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Stately Houston City Hall.
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Downtown Houston cityscape on a summer day
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Statue of Sam Houston in Hermann Park
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Ferris wheel at the Houston Rodeo.
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Rice University campus in Houston
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San Jacinto Monument at the San Jacinto Battleground State Historic Site in La Porte, TX
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Great Egret with fish at Armand Bayou Nature Center in Pasadena, TX
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Dawn at Brazos Bend State Park in Needville, TX.
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Houston skyline at sunset
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Wells Fargo Plaza skyscraper.
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INTRODUCTION


A few years ago, the man seated next to me on a plane asked where I was from. “But you don’t sound like you’re from Houston,” he said when I told him. I laughed a little—one of those genuine, but somewhat forced laughs of someone who’s heard this before. Then I told him what seems so obvious to me: Houston’s a big city and people here don’t have the thick, drawn-out accents that you might find in smaller towns around Texas. “Well, everyone I know from Houston has an accent,” he said. I wondered how many people from Houston he’d actually met.


Looking back, there’s some truth to what each of us said. Houston is a big city filled with people who buck every stereotype that outsiders might have about Texans and Houstonians. In fact, for someone visiting from a more homogenous area, we Houstonians might bear a slight resemblance to a United Nations assembly with our many different accents, beliefs, rituals, and skin tones. Of course, Houston also has its share of people like my companion in row 12 had met—those with deep Southern twangs, as well as ranchers who ride horses and breed livestock.


It’s this kind of diversity that makes this city so rich with culture. You’ll see this at annual events like the International Festival, the Art Car Parade, the Livestock Show and Rodeo, and the Shakespeare Festival, as well as at our first-class museums and in our performing arts companies’ unparalleled performances. You’ll taste this diversity in our cuisine, which spans from the requisite barbecue and Tex-Mex to chic new American options that have landed our chefs James Beard Award nominations and praise in foodie bibles like Gourmet, Bon Appetit, and Wine Spectator. You’ll see it at our pro football, basketball, and baseball games, where fans paint their faces and wear their pride on their chests and heads. You’ll see it in the faces of the families who flock to our parks on sunny days. And if you’re a shopper, prepare yourself: You’ll see it in our stores that sell everything from Prada and Tiffany to rare antiques and vinyl records to one-of-a-kind handbags. You’ll even see it in our hospitality, which many discovered when Houston opened its arms to thousands of people displaced by Hurricane Katrina in 2005. These are just a few of the thousands of reasons so many of us call Houston home, even when our current addresses lie elsewhere.


Having been born and raised in Houston, I thought I knew most of what there is to know about this city. But in the course of writing the first edition of this book and speaking to other Houstonians, I discovered there’s so much more to love: A bat colony. An art car parade. A funeral museum. A velodrome. A house made of beer cans. A taco joint that makes s’mores tacos. A bookstore that only sells murder mysteries.


Then, I wrote the second edition of this book. And guess what? A lot had changed in just 3 years, and during that time I’d discovered even more new restaurants, shops, bars, farmers’ markets, and events—some new, some just new to me.


That’s the beauty of Houston. With so many new places and activities popping up and older ones just waiting to be found, it’s tough to get bored here.


Of course, if you’ve spent a lot of time in Houston (or anyplace for that matter), it’s easy to forget about or overlook some true gems. That’s what happens when we fall into the routine of everyday life.


But as I tell friends who’ve moved away and wonder why I returned to Houston, this city is filled with treasures and quirks just waiting to be discovered. So whether you’re a longtime Houstonian, a new resident, or just passing through, cast aside what you think you know about Houston and prepare to be pleasantly surprised.




HOW TO USE THIS BOOK [image: image]



You’ve heard the saying: “Everything is bigger in Texas.” Houston is no exception. With the city itself spanning nearly 600 square miles and the surrounding suburbs and exurbs adding another 8,000-plus square miles, there’s a lot of ground to cover here. All of the possibilities—where to eat, which theater company to watch, where to shop, where to stay, which festivals to attend—can seem overwhelming, even if you’ve lived here for years.


That’s where this book comes in. Whether you’re in town for a weekend, a week, a month, or a lifetime, consider this your personal tour guide for Houston. In the self-contained chapters that follow, you’ll find information on almost everything you might want or need to know about Houston—where to stay or live, where to eat and go out at night, where to see a great theater performance, and countless other details. How you read these chapters is up to you: Every trip—or decision to live in a new city—is a little different, so this book is designed to allow you to easily jump around and use the chapters that you need most. Each chapter includes options for every taste and budget, making this something of a Choose Your Own Adventure guide. Of course, feel free to read this book from cover to cover if you find it helpful.


The book begins with a look at Houston’s history. Even if you already know a thing or two about the city, you’re likely to find a few things you don’t know. Perhaps you know that Augustus Allen and his brother John founded the city, but do you know how they lured prospective residents to live here? Or did you know that Houston was once the railroad capital of Texas? Check out the “History” chapter to learn even more about this city’s intriguing past and present.


After you’ve gotten a feel for Houston’s history, you might want to figure out how you’re going to get to and around the city. That’s where the “Getting Here, Getting Around” chapter comes in. If you need a place to stay, be sure to check out the “Accommodations” chapter, too.


Afterward, follow your stomach to the “Restaurants” chapter for a sampling of some of Houston’s best culinary offerings. Trying to decide where to go after dinner? Be sure to check out the “Nightlife” chapter, which includes something for every mood and taste—pubs, bars, wine bars, live music venues, dance clubs, country-and-western dance clubs, gay bars, movie theaters, and readings.


If it’s the arts you love, look at the “Performing Arts” chapter for some of Houston’s best theater, ballet, opera, and music offerings, many of which can be found downtown in Houston’s 17-block Theater District. And be sure to check out the “Museums” chapter, which showcases everything from the requisite (but outstanding) fine arts and natural history museums to the one-of-a-kind Rothko Chapel, the Holocaust Museum, and even a funeral museum.


Whether you’re here a day, a week, or a lifetime, you’re probably wondering what you should put on your list of must-sees. Flip to the “Attractions” chapter to find some of this city’s gems, including NASA’s Space Center Houston, the San Jacinto Battleground State Historic Site, and the downtown tunnel system. Also check out the “Annual Events” chapter, which highlights some of the city’s best annual festivals, parades, and events ranging from the Houston Livestock Show and Rodeo to the International Festival to the Bayou City Arts Festival. Annual events are organized by month so you can flip to the month you’re in town and see what’s happening during your stay. Kids in tow? Be sure to check out the “Kidstuff” chapter, which will point you toward Houston’s many kid-friendly attractions, theaters, events, and activities like ice-skating and bowling.


Looking for a good place to run or have a picnic? Check out the “Parks” chapter. You’ll learn about some of the city’s best parks, including several off-leash parks where you can take your favorite dog. For ideas on where to relax or enjoy your favorite recreational activity, flip to the “Recreation” chapter, which highlights some of the best places to partake in everything from skateboarding to camping. You’ll also find a list of gyms and yoga studios. Prefer to watch other people play sports? Check out the “Spectator Sports” chapter to find out how and where to see Houston’s many professional sports teams in action. You’ll even learn about Houston’s annual bowl game and greyhound and car racing venues.


Need to buy something, or just like to shop? Either way, be sure to peruse the “Shopping” chapter, where you’ll find some local gems.


If you’re moving to the Houston area or already live here, be sure to check out the blue-tabbed pages at the back of the book. There you will find the Living Here appendix that offers sections on relocation, child care, education, and health care.


In each chapter, you’ll find Insiders’Tips (represented by an i), which offer up useful information and tips you might not find elsewhere. Sprinkled throughout the book are Close-ups, which offer insight into some of the most intriguing—and often idiosyncratic yet endearing—aspects of Houston.


