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  Introduction




  




  John Steinbeck wrote in Travels with Charley, “Texas is a state of mind. Texas is an obsession. Above all, Texas is a nation in every sense of the word.”




  Sam Houston—first president of the Republic of Texas and hero in the defeat of Santa Anna—would have loved Steinbeck.




  But for all its staunch independence, Texas is one big welcome mat. Folks coming to call from elsewhere are often taken aback when greeted on the street by total strangers with a “Howdy” or “Hey.” There’s no catch—Texans are just greeters by nature.




  Let’s go ahead and dispel some myths: Texas is flat if you don’t count those 91 mountains that reach over a mile into the sky; Texas is dry if you ignore 3.07 million acres of inland water made up of streams, rivers, lakes, springs, creeks, and 624 miles of Gulf of Mexico shoreline; and Texas has no trees if you overlook those 23 million acres of woodlands.




  Texas’s farm-to-market roads serve not only today’s farmers but also those wanderers who just want to absorb the gentle, uncluttered environs. The first such road opened in 1937 (redesignated in 1939 as a portion of TX 315), and now there are more than 3,000, making up 41,000 highway miles of the state’s total of 79,000. The shortest, FM 742, in McLennan County, is 0.175 mile. Two of the prettiest farm-to-market vistas are in the Piney Woods of east Texas and the Trans-Pecos wilds of west Texas.




  When eating in Texas, be aware that Mexican meets southern, Cajun greets soul, and, somehow, dissimilarities welcome one another. From such mingling, southwestern cuisine rides a crest of fame, and country cooking soars higher than ever on all palates.




  You can trust places with signs that say If You Leave Here Hungry It’s Your Own Fault or pie fixes everything and put your faith in waitresses who are concerned you haven’t been eating right and insist you need that piece of pie to keep up your strength. Also, if it sounds absurd, it’s probably good; if it sounds French, it probably isn’t Texan.




  For fried alligator tail, a tender delicacy, look around east Texas lake joints, which also serve up lightly fried catfish with green tomato relish and jalapeño hush puppies. Barbecue, a critical Texas staple, is best from the old places in central Texas’s Taylor, Lockhart, and Luling. If you can find barbecued pork or beef ribs, brisket, goat, shrimp, or sausage, eat it up.




  How about buffalo? It’s a tasty treat, lower in fat and cholesterol than beef, and a wonderful way to eat Wellington, burgers, and steaks. No bull. The best wurst turns up in thickly German towns such as New Braunfels and Fredericksburg, while kolache heaven is spread out over the Czech communities of West and Caldwell.




  A word about chicken-fried steak: Sounds weird, but this could be the state food of Texas; go for it only if it’s fork-cutting tender and its breading is homemade and light. And whence came chili? San Antonio or Fort Worth? Both claim it. Beef or venison, spicy or mild, beans or no, there’s plenty of it for the sampling at cook-offs all year long. Just don’t confuse it with chile, which can be a fire-hot stew if eaten on one of Texas’s two Native American reservations, or a velvety green or creamy red pepper sauce if found in one of south Texas’s Hispanic-infused towns. Now, you’ll get plenty of argument from fajita lovers, but the best Mexican eats are breakfast goods—migas, empanadas (sweet and savory pastries)—found in cafés and bakeries.




  For fruits of the Texas earth, look to Weatherford and Stonewall for peaches, Pecos for cantaloupes, and the Rio Grande valley for citrus. For the nectar of Texas gods, we have dozens of vineyards and wineries, among them international award winners—Becker Vineyards in Fredericksburg, McPherson Cellars in Lubbock, Rancho Loma Vineyards in Coleman, and Fall Creek Vineyards in Tow, and more.




  As any Texan will tell you, this is one recreation-crazed state. In water action alone, there’s rafting, canoeing, and kayaking on Hill Country rivers and the Rio Grande, while sailing and sailboarding are Corpus Christi favorites, surfers flock to Galveston, catamaran rentals are booming business on South Padre Island, and fishing charters and tournaments subsidize the Port Aransas economy.




  Texans are always looking for an excuse to have fun. There are festivals celebrating mosquitoes, flowers, berries, hush puppies, rattlesnakes, bluegrass music, fall foliage, and fire ants. Cowboys have a Christmas ball, Native Americans have a championship powwow, and Scottish clans gather in kilts.




  When exploring the sprawling state, it’s usually helpful to do so by region. Eight easily defined areas—each with its own personality and shape—will keep you busy, to say nothing of intrigued.




  In North Texas, all Dallas and Fort Worth have in common are a shared river, 30 miles of connecting interstate highway, and one of the largest, busiest airports in the world. Which is just the beauty of the area—in about a half hour you can be someplace drastically different. Dallas is larger, more dashing, and aggressive. It glitters and bustles and has a lifestyle ridden with haute cuisine and couture. Fort Worth defines Texas succinctly: Businesspeople wear boots and make deals over barbecue, and cowboy-hatted police officers ride horses on their downtown beats. Dallas’s Uptown neighborhood, Mavericks basketball, Stars hockey, internationally flavored dining, and incomparable shopping bring Fort Worth folks over for visits. Conversely, Fort Worth’s restored Stock-yards and world-renowned art museums, the Bass Performing Arts Center, and the family-style Mexican food at Joe T. Garcia’s bring Dallasites over in hordes.




  East Texas’s Piney Woods is something of an extension of the Old South, with several of the Republic of Texas’s birthmarks. San Augustine and Nacogdoches are vintage towns packed with earliest history, while Jefferson appeals with its old riverboat town and antiques-shop charm. Marshall, a stop on stagecoach and Victorian train lines, has restored mansions and bed-and-breakfasts in lovingly refurbished homes. Train buffs delight in traveling between Rusk and Palestine on the Texas State Railroad’s steam locomotives. Approximately one-fifth of all commercial rosebushes in the US are grown in Smith County, and more than half of the nation’s rosebushes are packed and shipped from here. Canton brings several thousand people each month to its century-old First Monday Trade Days. Four national forests jam the region, and the Big Thicket National Preserve is home to a precious virgin forest where 20 kinds of wild orchids and carnivorous plants and 300 varieties of birds coexist in an impenetrable natural fortress.




  Some of Texas’s deepest heritage is found in the humid, lush environs of the Texas Gulf Coast. Sam Houston’s ravaged army rid the Republic of Santa Anna’s Mexican troops on a field named San Jacinto, where a breathtaking, 570-foot commemorative monument now stands against the backdrop of Texas’s largest city. Houston is an oil city, home to the NASA-Johnson Space Center, a vibrant, resurrected downtown, the best dining scene in the entire South, and a sizable selection of theaters, museums, and shops. Like Port Arthur and Beaumont to the east and Rockport and Port Aransas to the south, Houston is rebuilding and rebounding from the utter devastation of Hurricane Harvey in late August 2017.




  A short drive east, Galveston remains one of Texas’s more significant beach communities. Once known as the Wall Street of the Southwest, the island-city boasts one of the nation’s largest collections of restored Victorian buildings. The Strand, the 1894 Grand Opera House, Ashton Villa, and the Elissa, a square-rigged tall ship, highlight a long list of attractions. Padre Island is a long, thin finger of sand protecting the Texas coast from Corpus Christi to the Rio Grande. Most of the island’s 113-mile stretch is national seashore, populated by more than 400 species of birds, sand dunes, and sea oats. The King Ranch—the largest privately owned ranch in the world—sits inland from the sailboarding, sailing city of Corpus Christi. South Padre Island is a resort town glistening with high-rise hotels and sleek condos, boutiques, and sun-bleached houses. Teens jam the beaches in spring, families ride the waves in summer, and anglers work the bay and beach year-round.




  In South Texas’s Rio Grande valley, the communities of McAllen, Weslaco, and Mission are the heart of Texas’s huge citrus industry and the home of Winter Texans, snowbirds from the Midwest. San Antonio, the most common gateway to south Texas, fairly reverberates with the passion of Texas’s European origins and the hearty Hispanic culture still enjoying growth. Some explorers make their way down to Langtry, home of revered Judge Roy Bean, whose justice was once the only law west of the Pecos. In this southwestern corner find the world’s Spinach Capital, the state’s oldest winery, and an opalescent lake shared by two friendly countries.




