


[image: Cover]






Best Hikes
AUSTIN and SAN ANTONIO






[image: frn_fig_002.jpg]



HELP US KEEP THIS GUIDE UP TO DATE


Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, techniques evolve, facilities come under new management, and so on.

We would appreciate hearing from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:

The Globe Pequot Press

Reader Response/Editorial Department P.O. Box 480

Guilford, CT 06437

Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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Introduction


The purpose of this book is to fill a void. Most hiking guidebooks are slanted toward relatively experienced hikers and the trail descriptions are generally point-to-point guides, getting you safely from the trailhead to the trail’s end. The trails selected are good trails, but the books usually cover a single trail at a time. Many lack details about flora, fauna, history, and geology, which could add a great deal of interest to a broad spectrum of hikers, including families with young children.


To fill these shortcomings I spent nine months researching, talking with rangers and other folks, hiking, and sometimes rehiking a trail, studying the area looking for interesting facts, scenery, history, geology, and topography. I talked with a variety of hikers asking them what they wanted a hike to cover and what made a “best hike.” I had the best overall hiking region in Texas to choose from—central Texas, which includes the Edwards Plateau and the Hill Country. I used the following criteria to come up with the best hikes included in this guide: accessibility, fun, exercise, family experience, scenery, history, rivers and lakes, first-time hiker, experienced hiker, moderate length (2 to 7 miles), dog friendly, and wheelchair accessibility. Loops and preferably interconnecting loop trails were selected where possible, so a “best” hike within a park could be fashioned by combining the best of several trails.


Determining the “best” hikes in the area was a combination of personal judgment about who the hike was slanted to and information from park staff and other hikers. Four of my favorite hikes are in the following parks: Lost Maples State Natural Area and Palmetto State Park near San Antonio and Austin’s Emma Long City Park and McKinney Roughs Nature Park. The sidebars and In Addition stories that I’ve included add interesting bits of information about a specific hike or area.


Trails are no longer the exclusive domain of the solitude-loving wilderness seeker or the dedicated fitness enthusiast. Whether providing recreational and educational opportunities, encouraging well-being, exploring history and geology, or bringing together people of all ages, hiking has become an important factor in many people’s lives.


I hope that at least some of these hikes will become your best hikes and that the book will be informative and interesting reading, as well as an excellent guide.




Austin Weather


The Austin climate is subtropical, with an average low temperature in January of 40°F and an average high in August of 96°F, followed closely by July at 95°F. The average yearly rainfall is 32 inches. The wettest month is May, averaging 5 inches. The driest month is January with 1.9 inches of rain. The city generally has mild temperatures with 300 days of sunshine a year.






Austin Average Monthly Temperature and Precipitation






	

	Jan

	Feb

	Mar

	Apr

	May

	June

	July

	Aug

	Sept

	Oct

	Nov

	Dec






	Average High

	60

	65

	73

	79

	85

	91

	95

	96

	90

	81

	70

	62






	Average Low

	40

	44

	51

	58

	65

	71

	73

	73

	69

	60

	49

	42






	Average Precipitation

	1.9

	2.0

	2.1

	2.5

	5.0

	3.8

	2.0

	2.3

	2.9

	4.0

	2.7

	2.4















San Antonio Weather


The San Antonio climate is subtropical, with an average low temperature in January of 39°F and an average high in July and August of 95°F. The average yearly rainfall is 30 inches. The wettest month is May, averaging 4.2 inches. The driest month is March with 1.6 inches of rain, followed closely by January and December with 1.7 inches. The city generally has mild temperatures with 300 days of sunshine a year.




San Antonio Average Monthly Temperature and Precipitation






	

	Jan

	Feb

	Mar

	Apr

	May

	June

	July

	Aug

	Sept

	Oct

	Nov

	Dec






	Average High

	62

	66

	74

	80

	86

	92

	95

	95

	90

	82

	71

	64






	Average Low

	39

	43

	50

	58

	66

	72

	74

	74

	69

	59

	48

	42






	Average Precipitation

	1.7

	1.9

	1.6

	2.6

	4.2

	3.6

	1.9

	2.5

	3.2

	3.2

	2.1

	1.7










Except for high temperatures and humidity in July and August, and possible showers in May, the weather for hiking in this area is fantastic. A word of caution, the Hill Country is notorious for flash floods—even a few inches of rain can turn shallow streams into raging rivers. Watch the weather and go to high ground if you notice streams rising.