You’ll also find listings accompanied by the * symbol—these are our top picks for attractions, restaurants, accommodations, and everything in between that you shouldn’t miss while you’re in the area. You want the best this region has to offer? Go with our Insiders’ Choice.


As you consult these pages, keep in mind that this book is meant to be a starting point for your trip or move. Houston is a huge city, and no chapter is exhaustive in recommendations or information. Often, favorite spots are those discovered by accident, so don’t be afraid to stray from this book when deciding what to do here. There are so many great restaurants, shops, clubs, bars, and attractions in this city that you just might stumble upon something really special. Also bear in mind that some recommendations and information may be out of date by the time you read this book. New businesses are constantly popping up, while others move or close their doors. Even long-standing shops, restaurants, clubs, theaters, and attractions often change their hours or days of operation, so call ahead before heading out to see the city.


With that in mind, start exploring Houston—whether in your chair (or airplane seat) as you read this book or as you try to navigate your way around the city. Odds are, once you get to know Houston, you’ll start to love it.
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Sure, you’ve visited—or even lived in—big cities. But it can be tough to grasp exactly just how big a city can be until you’ve spent some time in Houston, the county seat of Harris County. Sitting just 50 miles from the Gulf of Mexico, this low-lying city spans some 634 square miles. That’s enough space to hold New York, Boston, Seattle, San Francisco, Seattle, Miami, and Washington, D.C. And that’s just what lies inside Houston’s city limits. Add in neighboring cities such as Baytown and Sugar Land and the eight counties that make up the Houston-Galveston-Brazoria Consolidated Metropolitan Area, and the Greater Houston area spans more than 8,778 square miles—an area slightly smaller than Massachusetts but larger than New Jersey. Most of this land is—or was—forests, swamps, prairies, or marshes. Buffalo Bayou, the birthplace of Houston, passes through the city, running from the western suburb of Katy into downtown and then east into the Houston Ship Channel. Three Buffalo Bayou tributaries can be found around Houston: Braes Bayou runs along the Texas Medical Center; Sims Bayou runs through downtown, as well as south of Houston; and White Oak Bayou flows through the Heights neighborhood. The combination of these bayous, the city’s flat land, and frequent rain makes flooding a common occurrence.





WHO LIVES HERE?


This isn’t keeping many people away, though. Houston’s population has swelled over the last couple of decades, with a growing number of people coming here for the mild winters, a relatively low cost of living, and unrivaled opportunities in the aerospace, medicine, and energy sectors. In fact, Houston is one of the country’s fastest-growing metropolitan areas. Now home to nearly 6 million people, the Houston metropolitan area’s population grew by a whopping 26 percent between 2000 and 2010.


And this population is incredibly diverse. In fact, Houston is home to a substantially larger percentage of blacks, Hispanics, Latinos, and foreign-born residents than the rest of Texas. According to the 2010 US Census, just over a quarter of Houston residents identify themselves as white persons not of Hispanic origins. Maybe that’s not surprising given the city’s proximity to Mexico and Latin America. But here’s something you might not expect from Houston: More than 90 different languages are spoken here, and nearly 28 percent of Houston residents were born abroad. And thanks in part to the large number of colleges and universities here, Houston has one of the country’s youngest populations: The median age is just under 33 years old.


AREAS COVERED IN THIS BOOK


The vast majority of this book focuses on activities and spots inside the City of Houston since these tend to be more centrally located and attract more people. The majority of destinations in the city limits can be found inside Loop 610, a major local freeway that circles around the heart of the city, including downtown. Houstonians often refer to locations in terms of whether they are inside or outside the Loop. For this reason, the neighborhoods in this chapter are categorized as either “Inside the Loop” or “Outside the Loop.”


Admittedly, talking in terms of “Inside the Loop” and “Outside the Loop” isn’t always the most ideal way to discuss the Greater Houston area. Houston has dozens of neighborhoods, and the Greater Houston area is filled with dozens of suburbs and exurbs. While it’s impossible to discuss every Houston neighborhood and suburb in the space of a chapter, it is equally impossible to talk about Houston without mentioning some locations and destinations outside the city limits. This chapter highlights a few of the larger suburbs and neighborhoods, particularly those that are home to attractions listed elsewhere in this book.


In this chapter, more distant suburbs and neighborhoods are classified under broader ordinal categories, such as “Northwest” or “East.” Because Houston is so large and is home to so many neighborhoods and suburbs, these ordinal directions serve to keep you from becoming overwhelmed: You can look at a map and find a location relative to where you are. These overarching, ordinal categories include both neighborhoods in Houston (but outside the Loop) and suburbs located outside the city limits. Don’t worry, though: Suburbs here have been identified as such. This chapter includes the distance from downtown to these suburbs, so you have a better sense of how far you’ll be traveling if you decide to visit the more distant reaches of the Houston area.


CLIMATE


Thanks to its Gulf Coast location and the forests, swamps, and prairies in the area, Houston’s climate qualifies as humid subtropical. On average, the city gets about 48 inches of rain a year, which makes for more than a few bad hair days.


Winters here are mild, so you probably won’t need more than a light jacket. If you’re just visiting, you’re unlikely to see snow, and on the off chance that you do, it probably won’t stick. Since 1939, the city has had just 14 measureable snowfalls. January temperatures reach a high of about 62°F on average; lows average about 41°F.


iFind out the day’s weather forecast by calling the local weather line at (713) 630-0222.


Visiting during the summer? Be sure to pack sandals, shorts, sleeveless or short-sleeved shirts, and plenty of sunscreen. Temperatures tend to get up to a sweltering 94°F in July. If that doesn’t seem too hot, keep in mind that the relative humidity on summer mornings is about 90 percent, with the humidity falling to about 60 percent in the afternoons. Now for the good news: You’ll be hard-pressed to find a place in Houston that isn’t air-conditioned—rental cars included.




Uh-O-Zone


On days when high ozone levels are particularly likely, the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality issues ozone watches, advising children, the elderly, and adults with breathing problems or lung disease to stay indoors. Wondering if there’s an ozone day on the horizon? Find out by watching or listening to the local weather.





INSIDE THE LOOP


BeNaire/Meyerland/Braeswood/


southside Place


Bellaire, Meyerland, Braeswood, and Southside Place all sit in the southwestern part of the Loop and spill over west of Loop 610. These neighborhoods are predominately residential and are filled with large trees and a mix of older homes and newer mansions. There are also some retail developments and restaurants in the area. If you’re looking for the city’s Jewish community, you’ll find it here. The Bellaire/Meyerland/Braeswood/Southside Place area is home to 2 major synagogues, the Jewish Community Center, and good kosher bakeries.


Downtown


Houston’s bustling downtown district is located in the center of the Loop. It is bounded by I-10 on the north, Bagby Street on the west, Chartres Street on the east, and US 59 on the south. Since Houston’s founding in 1836, downtown has been the city’s primary area for commerce and municipal activities. Downtown is home to City Hall and Allen’s Landing, the spot where the Allen brothers arrived in and first settled Houston. The skyscrapers here are the headquarters of some of the world’s largest corporations, including Continental Airlines, El Paso Corporation, Shell Oil Company, and Halliburton. Downtown is also the location of the George R. Brown Convention Center, which hosts dozens of conventions each year in its 1.2 million square feet of exhibit and meeting space.


For many years the only real entertainment downtown had to offer were the world-class ballet, opera, and theater performances in the Theater District. There were some nice restaurants in Market Square, an area dating back to the 1800s, but these weren’t great evening destinations unless you were attending the theater afterward.


iNeed directions or advice on where to go and what to see in Houston? Visit the City of Houston Visitors Center on the first floor of City Hall Mon through Sat from 9 a.m. to 4 p.m., or call the center at (800) 4-HOUSTON.


So people typically left downtown after work and stayed away on the weekends. Over the last decade or so, though, the city has revitalized downtown to make it a more enticing place to play and even live. Many new restaurants and clubs, an aquarium, a movie theater, and a number of residential lofts and luxury apartments have opened in the area.


