



Heather’s Guide to Austin

Welcome to the Lone Star State
Welcome to Austin, Live Music Capital of the World.  Austin is home to the SXSW music festival, the University of Texas, and untold numbers of aspiring musicians. We’re known for our up-and-coming film scene, dominated by natives Richard Linklater, Robert Rodriguez, and Matthew McConaughey (who, by the way, was arrested quite close to my apartment for playing the bongos naked and stoned).  
When you say Austin, most people think of the Sixth Street Bar scene, Texas politicians, and of very hot summer weather.  While these things may be the most obvious associations, I also want to show you my Austin: my favorite restaurants and hang-outs, the trivia that cracks me up, and I hope a little of the flavor of this place that I love so much.
I won’t foolishly claim that Austin has food on par with Paris or architecture to rival Prague or the energy of New York.  Austin isn’t about having the highest culture or the best sights.  Being in Austin is about letting its quirky, laid-back charm slowly soak into you.  You might know it’s happened when you’re sitting back drinking a Shiner watching sunset on the lake.  Or perhaps when you’re sharing smokes between sets at Toni Price’s Tuesday night show.  It might be when you’re digging into a plate of enchiladas or when you emerge dripping from cold, cold Barton Springs during the heat of high summer.  You can’t put your finger on the sensation, but you look around and you see aging hippies, frat boys, hipster musicians, and software developers all hanging out together, and you know that all of them have that same sense that they’d rather be here than anywhere else on the planet.  If you’re as lucky as I am, you also know it means you’re home.

Some Austin background
Austin is the state capital of Texas and its fourth-largest city.  Originally called Waterloo (why they felt the need to associate the city with one of the most famous military defeats in history, I do not know), the city was renamed in honor of Stephen F. Austin, who’s considered to be the Father of the Republic of Texas.  You’ll still see remnants of the original name in several businesses around town like Waterloo Records and Waterloo Ice House.
For most of its existence, Austin has been a relatively sleepy city, mainly a combination government and college town.  Although Texas is known for its political conservatism, Travis county (of which Austin is the major part) is known to be a Democratic (and Green Party for that matter) stronghold.  The presence of the university and the live music scene probably contributed to that aspect of local culture as well as the reputation as being a haven for slackers (as famously chronicled by Richard Linklater’s film of the same name).  Its reputation as a haven for hippies continues despite the recent economic boom (and bust) brought on by the high tech explosion during the dot com era.

Austin stretches along the Colorado River (no, not that Colorado River).  It is dammed into a series of lakes, including Lake Travis to the north (major recreational boating lake), followed by Lake Austin, and then Town Lake which flows through the center of downtown.  If you come in the summer, you should definitely spend some time enjoying the water.
Austin has a couple major highways:

· IH-35 – major north-south interstate, runs between Canada and Mexico.  This is the highway to take you to Dallas to the North and San Antonio to the South.  Generally anything east of I-35 is considered “East Austin,”  which is less economically developed than the rest of the town.
· Mopac (also known as Loop 1 on most signs) – named for the Missouri-Pacific railway line whose tracks it more or less follows, Mopac also runs north/south, and generally anything west of Mopac is considered “West Austin,” which is the more affluent section of the city.
· US-183 – Also theoretically runs north/south, but it actually crosses both Mopac and I-35 as well as the east-west Highway 71.  Also known as Research Blvd.  I consider anything north of 183 to be “North Austin” (or “god-forsaken suburbia” depending on my mood).

· Highway 71 – Runs east/west and is the highway that the airport’s on (so you’ll all spend some time on this one at least).  Also known as Ben White Blvd. 

· Highway 290 – Overlaps with Highway 71 for a bit until it overlaps w/ I-35 until it veers off toward Houston.  Unless you’re planning to hit the Big H-Town, you don’t really need to worry about 290.

· Loop 360 (also known as Capital of Texas Highway) – Also theoretically north/south, it manages to intersect Mopac not once, but twice.  Driving along 360 can give you some idea of what hill country looks like, although to be honest, it’s hill country that’s been overdeveloped by planned community builders and tech company office parks.  The 360 bridge is still a pretty cool sight, though (and it overlooks the building where I experienced the fun of the dot com boom and crash).

