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I have literally followed in the footsteps of Keith Stelter in revising and updating the guide you hold in your hand. As a relative newcomer to Texas, it has been a true blessing to work on Keith’s books and discover my adopted home through his work. Like any good guidebook, reading this one left me wanting to do more and discover more. I hope it does the same for you! —MF










   



  
Introduction





 


 

The purpose of this book is to offer more than the typical hiking guide, in which most trail descriptions are generally point-to-point guides, getting you from the trailhead to the trail’s end. This book provides details about flora, fauna, history, and geology to appeal to a broad spectrum of hikers, including families with young children. I spent nine months researching, talking with rangers and other folks, hiking and sometimes rehiking a trail, studying the area, and 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, experience of the hiker, moderate length (approximately 2 to 4 miles), dog-friendliness, 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 whom the hike would appeal to and information from park staff and other hikers. Four of my favorite hikes are in the following parks: Wild Basin Wilderness, McKinney Roughs, Bastrop State Park, and Southeast Metro.




  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 this 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.




  State Parks Pass









  For the best deal around, take advantage of the State Parks Pass. Instead of requiring you 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. It is available at most state parks and historic sites, as well as through the Customer Service Center in Austin (512-389-8900).




  Flora and Fauna









  The hiking trails around Austin, including portions of the Texas Hill Country, have a biodiversity hard to equal. The area merges four major ecoregions—the post oak savanna, the blackland prairie, the south Texas plains, and the Edwards Plateau. Also, the Central Flyway, one of four major bird migration routes in the United States, is directly over the area. More than 400 of the 600 bird species recorded in the state have been seen in this region.




  Most mammals are active during the night, so seeing them can be difficult. Look for their tracks around the trails and near streams or lakes. 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 can be seen.




  Some trees and plants native to east Texas—the “Lost Pines” in Bastrop State Park, for example—meet those of west Texas in transitional zones. Rivers and creeks are lined with bald cypress, black willow, hackberry, sycamore, cottonwood, and pecan. The upland areas contain a mix of deciduous and evergreen trees, including Ashe juniper, live oak, red oak, bigtooth maple, and Texas persimmon.




  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 coreopsis (yellow), firewheels (red), phlox, Mexican hats, daisies, winecups (purple), yellow primrose, bluestem grass, and prickly pear cactus. The Texas bluebonnet, the state flower, is at its peak in late March and early April.




  The diversity of wildflowers attracts many butterfly species, including the monarch, the state insect. The great ecological diversity of the territory, along with the flora and fauna, allows trips to be fashioned that are much more than just “a hike in the woods.”




  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.






	
Stay 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 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. Noxious weeds tend to overtake other plants, which in turn affects animals and birds that depend on them for food. To minimize the spread of noxious weeds, hikers should regularly clean their boots and hiking poles of mud and seeds. Nonnative 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 bury your dog’s waste or pack it out in resealable plastic bags.






	
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 take the appropriate precautions.



For example, if you’ll be sharing a trail with mountain bikers, you may not hear them coming—they can be like stealth airplanes. Bikers should always yield to hikers, but that’s little comfort to the hiker. Be aware and stay to the right.




More trails are being designed to be, at least in part, wheelchair accessible, so if you’ll be using this type of trail, 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. Remember that your eyes and lips are vulnerable to damaging radiation as well.




  Blisters




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




  Insect Bites and Stings




You can treat most insect bites and stings by taking a pain medication of your choice to reduce swelling. If you forgot to pack these items, a cold compress can sometimes ease the itching and discomfort. Don’t pinch the area, as you’ll only spread the venom.




  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. At the end of your hike, do a spot check for ticks (and insects in general).




  Poison Ivy, Oak, and Sumac




  These skin irritants are prevalent on many of the trails in east 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. Few things can spoil a hike, or your life the week after, more than accidentally getting poison ivy. The allergic reaction, in the form of blisters, usually occurs about twelve hours after exposure.




  The best defense against these irritants is to wear clothing that covers the arms, legs, and torso. If you think you have come in contact with the plants, wash with soap and water after hiking. 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 you may need to take into account.




  Lightning




  Thunderstorms build over some areas in eastern Texas almost every day during the summer. Lightning can strike without warning, even several miles away from the nearest cloud. If you hear a buzzing or feel your hair standing on end, move quickly, as an electrical charge is building up.
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