In 2004, the city introduced a new light-rail system that runs through downtown along Main Street. More lines—and a Fannin Street station—are planned for the coming years, which will make it even easier to get around downtown. Dubbed METRORail, the light rail makes it particularly easy to get to two of Houston’s newest sports stadiums—Minute Maid Park (baseball) and the Toyota Center (basketball and hockey)—as well as to the many festivals that are held downtown each year. Most of these festivals take place at one of the parks downtown and a growing number of festivals and other events are held at Discovery Green, a Central Park–like green space that opened in 2008 and has quickly become the hub of downtown recreation. All of these attractions are discussed elsewhere in this book. Information about the Downtown Aquarium can be found in the “Attractions” chapter; the parks, including Discovery Green, are listed in the “Parks” chapter. The stadiums are discussed in the “Spectator Sports” chapter, the Theater District is discussed in the “Performing Arts” chapter, and the METRORail is discussed in the “Getting Here, Getting Around” chapter.


iUsing a GPS to navigate your way around town? Enter the appropriate suburb name rather than “Houston” for destinations located outside of Houston city limits.


The Heights


Located northwest of downtown, the Heights is bounded by Loop 610 on the north, I-10 on the south, Yale and Oxford Streets on the east, and Blair and Dian Streets on the west. Whether you’re looking for charm, community, or independent spirit, you’ll find it in the Heights. This relatively small neighborhood dates back to 1896, when it was established outside what were then the city limits. Built above White Oaks Bayou, the neighborhood is named for the fact that, with an elevation 23 feet higher than that of downtown, it was the highest point in the city.


Today this spirited community is home to a number of thrift shops, art galleries, plant nurseries, and special events.


iOn the first Saturday of the month, head to the First Saturday Arts Market in the Heights to check out local artists’ work, listen to music, eat street food, and mingle with area residents. The free-to-attend market is held at 548 W. 19th St. from 11 a.m. to 6 p.m., rain or shine. Learn more at firstsaturdayartsmarket.com.


Midtown


Bounded by I-45 on the north, US 59 on the south, SH 288 on the east, and Bagby Street on the west, Midtown sits on the southwest edge of downtown. After being run-down for many years, this neighborhood has received a big makeover and become one of the hippest areas in town. A younger crowd flocks to Midtown partly for the prime location, partly to be near some of the hottest bars, lounges, restaurants, and events in the city. Remnants of Midtown before the makeover are still evident, though. The area remains home to a large Vietnamese population, whose presence is evident in the neighborhood’s numerous Vietnamese restaurants, businesses, and even street names.


Montrose


Montrose is bounded by Allen Parkway on the north, US 59 on the south, Bagby Street on the east, and Shepherd on the west. It is Houston’s most eclectic neighborhood, thanks in part to the neighborhood’s proximity to the Museum District and Midtown, as well as the Rice and St. Thomas Universities. Montrose is perhaps best known for its large gay and lesbian population, but the area is also home to and frequented by plenty of students, artsy types, families, and young professionals. This pedestrian-friendly neighborhood is filled with independent shops and thrift stores and trendy restaurants and bars, making it a popular place to shop and socialize. Montrose is also the site of one of the city’s biggest parades—the Gay Pride Festival and Parade in June. Learn more about the parade in the “Annual Events” chapter.


Museum District


Nestled between West University and Montrose, the Museum District is home to 17 of Houston’s best museums. The district covers a 1.5-mile radius from the Mecom Fountain, a three-pool-high fountain that stands in the traffic circle at the entrance to Houston’s prized Hermann Park. Inside the park, you’ll find the Houston Zoo, a beautiful Japanese garden, the Houston Museum of Natural Science, and the Miller Outdoor Theatre. Rice University is located right across the street from the park.


The Museum District has a sophisticated feel, with trees and well-manicured landscaping lining many of the streets. This makes for enjoyable scenery if you opt to go museum hopping—a walkable option, if the weather’s nice. The Contemporary Arts Museum, Museum of Fine Arts, Museum of Natural Science, Health Museum, Children’s Museum, and Holocaust Museum are all within a few blocks of one another. Ten of the museums in the district are free, and all except one offer free admission days or hours. Each September, the area hosts Museum District Day (page 187), when the museums offer free admission and shuttle service, as well as special family-friendly programming. The Museum District is easily accessible by METRO bus and lightrail, as well as via US 59, TX 288, Main Street, and Fannin Street. Learn more about the Museum District in the “Museums” chapter.


River oaks


River Oaks is one of Houston’s ritziest neighborhoods, centrally located just east of the Galleria and west of Shepherd between US 59 on the south and Buffalo Bayou on the north. The area was developed by Michael and William Hogg, the sons of former Texas governor Jim Hogg. Along with their sister Ima, the Hoggs oversaw the building of Bayou Bend, a beautiful manse and gardens on Buffalo Bayou. Today the Museum of Fine Arts Houston owns the Hoggs’ River Oaks home and gardens. The Hogg manse isn’t the only magnificent house in the area, though. During the spring, River Oaks homes are surrounded by azaleas, which people from across the city pay to see as part of the River Oaks Garden Club Azalea Trail. This affluent area is also home to a number of independent restaurants, bakeries, and boutiques. Many of these can be found in the River Oaks Shopping Center, as well as in Highland Village, an upscale shopping area located along Westheimer.


Texas Medical Center


Sitting adjacent to Hermann Park and across the street from Rice University, the Texas Medical Center—aka the Medical Center or TMC—is the world’s largest medical center with 49 medicine-related institutions. Although there are some restaurants and housing around the Medical Center, this area revolves around the hospitals, which you can learn about in the “Health Care” chapter. Most of the hospitals here are located off Fannin Street, Main Street, or Holcombe Boulevard and are easily accessible on the METRORail.
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The Wards


In and around downtown and east Houston sit six wards, each named for its ward number (First Ward, Second Ward, and so on).


These wards represent former political subdivisions that date back to the late 1830s, shortly after the city’s founding. At that time, the Allen brothers and other civic leaders divided the city into four geographic political districts, calling them wards. Over the next four decades, two additional wards were added. None were defined based on population. Rather, it was natural and major thoroughfares—Buffalo Bayou, Congress Street, and Main Street—that demarcated each of the six areas.


Today, the wards don’t hold any true political significance, but the neighborhoods are still known by their ward numbers. And, because most of the wards’ residents are minorities, some of these areas have a reputation for being poor and crime ridden. Yet, many of the wards have been undergoing a revitalization, allowing some of the old homes in the area to be restored. Still, this rebirth has been slow for some, with Hurricane Ike wreaking significant damage on some of the wards in 2008. Below is a breakdown of the six wards:


Located northwest of downtown just north of Congress Avenue and west of Main Street, the First Ward is situated alongside the Theater District. Historically a working-class neighborhood, the First Ward is now home to a mix of Latino, black, and white residents. The Old Jeff Davis Hospital—Houston’s first hospital—is located in the First Ward. Today, this neoclassical-style building has shed its status as a hospital and been turned into artists’ lofts.


The Second Ward lies between Buffalo Bayou on the north and railroad tracks on the south and between Lockwood Avenue on the east and Congress Street on the west. Once a white, upper-class area, the Second Ward lost many of its residents to other suburbs after World War II. It is now home to a large Latino population, as well as industrial buildings and some lofts.


Settled by freed slaves following the Civil War, the Third Ward is a historically black neighborhood. It’s home to both Texas Southern University and the University of Houston. After many years of being run-down, the Third Ward has gotten a significant physical and emotional makeover with the help ofan innovative community art program called Project Row Houses. You can learn more about Project Row Houses on page 127 of the “Museums” chapter.


Nicknamed Freedman’s Town, the Fourth Ward was founded by freed slaves. Located along the edge of downtown in what is now Midtown, this ward was once the hub of black culture in the city. Over the years, though, it became run-down. Today, lofts, apartments, restaurants, and bars are beginning to replace the old shotgun-style houses and housing projects.