The streets that run north/south in downtown Austin are named for the major rivers in Texas in north to south order starting with Red River nearest I-35 to Rio Grande.  Consider driving downtown to be a free lesson in state geography.
Bars and Clubs
Those of you who know me know that bars rank pretty high in the list of things I consider important.  Austin is known for its Sixth Street scene, but I’ll be honest and say that although it’s worth a walk up and down (esp. on a crowded weekend when they block the streets for pedestrians), most of the bars are packed with college students and have a very high frat boy ratio.  Of course, maybe that’s your thing, in which case you’ll definitely love 6th.

I prefer the bars along 4th Street (also known as the Warehouse District) which cater to the young professional crowd, the scene on South Congress, or the live music venues scattered across downtown (some of which do reside on Sixth).
For a complete club listing and current listing of the performers playing a various venues, check out the Austin Chronicle’s online club guide: http://www.austinchronicle.com/gbase/Guides/Clubs and schedule: http://www.austinchronicle.com/gbase/Calendar/MusicListings
Antone’s – one of the great live music venues despite or perhaps because of Clifford Antone’s tendency to run afoul of the law from time to time.  It’s known as the Home of the Blues and it’s often a good place to catch bands on the verge of making it big.  The Scabs always put on a fun show, so look to see if they happen to be playing.

Austin Music Hall/La Zona Rosa – both of these should actually be considered small concert venues than clubs (although La Zona Rosa does have an actual bar behind it).  Check the current listings to see who’s playing as both these stages can have national acts. 

Broken Spoke – an amazing old dance hall on South Lamar.  When people talk about a Texas dance hall, this is what they mean.  Real country and western music performed by live bands, people who are serious about dancing, BarBQ in the front of the hall, and a crowd that can run from young singletons inhabiting the newly trendy South Austin neighborhoods to weathered cowboys and their partners.  That slick stuff you see on CMT is a bland approximation of a real joint like this.
Brown Bar – upscale and a bit on the pretentious side, Brown Bar is a place to see and be seen.  When the legislature’s in session, politicians are known to gather here amongst the pretty people.

Cactus Café – a tiny pub in the UT student union, Cactus Café features amazing singer songwriters, often far more famous than you’d expect in such a small venue.  Townes Van Zandt played here regularly before his untimely death, and many of the artists continue in that raw, earthy tradition.
Cedar Street – Cedar Street is located in a depressed outdoor courtyard; there are two long cellar-style bars on either side and usually a band’s playing.
Club de Ville – I love the outdoor portion of this bar (which occasionally has live music as well).  It’s backed up against a small bluff and vintage lawn furniture is scattered about.  I realize that probably doesn’t sound as appealing as the effect this place manages to pull off, but it’s a great place to hang out.
Continental Club – long-standing live music venue on South Congress, Continental Club is the site of one of my favorite Austin traditions, Hippie Hour.  Every Tuesday Toni Price plays 2 awesome blues shows that bring out a great cross-section of Austin.  The rest of the week features more great live music of all varieties.
Cuba Libre – this is the kind of bar our sales team likes to hang out at, which probably gives you an idea of the vibe, but it’s good people watching and often there’s pretty good live salsa music
Draught Horse (or Draft House….the name has changed a couple times during my time here) – this bar is definitely quite a bit north of central Austin, but it’s a nice, if smoky, pub with a large selection of draft beers and a lived-in atmosphere.

Driscol Hotel Bar – Traditional, upper-crust, Texas-themed bar, this place looks like an oilman’s fantasy.  Located in one of the oldest and most upscale hotels in the city, the bar is a great place to watch the well-heeled gather for scotch on the calfskin-covered couches.
Elephant Room – smoky basement bar underneath Kyoto Japanese restaurant, Elephant Bar usually features some flavor of live jazz.
Fado’s – your standard Irish pub, serves as one of the gathering places for European ex-pats in town.  Good draft beer and a pleasantly unpretentious, slightly rowdy atmosphere.
Foundation – A trendy, pretty people club, it’s got a crowded young hipster scene on the weekends.
Hotel San Jose bar – Possibly my favorite Austin bar, this hotel was in disrepair serving as a home to derelicts just a couple years ago and is now one of the trendiest places to stay in town.  The bar is located outside next to the 50’s style pool and serves an eclectic set of wines with a few light appetizers.  If you’re lucky, you might see a visiting musician or other celebrity.
Mean Eyed Cat – http://www.themeaneyedcat.com/ Johnny Cash Tribute Bar

Mother Egan’s/Opal Divine’s – although these are two separate bars across the street from one another, I tend to lump them together.  Opal Divine has a good selection of pub food (including excellent cheese fries) and Mother Egan’s is an Irish style pub that usually has live music on its outdoor patio.  Both these venues are rather west of downtown and feature a significantly more laid-back experience.

