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EDITOR'S

NOTE

throughout the year due to the ongoing pandemic.

The Promised Land

ith fall in full swing and temperatures finally
lowering, it's the perfect time to explore the
bounty of landscapes we’re lucky to enjoy
in Texas. While we've all had our share of
disappointment over disrupted plans and vacations in 2020,
spending time in nature has been a balm to our weary souls.
It's no surprise that Texans are opting to spend more time out-
doors this year.

0 f : For more exclusive
In complementary feature stories, bttt ot ol
writers Clayton Maxwell and Asher Stranger’s Guide
Elbein embark on journeys through partnership and a
Texas’ private and public lands, re- SPECia; subscription
- e ; : fer, visit
spectively, to highlight the diversit o
I; 1 Y ,g 8 dithic Beraf Y texashighways.com/
of outdoor options and the benefits strangersguide
of communing with nature. Both sto-
AR

ries offer recommendations and tips

for where and how to safely experience Texas’ natural treasures.
This issue also includes a partnership with Stranger’s

Guide, a quarterly magazine devoted to exploring destina-

tions around the globe. Its special Texas edition is available at

shop.strangersguide.com. For our joint feature story, writer-at-

large Sarah Hepola visited Corsicana a half-dozen times over

three months to deliver a nuanced portrait
of the town that has captured the coun-
try’s imagination since Cheer debuted on
Netflix in January. Sarah said she found
herself charmed by the city she had pre-
viously bypassed on many road trips from
her native Dallas. “The pandemic has
made me more curious about the places
nearby,” she says. “It's one of the unex-
pected gifts of being forced to sit in place
for so long. You start to really notice what's
around you.”

While the holiday season is certain
to be different for many of us this year,
I hope the slower pace offers surprising
rewards and deep breaths of fresh air.

Ew )

EMILY ROBERTS STONE
EDITOR IN CHIEF
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Nestled in the hills just west of Austin, Bee Cave, Texas boasts the ideal location for a
one-of-a-kind getaway. This quaint Hill Country town has the charm and entertainment to
meet the needs of every traveler. Endless hours of outdoor adventure, unique shopping and
dining experiences, picturesque golf courses, and an art scene curated to impress
Bee Cave has it all. Pack a bag for the night, or for the weekend and head over to Bee Cave
It’s time you see what the buzz is about.

EXPLORE SAMPLE ITINERARIES AND ALL THAT BEE CAVE HAS TO OFFER AT VISITBEECAVETEXAS.COM ———
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AN AIRSTREAM

trailer near Leander

is one of the available
lodgings on land-sharing
platform Hipcamp
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Contributing editor Melissa Gaskill wouldn't dream
of taking one of Big Bend’s living rock cacti, but she
wasn't surprised to hear about the illegal market for
the stolen plants she wrote about in “The Perils of
Pilfering Prickly Plants” (Page 22). “Obviously these
smugglers were doing this for money,” says Gaskill,
who has a degree in zoology. “We're talking hundreds
of thousands of dollars, and people are buying them
all over the world.” Gaskill, who is planning her next
trip to Big Bend, says she hadn't noticed living rock
cacti in her frequent trips west, but that doesn’'t mean
their role in the local environment isn't meaningful.
“You have this big ecosystem and alot of little ecosys-
tems in it,” the Austin-based writer says. “If you pull
enough pieces out, it’s like a Jenga tower. This is just
one little block in the Jenga tower for the ecosystem.”

Featured Contributors

Regina L. Burns

i The multimedia journalist and editor vis-
L ited Morrow’s Barber Shop in Terrell for
this month’s My Hometown (Page 12). “This
is the spot if you want your sides to hurt with
¥ laughter while getting a great haircut,” says
Burns, who is based in Dallas. In addition to magazines,
she has worked for radio and TV stations, newspapers,
and The Associated Press, in Mississippi and Texas. She
contributed an essay to the book Embracing the Real
World: The Black Woman’s Guide to Life After College.
Burns is the owner and marketing project manager at her
boutique agency, Harvest Reapers Communications.

Lucas Loredo
For “An Ancient Voice” (Page 14), the Austin-
based writer spent time with some of the
state’s historic live oak trees searching for
relief from anxiety. “Trees calm me,” he says,
“and even better if they've been around a
long while. There's a special wisdom in their slow-moving
growth, and | aimed to find it Loredo’s work has been
published in The Oxford American, The Masters Review,
and The Washington Square Review and featured by Best
American Short Stories and Best American Travel Writing.
He holds an M.F.A. from the Michener Center for Writers.