State Parks Pass


For the best deal around, take advantage of the State Parks Pass at an annual cost of $70. Instead of visitors having to pay on a per person/per visit basis, the pass provides entry to all ninety-three state parks for the member and all occupants of his or her vehicle. It’s good for one year from time of purchase.







Flora and Fauna


The hiking trails around Austin and San Antonio, including portions of the Texas Hill Country, have a biodiversity hard to equal. The merging of four major eco-regions—the post oak savanna, the blackland prairie, the south Texas plains, and the Edwards Plateau—is part of the reason. Another is that the Central Flyway, one of four major bird migration routes in the United States, goes directly over the area. More than 400 of the 600 bird species recorded in the state have been seen in this region. The golden-cheeked warbler and black-capped vireo, both endangered species, are native to Texas. The golden-cheeked warbler nests only in central Texas. Several of the hikes, particularly at Balcones Canyonlands National Wildlife Refuge, offer good viewing.
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The best indication of birds being present is their songs. The Carolina chickadee sings “chickadee-dee-dee-dee;” the killdeer “kildee, kildee, kildee;” and woodpeckers “rat-atap-rat.” The northern mockingbird, the Texas state bird, can be heard mimicking the calls of other birds. Texans claim the mockingbird has the prettiest song of any bird. Some of the most colorful birds include the black-crested titmouse, ladder-backed woodpecker, painted bunting, roadrunner, northern cardinal, eastern bluebird, red-shouldered hawk, great blue heron, and numerous ducks. Millions of Mexican free-tailed bats, the state flying mammal, arrive in central Texas each spring to roost in caves in the Balcones Escarpment and the Edwards Plateau, and are a central attraction under a bridge in Austin.


Most mammals are active during the night, so seeing them can be difficult. Look for their tracks around the trail and near streams or lakes. White-tailed deer, nine-banded armadillos (the state small mammal), coyote, bobcat, beaver, opossum, ring-tailed cat, badger, fox, raccoon, skunk, wild hogs, javelina, fox squirrels, and Rio Grande wild turkeys make their homes here. White-tailed deer are abundant in most of the hiking areas, but are easy to see at Kerrville-Schreiner City Park and Inks Lake State Park. The Houston toad, an endangered species found only in central Texas, breeds in Bastrop State Park.


The Texas Parks & Wildlife Department has developed a series of nature trails including the Great Texas Birding Trail–Central Coast and the Heart of Texas Wildlife Trail–East. Maps and location markers at the various sites reference areas where wildlife may be seen.


Some trees and plants native to east Texas seem to be constantly meeting those of west Texas in transitional zones or isolated pockets. The “Lost Maples” in Lost Maples State Natural Area, the “Lost Pines” in Bastrop State Park, and the dwarf palmettos in Palmetto State Park are examples. Rivers and creeks are lined with bald cypress, black willow, hack-berry, sycamore, cottonwood, and pecan. Bald cypress trees add a majestic dimension to waterways, towering up to 120 feet with their cone-shaped “knees” projecting up through the water. Pecan trees, the state tree, also like river shores. The upland areas contain a mix of deciduous and evergreen trees, including Ashe’s juniper, live oak, red oak, bigtooth maple, and Texas persimmon. The live oak is an unusual species because it is an evergreen oak tree. Spanish moss can be seen hanging from oaks, bald cypress, and other trees. The Ashe’s juniper not only furnishes nesting material for the endangered golden-cheeked warbler, but its berries provide food for berry-foraging wildlife. The Ashe’s juniper’s blue-black seed cones, known as juniper berries, are used to flavor gin. The most spectacular fall color display in the state is at Lost Maples State Natural Area.
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In spring and early summer, when wildflowers set the roadsides ablaze with color, driving to a hiking location can be a visual feast. Commonly seen are core-opsis (yellow), firewheels (red), phlox, Mexican hats, daisies, winecups (purple), yellow primrose, bluestem grass, and prickly pear cactus. The pads and fruit of the prickly pear cactus are edible. The cactus has spectacular red and yellow blooms from early spring to summer. The Texas bluebonnet, the state flower, is at its peak in late March and early April.