  If the spiritual heart of Texas is to be embraced, it will happen in the Hill Country. Spring-fed rivers course beneath limestone cliffs, through rolling hills dotted with live oak and wildflowers. It is a region for escape, for reflection, for rejuvenation. Small towns in the Hill Country embrace a serenity not quite duplicated elsewhere. Fredericksburg and New Braunfels gleam with their German heritage, displayed in the shops, historic lodgings, and plentiful wurst and beer. Kerrville is home to the Y.O. Ranch, and Burnet claims the Vanishing Texas River Cruise.




  At the heart of Texas, figuratively and literally, is Austin, the state capital and an integral part of the Brazos-Republic Trail. This is an easy city to enjoy, one favored for its music and nightlife, where pleasures unfold from lakes and wooded hills, cultural centers at the University of Texas, and the Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center. To the east are more small towns forming the core of the old republic.




  John Wayne should have been required by law to make all his westerns in the Texas Panhandle. The genuine, traditional Texan style is so thick here you could cut it with a knife. In the High Plains a great treasure is the shockingly beautiful and huge Palo Duro Canyon. An exciting musical drama plays under the stars there in summer, and the city of Amarillo lies at the heart of Texas’ stretch of the Mother Road, Route 66.




  Texas’s western heritage is defined and illustrated with great care at the Panhandle Plains Museum in Canyon and at the Ranching Heritage Center in Lubbock. Another Lubbock asset—wines produced from its sandy but rich land—is offered for sampling at several award-winning vineyards. This part of the Panhandle is responsible for growing more than eighty percent of the grapes used in all Texas’ winemaking.




  West Texas is a vast area distinguished by attractions as diverse as ancient Native American ruins and pioneer forts, mountains, and unexplained moving lights—this is a region that could take years to truly explore. El Paso is a reservoir of Native American, Hispanic, and Anglo influences characterizing the city’s architecture, art, food, shopping, and pastimes.




  Due east from El Paso, Guadalupe Mountains National Park contains a wealth of scenery, from McKittrick Canyon and its blazing fall foliage to Guadalupe Peak, Texas’s highest point at 8,749 feet above sea level. Fort Davis lies between the Guadalupe Mountains and the Big Bend’s Chihuahuan Desert. Home to Fort Davis National Historic Site with its restored cavalry fort, Fort Davis sits beside the Davis Mountains State Park and its romantic Indian Lodge, and it claims the historic Hotel Limpia, a place with restorative qualities; McDonald Observatory, with fascinating “Star Parties”; and miles of cool, clean mountain air and vistas gained by a 74-mile mountain loop road.




  The Big Bend is the site of a rugged, 800,000-acre national park, encompassing a wild stretch of the Rio Grande beloved by geologists, naturalists, and outdoorsy types who want to spend a day, week, or month camping and rafting in jagged canyons.




  After driving around a spell, you’ll notice bumper stickers with the image of the Texas flag emblazoned by the word Native or Naturalized. Texans, whether born or transplanted here, like to advertise their Lone Star State status.




  Such boasts shouldn’t detract from the amiable intent—it’s simply a friendly state, as the official motto proclaims. It won’t take you long to find that out for yourself.




  Texas Fast Facts




  • Texas is the largest of the contiguous states, with 266,807 square miles.




  • Only Alaska has more fresh water than Texas.




  • There are four national forests in Texas.




  • The King Ranch in Kingsville is the largest ranch in Texas and is slightly larger than the state of Rhode Island.




  • Texas has 23.4 million acres of woodland.




  • Houston, San Antonio, and Dallas are among the nation’s 10 largest cities; and Austin, Fort Worth, and El Paso are in the nation’s top 20 most populated cities.




  • Texas has more than 500,000 alligators.




  • Nearly 28 million people call Texas home, making this the second-most populous state.




  • State capital: Austin




  • State motto: Friendship




  • State nickname: Lone Star State




  • State mammal: armadillo (small); longhorn (large)




  • State bird: mockingbird




  • State tree: pecan




  • State flower: bluebonnet




  • State dish: chili con carne




  • State gem: blue topaz




  • State fruit: red grapefruit




  • State dance: square dance




  • State song: “Texas, Our Texas”




  • State plant: prickly pear




  • State pepper: jalapeño




  • State reptile: horned lizard




  • State fish: Guadalupe bass




  • State flying mammal: Mexican free-tailed bat




  • State grass: sideoats grama




  • State insect: monarch butterfly




  • State seashell: lightning whelk




  • State ship: battleship Texas




  • State sport: rodeo




  Important Dates in Texas’s History




  1519 Spain is the first of six nations to claim Texas.




  1685 France claims the Rio Grande as the western boundary of its Louisiana Territory, based on the exploration of La Salle.




  1821 Upon winning independence from Spain, Mexico acquires Texas.




  1836 After holding off a Mexican army of thousands for 13 days in the Battle of the Alamo, 188 “Texans” die. A month later General Sam Houston leads the Texas army in the successful Battle of San Jacinto to win independence from Mexico.




  1845 Texas joins the US as the 28th state.




  1861 Texas secedes from the US, joining the Confederates in the Civil War.




  1865 Texas rejoins the US.




  1901 Oil is discovered at Spindletop.




  1917 Miriam A. Ferguson becomes the first woman governor of Texas when she finishes her husband’s (James E. Ferguson) term after his impeachment.




  1953 Dwight D. Eisenhower becomes the first Texas-born president of the US.




  1963 John F. Kennedy is assassinated in Dallas; Lyndon B. Johnson, born in Stonewall, becomes the 36th president.




  1965 National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) opens the Lyndon B. Johnson Space Center in Houston.




  1966 Barbara Jordan is the first African American elected to the Texas Senate.




  1989 George H. W. Bush becomes the 41st US president.




  2001 George W. Bush becomes the 43rd US president.




  2005 The University of Texas’s football team wins its fourth national championship.




  2007 The George Bush Presidential Library and Museum opens on the Texas A&M University campus.




  2009 The Dallas Cowboys leave Dallas County and begin playing at the team’s billion-dollar stadium in Arlington, in Tarrant County.




  2010 The Texas Rangers Baseball Club represents the American League in the World Series.




  2011 The Super Bowl is hosted by North Texas at the Cowboys Stadium in Arlington.




  2011 The Dallas Mavericks win their first NBA title.




  2013 All living former U.S. Presidents, including Jimmy Carter, George H. W. Bush, and Bill Clinton, along with President Barack Obama, attend dedication of the George W. Bush Presidential Center in Dallas.




  2017 Houston hosts Super Bowl LI.




  2017 Hurricane Harvey among deadliest storms in U.S. history.




  2017 The Houston Astros win the World Series.




  Websites Worth Visiting




  

    Abilene: abilenevisitors.com




    Amarillo: visitamarillo.com




    Arlington: arlington.org




    Austin: austintexas.org




    Big Bend: visitbigbend.com




    Corpus Christi: visitcorpuschristitx.org




    Dallas: visitdallas.com




    El Paso: visitelpaso.com




    Fort Worth: fortworth.com




    Fredericksburg: visitfredericksburgtx.com




    Galveston: galveston.com




    Houston: visithoustontexas.com




    Irving: irvingtexas.com




    Jefferson: jefferson-texas.com




    Lubbock: visitlubbock.org




    San Angelo: discoversanangelo.org




    San Antonio: visitsanantonio.com




    South Padre Island: sopadre.com




    State parks: tpwd.texas.gov




    Statewide tourism: traveltex.com




    Waco: wacoheartoftexas.com


  




  Speed Limits




  The maximum speed limit is 70 miles per hour during the day and 65 at night on all numbered highways in rural areas. Some counties in west Texas have 75-or 80-mile-per-hour speed limits. Lower limits are posted on many highways; limits on urban freeways are from 55 to 70 miles per hour. School zones are strictly monitored at 20 miles per hour, and many cities impose hefty fines for drivers using cell phones while driving through school zones.




  Texas State Parks




  The Texas Parks and Wildlife Department offers more than 100 parks, state natural areas, wildlife management areas, and historic sites. The State Parks Pass and the Texas State Parklands Passport afford visitors discounted or waived entry fees. Check tpwd.texas.gov for details. The parks department has a centralized reservations office for camping. Call the office at (512) 389-8900 Mon through Fri from 9 a.m. until 8 p.m. and Sat from 9 a.m. until noon.