Lucky Lounge – owned by the same chap as Red Fez (and Whiskey Bar), Lucky has a retro, modern American style look, generally packed with drunken 20-something’s out on the prowl.  Not a bad place, but can get very, very crowded.

Oslo – A trendy, pretty people club with Euro-style pretensions, it’s got a scene that’s simultaneously hipster and cheesy on the weekends.
Red Fez – What do dressed-up 20-something’s and Arabic culture have in common?  I’m not sure either, but somehow the Fez makes it work.  This bar is usually the most fertile phone-number-gathering ground for my player friend Josh, if that inspires you.

Speakeasy – a favorite place of mine during the dot com heyday of Austin, Speakeasy still offers good dance music (by which I mean usually live 70’s funk or swing covers) and a nice upstairs bar on the very top floor.
Ritz – once a theater, now a funky pool hall downstairs and live music venue upstairs.  A little on the grungy side, but awesome old-Austin vibe.
Sky Lounge – If techno is your thing, Sky Lounge is probably your best bet.  I’ve been known to end up dancing on the speakers on my birthday from time to time.
Star Bar – A number of blocks west of downtown, Star Bar features good cocktails and a pretty cool, professional atmosphere.
Stubb’s Bar-B-Q – technically a BarBQ restaurant, Stubb’s has two stages: a small one downstairs where up and coming bands may play and an outdoor stage where larger acts often drop in
Tamboleo – actually a little bit out of downtown itself, this new-ish bar behind Whole Earth has live music and good sangria.  Since it’s a bit off the beaten path, it’s often not quite as crowded as the venues in downtown proper.
Saxon Pub – Monday nights often see Bob Schneider’s band Lonelyland; Sunday nights usually feature Guy Forsythe, and any night w/ live music will feature a good, usually Texan, singer songwriter.
Wink Wine Bar – see restaurant section for more info, but my favorite restaurant recently opened an adjacent wine bar.  It’s driving (not walking) distance from downtown but features a lovely selection of wines by the glass and by the bottle, is presided over by Gary Thompson, who has an incredible palette and inspired my post-Paris Forum meeting through Alsace and Burgundy, and has a small selection of appetizers and desserts from Wink restaurant.  If you don’t want the full restaurant experience, this is a nice scaled-down version.  This is my personal Cheers.
Restaurants
This list here is certainly not exhaustive but it does run the range from hole-in-the-wall Tex Mex to fine dining experience.  The only common thread is that all these places are restaurants that I like and that express some little bit of Austin’s personality.
Wink – Best restaurant in Austin in my opinion.  You’ve probably heard me talk about it at some point.  Yes, this is the place that let me cook in their kitchen and serves the amazing foie gras.  It’s the place where I know the entire kitchen staff by name and hang out w/ the maitre d’ until 2:00 AM.  The menu is produce-driven and changes every day depending on what’s available to them (whether that’s specialty mushrooms, just-picked tomatoes, or a rare cheese).  The wine list is designed to be food-friendly, and the atmosphere is casual trendy.  If you go, let them know I sent you.  
Maudie’s – And now for something completely different….my second-favorite restaurant in Austin is a hole-in-the wall Tex Mex joint sandwiched between a laundromat, a liquor store, and a Goodwill on Lake Austin Blvd.  It has pepto-bismol pink paint and Elvis paintings on its walls, strong margaritas, and cheap food.  My favorite dish is the Straight Plate, which consists of 3 beef enchiladas topped with con carne sauce, melted white cheese, and 2 fried eggs.  No, I have never actually finished it.  Sure, it’s good for you, if by good you mean satisfying for the soul.