The diversity of wildflowers attracts many butterfly species. The monarch, the state insect, is unique among butterflies because of its extremely long migration flight. During the spring and the fall migration, millions of monarchs pass through the area. Guadalupe River State Park, Honey Creek State Natural Area, and Balcones Canyonlands National Wildlife Refuge are excellent locations to see the butterflies.


The great ecological diversity of the territory, along with the flora and fauna, allow trips to be fashioned that are much more than just a hike in the woods. Enjoy the experience of hiking central Texas.






Wildlife and Bird Viewing Trails


The Texas Parks & Wildlife Department has developed two sets of maps showing prime viewing locations for wildlife and birds. The Heart of Texas Wildlife Trails has an eastern section identified as HOTE and a western section identified as HOTW. The Great Texas Coastal Birding Trail–Central Coast was developed to show premier birding sites. These are identified with a CTC, and there are ninety-five unique sites. Texas was the first state in the nation to create birding and wildlife viewing trails. Some of these sites have viewing blinds. If the possibility of hearing or seeing an endangered species exists, a note identifies the species under the park location.


Golden-cheeked warblers nest only in central Texas. Using these maps can give an added dimension to hiking, including great photo opportunities. More information about these trails and maps, including where to purchase them, can be found at the TPWD website www.tpwd.state.tx.us.




In the Austin Area






	Park

	Site

	Hike Number






	Bastrop State Park

	HOTE 033

	14






	 Endangered species: Houston Toad

	

	






	Balcones Canyonland NWR

	HOTE 25

	6






	 Endangered species: golden-cheeked warbler

	

	






	 Monarch butterfly fall migration—October

	

	






	Enchanted Rock SNA

	HOTW 085

	3






	McKinney Falls State Park

	HOTE 039

	12






	McKinney Roughs Nature Park

	HOTE 034

	10,11






	Pedernales Falls State Park

	HOTE 050

	4












In the San Antonio Area






	Park

	Site

	Hike Number






	Cibolo Nature Center

	HOTE 078

	23






	Friedrich Wilderness Park

	HOTE 086

	29






	 Endangered species: golden-cheeked warbler

	

	






	Guadalupe River SP

	HOTW 077

	21






	Government Canyon SNA

	HOTE 085

	24,25






	 Endangered species: golden-cheeked warbler

	

	






	Hill Country SNA

	HOTW 045

	19,20






	 Endangered species: golden-cheeked warbler

	

	






	Kerrville-Schreiner Park

	HOTW 076

	17






	Lost Maples SNA

	HOTW 061

	18






	Medina River Park

	HOTE104

	30






	Mission Espada

	HOTE102

	28






	Palmetto State Park

	CTC 029

	16
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Zero Impact and Trail Etiquette


We have a responsibility to protect, no longer just conquer and use, our wild places. Many public hiking locations are at risk, so please do what you can to use them wisely. The following section will help you understand better what it means to take care of parks and wild places while still making the most of your hiking experience. Anyone can take a hike, but hiking safely and with good conservation practices is an art requiring preparation and proper equipment.


Always leave an area as good as—or preferably better—than you found it. One key to doing this is staying on the trail. It’s true, a path anywhere leads nowhere new, but purists will just have to get over it. Paths serve an important purpose; they limit impact on natural areas. Straying from a designated trail may seem innocent but it can cause damage to sensitive areas—damage that may take areas years to recover from, if they can recover at all. Even simple shortcuts can be destructive. Many of the hikes described in this guide are on or near areas ecologically important to supporting endangered flora and fauna. So, please, stay on the trail.