Freed slaves created the Fifth Ward out of parts of the First and Second Wards. Located just northeast of downtown, the Fifth Ward sits north of Buffalo Bayou and east of its Little Oak Bayou Tributary. It’s the city’s oldest black neighborhood, but it has attracted large Latino, Asian, and immigrant populations over the years. In fact, about a third of today’s Fifth Ward residents are of Latin or Hispanic origin. Although the Fifth Ward has one of the city’s highest populations of ex-felons, it also has areas filled with organic gardens and blooming flowers.


Created out of the northern portion of the Fourth Ward, the Sixth Ward sits along downtown’s western edge. It is home to the area’s largest concentration of Victorian-era homes, making it the first Houston neighborhood to be added to the National Register of Historic Places in 1978. Many run-down homes here have been restored, but some are at risk of being bulldozed.








Upper Kirby & Greenway Plaza


Just north of West University and south of River Oaks lies the area known as Upper Kirby. It is bounded by Westheimer on the north, Westpark on the south, Shepherd on the east, and Buffalo Speedway on the west. Even if you don’t have a map, you can usually tell when you’re in the neighborhood: Red British-style telephone booths and red street signs dot Upper Kirby.


Much like the neighborhoods that surround it, Upper Kirby is fairly trendy and upscale, with a mix of commercial developments, private homes, and apartments. With its numerous bars, pubs, and restaurants, Upper Kirby is a popular spot to hang out or meet up with friends. The downside? Parking spaces can be tough to come by, especially on evenings and weekends.


The part of Upper Kirby located along US 59/Southwest Freeway is known as Greenway Plaza. The area is named after a series of office buildings just off the freeway. Today these buildings are joined by a number of luxury apartments, condos, and townhomes, as well as a strip center with a growing number of restaurants and shops.


Washington Corridor


The Washington Corridor—aka Washington Avenue—is arguably Houston’s hottest neighborhood. It sits just south of The Heights and just north of the Fourth Ward and River Oaks. This rapidly developing area is bounded roughly by the West Loop 610 South on the west, I-45 on the east, I-10 along most of the northern part of the neighborhood, and Allen Parkway and Memorial Park along the south.


While a large number of apartment and condo renters, as well as homeowners, call the area home, even more people call the area home to their favorite hangouts. The neighborhood’s main street—Washington Avenue—is lined with some of the city’s trendiest restaurants and bars.


West University & Rice Village


Technically, West University—also known as West U and West University Place—spans from Bissonnet Street to Bellaire Boulevard/Holcombe Boulevard between Community Drive on the west and Kirby Drive on the east, but “West U” is sometimes used to describe the area as far east as Main Street, where Rice University lies. The area is home to some beautiful, pricey houses, as well as endless restaurants and shops. Many of these are located on or just east of Kirby in Rice Village, a retail area located just a few blocks west of Rice University. Also known as the Village, it has expanded in recent years to include about 4 main blocks between Rice and University Boulevards on the north and south and Kirby and Greenbriar on the east and west. Many chain stores like Ann Taylor and Banana Republic have moved in. Still, a number of local restaurants, bars, pubs, and stores—particularly women’s boutiques—can be found around the Village.


iParking spaces are tough to come by in Rice Village. Visit during off-peak weekday hours if you want to avoid searching for an elusive spot.


OUTSIDE THE LOOP


West


Galleria & Uptown


Located just off West Loop 610 South, the Galleria area is anchored by the Galleria, Houston’s most distinguished mall, which sits at the intersection of Westheimer Road and Post Oak Boulevard. Just a couple of blocks away stands the third-tallest building in the city—Williams Tower—and a unique water wall, which is listed in the “Attractions” chapter.


The Galleria is home to an ice-skating rink, restaurants, and elite stores such as Louis Vuitton, Tiffany, Nordstrom, Neiman Marcus, and Dylan’s Candy Bar, as well as mall staples such as Banana Republic, Gap, Abercrombie & Fitch, and Macy’s. More great shopping can be found across the street and in the blocks surrounding the Galleria, particularly on Westheimer on either side of Loop 610 and on Post Oak Boulevard.


A few blocks north of the Galleria at Post Oak Boulevard and Loop 610, you’ll find the Uptown Park development, which is home to several higher-end boutiques and restaurants. Several hotels and a growing number of residential developments also dot the area. Because the Galleria area offers easy access to US 59, Loop 610, and I-10, as well as to River Oaks and other neighborhoods inside the Loop, many out-of-town visitors choose hotels in this area.


On Thanksgiving evening, many Houstonians and their Thanksgiving guests flock to the Galleria area to watch the lighting of the Christmas trees along Post Oak. This popular event, which you can learn more about in the “Annual Events” chapter, also includes special holiday entertainment, snacks, and even a fireworks display.


Depending on the route you take, the Galleria is about 8 miles west of downtown.


Memorial


Located south of the Katy Freeway between West Loop 610 North and West Beltway 8, Memorial is one of Houston’s wealthiest and most beautiful neighborhoods. Large homes and tall pine trees line the residential portions of Memorial. Many great restaurants and shops make their homes in the area, as do some low-rise business offices. Popular shopping areas here include the recently renovated Memorial City Mall, which has a skating rink and a giant carousel; Town & Country Village, a well-manicured open-air shopping area; and City Centre, a chic new mixed-use urban development. Don’t be surprised if you see a familiar-looking face when you’re out and about in the Memorial area: Among the area’s residents are Roger Clemens, former president George H. W. Bush, and former First Lady Barbara Bush. Memorial is about 12 miles from downtown.


Katy


One of Houston’s most popular suburbs, Katy has a long history as an agricultural town and continues to produce rice today. Katy is composed of several master-planned communities and golf courses. More restaurants and retail developments have been cropping up here in recent years. The most notable of these is Katy Mills Mall, a mixed retail and outlet mall. Located off the Katy Freeway, Katy is about 25 miles from downtown.


East


Houston Ship Channel


Located east of Beltway 8, the Houston Ship Channel is the hub of the city’s industrial and shipping activity. It comprises a large part of the Port of Houston and feeds into the Gulf of Mexico. As one of the country’s busiest ports, the Ship Channel is used to transport general cargo, petrochemical, grain, and other products to destinations around the country and the world. Many oil refineries are located along the channel, which has been widened several times to accommodate larger ships. The sheer amount of industrial activity and ships passing through here makes for some unpleasant odors and high ozone levels. Located along the length of the Ship Channel are the USS Texas, which was used during both World Wars, and the San Jacinto Monument, the site where Texas revolutionaries defeated Mexican troops to secure Texas’s independence in 1836. Both the USS Texas and the San Jacinto Monument are located in the San Jacinto Battleground State Historic Site in the town of La Porte; learn more about these sites in the “Attractions” chapter. The Ship Channel is about 25 miles east of downtown.


Baytown


Baytown sits on the east side of the Ship Channel, about 27 miles from downtown. While there are plenty of homes in this independent city, the area is perhaps best known for its many oil refineries and rubber and chemical plants. Baytown is also home to Royal Purple Raceway, a motor-racing complex that you can learn more about in the “Spectator Sports” chapter. Baytown residents and visitors—as well as their cars and bicycles—can travel across the Houston Ship Channel on the Lynchburg Ferry, which was used to transport Texas revolutionaries to the Battle of San Jacinto in 1836.


North


The north side of Houston is home to George Bush Intercontinental Airport, the city’s largest airport, which sits just north of Beltway 8. Much of this area is devoted to airport operations, as well as to hotels and rental car companies. There are also several neighborhoods and suburbs north of Houston.