  Texas Travel Information Centers




  The Texas Department of Transportation operates travel information centers in 12 locations across Texas. Each center is staffed by professional travel counselors and offers thousands of pieces of free literature, including the excellent Texas State Travel Guide, road maps, and lodging guides. All services are free, and the centers are open daily from 8 a.m. until 5 p.m., except New Year’s Day, Thanksgiving Day, Christmas Eve, Christmas Day, and Easter Sunday.




  Find the travel centers located in Amarillo on I-40; Anthony on I-10 (near the New Mexico state line); Austin at the Capitol Complex; Denison on US 75/69 (near the Oklahoma state line); Gainesville on US 77/I-35 (near the Oklahoma state line); Langtry on US 90 at Loop 25; Laredo on I-35 (near the Mexican border); Orange on I-10 (near the Louisiana state line); Texarkana on I-30 (near the Arkansas state line); Harlingen on US 77 at US 83; Waskom on I-20 (near the Louisiana state line); and Wichita Falls on I-44 (near the Oklahoma state line).




  For free road maps and information on travel destinations and road conditions, call the travel consultants at (800) 452-9292, or visit traveltex.com. Throughout the state on major highways, find Safety Rest Areas with clean bathrooms, walking paths, dog-walk areas, playgrounds, and free WiFi.




  Texas state roads are designated in this book as Highways, as in Highway 261 and Highway 41. Farm Roads are FR; Park Roads, PR; and Ranch Roads are RR.




  Admission Fees




  Note that in many cases, attractions are noted with a phrase such as “A small admission fee is charged.” Generally this means that admission fees are from $1 to $10 per person. The notation “Admission is charged” usually means that the fee is more than $10.




  

    The Brazos-Republic Trail


  




  A train whistle blows steadily, and soon loudly, through the fragile darkness. Just before dawn a rooster begins its intonation, and moos soon follow. Days begin early in the country, breaking clean and fresh—the sky, grass, and picket fences seem unusually pure along central Texas’s Brazos and Colorado Rivers, through a region spreading just to the east of the Balcones Escarpment and the state’s fabled Hill Country. German, Scottish, and Czech immigrants made their way to new homes through this rolling corridor, toughing out a life that could become hazardous when conflicts with Mexicans and Native Americans arose. Here, dairy and cotton farmers and horse ranchers carved lives with their families and friends, thanks in part to their own determined spirit and that of the Texas Rangers.




  It was through this part of the frontier, once called Tejas by the Mexicans and Indians, that pioneers crafted a republic, a sovereign nation that gave rise eventually to the Lone Star State. Today’s explorers find great and lasting remnants of that period in peaceful towns that make wonderful discoveries on the way to someplace else and in a fine capital city whose enduring beauty and character make it a popular place for people who love art, history, rhythm and blues, comfort food, lakeside scenery, and even bats—yes, the nation’s largest urban bat colony lives under the Congress Avenue Bridge spanning the Colorado River in Austin.
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  Heart of Texas




  




  Hillsboro, resting at the center of Hill County, is a town of about 8,000, established as a trade center and county seat in 1853. People who’ve passed through remember the Hill County Courthouse, built in 1890 to replace the original log cabin structure. The flamboyant, cream-colored design on the town square mixes styles to include classical revival, Italianate, and French Second Empire. A vintage Saturday Evening Post story called the courthouse “a monstrosity,” while Harper’s countered with a description declaring the ornate structure “like an outstanding cathedral.” The courthouse was destroyed by fire on New Year’s Day, 1993; however, the town and some of its powerful children—such as country singer Willie Nelson—rallied quickly to raise funds to restore the masterpiece to its original glory. Work was under way at once, and now the gorgeous creation of Texas limestone reigns over Hillsboro again.




  Roughly a block north of the square, at the corner of North Waco and West Paschal Streets, the old jail (1893–1983) is now the Hill County Cell Block Museum, (254) 582-8912. Inside find varied Native American artifacts. The museum is open April through October, Sat from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. Admission is free. Five blocks north of the square on North Waco Street, the Old Hillsboro Cemetery is covered with ancient cedar trees and filled with wonderful old headstones and monuments, marking those buried here from 1856 to 1940.




  

    JUNE’S FAVORITE ATTRACTIONS


  




  

    Armstrong Browning Library




    Waco




    




    International Festival-Institute




    Round Top




    




    Hill County Courthouse




    Hillsboro




    




    Hotel Ella




    Austin




    




    Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center




    Austin




    




    McKinney Roughs




    Bastrop




    




    Spoetzl Brewery




    Shiner




    




    Star of the Republic Museum




    Washington




    




    State Capitol Building




    Austin




    




    Texas Ranch Life




    Chappell Hill




    


  




  Two blocks from the square, the 1895 Tarlton House (211 N. Pleasant St., Hillsboro; 254-582-3422, heartoftexasbb.com) is a gorgeous Queen Anne–style Victorian home with 7 comfortable, thoughtfully appointed guest rooms. You’ll be tempted to do nothing but sit in a rocker on the front porch and watch the world go by. You’ll find plenty of stained glass throughout the lovely bed-and-breakfast, as well as wireless connectivity. This is a great place for girlfriends’ getaways and murder mystery weekends.




  Take a side trip to Corsicana, 41 miles east of Hillsboro on Highway 22. Although established in 1849, the Navarro County seat didn’t see much action until oil was accidentally struck here in 1894 when the city was drilling for water. This set off quite a boom, and one of Texas’s first refineries was built here in 1897. Today the city of about 23,000 is known far and wide as home to Collin Street Bakery (401 W. 7th Ave., Corsicana; 903-874-7477; collinstreet.com), the fruitcake company founded in 1896. Each year more than 1 million fruitcakes are shipped to every state in the US and to nearly 200 foreign countries. You can also find a 10-cent cup of coffee here. Open Mon through Fri from 7 a.m. to 5:30 p.m., Sat 7 a.m. to 6 p.m., and Sun noon to 6 p.m.




  Get a little history lesson at Corsicana’s Pioneer Village (912 W. Park Ave., Corsicana; 903-654-4846), where Navarro County’s surviving historic structures, filled with heirlooms, artifacts, and family treasures, make up this living-history village. Grounds include a Peace Officer Museum, a Civil War Museum, the Lefty Frizzell Museum, various archives, an 1870 pioneer home, blacksmith shops, a general store, slave quarters, a barn, a carriage house, and an 1838 Indian trading post (the oldest structure in the park). Open Mon through Sat from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. and Sun from 1 to 5 p.m. A small admission is charged; free for tots under 4 years.




  

    JUNE’S FAVORITE ANNUAL EVENTS


  




  

    South by Southwest Music, Film, & Media Conference




    Austin, second and third weeks in March




    




    Round Top Music Festival




    Round Top, June and July




    




    Wildflower Tours




    Brenham, Chappell Hill, and Round Top; throughout March and April




    




    Westfest




    West, Labor Day Weekend




    




    Texas Reds Steak & Grape Festival




    Bryan, late September




    




    Armadillo/Christmas Bazaar




    Austin, early December




    


  




  As you return to I-35, bear in mind that the interstate can be particularly crowded, so allow plenty of time for your drive south. A few more miles south of Hillsboro along I-35, watch for exit 358 at the town of Abbott (birthplace of Willie Nelson).




  Fifteen miles south—at the apex of the lines forming McLennan County—the tiny town of West on I-35 at FR 2114 is a town of 2,500 residents rich in Czechoslovakian heritage. The town of West made international news in 2013, when a fertilizer plant explosion killed several firefighters and injured hundreds of people.




  First and foremost, West is famous for Czech food, especially kolaches—thick, fruit-filled pastries—and homemade sausage, which are sold in packages and are also baked inside pastries called klobasniki. Travelers en route from Dallas or Fort Worth south to Austin and San Antonio invariably stop off in West to fill orders from friends back home who want plenty of kolaches. Consequently, the half dozen or so kolache bakeries on Main and Oak Streets always have pan upon pan ready to box, as well as frozen packages to go.