Chuy’s – a long-standing Tex-Mex tradition, with 3 Austin locations (the one on Barton Springs is closest to the Forum meeting).  Known for its campy décor (including a heavy reliance on Elvis paraphernalia) and hearty food, it probably has the best salsa fresca in the city.
Trudy’s – another long-standing Tex-Mex joint, Trudy’s also has 3 locations, w/ Trudy’s Texas Star on 31st street being closest to the Forum.  A student hangout, Trudy’s is known for its Mexican Martinis (only 2 per person per visit allowed) and fabulous queso.
Curra’s – if you’re tired of the Texan take on Mexican food, check out Curra’s, which specializes in food from the Mexican interior.  There are two locations of this one, down South and on North Burnett.  The Cochinita Pibil is excellent as is Huevos con Chorizo at brunch.  The Oaxacan coffee is some of the best java I’ve ever had.
Dona Emilia’s – South American food that’s much more approachable than those giant circulating-waiters-with-slabs-of-meat places.  I’m especially fond of the appetizers, and the bar area is really cool.
East Side Café – one of the first restaurants in Austin to feature their own garden, East Side is pleasantly situated in an old house in East Austin.  Some of their food seems a little heavy to me now, but the baked brie is still delicious, and the wine list is nicely put together.  Many people consider East Side one of the best first date restaurants in town.
Ararat – Middle Eastern restaurant near Hyde Park located in a hole in the wall that’s covered floor to ceiling with Oriental rugs. They have belly dancing most nights and very tasty lamb.  It’s BYOW.  I use the place as a first date screening tool; if a guy finds it too funky, I deem him insipid.
Hyde Park Bar and Grill – comfortable restaurant in the Hyde Park area north of downtown.  Some of Hyde Park’s signatures are its battered, seasoned fries, its fried egg sandwich (as over the top as it sounds), and its $2 mimosas for Sunday brunch.  Nothing cutting-edge here but nothing pretentious, either.  I used to live around the corner and frequented regularly.
Asti – Little Italian trattoria style restaurant in Hyde Park.  The white pizza with truffle oil and fried sage is amazing.  Of course shoe leather w/ truffle oil is still edible, but this pizza is good.  If you’re lucky enough to be there when butternut squash gnocchi is on the daily special list, order immediately.  My friend April has a crush on the head chef here.
Zoot – Wink’s sister restaurant is more of a traditional fine dining experience with more room, a softer, more romantic atmosphere, and well-executed continental-inspired food.
Jeffrey’s – probably the grand dame of Austin fine dining, this little place around the corner from my apartment is George Bush’s favorite Austin restaurant (the chef here catered the last inauguration).  Don’t worry about your political leanings, however; the food here is superb and a bit less adventurous (if less inspired) than Wink.  They’ve also got half-price appetizers and wines by the glass in the bar area until 7.  
Malaga – I can’t say the tapas here are the best on the planet, but the wine selection’s good and the tapas not bad, and it’s perfectly situated for a good meal before hitting the 4th Street bars.
Hudson’s on the Bend – Out on Lake Travis, Hudson’s is known for the adventurous meats on the menu, including rattlesnake, antelope, ostrich, and even kangaroo.  Relatively pricey but very good, the main drawback is its distance from downtown.
Guero’s – Interior-style Mexican across from Continental Club on South Congress.  Good to hit in the break in between Toni Price sets at Continental; I’m partial the Queso flameado with fajita meat and pico de gallo mixed in.
Habana – the food is a mixture of Puerto Rican and Cuban; check out the great mojitos, and pork asado.  My favorite is the “sandwich” made of piling roast pork between two slices of plantain.  
Las Manitas – only open for breakfast and lunch, Las Manitas has food that’s also a bit more Mex than Tex, including great Aguas Frescas, a fabulous banana smoothie, and well-spiced chorizo.