Spring


Spring lies about 22 miles north of downtown on I-45 and falls into Houston’s extraterritorial jurisdiction. Once home to the Orcoquiza Native Americans, this predominately residential area has seen tremendous growth in the last few decades, with several new residential developments popping up. The area is home to many retail developments. Perhaps the most notable of these is Old Town Spring, which houses shops in Spring’s oldest buildings. Spring is also home to the popular water park SplashTown, which you can learn about in the “Kidstuff” chapter.


Conroe


Located about 40 miles north of downtown on I-45, Conroe is the county seat of Montgomery County. It’s also home to Lake Conroe, one of the most popular places in the area to go boating, fishing, and waterskiing. While many people come here only on weekends and during vacations, the permanent population has grown dramatically in recent years as the Greater Houston area has expanded.


The Woodlands


Located about 30 miles north of downtown off I-45, The Woodlands offers a serene reprieve from city life. The master-planned community is heavily wooded and elegantly landscaped, making it a popular place for the fairly well-off to call home. In recent years The Woodlands has become home to a growing number of restaurants and retail establishments, including The Woodlands Mall. Cynthia Woods Mitchell Pavilion, an outdoor amphitheater that hosts some of the city’s biggest concerts, is located in The Woodlands; find out more about it in the “Nightlife” chapter.


Northeast


Kingwood


Located off US 59, Kingwood is a master-planned community that dates back to the 1970s. However, it wasn’t officially annexed by Houston until 1996. While Kingwood is a master-planned community, the villages within it boast a variety of architectural styles. However, the neighborhoods here are all filled with pine trees and oaks. Although Kingwood is predominately a residential neighborhood, there are also many retail developments and restaurants, including a growing number along US 59. Kingwood is about 23 miles from downtown.


South


Pearland


Located about 20 miles south of downtown on TX 288, Pearland is one of the country’s fastest-growing suburbs. The population is more than 80 percent white and predominately white-collar. Many residents work in the Medical Center or downtown. This master-planned community occupies three different counties—Harris, Fort Bend, and Brazoria. Pearland has no major industries of its own, though the area boasts several retail developments, restaurants, and parks.


Southeast


Head southeast of downtown along I-45, and you’ll find William P. Hobby Airport. Drive a little farther, and you’ll find some of the area’s most popular recreational areas, as well as some industrial areas.


Pasadena


Pasadena is located east of the Houston Ship Channel, about 20 miles southeast of downtown, and is filled with odor-emitting refineries and shipping-related businesses. Although there are some million-dollar homes in the area, most Pasadena residents are blue-collar workers who play a central role in Houston’s industries. About half of Pasadena’s residents are Hispanic or Latino. The city, which is largely shaped by its industries, is home to an annual strawberry festival and to Armand Bayou Nature Center, a beautiful nature reserve listed in the “Parks” chapter.


Bay Area


Situated between Houston and Galveston, the Bay Area is the name used to refer to a collection of communities along Galveston Bay. The crown jewel of these communities is Clear Lake. This wealthy master-planned community is home to a large population of engineers, thanks to its proximity to Houston’s petrochemical plants, Lockheed-Martin, Boeing, and NASA’s Johnson Space Center. Clear Lake is also home to a lake of the same name, which empties into Galveston Bay. The area is one of the best and most popular places in the Houston region to go boating, sailing, fishing, and waterskiing. Most of Clear Lake is located in Houston, but a small part lies in Pasadena’s jurisdiction.


Drive just a few minutes south of Clear Lake, and you’ll find yourself in Kemah. This small fishing town is home to some colorful little cottages and shops—and the Kemah Boardwalk Entertainment District, which boasts restaurants, carnival rides, boardwalk games, shops, an aquarium, and other family-friendly entertainment. You can learn more about the boardwalk in the “Attractions” chapter. Like other parts of the Bay Area, Kemah endured significant damage from Hurricane Ike, but most of the boardwalk attractions have been repaired and reopened. Clear Lake is located about 20 miles from downtown; Kemah is about 30 miles from downtown.


Galveston


Galveston sits on the Gulf of Mexico, making it a popular place to go to the beach, surf, sail, water-ski, fish, and enjoy other water-based activities. The island is also home to many hotels, seafood restaurants, and touristy shops, making this a hotspot for Houstonians and other tourists looking to escape for a week or a weekend. Many of the residences here are beach houses, occupied only on weekends and during the summer. Once Texas’s most bustling port, much of Galveston was destroyed by the Hurricane of 1900. While the city rebuilt after that storm, some parts are still rebuilding from Hurricane Ike, which destroyed hundreds of homes and businesses and killed many who didn’t heed evacuation orders. Galveston is about 45 miles from downtown.


Southwest


Alief


Located west of West Beltway 8, Alief is one of Houston’s most diverse areas, with a large population of Latin American and Asian immigrants, blacks, and people of Caribbean, African, and Middle Eastern origins. Many Louisiana residents who fled Hurricane Katrina moved to this area. There are some good hole-in-the-wall restaurants and ethnic shops in Alief, which is home to part of the city’s Chinatown, as well as Little Saigon. In recent years, Alief’s seen quite a bit of crime and gang violence, with a murder rate that is 480 percent above the national average. Alief is about 15 miles from downtown.


Sharpstown


Located between Beltway 8 and Loop 610, Sharpstown was considered a trailblazer among master-planned communities when it was founded in the 1950s. Today, though, many of the buildings—including apartments, homes, retail stores, and restaurants—look pretty outdated. The area, which is home to large Asian and Latin American immigrant populations, makes up part of Houston’s Chinatown. Here you’ll find a number of ethnic restaurants and grocery stores, as well as many apartments, residential developments, and some single-family homes.






Houston vital statistics


Founded: 1836 (incorporated in 1837)


Area codes: 713, 281, 832


Population (in 2010): 2.1 million inside the city limits; 5.95 million in the Houston Metropolitan Statistical Area, which includes the suburbs and exurbs


County: Harris


Counties in the Houston-Galveston-Brazoria Metropolitan Statistical Area: Harris, Fort Bend, Montgomery, Brazoria, Galveston, Liberty, Waller, Chambers


Nicknames: Space City, Bayou City, Clutch City


Average temperatures:


January: 62°F (high), 41°F (low)


July: 94°F (high), 74°F (low)


Average annual rainfall: 48 inches


Major commercial airports: George Bush Intercontinental Airport, William P. Hobby Airport


Major colleges and universities: Rice University, University of Houston, Texas Southern University, University of St. Thomas, Baylor College of Medicine, South Texas College of Law, University of Texas Health Science Center at Houston, Houston Baptist University, Prairie View A&M College of Nursing


Major area businesses: NASA, Texas Medical Center, El Paso Corporation, Shell Oil US Division, Landry’s Restaurants, Halliburton, Marathon Oil, Pennzoil, Sysco, Gulf South Pipeline Company, Schlumberger Technology Corporation, Shipley Do-Nuts, BP America, Pappas Restaurants, ConocoPhillips, CITGO Petroleum, CenterPoint Energy, Al’s Formal Wear, Apache Corporation


Daily newspaper: Houston Chronicle


Alternative newsweekly: Houston Press


Sales tax: 8.25 percent


Hotel tax: 17 percent


Famous sons and daughters: Musicians Beyoncé and Solange Knowles, Kenny Rogers, and Lyle Lovett; Dell Computer founder Michael Dell; WordPress creator Matt Mullenweg; race car driver A.J. Foyt; journalists Dan Rather and Walter Cronkite; Broadway star Tommy Tune; actors Dennis and Randy Quaid, Patrick Swayze, Isaiah Washington, Hilary and Haylie Duff, Renee Zellweger, Salma Hayek, Chandra Wilson, Jennifer Garner, and Alexis Bledel; filmmaker Wes Anderson; basketball stars Clyde Drexler and Rashard Lewis; NFL football star Vince Young; baseball star Nolan Ryan


Famous residents: Former US president George H. W. Bush and former First Lady Barbara Bush; former US Secretary of State James Baker; filmmaker, aviator, and billionaire Howard Hughes; baseball stars Roger Clemens and Andy Pettitte; gymnast Mary Lou Retton; NBA basketball coaches Avery Johnson and Jeff Van Gundy; televangelist and pastor Joel Osteen; Project Runway winner Chloe Dao










Visitor Information
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Stafford


Located predominately in Fort Bend County, Stafford is known for being a business-friendly community. Among the businesses located here: Tyco, UPS, and Texas Instruments. Retail businesses, hotels, and restaurants can also be found by the dozen in Stafford, where the sales tax is 0.5 percent lower than that of surrounding cities. There are many single-family homes in the area, but the people working here outnumber Stafford residents.