  Right on the interstate are two places offering a quick bite of the local Czech culture. The Czech Stop (254-826-4161; czechstop.net) on the access road on the east side of the highway (exit 353), has a convenience store, deli, and Shell station sharing a building with a sister business, Little Czech Bakery. The deli’s big cases are filled with kolaches stuffed with fruit fillings, sausage and cheese, or sausage and sauerkraut. There are excellent sandwiches, too, from pastrami and Swiss on rye to egg salad or pimento cheese. You’ll almost always find a long line here, attesting to the good food. The bakery next door has an even greater selection of pastries, but the Czech Stop is packed also with gifts and T-shirts; check out the ones in Czech. Bringing roadside competition is Slovacek’s (214 Melodie Dr., West; 254-826-4525; slovacekwesttexas.com), an enormous and elaborate store, cafe, and butcher shop directly across Interstate 35 from The Czech Stop. In addition to a huge bakery, frozen yogurt bar, beer cave, and gift shop, there’s a dog park, too.




  If you happen upon West on Labor Day weekend, join in the celebration at Westfest, one of Texas’s favorite parties. Held at the West Fair and Rodeo Grounds, at Main Street and FR 1858 (254-826-5058; westfest.com), the Saturday and Sunday affair features authentic Czech costume contests, folk dancing, and the music of a nuclear-polka group, Brave Combo. Count on plenty of kolaches, sausages, and other comfort food.




  Shortly after heading south again on I-35 from West, start watching for FR 308, 10 miles south of West. You’ll exit onto FR 308 and head southwest to reach the Homestead Heritage Visitor Center at Brazos de Dios; homesteadheritage.com. Stay on FR 308 for 3 miles, then turn north on FR 933 for 1.5 miles, then turn west on Halbert Lane. This is the center of information for a small farming community where traditional crafts and arts are preserved and practiced. From time to time there are workshops for pottery throwing, basket weaving, soap making, woodworking, quilting, and spinning. At the entrance, check out the cheese shop, offering a dozen kinds of artisan cheeses made on-site, each more delicious than the one beside it. Thoughout Homestead Craft Village, find buildings selling early Texas longleaf pine furniture, quilts, wrought-iron fireplace tools, pottery, and soaps (608 Dry Creek Rd., 254-754-9600); it’s open Mon through Sat from 10 a.m. to 6 p.m.




  Back on I-35, Waco is another 7 miles south. A city of 114,000 straddling the historic Brazos River, Waco is a place destined to be noted in history books as one with a diverse heritage. Although Waco remains reminiscent of its cotton-cattle-corn heyday, some people can’t help remembering it for being the site of the tragic Branch Davidian episode in 1993 and, more recently and unfortunately, college scandals. Long populated by the Hueco Indians, from which the city took its name, Waco saw its first white explorers when a group of Hernando de Soto’s men came through in 1542. Real civilization came when the Texas Rangers established a fort here in 1837, however. The town won the nickname Six-Shooter Junction later, when the Chisholm Trail was brought through the frontier post, but things have calmed down considerably, as the city is best known now for the HGTV phenomenon formally known as Fixer Upper and to devotees of the Chip and Joanna Gaines show.




  After these TV celebrities and home transformation gurus exploded on the scene with their magnificent makeovers in and around Waco, the charming husband-wife team opened Magnolia Market at the Silos, (601 Webster Ave., Waco; 254-235-0603; magnoliamarket.com/silos/) in 2015. Today, fans travel from all over the country to visit their retail complex that covers more than two acres just about three blocks west of the interstate. Two enormous, aged grain silos rise high in to the sky next to the big white barn that houses their store. Inside, find gardening items, flower vases, door mats, locally crafted metal signs laser-cut with sentiments such as, “She designed a life she loved,” and “Your mountain is waiting so get on your way.” There are books, T-shirts, clocks, kitchen wares, and hundreds of other home décor items, along with locally made jewelry. Outside, there is a vast green space with play areas for kids, a pretty vegetable and flower gardens, a walking path and a stage for the occasional musical concert hosted here. Cookies, cupcakes, and other goodies are stocked inside Silos Baking Co., and there are always at least eight food trucks on property, serving things like fresh crepes, pizza, hot dogs, sandwiches, juices and other edibles. Open Mon through Sat from 9 a.m. to 6 p.m.




  Even before the Silos site became such a destination, there was interesting retail to be found in Waco, and now there are more and better shops than ever. Good choices include The Findery (501 S. Eighth St., 254-235-1777; the findery.net), housing a collection of shops on two floors of an 1898 brick building. Treasures include vintage industrial furniture and décor, clothes, jewelry and table settings. Nearby, a 1940s building houses Salvage Sisters (1708 Austin Ave., 254-235-0735; salvagesisterswaco.com), stocking refurbished and upcycled furniture. Junque Queens (1526 Austin Ave., 254-717-9760) also sells restored furniture, as well as clothing for women and kids, jewelry, and gifts for the wine lover.




  Travelers enamored with Wild West history will love the Texas Ranger Hall of Fame and Museum (Fort Fisher Park, exit 335B off I-35; 254-750-8631; texasranger.org). Inside there’s a replica of that 1837 Texas Ranger fort, as well as dioramas and displays detailing the history of the Rangers since Stephen F. Austin founded them in 1823. A firearms collection, Native American artifacts, and western art are exhibited here, headquarters for today’s Company F of the Texas Rangers. Camping and picnic sites are available in the 37-acre park. Open 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. daily. A small admission fee is charged for ages 6 and up.




  Waco’s campiest attraction is the Dr Pepper Museum and Free Enterprise Institute (300 S. 5th St., Waco; 254-757-1025; drpeppermuseum.com), housed in the original bottling plant for Dr Pepper, a favorite Texas soda pop. The fountain drink was originally mixed at the Old Corner Drug Store here in the 1880s, when R. S. Lazenby, a Waco beverage chemist and drugstore customer, took interest in the new soda. After working with the formula for two years, he sold it commercially, and the formula is virtually unchanged. The original 1906 bottling plant–museum is on the National Register of Historic Places and features a restored period soda fountain and much Dr Pepper memorabilia, as well as audiovisual enhancement. To accommodate a significant uptick in visitors over the past few years, the museum expanded in 2016 by opening the Emerson Holt-Ted Getterman Exhibit Gallery to showcase more artifacts and visitor space for telling the Dr Pepper story. It’s open Mon through Sat 10 a.m. to 4:15 p.m. and Sun noon to 4:15 p.m. A small admission fee is charged for ages 6 and up.




  On the campus of Baylor University—chartered under the Republic of Texas in 1845, and now the world’s largest Baptist university—is the marvelous Armstrong Browning Library (700 Speight St., Waco; 254-710-3566; baylor.edu/browninglibrary/). Inside find the largest collection of materials relating to Robert and Elizabeth Barrett Browning in existence, as well as 56 stained-glass windows depicting the famous pair’s poetry. Open Mon through Fri from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. and Sat from 10 a.m. to 2 p.m. Admission is free.




  Sports-minded travelers will find the Texas Sports Hall of Fame (1108 S. University Parks Dr., Waco; 254-756-1633; tshof.org) of interest. Sports greats who competed on the fields, courts, and tracks of Texas are honored, including Shaquille O’Neal, Jackie Robinson, Jack Pardee, and “The Tyler Rose,” Earl Campbell, whose high school letter jacket is featured here. There are auto racing uniforms worn by A. J. Foyt and Johnny Rutherford; racing silks; a crop and saddle blanket belonging to Willie Shoemaker; game jerseys worn by Nolan Ryan, Bob Lilly, Mean Joe Greene, and Roger Staubach; and Rogers Hornsby’s 1926 St. Louis Cardinals uniform. Highlights from films of college and professional sports are shown in the museum’s Tom Landry Theater. Open Mon through Sat from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. and Sun from noon to 5 p.m. A small admission fee is charged for ages 6 and up.