6 rexashighways.com

HI GHWAYS"
DIRECTOR PUBLISHER
Joan Henderson Andrea Lin
EDITORIAL ART
Editor in Chief Creative Director
Emily Roberts Stone Mark Mahorsky
Deputy Editor Art Director
Michael Hoinski Ashley Burch
Senior Managing Editor Associate Art Director
Matt joyce Chris Linnen
Managing Editor Photo Editor
Kimya Kavehkar Brandon Jakobeit
Assistant Editor Contributing Photographers
Julia Jones Kenny Braun, Sean Fitzgerald,

Writers-at-Large
Sarah Hepola, Clayton Maxwell,
Joe Nick Patoski

Contributing Editors
Heather Brand, Melissa Gaskill,
E. Dan Klepper, June Naylor

Contributing Writers

Regina L. Burns, Chad Conine,
Asher Elbein, Sabrina LeBoeuf,
Lucas Loredo, Amanda Ogle

DIGITAL
Product and Engagement Manager
Natalie Moore

Digital Strategies Manager
Tyson Bird

CONTACT US

To be removed from mailing list sales
and for other customer service needs,
contact: 800-839-4997
(903-636-1123 outside the U.S.),
customer_service@texashighways.us,
or go to texashighways.com.

Subscriptions are $24.95 annually
($39.95 foreign).

For letters to the editor, write to letters
@texashighways.com or Texas Highways,
P.0. Box 141009, Austin, TX 78714-1009

MEMBER
International Regional
Magazine Association

Rob Greebon, Tom McCarthy Jr.,
Eric W. Pohl, Erich Schlegel, Dave Shafer

Production Coordinator
Raquel V. Sanchez

MARKETING & BUSINESS
Associate Publisher
Sabrina Ballesteros

E-Commerce Marketing Coordinator
Allison Douglas

Strategic Partnerships Manager
Lois M. Rodriguez

Ancillary Publications Manager
Julie Stratton

Business Manager
Karen Garza

Ancillary Publications Coordinator
LaKena Cooks

Accounts Receivable
Ana Perez

Warehouse Manager
Oz Lopez

ADVERTISING

AJR Media Group

800-383-7677
texashighways@ajrmediagroup.com
texashighways.com/advertise

—
Fin ®
10%
=t
Texas FSC
Department www.fsc.org
of Transportation MIX
© Texas Department of Paper from
Transportation 2020 responsible sources
All rights reserved. ESC® C132124

Published monthly by the Travel Information Division of TxDOT

Governor of Texas
Greg Abbott

Texas Transportation Commission

J. Bruce Bugg Jr., Chairman

Laura Ryan, Commissioner

Alvin New, Commissioner

Robert C. Vaughn, Commissioner

TxDOT Executive Director
James M. Bass

Photo: Kenny Braun (top)




We're Open. Come Discover.

VOTED |
45

Best History
Museum .
USA Today } |\ AdVisO

FREC

PoCIFIE B

3
Japanese submarine from Fieldtrip Pt
the attack on Pear! Harbor the museurms ¥+

Atomig bomb
Japanese Garden of Peace : [NeESIy-Riddul 44l

Visit the museum in person.
Reserve your tickets today!

o NATIONAL MUSEUM
kel n PAGIFIGWAR

digital archives, links to videos and more. 311 E Austin Street  Fredericksburg, Texas PacificWarMuseum.org




WEST TEXAS ROAD TRIP

As you explore, you'll find {
an amazing range of relaxation
and adventure, natural beauty
and urban culture, fine art, fine
dining, small-town charm and
big-city amenities...

but what you will remember most is
the warm, West Texas hospitality.

MIDLAND

Midland is a great place to eat, play, shop
& stay as you explore West Texas! Midland
International Air & Space Port is the closest
(photo: George W. Bush Childhood Homeg)
visitmidland.com

ODESSA

Known for breathtaking sunsets, wide-open
spaces and warm West Texas hospitality;
you'll enjoy shopping, dining, unique
cultural attractions and events. Please refer to
our website for upcoming event information.

discoverodessa.org

ALPINE

Natural beauty, unique nightlife and
shopping, and a grand array of hotels and
guest lodging make this the perfect staging
grounds for your West Texas adventure.

visitalpinetx.com

commercial airport to Big Bend National Park.

Standing at 11 feet tall and 22 feet long from beak to tail —
“A True Texas Town Mascot” as Texas Highways' September
2011 issue proclaimed him, Paisano Pete continues to be
Fort Stockton's number one photographed attraction.