Sugar Land


Once a sugar plantation and the home of Imperial Sugar’s headquarters, Sugar Land is now one of Houston’s most highly regarded suburbs. An independent municipality, Sugar Land is a master-planned community filled with larger homes, golf courses, and country clubs. Nearly 60 percent of residents are white, about a quarter are of Asian descent, and more than a couple are famous athletes. As with other master-planned communities in the area, the bulk of businesses here are retail and restaurants. Sugar Land is about 20 miles from downtown, just off US 59.




GETTING HERE, GETTING AROUND[image: image]





Between the hundreds of domestic and international flights departing from and arriving at Houston’s two airports each day and the many interstate and state highways that run through the city, Houston is accessible from just about anywhere. Once you get to town, you’ll need a car—that is, unless you’re staying (and don’t plan to leave) downtown, where you can walk, take cabs, and ride METRORail. Downtown options aside, Houston is a sprawling metropolis without a sprawling public transportation system. Sure, the city has a bus system, but the frequent stops and traffic mean you could spend an hour or more traveling from point A to point B, even if points A and B are just a few miles apart. The city has a light-rail system, too, but it doesn’t venture into the suburbs, much less to areas inside the Loop like the Galleria, River Oaks, the Heights, or Montrose. You can take cabs around the city, but the cost adds up quickly. And, in most cases, you’ll have to call ahead to schedule a pickup.


When trying to get your bearings in Houston, keep in mind that downtown is at the center of the city and that the city’s major freeways—I-10, US 59, and I-45—intersect there. Heading south of downtown will take you to Freeport on the Gulf of Mexico; heading southeast will take you to William P. Hobby Airport and to Galveston, which is about a 45-minute drive from Houston. Heading north of downtown will take you to Dallas, which is about a 4-hour drive from Houston. Go east of downtown and you’ll wind up in the Houston Ship Channel area. Heading west from downtown? You’ll soon be on your way to Memorial Park, Memorial, Katy, and eventually San Antonio—about a 3-hour drive from Houston.





BY CAR


When you’re driving around Houston during rush hour, there’s one thing you can always expect: traffic on major freeways. And we’re talking serious traffic here. During weekday mornings and in the early evening, it can take twice—or sometimes even three times—as long as usual to reach your destination.


No matter where you’re headed, it’s nearly impossible to avoid the freeways if you spend more than a few days—or even hours—in Houston. But here’s some good news: You probably won’t use most of these freeways or tollroads, at least not if you’re spending your time in the city’s central areas. So, instead of overwhelming you with highways you’ll probably never use, the next few paragraphs highlight just the major freeways and tollroads. Keep in mind that this is just a starting point. Before hitting the road, spend some time looking at a map to get a better feel for the city’s layout.


Toll road Driving Made EZ


While you can get around without ever driving on a toll road here, it’s sometimes quicker to include a toll road—or two—in your route. Houston’s toll roads may be set up a little differently from those you’ve encountered before, though. That’s because Houston has tollbooths at the toll road entrances as well as pass-through tollbooths, which require you to pay a toll even after you’ve paid the initial entry toll. This means you may have to stop and pay tolls two or three times in the course of a drive. Tolls vary, but they typically run somewhere between 30 cents to $1.50 for cars; vehicles with three or more axles pay higher tolls.


iUse your EZ Tag to park in the on-site garages at George Bush Intercontinental and William P. Hobby Airports. This way, you can skip the hassle of waiting in line to pay the cashier.


Want to avoid the hassle of rummaging through your wallet for money at tollbooths? If you’re here to stay, your best bet is to purchase an EZ Tag. (EZ tags can’t be used on rental cars since they can’t be transferred from vehicle to vehicle.) Just stick the tag on your windshield and drive through the EZ Tag lane. A camera will scan your EZ Tag and automatically deduct the toll from your account. An EZ Tag will cost you a one-time activation fee of $15, plus a minimum credit or debit card payment of $40, from which your toll charges will be deducted. You can purchase an EZ Tag online or by visiting one of the four EZ Tag stores. Call (281) 875-3279 to find these locations, or visit the EZ Tag registration website (hctra.org). The website also includes a downloadable map with the toll roads’ entry and exit points and toll plazas.


TxTag and EZ Tag can be used interchangeably in Houston. The only difference is that TxTag stickers can be used statewide. So, you might want to buy one if you’re in Texas long-term and plan to travel around the state a lot. Want to buy a prepaid TxTag sticker? Visit txtag.org or call (888) 468-9824.


iFind out about road closures and traffic pile-ups around town by visiting Houston Transtar’s website: traffic.houstontranstar.org.


Freeway & Toll road Cheatsheet


Here’s the lowdown on the freeways and toll roads you’ll almost inevitably encounter—or at least hear about:


Loop 610—aka the Loop—runs around central Houston, which includes downtown, the Medical Center, Montrose, the Museum District, Midtown, West University, Braeswood, the wards, and the Heights, among other areas. The northern part of the Loop is known as the North Loop, the southern part is called the South Loop, the eastern side is known as the East Loop, and the western side—which runs along the Galleria and Bellaire—is known as the West Loop.


Sometimes, an additional ordinal direction is added to the name of the Loop to describe a more specific location. Here are some examples:




	North Loop West refers to the section of the north loop between US 290 and I-45.


	North Loop East runs between I-45 and US 90.


	East Loop North is the section of the East Loop between US 90 and I-10.


	East Loop South runs between I-10 and TX 225.


	South Loop East is the section of the South Loop between TX 225 and TX 288.


	South Loop West runs between TX 288 and the South Post Oak Road spur.


	West Loop South is the section of the West Loop between the South Post Oak spur and Buffalo Bayou.


	West Loop North runs from the Buffalo Bayou and US 290.





US 59, which cuts through the Loop, runs from northeast to southwest Houston and along the eastern side of downtown. The section in the northeastern part of the city is called the Eastex Freeway; the section running from downtown to the southwestern suburbs is called the Southwest Freeway.


I-45 cuts through the northern part of the city before running along the western side of downtown and then veering southeast. I-45 North will take you to the northern suburb of The Woodlands and eventually to Dallas, about 4 hours north of Houston. I-45 South will take you to William P. Hobby Airport, the Bay Area, Space Center Houston, and ultimately, Galveston.


i Tune in to AM 740 or AM 1610 on your radio for the latest traffic and weather updates.


I-10, which runs from California to Florida, cuts east-west through the upper half of the Loop and intersects with both I-45 and US 59 downtown. The section of I-10 running east from downtown to the Ship Channel is called the East Freeway, or the Baytown East Freeway. The recently widened stretch of I-10 that runs west from downtown to Katy is called the Katy Freeway. The Harris County Toll Road Authority recently added managed lanes to the Katy Freeway between 610 West and TX 6, a state highway that runs from the Texas-Oklahoma border to just northwest of Galveston and intersects with I-10, Westheimer Road, FM 1960 (an old farm-to-market road), and US 290.


The Katy Freeway managed lanes run both eastbound and westbound from 5 to 11 a.m. and 2 to 8 p.m., Mon through Fri. The managed lanes are part toll road, part HOV lane (which we’ll get to shortly). This means vehicles with two or more people can drive in the managed lanes for free.


iHave two or more people in your car? Drive in the left managed lane of the Katy Managed Lanes. Driving solo with your EZ Tag or TxTag? Stay in the right managed lane.