  As interest in Waco has boomed, so has its supply of worthwhile, home-grown food-and-drink options. Immediately north of downtown, Lula Jane’s (406 Elm Ave., 254-366-0862; lulajanes.com) is a charming spot that serves coffee, pastries, and a small lunch menu that changes daily and always sells out before closing. Diamond Back’s (217 Mary Ave., 254-757-2871, diamondbackswaco.com) in downtown looks and feels like a fancy steakhouse, but you’re welcome here in boots and jeans for a beautiful T-bone, crab cake sliders, lovely sushi rolls, lobster bisque and wine flights from an award-winning list. The Hippodrome (724 Austin Ave., 254-296-9000, wacohippodrometheatre.com) is a downtown attraction that’s both a handsome, historic movie house—showcasing classics and first-run films—and a restaurant that serves fun and funky burgers and other sandwiches, shrimp, salmon, and tacos. Dichotomy Coffee & Spirits (508 Austin Ave.; dichotomycs.com) doubles as both cool coffee and cocktail bar in a vintage downtown building. The Wine Shoppe (1800 Austin Ave., 254-30—7994, wacowineshoppe.com) sits just south of downtown, offering an intimate setting for tasting, sipping and buying wine from a selection of smart boutique choices; watch for delicious bites served gratis at about 6 p.m. One of the great success stories in Texas spirits in recent years is detailed at Balcones Distillery (225 S. 11th St., 254-755-6003, balconesdistilling.com), maker of single malts and other whiskeys winning international awards; visit for tours, tastings, and bottle sales.




  By far, the most beautiful place to rest up in Waco is at Migel House (1425 Columbus Ave, 254-523-6611, migelhouse.com), a magnificent 1910 mansion made over in recent years to serve as a B&B. The owners spent two paintstaking years renovating the stately home, situated very close to downtown, saving exceptional woodwork, windows, stained glass (some Tiffany creations among these), fireplaces, light fixtures and much more. Three sizable suites in the main house and a fabulous carriage house with one-bedroom suite and a full kitchen are available, and a full breakfast is included. Among pleasures here is relaxing with coffee in the morning or wine in the late afternoon on either of two huge balconies.




  

    The Oldest Profession




    The first legally regulated red-light district in Texas was, of all places, in Waco. It was also the second in the US, as Waco’s leaders passed ordinances in 1889 that provided for the licensing of prostitutes and bawdy houses in a specified district called the Reservation or Two Street. The women working on Two Street were regularly examined by physicians, but their businesses were shut down after a campaign in 1917, and the last house burned in 1964.


  




  For more information contact the Waco Convention & Visitor Bureau at (800) WACO-FUN or (254) 750-8696, or stop at the Tourist Information Center (take exit 335B off I-35); it’s open Mon through Sat from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. Visit wacoheartoftexas.com.




  Outdoorsy types can find Texas’s oldest state park within close reach of Waco. Mother Neff State Park, a 259-acre spread in the scenic Leon River Bottom, was founded in 1916. Drive south from Waco on I-35 about 20 miles, then turn west on FR 107 and go another 13 miles. You’ll see the park upon reaching Highway 236. There’s good hiking in the park’s Upland Hills and in ravines with shady rock cliffs. There’s good fishing and picnicking here, and photographers frequently find dawn and dusk subjects in raccoons, white-tailed deer, roadrunners, and armadillos. Call the park at (254) 853-2389 or visit tpwd.texas.gov.




  Another 55 miles south of Waco on I-35, Salado (suh-LAY-doe) is a bucolic, creek-side stop in Bell County. Although only 2,200 residents call Salado home, it’s a well-known jumping-off point for travelers en route to Austin. It was founded on a tract of land along the Chisholm Trail, originally in a grant by the state of Coahuila, Mexico, in 1830.




  Scottish colonizer Sterling C. Robertson brought settlers to the area in the 1850s, and it fast became a thriving settlement with the opening of one gristmill inside the town limits and seven others in a 9-square-mile area. After the railroad bypassed Salado near the end of the century, however, 40-year-old Salado College closed, and the town nearly disappeared. Today there are 19 state and 18 national historic markers in town.




  The town was named for central Texas’s Salado Creek, one of five creeks so named in Texas, and this creek was the state’s first designated natural landmark. The lovely waterway is fed by springs that are the northernmost of the huge Edwards Aquifer, surfacing here on the Balcones Fault. Within a few minutes’ walk along the creek, it’s easy to see why the town has become a retreat for artists, writers, historians, and craftspeople.




  Some important folks have passed this way—Gen. Robert E. Lee, Gen. George Custer, and Gen. Sam Houston all stayed at an inn now called the Stagecoach Inn, in a shady, six-acre, creekside grove of old oak trees just east of the interstate on Main Street near Royal Street. In fact it was on the inn’s front gallery that Sam Houston made one of his impassioned speeches, urging Texans not to secede from the Union.




  

    texastrivia


  




  

    The Burleson County town of Caldwell, west of Bryan–College Station, hosts the annual Kolache Festival in September to celebrate Czech pastries and heritage.


  




  The Stagecoach was the town’s reason for surviving when times were toughest, and it’s still a destination for travelers. An extensive and recent renovation lasting nearly three years has transformed the 1861 landmark into a showplace once again. Seventy-five guest rooms with private balconies and patios offer a comfortable stay; the significantly renovated restaurant continues to serve Southern-style cooking but with updated twists. Among delicious picks, enjoy deviled eggs, deep-fried bacon, hushpuppies, chicken salad, pork chops, smoked beer can chicken, ribeye steak and, on Friday and Saturday evening, prime rib. Turkey and dressing, a longtime favorite, is served on Sunday. The restaurant is open Wednesday through Sunday at 416 S. Main St., Salado; (254) 947-5111; stagecoachsalado.com.




  The Central Texas Area Museum on Main Street, facing the Stagecoach Inn, is busiest during the Gathering of the Scottish Clans, held annually in mid-November; it’s open Tues through Sat 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. The building that holds the museum is well over a century old, and exhibits inside detail the history of central Texas. There’s also the Wee Scots Shop inside, selling items from Scotland such as kilts and tartans. For information call (254) 947-5232 or try their website at saladomuseum.org.




  After lunch or a look through the museum, wander a few yards north to the creek and follow the bank just a bit to the right. Dislocated by a flood in 2010, Sirena, a bronze mermaid, now sits on a rock perch beside the stream, where you can see her exquisite and sad face as she eternally tries to remove a hook from her fin. The creek’s grassy bank continues east and is traced by a road winding through Pace Park, a willow-shaded place to take a picnic and relax with a book.




  Bed-and-breakfast accommodations in Salado have soared in number. Among the favorites is the Rose Mansion (903 Rose Way, 254-947-8200 or 800-948-1004; therosemansion.com), an 1870 Greek revival home in Victorian Oaks, just off Royal Street. In the main house there are 4 guest rooms, some of which have a private entrance, veranda, and/or fireplace; on the mansion’s 2-acre grounds, lodging is also offered in comfortable, thoughtfully outfitted period cottages and cabins. Rates include a full homemade breakfast for two.




  Among Salado shops to explore, find a selection in the historic downtown, along Main Street, offering herbal products, antiques, clothing, jewelry, artwork, For a complete listing call the Salado Chamber of Commerce at (254) 947-5040, or visit the website at salado.com.




  Georgetown, a charming town of 67,000, sits about 20 miles south of Salado on I-35 at Highway 29. The Williamson County seat is home to Southwestern University, Texas’s oldest private institution of higher learning, founded in 1840. The university’s gorgeous stone buildings, immediately east of the courthouse square on University Avenue, are positively European in architecture. The copper-domed county courthouse is its own masterpiece, and the square is lined with more than 50 Victorian-era buildings filled with gift shops, antiques stores, art galleries, and cafes. Here’s where you’ll find everything from a wine tasting room and a Native American hat maker to shops selling jewelry, knitting supplies, home décor, and one-of-a-kind pieces by local artisans. Art aficianados will find interest in the Windberg Art Center (7100 I-35 N., Georgetown, 512-869-5588, windbergartcenter.com), featuring original oil works (and prints, as well) by renowned artist Dalhart Windberg. Art classes are offered, as well. Before leaving Georgetown, check out the Inner Space Cavern (4200 S. I-35; 512-931-2283; innerspacecavern.com), a maze of fascinating underground rooms 80,000 years in the making.




  

    texastrivia


  




  

    The middle name of the father of Texas, Stephen F. Austin, was Fuller.


  




  It’s not unusual to find Austin-bound travelers staying overnight in Georgetown. When big Austin events, such as the springtime South by Southwest Music Festival and football games at the University of Texas, claim most of Austin’s lodgings, people find Georgetown a good option. Among many guest houses and B&Bs, a favorite is San Gabriel House (1008 E. University Ave.; 512-930-0070; sangabrielhouse.com), a renovated 1908 mansion by the university. For more information contact the Georgetown Convention & Visitors Bureau at (512) 930-3545 or (800) 436-8696; visit.georgetown.org.