Leave no weeds. Invasive plants can overtake other plants, which in turn affects animals and birds that depend on them for food. To minimize the spread of invasive plants, hikers should regularly clean their boots and hiking poles of mud and seeds. Non-native invasive plants are particularly destructive and can quickly destroy acres of habitat. Yaupon is an example. Brush your dog to remove any weed seeds before heading off into a new area.


Keep your dog under control. Always obey leash laws and be sure to pack out your dog’s waste.


Respect other trail users. Often you’re not the only one on the trail. With the rise in popularity of multiuse trails, you’ll have to learn a new kind of respect, beyond the nod and “hello” approach of the past. First investigate whether you’re on a multiuse trail and assume the appropriate precautions. If you hear activity ahead, step off the trail just to be safe.


Mountain bikers can be like stealth airplanes—you may not hear them coming. Be prepared and find out ahead of time whether you share the trail with them. Cyclists should always yield to hikers, but that’s little comfort to the hiker. Be aware.


When you approach horses or pack animals on the trail, always step quietly off the trail, preferably on the downhill side, and let them pass.


More trails are being designed to be, at least in part, wheelchair accessible. Always step to the side to allow folks in wheelchairs time to navigate the terrain. Make them aware if you are going to pass around them.












First Aid



Sunburn


Take along sunscreen or sunblock, protective clothing, and a wide-brimmed hat. If you do get a sunburn, protect the area from further sun exposure and treat the area with aloe vera gel or treatment of your choice. Remember that your eyes are vulnerable to damaging radiation as well. Sunglasses can be a good way to prevent eye damage from the sun.


Blisters


Be prepared to take care of these hike-spoilers by carrying moleskin (a lightly padded adhesive), gauze and tape, or adhesive bandages. An effective way to apply moleskin is to cut out a circle of moleskin, remove the center—like a doughnut—and place it over the blistered area. Cutting the center out will reduce the pressure applied to the sensitive skin.


Insect Bites and Stings


You can treat most insect bites and stings by applying hydrocortisone cream (1 percent solution) topically and taking a pain medication of your choice to reduce swelling. If you forgot to pack these items, a cold compress or a paste of mud and ashes can sometimes ease the itching and discomfort. Remove any stingers by using tweezers or scraping the area with your fingernail or a knife blade. Don’t pinch the area as you’ll only spread the venom.
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Some hikers are highly sensitive to bites and stings and may have a serious allergic reaction that can be life threatening. Symptoms of a serious allergic reaction can include wheezing, an asthmatic attack, and shock.


Ticks


Ticks can carry diseases such as Rocky Mountain spotted fever and Lyme disease. The best defense is, of course, prevention. If you know you’re going to be hiking through an area containing ticks, wear long pants and a long-sleeved shirt. You can apply a permethrin repellent to your clothing and a Deet repellent to exposed skin. At the end of your hike, do a spot check for ticks (and insects in general). If you do find a tick, coat the insect with petroleum jelly or tree sap to cut off its air supply. The tick should release its hold, but if it doesn’t, grab the head of the tick firmly—with a pair of tweezers if you have them—and gently pull it away from the skin with a twisting motion. Sometimes the mouth parts linger, embedded in your skin. If this happens, try to remove them with a sterilized needle. Clean the affected area with an antibacterial cleanser and then apply triple-antibiotic ointment. Monitor the area for a few days. If irritation persists or a white spot develops, see a doctor for possible infection.


Poison Ivy, Oak, and Sumac


These skin irritants are prevalent on many of the trails in central Texas, sometimes growing into the trail. They come in the form of a bush or a vine, having leaflets in groups of three (poison ivy and oak), five, seven, or nine. Learn how to spot the plants, and especially show young children what to look for. Poison ivy is the most common found in Texas. Few things can spoil a hike, or your life the week after, than accidentally getting poison ivy. The oil secreted by the plant can cause an allergic reaction in the form of blisters, usually about twelve hours after exposure. The itchy rash can last from ten days to several weeks.




[image: chpt_fig_005.jpg]




The best defense against these irritants is to wear clothing that covers the arms, legs, and torso. For summer, zip-off cargo pants come in handy. There are also nonprescription lotions you can apply to exposed skin that guard against the effects of poison ivy, oak, or sumac, and can be washed off with soap and water. If you think you were in contact with the plants, after hiking (or even on the trail during longer hikes) wash with soap and water. If the rash spreads, either tough it out or see your doctor.