Don’t have passengers to keep you company? You can drive in the managed lanes by paying a toll. There aren’t any tollbooths for these lanes, though. You must have a toll tag—either an EZ Tag (local) or a TxTag (statewide), and the cost of the toll will be deducted each time you drive in a managed lane. Tolls range from 30 cents to $1.60, depending on the time and direction you’re driving in. Visit hctra.org to download a map of the managed lanes’ entry and exit points.


Houston has a second loop made up of the Sam Houston Tollway, the Sam Houston Parkway, and Beltway 8. This intermediate loop circles the more distant reaches of the city, including the area near George Bush Intercontinental Airport on the north, the Houston Ship Channel on the east, and southern exurbs like Sugar Land on the south. It also intersects with I-10 just west of Memorial and east of Katy, making this a popular place to enter the toll road and head to Intercontinental Airport from the west side of town. Each side of the Beltway, as this Texas state highway is often called, is referred to by its compass direction (East Belt, for example). The northern, southern, western, and southeastern sides of the loop are called the Sam Houston Tollway or Beltway 8; the northeastern side is referred to as Sam Houston Parkway. The beltway primarily runs on frontage roads; the tollway section obviously requires a toll. Tolls along the Sam Houston Tollway range from 75 cents to $2, though they’re typically 75 cents or $1.


HOV Lanes: Your Rush Hour Ally


Toll roads aren’t your only allies when battling traffic. The city also strives to encourage carpooling and curb traffic with several so-called HOV lanes that run along the interior of most major freeways and highways. To drive in an HOV lane, you must have at least two people riding in the car, including the driver. In most cases, concrete separators will tip you off as to where these lanes lie; along US 59 South, HOV lanes are distinguished only by painted diamonds in the lane. Many HOV lanes accommodate inbound traffic during the morning rush hour from 5 to 11 a.m., then switch to accommodate outbound traffic from 2 to 8 p.m. A map of HOV lanes and schedules can be downloaded from ridemetro.org/schedulesmaps/hov.aspx.


iWant a carpool buddy? METRO maintains a database of local commuters who want to carpool. Visit METRO’s website (ridepro.ridemetro.org/ridepro/service.asp) to find other commuters who live and work near you.


At the time this book went to press, METRO was working on making the HOV lanes along I-45 (Gulf Freeway) into HOT (High-Occupancy Toll) lanes. This will allow drivers without passengers to use the HOV lanes for a toll. The tolls will vary by the time of day and traffic volume. METRO will sell HOT lane toll tags at ridemetro.org, or you can use your EZ Tag to pay. You can learn more about the coming HOT lanes at ihate houstontraffic.org.


iWant to drive in the HOV lane on US 290/Northwest Freeway during rush hour? Unless you’re willing to pay, you must have three passengers. Cars with just two occupants are required to pay $2. Prefer to just pay the $2? You’ll need to register by calling (713) 224-7433 to register and learn more.


BY PLANE


Houston is home to two commercial airports—George Bush Intercontinental Airport (IAH) and William P. Hobby Airport (HOU). Together they served more than 49.5 million passengers in 2010. Between the two airports, you can find service to nearly 200 international and domestic destinations on just about every national and international airline.


Recent renovations at both airports make for a relatively pleasant airport experience. They’re clean, easy to navigate, and are full of new restaurants and shops.


The larger of the two airports, George Bush Intercontinental, is located in north Houston, about 23 miles north of downtown and 27 miles northeast of the Galleria. Hobby Airport is located in the southeast part of the city, about 7 miles south of downtown and 16 miles from the Galleria. If that seems like a quick ride to your destination, keep in mind that 60 mph doesn’t always translate to 1

mile a minute here. Houston freeways can get pretty congested, especially during rush hour. So, if you’re staying 30 miles from the airport, give yourself an hour to get there. And be sure to account for the extra time you will need to park and return your rental car (if you’re driving), check your luggage, go through security, and get to your gate in time. The airlines usually recommend arriving an hour and a half before takeoff, but it’s a good idea to arrive at least 2 hours early if you’re traveling during peak travel holidays. Even though both Houston airports have plenty of security lines and ticket counters, there’s almost always a line during the winter holidays and big travel weekends.




Houston Roadways


Here are a few other Houston roadways worth knowing:


The east-west highway US 290 runs northwest, intersecting with both Loop 610 and the Sam Houston Tollway. You can take US 290 straight to the Texas capital of Austin, which is about 2.5 hours northwest of Houston by car.


FM 1960 is an old farm-to-market road that intersects with US 290 and TX 6 in northern Harris County. It primarily travels east.


Westheimer Road, sometimes referred to as FM 1093 on signs, is a major road that runs east-west from the Westpark Tollway to downtown, where it turns into Bagby Street. Westheimer runs parallel to I-10, which lies to its north. The Galleria mall sits on Westheimer, which goes under West Loop 610 South and through River Oaks, Montrose, and Midtown.


Just south of Westheimer is the Westpark Tollway, which runs relatively parallel. The Westpark Tollway runs from Westpark Drive on the west to TX 99, which will eventually make a third loop around the Houston metropolitan area. Tolls here range from 35 cents to $1.25, but there are no tollbooths. You must have an EZ Tag to drive on the Westpark Tollway. If you drive on the tollway without an EZ Tag, you’ll get a ticket in the mail.


The Hardy Toll Road runs from I-45, just north of the city, to Loop 610, near central Houston. For the most part, the 22-mile Hardy Toll Road runs parallel to I-45. Toll charges range from 75 cents to $1.50 for cars; EZ Tag users get a 25-cent discount on each Hardy Toll Road toll.


TX 288 runs south from downtown to Freeport, Texas, along the Gulf of Mexico. 288, as it’s known, will also take you to the southern Houston suburb of Pearland.


US 90 overlaps with I-10 from Katy to roughly the East Loop Freeway, where US 90 then heads northeast and becomes known as the Crosby Freeway.





Where to Park


Parking at the airport? Both Intercontinental and Hobby offer plenty of on-site and off-site parking options, whether you’re parking for a few hours or a few days. One of the cheapest—and greenest—options is the city-owned ecopark, whose shuttles run on clean natural gas instead of diesel fuel. Parking in Intercontinental’s ecopark lot will cost you $2.77 plus tax for up to 3 hours and $4.62 plus tax (uncovered parking) or $6.47 plus tax (covered parking) for 3 to 24 hours. Hobby has two ecopark lots. Depending which lot you park in, you’ll pay either $1.85 plus tax or $2.77 plus tax for up to 3 hours, and $5.44 plus tax or $7.39 plus tax for up to 24 hours. Intercontinental’s ecopark lot is located at JFK Boulevard and Greens Road as you approach the terminals. Hobby’s ecopark lot is on-site and within walking distance of the terminals. Look for the blue and green signs.




Airlines Serving Intercontinental Airport
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George Bush Intercontinental Airport


Previously called Intercontinental Airport, Houston’s largest and busiest airport was renamed to honor the 41st US president and Houston resident George H. W. Bush in 1997. Houstonians tend to refer to the airport—abbreviated IAH—as “Intercontinental” or “Bush Intercontinental.” Currently, Intercontinental, which is located off the Hardy Toll Road, is served by 17 commercial airlines, as well as several passenger charter airlines. Because this bustling airport is one of United/Continental Airlines’ biggest hubs and Houston is the largest major city near Mexico and Latin America, more than 700 flights depart from Intercontinental each day. These flights offer nonstop service to more than 176 domestic and international destinations.


iNeed help navigating the airport—or making plans once you leave the airport? Get help at one of the Visitor Information Centers on the baggage claim levels of Terminals A, B, and C at Intercontinental.


To accommodate its many airlines and passengers, Intercontinental has five terminals, lettered A through E. Passengers leaving Houston on international airlines depart from Terminal D. International inbound flights provided by Continental Airlines arrive in Terminal E. Customs and Border Protection are also located in Terminal E on the second floor.