  For a memorable barbecue experience, head east from Georgetown on Highway 29 about 17 miles until you reach Highway 95. Turn south on Highway 95 and continue 7 miles to Taylor. Your destination is Louie Mueller BBQ (206 W. 2nd St., Taylor; 512-352-6206; louiemuellerbarbecue.com), which was, in the 1940s, a tiny tin shack in an alley behind the Mueller family’s grocery. They opened the barbecue joint in order to sell meats that didn’t move in the store, but before too long another barbecue stand was needed as the farming community grew. In 1959 the third, and present, location opened, and Bobby Mueller took over the business in 1974 when dad Louie retired. Bobby’s son, Wayne, took over upon Bobby’s untimely passing in 2008, but the legacy remains well-tended. You’ll see its long and beloved history on walls plastered with scads of newspaper and magazine articles from across the nation heralding the exceptional food, smoked daily on-site in what can only be called a rustic setting. Meals start at about $9. Open Mon through Fri from 11 a.m. to 6 p.m., Sat 10 a.m. to 6 p.m., “or until we run out of food,” which may be as early as 3 p.m. on Fri and Sat.




  From Taylor head west on US 79, which takes you back to I-35. From there it’s 18 miles south to Austin.




  State Capital Country




  




  Just 28 miles south of Georgetown lies Austin, the capital city, seat of Travis County, and haven for almost 950,000 people who love to kick back, enjoy great music, and eat some of the best food in the state. But the sun worshippers seen today around Barton Springs, the eternally cool spring-fed pool in Zilker Park, were not the first to find this a great place to hang around. Spaniards decided it was the best place to build a mission in 1730, and that was after Native Americans had been established here for centuries.




  The 1800s saw the creation of the fledgling settlement named Waterloo, and new Republic of Texas president Mirabeau B. Lamar liked the place so much he moved the seat of government here. A few ego struggles moved the capital back and forth from the Houston area until 1844, and the town was eventually named for the father of Texas, Stephen F. Austin.




  Since 1882, students of higher learning have found the University of Texas—with an enrollment today of around 51,000—and the Austin environs a place to stay beyond the traditional four years, thanks to numerous graduate programs and jobs in state government. The LBJ Library and Museum, at 2313 Red River St., Austin, which is part of the university, is fascinating even for those who were not fans of the late President Lyndon B. Johnson. Great detail is used in chronicling his career, and personal items are quite interesting: There are early home photos and a fourth-grade report card showing excellent grades but a C in deportment. There are engagement photos of LBJ and Claudia “Lady Bird” Taylor, and there’s an intriguing letter on Lady Bird Taylor’s letterhead indicating her fear that Lyndon was thinking of a life in politics. The museum (512-721-0200; lbjlibrary.org) is open daily from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m.




  Just east of the interstate, the French Legation Museum, 802 San Marcos St., Austin, was regarded as ostentatious when built in 1841 for the French ambassador to the Republic of Texas. Today the French provincial cottage of Bastrop pine and French fitments seems modest, but it suited the arrogant Comte Alphonse Dubois de Saligny, if just for a short time. It was learned that the irritable chargé d’affaires held a fraudulent title, and that was after he’d shown great disdain for his Native American visitors and Austin neighbors. He passed most of his time in New Orleans, which he found much more enjoyable, and historians estimate he actually spent eight weeks at most in the Austin home. The museum is undergoing renovations. Be sure to check the Texas Historical Commission website before planning your visit; thc.texas.gov.




  A few blocks to the southeast, Cisco’s, at 1511 E. 6th St. (512-478-2420), is a true Austin institution, especially at breakfast. The Mexican bakery and café has small-town friendliness for regulars and newcomers alike; the eye-opening dishes to look for are huevos rancheros and huevos migas, two sassy egg dishes. If you like something a bit heavier, order a basket of picadillos, which are homemade rolls stuffed with spicy beef. Lunches include traditional Mexican plates and chicken-fried steak; for a sweet, check out the bakery case in front. It’s open daily from 7 a.m. to 2:30 p.m.




  Northwest of downtown, the Elisabet Ney Museum, at 304 E. 44th St. at Avenue H, Austin, awaits in one of the country’s four existing studios of 19th-century sculptors. German immigrant Ney, a staunchly independent artist, came to the US in 1873 and built this studio in 1892, naming it Formosa (meaning “beautiful”) after her studio in Europe. Some of her work is displayed here, while other pieces grace the Smithsonian National Museum of Art, various European palaces, and the Texas statehouse. Ney’s friends and fans transformed Formosa into a museum soon after her death in 1907. It’s been restored but retains the rustic nature Ney loved. Art classes and audiovisual presentations are held here throughout the year. Visit the museum Wed through Sat from noon to 5 p.m. and Sun from noon to 5 p.m. Call (512) 458-2255 or visit austintexas.gov for information.




  

    How Sweet It Is




    Next time you’re in the grocery store buying ingredients for your favorite baked goodies, pick up flavoring from Adams Extract Co., founded in 1909. The Gonzales-based purveyor of good tastes produces more than extracts and flavorings, including the widely famous vanilla, as well as Jamaican rum, butter, almond, peppermint, and lemon—and 95 seasonings. Look for recipes at adamsextract.com.


  




  If you need to be refreshed, head west of downtown to 400-acre Zilker Park, at Barton Springs Rd. on Lady Bird Lake, home to the renowned Barton Springs Pool. The 1,000-foot-long, rock-walled swimming hole—fed by Barton Springs, the fourth-largest natural springs in the state—is an oasis, always a chilly 68 degrees. In warm weather the grassy, shady lawns sloping down to the pool are covered by lounging or Frisbee-tossing sun lovers. Beyond the pool you’ll find the city’s Botanical Gardens, the Austin Nature and Science Center, a miniature train, canoe rentals, and the 10-mile-long Lady Bird Hike and Bike Trail. The park is also home to the annual and wildly popular Austin City Limits music festival in October. The park grounds are open daily from 5 a.m. to 10 p.m. The pool is closed between late January and mid-March; hours vary by season, but the website is updated annually with proper dates and hours; a small admission fee is charged. Call (512) 472-4914 or visit zilkerpark.org for pool and park information.




  Right in the center of town on the UT campus, the Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center, at 21st and Guadalupe Streets, has a remarkable collection of treasures. Visitors may view one of the nation’s five complete copies of the Gutenberg Bible, as well as the world’s first photograph—shot in 1826 by Joseph Niepce—in the fascinating Photography Collection, which contains more than 5 million prints and negatives. The literary collection includes autographed editions by Dylan Thomas and E. M. Forster, among others; and the Hoblitzelle Theatre Arts Collection exhibits items ranging from Harry Houdini’s personal correspondence to some Burl Ives folk recordings. The Ransom Center Galleries are open Tues, Wed, and Fri from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m.; Thurs from 10 a.m. to 7 p.m.; and Sat and Sun from noon to 5 p.m. The reading and viewing rooms are open Mon through Fri from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. and Sat from 9 a.m. to noon. Call (512) 471-8944 or visit them on the web at hrc.utexas.edu.




  Within walking distance of the Harry Ransom Center, the Blanton Museum of Art (200 E. Martin Luther King Blvd. and Congress Avenue; 512-471-7324; blantonmuseum.org) is the university’s fine arts museum and is counted among the top 10 university art museums in the nation. The permanent collection includes more than 17,000 works spanning the history of Western civilization, from ancient to contemporary periods. The country’s largest and most significant collection of Latin American art and the 20th-century American art collection, which includes the Mari and James Michener Collection of American Paintings, are featured. The gallery is open Tues through Fri from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m.; Sat from 11 a.m. to 5 p.m.; and Sun from 1 to 5 p.m. Admission is free on Thurs and the galleries stay open until 9 p.m. on the third Thurs of every month; a small admission fee is charged otherwise.




  Just south of the university, Capitol Complex Visitor Center (E. 11th and Brazos; 512-305-8400; austintexas.gov) is well worth a visit. Built in 1857, the former General Land Office is the oldest government office building in Texas. A massive reimagining of the complex was underway at press time. Open Mon through Sat 9 a.m. to 5 p.m.; Sun noon to 5 p.m. Admission is free.