Star Seeds – A greasy diner on the I-35 feeder, Star Seeds exists to feed you late at night when everything else is closed.  It’s about an hour wait starting about 1 AM.  The people watching is fabulous as is the food.  I’m not actually sure it’s great when you’re not drunk and exhausted from clubbing, but since I’ve never eaten there in any other condition, it’s a moot point.
Clay Pit – I’m sure you probably didn’t come to Austin to eat Indian food, but Clay Pit’s very good.  Try to get lucky enough to get a seat in the downstairs cellar, which has great ambience.
Mars – French-Asian-Indian fusion dining in a renovated old house near downtown.  
Musashino – I know you didn’t come to Austin to eat sushi, but if you find yourself so inclined, this is the best place in town for it.
Uchi – see above remark re: sushi.  The head chef here used to work at Musachino but started his own place to serve nouveau-style trendy Japanese food.  This is one of those places that’s more dining experience than restaurant; I usually just tell the waiter to have Tyson pick my menu for me.
Hut’s – Damn fine hamburgers with a bewildering array of condiments (my favorite is the Mr. Blue combo with Swiss cheese, bacon, and blue cheese dressing that I top w/ Tabasco).  It’s a homey place decorated with vintage sports pennants.
Halcyon – more coffeehouse than restaurant, its grilled cheese sandwiches hit the spot perfectly after a night bar-hopping downtown.  

You will note that one category of Texas food is missing: Texas BBQ.  Although it borders on a sin here, I admit that I don’t like it all that much.  I’m a southern girl and where I come from, Bar-B-Q is pit-roasted pork shoulder served with a spicy, vinegar-based sauce.  Compared with that, I find brisket dry and most sauces too heavy and sweet.  If you do want to experience the BBQ thing, I recommend heading down to Dripping Springs and dining at the Salt Lick.  It’s all you can eat, with the meat and the sides served family style.  Despite my lack of enthusiasm for Texas BBQ, I even like going there.  It’s BYOB so pack a cooler with cold Shiner before you hit the road.  Get there early and play dominoes and listen to live music while you wait for your table.

Cultural Activities
I can’t claim that Austin is known for our world-class museums (if you’re looking for the Louvre, you should go to Paris), but there are a couple institutions that will allow you to get your culture groove on.

Harry Ransom Center – One of the unknown gems of UT Austin for a long time, the HRC functions primarily as an academic archive, but about a year ago they renovated their ground floor so that they could share their collection with the public.  Look for an original Gutenberg Bible, the personal effects of David O. Selznick, Emily Brontë’s correspondence, Woodward and Bernstein’s Watergate papers, the first photograph ever taken, and lots more.

Bob Bullock Museum of Texas History – certainly a bit on the bombastic side, the Bullock Museum is a three story museum tells the history of the Lone Star state and even features an IMAX movie on the topic. 
Laguna Gloria – originally the estate of Clara Driscoll, Laguna Gloria is located on a beautiful bit of land off 35th Street in West Austin.  The museum itself is relatively small, but if the weather is nice, there are few places better for a picnic than then museum grounds.
Umlauf Sculpture Garden – the Umlauf features over 130 works of the sculptor Charles Umlauf at his former residence and studio.
State Capitol Building – as you might expect from Texas, the state capitol building is a bit over the top.  It’s the largest state capitol in the country and surpasses the National Capitol in Washington, D.C., in height.  There’s a lone star or “Texas” on practically every piece of furniture in the building, but it really is a pretty cool piece of public architecture that’s worth a look.
Austin City Limits – this long-running PBS live music series is filmed in a nondescript communications building on UT campus.  Attendance at a taping is handled on a first-come, first-serve basis, and involves a complex process outlined here http://www.pbs.org/klru/austin/backstage/faqs.html#howgettickets 

Also of note is the ACL Festival thrown every fall in Zilker Park, which is a three day event involving 5-6 music stages and a music line-up running the gamut from gospel to local musicians to String Cheese Incident to REM.
Other cool things

The following is a randomly generated set of things that make Austin what it is.  Some are places you should check out; some are events; some are random facts about the city.  It’s intended primarily to give you some sense of the place as well as suggest some fun things you might want to do if you have time.

First Thursday – On the first Thursday of every month, the shops along South Congress come together to throw a miniature street fair, including live music in most of the stores.  Note that the last day of the Forum will actually be a First Thursday; I would suggest to anyone with flexible travel plans to stay Thursday night and experience this bit of Austin fun.  
Austin Chronicle – our free alternative weekly paper; pick it up to check out the live music options.