Paisano Pete is one of the many things to see in
Fort Stockton's Downtown Historical District.

historicfortstockton.com

FORT DAVIS

Experience the mile-high climate in the Texas
mountains! Award-winning State and National
Parks offer excellent nature activities and

star gazing under the “Darkest Skies in North
America’!

fortdavis.com

MARFA

It defies easy explanation, yet any google search 3
yields thousands of opinions. Marfa is tough
to get to—tougher still to explain. But once you
arrive, you get it.

visitmarfa.com
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The Desert
Reclaims
Evervthing

300 0 6 P ot o year afes the wagedy
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The article by Roberto José Andrade Franco was one of the most
moving and beautiful articles I've had the pleasure of reading in Texas
Highways. I'm not an emotional person, but I had tears in my eyes
when I finished reading. Thank you for your excellent magazine.

Vs Box, Clifton

Fighting Fire
My husband was in charge of
the Texas Forest Service fire
prevention service for many
years [“On Call,” October]. Hats
off to E. Dan Klepper and
all of the volunteer fire
organizations in Texas!
[Ei Lisa Nicklow, Salem,
Massachusetts

The Lomax Brothers
These guys are American
heroes [“Song Hunters,"
October]. Without them we
might have lost a treasure
trove of music.
Judith Nelson
Flaherty, Dallas

Pecan Heaven
Best chocolate pecan pie ever
at Berdoll's [*Deep Roots,”
October]! Miss Pearl is the best
attraction to take pics with!
(0) @texan65

Picture Perfect
Images, I have read, speak to the heart,
and one in the November 2020 issue
brings tears to my eyes. The boy standing
next to his mom is only four years older
than me [“Editor’s Note: Texas Tough”]. I
can’t imagine what could go through his
mind if he is viewing this picture today.
I hope he would notice that his mom
is smiling. I grew up poor in Ohio, but
nothing like the poorness captured in
this image. Texas tough, sure, and species
tough, too.

Larry Reed, Bolingbrook, Illinois

Hometown Heroes

We just finished reading the entire
November issue and it is great! All the
stories were well written and were so
interesting. Loved seeing our hometown
of San Augustine featured with our very

outstanding citizen, Betty Oglesbee. The
story about Bernard Harris Jr’s quest to be
part of the space program was magnificent
[“One Giant Leap of Faith”].

Neal and Clara Murphy, San Augustine

Cup of Joe
I enjoyed “Tales of Texas Grit” [November],
but I cannot imagine the Texans fighting
the Trinity flood of 1916 asked for a cup
of “joe.” That term for coffee wasn’t in
general use until the 1930s.

Rowland Foster, Anson

History Buffs

[ have been a loyal subscriber to your
publication for almost 30 years. This
November issue may be the best yet,
simply for all of the history packed inside.
When my family and I moved to Dallas

in 1989, I started our subscription to your

magazine. Each issue usually had at least
one page of Texas history. That faded
over the years, but this issue makes up
for that lack. Texas Highways magazine
has taken me and my family to many
wonderful places in our state. Thank you
so much for an outstanding publication.
Lucy Somes, Dallas

Stay in Your Lane
I recently received my November issue
of Texas Highways. I was disappointed
at the lack of travel content in the issue.
[ buy Texas Highways for the beautiful
pictures of Texas and insights and hints
on places to go and things to do. The fact
that we can’t go right now is irrelevant to
me. We can plan and dream. Please get
back to what you were designed to do
and what you do best: Texas travel!

Tom Pesek, Houston

We want to hear from you! Send photos, feedback, and recommendations to letters@texashighways.com;
P.0. Box 11009, Austin, TX, 78714-1009. Follow @TexasHighways on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and Pinterest.

EYO®
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Waiting for the Sun

At Big Bend National Park, the Santa Elena ’Ttail cﬂmbs a’
series of switchbacks into the mouth o gorge. Most hikers

the river as it the desert with the Chisos Mountains in the
distance. “I am contint drawn to Big Bend because of the grand,
rugged beauty,” says photographer Rob Greebon, who took this photo
one early morning in November 2019. “The remoteness of thi '
the beauty and life that thrive in this harsh landscape,

[ﬁr ‘Rob Greebon, . e : Vi : DECEMBER 2020 11
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~ Terrell

Take a seat with retired barber Edmund Morrow for a trim and the talk of the town
By Regina L. Burns

Now retired, Edmund &
Morrow only cuts hair \
by special request at

the still-bustling barber

shop he opened with his

fatherin1972.

12 texashighways.com Photo: Dave Shafer




errell might be best known for the Terrell State Hospital, a 135-year-old
psychiatric ward. Or, as the home of the No. 1 British Flying Training School
Museum, which tells the history of the local academy for Royal Air Force pilots
during World War II. And, of course, as the hometown of Jamie Foxx, the Grammy
and Oscar winner who graduated from Terrell High School. But some visitors know Terrell
for a different reason: Morrow’s Barber Shop. Customers travel from as far away as Mexia (85
miles south) for a haircut, a little joshing, and the latest “facts” from barber Edmund Morrow.
A Vietnam War veteran, the 77-year-old has cut hair for almost 60 years, including at the
Terrell State Hospital and at the shop he built in 1972 with his late father, Robert E. Morrow.
Both men trained at the famed Tyler Barber College in Dallas, the first African American
barber college in the country, and they worked together every weekend for almost three
decades. Now retired, Morrow leaves the shop'’s operation to his son, Rodney Morrow,
but he still takes appointments for “special customers.”