Natural Hazards


Besides tripping over a rock or tree root on the trail, there are some real hazards to be aware of while hiking, including a few weather conditions and predators you may need to take into account.


Lightning


Thunderstorms build over some areas in central Texas almost every day during the summer. Lightning is generated by thunderheads and can strike without warning, even several miles away from the nearest cloud. The best rule of thumb is to start leaving exposed peaks, ridges, and canyon rims by about noon if the weather forecast includes thunderstorms. This time can vary a little depending on storm buildup. Keep an eye on cloud formation and don’t underestimate how fast a storm can build. Lightning takes the path of least resistance, so if you’re the high point, it might choose you. Ducking under a rock overhang is dangerous as you form the shortest path between the rock and ground. Avoid having both your hands and feet touching the ground at once and never lay flat. If you hear a buzzing sound or feel your hair standing on end, move quickly, as an electrical charge is building up.


The National Weather Service provides these cautions;




	If you can hear thunder, you are in striking distance of lightning


	Suspend outdoor activities during thunderstorms and lightning


	Get off high ground


	Do not stay under trees


	Get into an enclosed building or enclosed vehicle





Flash Floods


In July 2007 a torrential downpour (17 inches in 24 hours) dumped tons of water into the Marble Falls area near several state parks and hiking trails. Flash flooding, a phenomenon of the Hill Country, flooded trails, homes, and cities, and washed away sections of highways. The spooky thing about flash floods, especially in Hill Country canyons and streambeds, is that they can appear out of nowhere generated by a storm many miles away. While hiking or driving in canyons, keep an eye on the weather. Always climb to safety if danger threatens. Flash floods usually subside quickly, so be patient and don’t cross a swollen stream.


Now prepare for your next hike, remembering our responsibilities as modern-day hikers to do our part in conserving the outdoors. Enjoy.
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How to Use This Guide

Each region begins with an introduction, where you’re given a sweeping look at the lay of the land. After this general overview, specific hikes within that region are presented. Thirty hikes are detailed in this book.

To aid in quick decision-making, each hike description begins with a hike summary. These short summaries give you a taste of the hiking adventure to follow. You’ll learn about the trail terrain and what surprises the route has to offer.

Next you’ll find the quick, nitty-gritty details of the hike: where the trailhead is located; hike length; approximate hiking time; difficulty rating; type of trail surface; other trail users; canine compatibility; land status; fees and permits; trail hours; map resources, trail contacts, and other information that will help you on your trek. The Finding the trailhead section gives you dependable directions from a nearby city or town right down to where you’ll want to park your car.

The hike description is the meat of the chapter. Detailed and honest, it’s a carefully researched impression of the trail. While it’s impossible to cover everything, you can rest assured that you won’t miss what’s important.

In the Miles and Directions section, mileage cues identify all turns and trail name changes, as well as points of interest. Some hikes end with Local Information, which lists resources from which you can learn more about the area.

Don’t feel restricted to the routes and trails mapped in this guide. Be adventurous and use the book as a platform to discover new routes for yourself. One of the simplest ways to begin is to turn the map upside down and hike the trail in reverse. The change in perspective can make the hike feel quite different; it’s like getting two hikes for one.

You may wish to copy the directions for the course onto a small sheet to help you while hiking, or take a photo of the map and cue sheet with your phone. Otherwise, just slip the whole book in your backpack and take it with you. Enjoy your time in the outdoors and remember to pack out what you pack in.

You will find Green Tips scattered throughout the guide. These are offered as suggestions for ways to reduce your impact both on the trails and on the planet.


How to Use the Maps

Overview Map: This map (see page vi) shows the location of each hike in the area by hike number. It is keyed to the table of contents.

Route Map: This is your primary guide to each hike. It shows all the accessible roads and trails, points of interest, access to water, towns, landmarks, and geographical features. It also distinguishes trails from roads, and paved roads from unpaved roads. The selected route is highlighted, and directional arrows point the way.
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