Traveling between terminals? Hop on the Inter-Terminal Train for a quick connection between terminals B, C, and E. Signs for the train are located in the ticketing areas and terminals.


iArriving on an international flight? Grab a free-to-use luggage cart in the customs area. The carts aren’t allowed on Intercontinental’s Inter-Terminal Train.


Intercontinental’s many amenities make the airport seem like a city unto itself. You’ll find more than 50 restaurants and bars here, ranging from McDonald’s and Chili’s Too to healthier options like Upper Crust and The Real Food Company to homegrown favorites like Pappas Bar-B-Q, Pappadeaux Seafood Kitchen, and Pappasito’s Cantina. You’ll also find gift shops selling everything from Houston and Texas paraphernalia to luxury handbags and perfumes. Other amenities include an interfaith chapel, a currency exchange booth, and multilingual service representatives. Since Intercontinental is one of United/Continental Airlines’ hubs, you can often find last-minute weekend getaway flights between Houston and locations around the country, as well as South America, for as little as $139 round-trip. Visit continental.com and go to “Deals & Offers" to find current deals.


William P. Hobby Airport


After stints as Houston Municipal Airport and Howard R. Hughes Airport—yes, that Howard Hughes—Houston’s oldest commercial airport was renamed in 1967 to honor former Texas governor William P. Hobby. Abbreviated HOU, Hobby is just 7 miles south of downtown Houston off I-45/Gulf Freeway, making this a more convenient airport for many visitors and Houstonians. With just six passenger airlines, one charter service, and no international flights currently serving Hobby, it’s not nearly as congested as Intercontinental. All six airlines—Southwest, AirTran, JetBlue, Delta, Frontier, and American—fly out of the Central Concourse. Together, they provide nonstop or direct service to more than 34 destinations around the United States.


Hungry? At Hobby, you’ve got your pick of more than a dozen dining and drinking establishments, most located in the concourse. Your options range from popular local joints like Barry’s Pizza, Pappasito’s Cantina, and Pappas Burgers to national chains like Wendy’s and Subway. Got time to kill? Stop by the 1940s Air Terminal Museum, which commemorates the old terminal’s classic art-deco architecture as well as its role in early aviation.


iPicking someone up at the airport? At both airports, you can avoid circling the terminal while you wait by parking in the free passenger pickup waiting lot. Just remind your passenger to call and let you know when he or she has arrived.


Other amenities include the usual suspects: newsstands, gift shops, an interfaith chapel, a currency exchange booth, and multilingual special service representatives.




Rental Car Agencies Serving Intercontinental & Hobby Airports
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From the Airports to the City


Need transportation from the airport? At both airports, visit the information desk on the baggage claim level for help. Or head out the door and a ground transportation agent can help you find taxis and limos.


Car Rental


Eight national rental car agencies serve Houston’s two airports; one additional agency—Advantage Rent A Car—serves only Intercontinental. Most rental car agencies have more drop-off and pickup locations around the city, though these locations usually have fewer cars available—and often close earlier—than the airport locations.


To rent a car at Hobby, head down to the baggage claim level and find the booth for your preferred agency. Once you pay, an agent will send you outside to catch a shuttle to the appropriate pickup lot.


At Intercontinental, the nine rental companies share a consolidated rental car facility. To get there, just follow the rental car signs and head outside after picking up your bags in baggage claim. Then hop on one of the white and maroon buses marked Rental Car Shuttle and take a free 5-minute ride to the facility, where you’ll find your agency’s office and car lot. Returning a rental car at the airport? Give yourself at least an extra 15 minutes to drop off the car.


iDon’t have GPS on your phone? Save yourself a headache and rent a GPS at the car rental agency. Otherwise, you may give yourself a headache trying to navigate your way through Houston’s unfamiliar jam-packed freeways.


Taxis & Limousines


City ordinances require Houston cabbies to charge $2.50 for the first ²/₁₁ mile and 17 cents for each additional ¹/₁₁ mile. (That translates to $4 for the first mile and $1.87 for each additional mile.) The meters calculate waiting at a rate of 33 cents per minute, or up to $20 per hour. There’s an additional $1 surcharge for all trips that start between 8 p.m. and 6 a.m.
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Agency

Advantage Rent A Car
(IAH only)

Alamo

Avis

Budget

Dollar Rent a Car

Enterprise

Hertz

National

Thrifty

Phone Number

(800) 777-5524
(888) 826-6893
(800) 331-1212
(800) 527-0700
(866) 434-2226
(800) 736-7222
(800) 654-3131
(888) 826-6890
(877) 283-0898

Website

advantage.com
alamo.com
avis.com
budget.com
dollar.com
enterprise.com
hertz.com
nationalcar.com
thrifty.com
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Greater Houston Convention and
Visitors Bureau

City Hall

901 Bagby, Ste. 100

(713) 437-5200

visithoustontexas.com

The Greater Houston Convention and
Visitors Bureau is responsible for
attracting conventions and tourists
to the Houston area. Call or visit the
website for more advice on where to
go, what to do, where to stay, and
where to eat in Houston. The visi-
tors bureau is located downtown in
City Hall.

Explore Houston! Visitors Center
George R. Brown Convention Center,
Level 2

1001 Avenida de las Americas

(713) 853-8000

(800) 427-4697

houstonconventionctr.com

Attending a convention at the George
R. Brown Convention Center? Be sure
to stop in at the Explore Houston!
Visitors Center. They'll help you with
with dinner reservations, touristy
questions, and airline, concert, and
theater tickets. Added bonus: The
Visitors Center sells Houston sou-
venirs for just about everyone on
your list.

Many of the Houston suburbs also
have their own visitor bureaus or
chambers of commerce that assist

newcomers. The contact informa-
tion for the largest suburbs’ visitors
bureaus are:

Bay Area Houston Convention and
Visitors Bureau

913 N. Meyer Rd., Seabrook

(281) 474-9700

(866) 611-4688

visitbayareahouston.com

Galveston Island Visitors Center
2328 Broadway, Galveston

(888) 425-4753

galveston.com/cvb

Katy Visitor and Tourism Bureau
23501 Cinco Ranch Blvd,, Ste. B206, Katy
(281) 391-5289

katychamber.com

Lake Conroe Area Convention and
Visitors Bureau

505 W. Davis St, Conroe

(936) 522-3500

conroecvb.net

01d Town Spring Visitors Bureau
606 Spring Cypress, Spring

(281) 288-2355

shopspringtexas.com

Fort Bend Chamber of Commerce
445 Commerce Green Blvd,, Sugar Land
(281) 491-0800

fortbendchamber.com

The Woodlands Convention and
Visitors Bureau

2801 Technology Forest Blvd, The Wood-
lands

(281) 363-2447

thewoodlandscvb.com
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Airline Phone Number  Website Terminal(s)

AeroMexico (800) 237-6639  aeromexico.com D
Air Canada (888) 422-7533  aircanada.com A
Air France (800) 237-2747  airfrance.com D
Alaska Airlines (800) 252-7522  alaskaair.com A
American Airlines  (800) 433-7300  aa.com A
British Airways (800) 247-0297  britishairways.com D
Delta Air Lines (800) 221-1212  delta.com A
Emirates (800) 777-3999  emirates.com D
KLM Royal Dutch

Airlines (800) 447-4747  Klm.com D
Lufthansa (800) 399-5838  lufthansa.com D
Northwest Airlines ~ (800) 225-2525  nwa.com A
Qatar Airways (877) 777-2827  qataraiways.com D
Singapore Airlines  (800) 742-3333  singaporeair.com D
TACA (800) 400-8222  taca.com D
United Airlines (800) 864-8331  united.com A,BCE
US Airways (800) 428-4322  usairways.com A
VivaAerobus (888) 935-9848  vivaaerobus.com D
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