  A few steps away, the State Capitol Building (11th and Congress Streets; 512-463-0063; tspb.state.tx.us) is a glorious work of Texas pink granite. When the legislature is in session, onlookers can watch policy history in the making. Free tours are given Mon through Fri from 8:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m., Sat from 9:30 a.m. to 3:30 p.m., and Sun from noon to 3:30 p.m.




  Just out of sight is the Governor’s Mansion (1010 Colorado St., Austin; 512-305-8524; gov.texas.gov/first-lady/governors-mansion), which was once the belle of Colorado Street. It has been the cherished home of every Texas governor since 1856. But on June 8, 2008, a devastating fire ripped through the building, causing extensive damage to both the interior treasures and exterior beauty of this beloved landmark. After a massive fundraising effort for its restoration, the Mansion reopened for public tours in 2013. Tours lasting 20 minutes are offered on Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday afternoons by reservation only.




  History buffs will be enthralled with the $80 million Bob Bullock Texas State History Museum (1800 N. Congress Ave., Austin; 512-936-8746 and 866-369-7108; thestoryoftexas.com). Surrounded by an exterior of six 11x16-foot concrete panels with sculpted bas-relief images that tell the story of Texas, the extraordinary museum is named for the beloved, late lieutenant governor. It houses three floors of exhibits that chart Texas’s path. Find artifacts, photographs, art, an IMAX theater, and much, much more. Take extra film to document those sculpted panels, which portray a Native American leading a conquistador through the Palo Duro Canyon, a salute to the Alamo battle’s purpose, and Texas-size achievements in the worlds of cowboys, trains, cotton, oil, and space exploration. Look for the smallest details, such as the horned toad near the conquistador’s horse and the armadillo skittering out from a moon crater. Open Mon through Sat from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. and Sun from noon to 5 p.m. Admission is charged.




  Also downtown is the Mexic-Arte Museum (419 Congress Ave., Austin; 512-480-9373; mexic-artemuseum.org), which supports and promotes the Mexican/Latino art community. Exhibitions have shown the work of more than 5,000 artists, including Diego Rivera, Frida Kahlo, Juan Soriano, Jean Charlot, and others. Permanent exhibits showcase prints, photographs, textiles, masks, and artifacts. Open Mon through Thurs from 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. and Fri and Sat from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m., Sun noon to 5 p.m.




  One premier downtown music center is the $300 million Austin City Limits venue, which matches, if not surpasses, its fancy attached neighbor, the W Hotel. At the corner of West 2nd and Lavaca Streets, you’ll see a steady stream of evening traffic flowing up a wide staircase into what looks like nothing more than a tall black box. Upstairs, iconic 1970s lettering tells you you’ve reached Austin City Limits, now officially called ACL Live at The Moody Theater (310 W. Willie Nelson Blvd.; 512-225-7999; acl-live.com). Naturally, Willie Nelson opened the venue with a two-night performance back in 2011 to great acclaim. The venue accommodates 2,750 guests for its music shows and plays host, as well, to Austin City Limits tapings for KLRU, the local PBS television affiliate that has made a brand out of the broadcast for more than 40 years. Performing acts have included Tony Bennett, Earth Wine & Fire, Lyle Lovett and many, many more, totaling roughly 60 to 100 concerts per year; KLRU uses the venue another 45 days per year, when tickets for tapings are free for an audience of about 800 people. To get those, you need to know someone or get lucky with drawings posted at acltv.com/upcoming-tapings/. For the live concert schedule, visit acl-live.com.




  A few blocks north, at the corner of 7th Street and Congress Avenue, The Contemporary Austin/Jones Center (700 Congress Ave.; 512-453-5312) has become the city’s ultimate destination for contemporary art exhibits and events. Occupying an 1851 building previously housing a pharmacy, movie theater, and department store, the Arthouse reopened after tripling its space to nearly 21,000 square feet of galleries, a screening room, 2 studios, a mezzanine lounge, and a rooftop event space with BYOB Wednesday-evening gatherings. Natural light and clever architectural innovations that utilize the building’s bones offer artful appeal in which to enjoy a schedule of work from emerging and mid-career artists from around the world. Other venues of The Contemporary Austin are at Laguna Gloria and The Art School. Visit thecontemporaryaustin.org for more info.




  When downtown, make your way to dine at Lamberts Downtown Barbecue (401 W. 2nd St.; 512-494-1500; lambertsaustin.com). Located inside the historic Schneider Brothers Building, this chic but very comfortable dining spot will win you over with wood-smoked Wagyu beef ribs, prime rib, and coffee-rubbed brisket, as well as dry-aged rib eye steaks, Hawaiian ahi tuna, and desserts like Dr Pepper cake and fried blackberry pie. There’s live music upstairs, too.




  Another downtown dining venue belongs to superstar chef David Bull, who earned his stripes as one of Food & Wine’s Best New Chefs in 2003 when he was executive chef at the Driskill Hotel in Austin. Now, his brasserie-type Second Bar + Kitchen wins us over with its casual-yet-tony approach to lounge dining, with fine wines on tap (a pneumatic system), beet and goat cheese salad, fried pickles with gorgonzola cream, seared diver scallops over braised lentils, and pork belly-blue cheese-date pizza among the delectable choices. Outdoor seating offers a view of the capitol, right up Congress Avenue.(200 Congress Ave., Austin, 512-827-2750; secondbarkitchen.com). Just a few blocks east, Easy Tiger (709 E. 6th St., 512-614-4972; easytigeraustin.com) is an especially laid-back joint beloved for its housemade breads, pretzels, corned beef, cheese boards and a fabulous beer garden in which to enjoy those with craft beer and wisely chosen wines and spirits.




  

    texastrivia


  




  

    The state capitol building in Austin, dedicated on May 16, 1888, is the tallest capitol in the nation, measuring 309 feet 8 inches from basement floor to the top of the Goddess of Liberty statue. That’s about 7 feet higher than the National Capitol.


  




  Right downtown, the O. Henry Museum, at 409 E. 5th St., occupies the quaint Victorian home briefly lived in by the master of short stories and surprise endings. His real name was William Sydney Porter, and he put out an extremely short-lived publication called the Rolling Stone from his Austin residence in the 1890s. The museum contains some of Porter’s personal effects, including a yellowing original of his Rolling Stone, and various period pieces. Writing classes for adults and children are held here from time to time, and each spring brings the O. Henry Pun-Off World Championships, a good time for all. The home is open Wed through Sun from noon to 5 p.m. Call (512) 974-1398 for more information.




  Head south from downtown by crossing Lady Bird Lake (formerly Town Lake) on the Congress Avenue Bridge. If you do so around dusk between March and October, you’re likely to run into throngs of often hundreds of people hanging out to watch the millions of Mexican free-tailed bats that take flight from beneath the bridge in search of dinner each evening. In the booming area known as SoCo (South of Congress), just across the bridge, you’ll find cool shops such as Allens Boots (1522 S. Congress Ave, 512-447-1413, allensboots.com) the flagship location of an iconic store for every manner of fabulous cowboy boots, hats, belts, buckles, jewelry, and more. At The Turquoise Door (1208 S. Congress Ave., 512-804-0618, theturquoisedoor.com), find beautiful jewelry and folk art from the Southwestern U.S. and Mexico. Visit the district during the evening for First Thursday each month, when all SoCo stores open their doors for a street party.




  The coolest digs in town can be found at the Hotel San Jose (1316 S. Congress Ave., Austin; 512-853-2360 or 800-574-8897; sanjosehotel.com), a stylish inn carved from a 1930s tourist court that had gone to seed. The 40-room motel was turned into a model of retro refinement, with stained cement floors, comfy-modern furniture in the minimalist rooms, Indian cotton print spreads on thick platform beds, and butterfly chairs by the small, soothing pool. Potted cacti are everywhere, taking in the sun that peeks through handcrafted latillas and arbors along patios and walkways. Rooms come with high-speed Internet access, TV, phones, and clock radios with CD players. Guests can get same-day dry cleaning, on-site massage therapy, and beer and wine in the poolside bar after 5 p.m. Dog bowls and dog beds are provided at the front desk for your canine companions. Rates can be pricey, up to about $375 and include a healthful continental breakfast. Some evenings feature a special dinner event, too, and you can always find happy hour in the late afternoon. San Jose owner and hotelier extraordinaire Liz Lambert also owns two more wonderful lodgings in the district, including the Hotel Saint Cecilia (112 Acadmy Dr., Austin, 512-852-2400; hotelsaintcecilia.com) and the Austin Motel (1220 S. Congress Ave., Austin, 512-441-1157; austinmotel.com).




