos River. Its collection includes historic Scottish genealogical records, and it founded Salado’s annual Gathering of the Clans of Texas celebration of Scottish heritage. Open weekdays 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. Free admission, but donations are welcome.




  where to shop




  Shopping is the main drawing card of Salado, and many stores are open daily. Most sell one-of-a-kind, handmade items.




  Accents of Salado. 3366 FM 2484; (877) 947-5938; accentsofsalado.com. This shop specializes in European-inspired furniture and accessories for the home. The large showroom is full of unique old-world items with an emphasis on Tuscan-style decor. Open by appointment only.




  Mud Pies Pottery. 18 N. Main St.; (254) 947-0281; visitsaladotexas.com/places/mud-pies-pottery/. If it can be made from clay, you’ll probably find it here. Each item is crafted by hand, and most kitchen items are dishwasher and oven safe. Open daily.




  Salado Glassworks. 2 Peddlers Alley; (254) 947-0339; saladoglassworks.com. The delicate art of glassblowing is on display at this shop featuring the work of Gail Allard. The shop’s gallery sells bowls and vases and other unique creations and offers classes in glassblowing. Open Tues through Sun.




  The Shoppes on Main in Salado. 22 N. Main St.; (254) 947-0888; facebook.com/Shoppes On Main. With more than 25 different shops to choose from, you can find everything from furniture to jewelry to original artworks in one central location. Open daily.




  Sirril Art Gallery. 1 Royal View Rd.; (469) 877-0374; sirrilartgallery.com. Gallery features works by artist Michael Pritchett as well as collections of artwork from central Texas area artists. Open Tues through Sun.




  
where to eat




  The Barton House. 101 N. Main St.; (254) 947-0441; thebartonhousesalado.com. This elegant restaurant specializes in farm-to-table dishes as well as steaks, pork, and seafood. Our favorite here is the grilled Tuscan marinated quail served with a sherry-maple reduction. An adjacent lounge serves cocktails and features live entertainment. Open for brunch, lunch, and dinner. Check the website or call for days open. $$$.




  Robertson’s Hams and Choppin’ Block. I-35, exit 285 at 1420 N. Robertson Rd.; (800) 458-HAMS or (254) 947-5562; robertsonshams.com. Enjoy a deli sandwich of sugar-cured ham, then shop for kitchen collectibles in the extensive gift shop. $.




  Stagecoach Inn. 416 S. Main St.; (254) 947-5111; stagecoachsalado.com. Located right beside I-35, this historic restaurant and inn is a Central Texas favorite, holding a special place in the hearts of many local residents who have celebrated special occasions for generations here. By long-standing tradition, servers recite the day’s menu by heart. The restaurant has won awards for its roast prime rib, but offerings also include seafood, chicken-fried steak, baked ham, and grilled steaks. Baskets of hush puppies are a tradition. Open Sun through Thurs 8 a.m. to 8 p.m.; Fri and Sat 8 a.m. to 9 p.m.; adjacent coffee shop open daily for lunch and dinner. Reservations recommended. $$–$$$.




  where to stay




  For a list of Salado inns and bed-and-breakfasts, visit salado.com/lodging.cfm.




  The Inn at Salado. 7 N. Main Street at Pace Park Drive; (800) 724-0027 or (254) 947-0027; inn-at-salado.com. This lovely bed-and-breakfast with 10 rooms and a cottage, all with private baths, is located within walking distance of the main shopping district. Room rates include a full breakfast and free Wi-Fi. $$–$$$.




  Inn on the Creek. 602 Center Circle; (877) 947-5554 or (254) 947-5554; inncreek.com. This inn offers 19 private guest rooms in 6 different locations, including the beautiful manor house with its 1882 Victorian elegance. The Manor is not suitable for guests with children under 14. Some rooms boast brass beds; all have private baths. All guests receive an upscale continental breakfast and free Wi-Fi. $$–$$$.




  Stagecoach Inn. 416 S. Main St.; (254) 947-5111; stagecoachsalado.com. This throwback to Salado’s early days started out as the Shady Villa Inn, an important rest stop on the Chisholm Trail. Today guests stay in a modern addition, and the original building, where Sam Houston once delivered an anti-secession speech, is now an elegant restaurant. The Inn features 48 rooms and suites along with a heated pool and free Wi-Fi. The property features 7 acres of landscaping with lush greenery and native Texas plants. Notable guests have included George Armstrong Custer, Robert E. Lee, and Jesse James. $$.
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military history: belton, killeen, temple












  Beyond Georgetown and Salado (see North Day Trip 01 for attractions in those towns), I-35 continues its northward journey to two larger central Texas communities. If you’re a military buff, take a short detour to Killeen, home of Fort Hood, one of the largest military bases in the world.




  belton




  Built on the Leon River and Nolan Creek, this community once named Nolanville was a place where merchants sold goods from wagons and tin cups of whiskey from barrels. Today Belton is a small town of 21,685 residents, best known as home of the University of Mary Hardin–Baylor. The Baptist college began here over a century ago and was once the women’s school for Waco’s Baylor University. Visit beltonchamber.com for more information.




  Two lakes, Stillhouse Hollow Lake and the larger Belton Lake, lie outside the city limits. Both provide fishing, boating, camping, and a quiet retreat only a few minutes from busy I-35.




  where to go




  Bell County Museum. 201 N. Main St.; (254) 933-5243; bellcountymuseum.org. This National Register property was first a Carnegie library. Today the Beaux Arts–style building and its newer addition house exhibits on Bell County’s first century, 1850–1950. Special
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  displays remember Miriam “Ma” Ferguson, Texas’s first woman governor, as well as the history of Camp Hood, later to become Fort Hood. Open Tues through Fri noon to 5 p.m.; Sat 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Free admission.




  Belton Lake. TX 317, 5 miles northwest of Belton; (877) 444-6777 for camping reservations, (254) 939-2461; swf-wc.usace.army.mil/belton. Built on the Leon River, this winding 7,400-acre lake features 13 public parks within its 110 miles of shoreline. Trailer sites, camping, nature trails, and boat ramps are available. Fee.




  Cochran, Blair and Potts. 221 E. Central Ave.; (254) 939-3333; cbandpotts.com. Something of a living museum, this store’s claim as the oldest department store in Texas might well be true. Founded in 1869, it has remained owned by the same family for its entire history. It occupies an entire city block and sells a wide variety of wares. A museum section illustrates the store’s history. Open Mon through Sat. Free admission.




  Mother Neff State Park. 1921 Park Rd. 14, Moody; (254) 853-2389; tpwd.texas.gov/state-parks/mother-neff. From I-35 take exit 315 to FM 107 west to Moody, continue 6 miles west on FM 107, then take TX 236 for 2 miles to the park. Named for Isabella Neff, the mother of Governor Pat Neff, this park is nestled along the shady bottomland along the Leon River. A nice place for a quiet day of picnicking and walking, the park also offers periodic trailer rides to point out historical areas. In 2015, the park underwent a $6.5 million renovation, with new facilities including a limestone headquarters, maintenance facilities, and a 20-site camping loop. Designed to complement the existing Civilian Conservation Corps structures, the new headquarters building includes exhibits on the CCC’s work at the park from 1934 to 1938. $2 daily fee for age 12 and over. Open daily.
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