Barton Springs – located in Zilker Park, Barton Springs is a natural spring-fed pool that is a chilly 67° all year round.  There’s little better in the summer than lying on the grassy slope above the pool, getting so hot you can hardly stand it, and then jumping in the cold water.  Few things will get your heart rate going faster.
Alamo Draft House – a great independent cinema draft house started by a couple Rice alums.  The one downtown is known for their offbeat movies and events, including Mr. Sinus Theater, a take-off on MST2K in which live comedians poke fun at movies so bad they’re good.  The other locations combine first-run movies with food and drinks, which can make even the most insipid Hollywood watch-able.
Mount Bonnell – Overlooking Lake Austin, Mount Bonnell is a picturesque spot best known for providing the setting for the last scene of Slacker.
Pease Park – a lovely green expanse in Central Austin with a small playground and popular Frisbee golf course.  It also hosts Eeyore’s birthday party every spring, which is the sort of event you could really only find here.  It manages to be a counter-cultural event with pot smokers filling the woods and Burning Man types participating in a giant drum circle at the same time that it’s a family-friendly event with face painters and clowns.  
Austin Wine Merchant – You may have no reason to actually stop by a liquor store while you’re here, but I can’t resist the opportunity to plug my favorite wine store.  They have free wine tastings on Saturday afternoons.
Hike and Bike trail – Austin has over 30 miles of hike and bike trails spread throughout the city, but the most prominent is the 10 mile loop that stretches along Town Lake in downtown Austin.  Austin’s one of the most fit cities in the country, and I think the easy accessibility of outdoor exercise options like this is the primary reason.
Waterloo Records – I like this independently owned record store primarily for two reasons: their focus on carrying a large selection of local artists and their regular in-store events in which musicians in town to play other shows will do a quick free set.
KGSR – my favorite local radio station, KGSR features the music of local musicians prominently in its progressive playlist.
Amy’s Ice Cream – Low-fat this ice cream is not.  Made near UT campus and served in several locations around town, the flavors change on a regular basis and run the gamut from Mexican Vanilla to Guinness-flavored ice cream (yes, Guinness the beer).  What makes Amy’s unique is their concept of crush-ins, different toppings you choose that are mashed into the ice cream by the servers, usually with great fanfare and ritual (which might include throwing ice cream scoops in the air).
Leslie – what can you say about Leslie, except that he’s the sort of thing that makes Austin Austin.  He’s a politically active cross-dressing homeless man who typically hangs about the downtown and South Congress areas and generally wears no more than a very shiny thong and heels.  He’s been known to run for mayor.  He usually places pretty well.

Shiner Bock – don’t question it, don’t get snobby about it, just drink this local beer and enjoy it.
Ladybird Johnson Wildflower Center – Lyndon Johnson’s wife expended great effort beautifying Texas, especially the highways, whose medians and roadsides she had covered with wildflowers, especially the state flower, the Bluebonnet.  This center in South Austin features several gardens of native plants.
UT Tower – the biggest landmark on campus.  When UT wins, the top of the Tower is illuminated orange, and when UT wins a national championship, a number 1 is spelled out in orange.  The most notorious moment in its existence occurred in the 60’s when a gunman went to the top of it and opened fire on those below (after that experience it was closed until the late 90’s).  My favorite piece of trivia about the Tower, however, is that if you look at any of the corners on the top if it, they look somewhat like owl faces.  The story goes that the architect who designed it went to Rice University (whose mascot is the owl) and played a joke on the larger state school by incorporating the Owl into UT’s administration building.  Since Rice is my alma mater, I choose to believe this, whether it’s urban legend or not.

Bats – Austin is home to the largest urban bat colony in the world.  Unfortunately they migrate to Mexico for the winter and will not return by March, but during the summer months they live under the Congress Street Bridge and emerge en masse at sunset.  Bat watching is a popular summer activity, and our local minor league hockey team is name the Ice Bats in honor of them.
Hippie Hollow – located on Lake Travis, Hippie Hollow is the local nudist enclave. We try to be accommodating of all sorts here.
I hope this little guide gives you some idea of the culture of Austin as well as some of the places and activities you can enjoy while you’re here.  All y’all take care and have fun!
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