  For an elegant lodging, visit the lovely Hotel Ella (1900 Rio Grande Ave., Austin; 800-311-1619; hotelella.com). A small luxury hotel with 48 rooms, this magnificent historic building is an easy walk to the capitol, Bob Bullock and Blanton Museums, and the Ransom Center. Packages can be crafted to include champagne, roses, and spa treatments. The on-site restaurant serves three meals a day in a light-filled room; the bar is cozy and chic, and the grounds are filled with a stunning collection of sculpture works.




  To appreciate one of the state’s finest sources of pride visit the Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center (4801 La Crosse Ave., Austin; 512-232-0100; wildflower.org), founded in 1982 by Lady Bird Johnson and called by Texas Monthly magazine her “visionary gift to Texas.” Way back when her husband was still in the White House, Mrs. Johnson began her plan of beautifying America with roadside flowers. Her generous passion gave way to this extraordinary place, which remains the nation’s only nonprofit organization committed to the preservation and reestablishment of native North American wildflowers, grasses, trees, shrubs, and vines in planned landscapes. Not only does the Wildflower Center grow more than 800 species of Texas native plants and 70 species of Texas native trees on the property, it also maintains one of the largest collections of information about native North American plants for interested visitors, but it also makes information available to more than 20,000 members across North America as well as landscape professionals and gardeners around the world. The visitor’s gallery, research library, and 232-seat auditorium all add to the educational experience of this unique facility.




  The grounds are open daily; hours vary according to season. There’s a great store and a café on-site, too, also open daily. A small admission fee is charged. Children age 4 and under are admitted free.




  Is it time yet to cool off again? If so, drive west from town on Highway 71 about 16 miles to FR 3238 and go south for 13 miles until you see Hamilton Pool Nature Preserve, a Travis County park at 24300 Hamilton Pool Road. This stunning, collapsed grotto has been a swimming hole since even old-timers can remember. There are 60-foot waterfalls cascading into the limestone-walled, jade green pool. County conservation authorities now require reservations for visiting the pool daily from Mar through Oct, and on weekends and holidays otherwise. You can picnic and hike there and book a guided nature tour. Open daily from 9 a.m. to 6 p.m.; there is a small admission fee, visitors over 62 enter free. For details call (512) 264-2740; parks.traviscountytx.gov/find-a-park/hamilton-pool.




  Because Austin calls itself the Live Music Capital of the World, you can count on finding dozens upon dozens of live music venues where you’re likely to see groups you’ll soon hear on the radio. To find out who’s on stage when you visit, pick up a copy of the Austin Chronicle, an excellent alternative weekly, which keeps a good calendar online also, austinchronicle.com. Almost any day of the week, the best acts are found at Antone’s (2015 E. Riverside Dr., Austin; 512-800-4628; antonesnightclub.com), also known as Austin’s Home of the Blues; and at Cedar Street (208A W. 4th St., Austin; 512-495-9669; cedarstreetaustin.com), where martinis, imported cigars, and live jazz and swing are always served on the shady patio. The Continental Club (1315 S. Congress Ave., Austin; 512-441-2444; continentalclub.com) has become an exceedingly hip hangout and a place where the musical mix is decidedly eclectic. There might be a polka band on stage, or there might be a crooner singing the sort of lounge music that makes you crave a martini, shaken and not stirred.




  

    allnatural


  




  

    Nature lovers will enjoy the McKinney Roughs, a blend of environmental laboratory and nature preserve found between Austin and Bastrop. The park was developed by the Lower Colorado River Authority in 1998 and offers an Environmental Learning Center. The park is at 1884 TX 71, just 8 miles west of Bastrop. Call (512) 303-5073.


  




  To truly lighten up, unwind, and get centered, the destination of choice is the Lake Austin Spa Resort (1705 Quinlan Park Rd., Austin; 800-847-5637 or 512-372-7300; lakeaustin.com). A deluxe spa facility in a beautiful setting, the resort offers packages for three, four, or seven nights. Depending on your wants, your visit can include skin and body treatments; personal strength-training sessions; a nutrition consultation and healthy cooking classes; any assortment of fitness classes; body composition analysis; exercise options including kayaking, sculling, canoeing, and yoga; as well as meditation classes.




  Widely regarded as one of the nation’s finest spa retreats, LAS offers gorgeous suites, cottages, and rooms, many of which have private courtyards and/or porches with lovely views of the lake and hills. Landscaped gardens, a wonderful garden library, and the exquisite 25,000-square-foot Lakehouse Spa ensure comfort and restoration in one of the most unforgettable surroundings in Texas. Inquire about special seasonal offerings, which may include authors’ forums, healthful gourmet cooking, and friends and mother-daughter programs. Three-night stays, including meals, fitness programs, and some spa treatments, start at about $1,900–$2,000 per person, based on two people in a room. Expensive, yes, but so well worth it.




  Mexican food has been, since the 1920s, a leading reason to visit Austin. And there’s such great diversity in the varieties of Mexican food, too. Tex-Mex is most famous, but the foods of Mexico’s interiors cannot be overlooked. There are fancy restaurants serving beautiful Mexican dishes, such as Fonda San Miguel (2330 W. North Loop, Austin, 512-459-4121; fondasanmiguel.com), a place that feels like someone’s sophisticated villa deep inside Mexico, where lobster ceviche, grilled baby lamb chops with chile pasilla salsa, grilled beef tenderloin topped with a cheese enchilada and snapper Veracruz are among specialties. Dating from the 1950s, Matt’s El Rancho (2613 S. Lamar Blvd., Austin, 512-462-9333; mattselrancho.com) is famous for its fajitas, nachos, chile con queso, and chiles rellenos topped with sour cream, raisins, and Texas pecans. At El Chile Café y Cantina (1809 Manor Rd., Austin, 512-457-9900; elchilecafe.com) puffy tacos, quesadillas, grilled shrimp and tortilla soup all deserve your attention. An old-school favorite, Cisco’s Bakery (1511 E. 6th St., Austin, 512-478-2420; ciscosaustin.com) excels at super-simple Tex-Mex breakfast and lunch in the most welcoming, unpretentious setting in town.




  

    Austin Gone Batty




    If Austin loves its wildflowers and live music, it’s gone completely wild over its millions of nocturnal winged residents. A stupendous bat colony—now the largest in urban North America—roosting on crevices beneath the Congress Avenue Bridge over Lady Bird Lake has not only attracted a following of devoted observers, it’s come under the watchful protection of Bat Conservation International (BCI).




    From BCI, Austinites and visitors have learned that these gentle and incredibly sophisticated animals pose no threat to bat watchers—as long as no one tries to handle the bats. In fact on their evening flights from under the bridge, the Austin bats eat from 10,000 to 30,000 pounds of insects, including mosquitoes and numerous agricultural pests. Watching the nightly show of 1.5 million bats drag a flowing black curtain against the sunset is nothing less than spectacular; best viewing is from mid-March until early November, when the bats return to Mexico. As the nights become hotter and drier, the bats emerge earlier in the evening for food.


  




  Down-home food is found at Stubb’s Bar-B-Que (801 Red River St., Austin; 512-480-8341; stubbsaustin.com), an outpost of a beloved Lubbock landmark housed within a historic brick building, offering a great deck under the stars. Beef ribs, brisket, chicken, coleslaw, pinto beans, potato salad, and cold beer spell success. Open Mon through Thurs from 11 a.m. to 10 p.m., Fri and Sat until 11 p.m., and Sun until 9 p.m. Meals are about $7 to $15. Two yesteryear burger joint deserve mention, too: Hut’s Hamburgers (806 W. 6th St., Austin, 512-472-0693; hutsfrankandangies.com) is a 1960s throwback, serving burgers made from Texas beef, along with bison and vegan burgers; and Dirty Martin’s Place (2808 Guadalupe St., Austin 512-477-3173; dirtymartins.com) is a 1920s relic with a few stools at the counter and picnic tables outside where you tuck into an old-fashioned burger with assorted trimmings, tator tots, Nathan’s Famous dogs and a variety of shakes and fountain drinks.
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