Segregated Haircuts

“I'was a barber at the State Hospital for 20
years. Back when I started [in 1965], it was
segregated. We had one Black barber who
cut the Black patients’ hair. Then another
barber and I cut the white patients’ hair. There
were more white than Black patients out
there. Working there helped me keep my life
together because I saw what [drugs and alco-
hol] were doing to them; that made me go
straight. When I got drafted, I went to Viet-
nam in 1968 and then came back to the State
Hospital in 1970. The government said if you
were drafted from your job, they owed you
that job when you got back”

A Family Tradition

“After my dad died, I talked my son, Rodney,
into going to barber school because we were
going to keep it going—the Morrows’ empire.
Now I'm retired, and Rodney, who is also a
pastor, and another young guy [Marcus Carter]
cut hair on the weekend. In a small city,
people get haircuts on the weekends. When I
say ‘retired, I don’t go down there and work
for the public. I've got some old guys that I've
been doing their haircuts. They have to call me
and make an appointment.”

Keeping It Classy

“When we cut hair, we focus on quality. We
always say, “Your work speaks for itself’ We
got some people who've been to the other
shop and want to come in and badmouth the
other shop. You cannot come in here and talk
negative about nobody. We run a respectable
shop, and we have customers come from 50
miles around. I got people come from as far
away as Mexia, Commerce, Royse City, Dallas,

Garland, and Arlington. People can talk
about whatever in the shop, but it's got to
always be clean”

Star Quality

“Jamie Foxx used to be our pianist at our
church, New Hope Baptist Church, during
his senior year in high school. I know his
whole family. He went out to California
and got on this show In Living Color and
played Wanda [an outrageous drag char-
acter]. He called his grandmother and told
her about it, and she told him to go for it.
Back in the day, he came to the shop, yes,
but he’s been gone for a while. I did his
granddaddy, too. Jamie was famous here
in sports and football. He’s always been
talented. He comes back to Terrell every
now and then.”

Eatat Pop’s

“I like to eat at Pop’s Fried Chicken
because it has vegetables and several
varieties of meat. You can get homemade
pies, iced tea, and chicken, and you can
also make your own menu. Everybody
knows me. Then my wife and I also like
to go to a barbecue place called Smoke
Monkey. They have a buffet and home-
made pies.”

Quiet Home

“I've been around the world, and I still
like Terrell. You can get the boy out of the
country, but you can't get the country out
of the boy. Everybody pretty much knows
each other, Black and white. There are
avariety of people, different races and
nationalities. Terrell is still a nice place” k.

TOWN
TRIVIA

o

POPULATION:

13,869
0

NUMBER OF
STOPLIGHTS:

43
G

YEAR FOUNDED:

1373

o

NEAREST CITY:
Dallas,
30 miles west

MARQUEE EVENT:

Terrell Jubilee,

April 15-18. Annual
Juneteenth Celebration,
June 19.

O

MAP IT:
Morrow’s Barber Shop,
307 W. Grove St.
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An Ancient Voice

A naturalist looks to Texas’ mighty oaks for serenity

It was the last fit of Texas winter. The oaks of the Lady
Bird Johnson Wildflower Center, in Austin, had long since
shed their waxy, emerald leaves, and their branches
clacked in light wind. Phillip Schulze, the arboretum
manager, piloted me on his golf cart through the center’s
collection of all 53 oak species native to Texas, which
boasts the greatest diversity of oak trees in the nation.
“Do this,” he said. “Take a room full of people, ask them
to close their eyes and remember an important memory
from their childhood. Then say, ‘Raise your hand if there
was a tree present.” We passed Spanish oak and lacey
oak, bur oak and Chisos red. There were post oak and
chinkapin. Shumard'’s. Pin. “You watch,” he continued.
“More than half, every time.” Then he tried it another
way: “Ask kids, ‘Who likes to climb trees?’ All of them. It’s
natural. Humans like trees. There’s a connection.”
Schulze wore a Lone Star State T-shirt overlaid with
a chambray work top embroidered with the Wildflower
Center logo and a ball cap with a neck cape. He nodded
to the families we passed along the arboretum trail. Soon
the path widened, opened up, and I got my first clear
view of what I'd come to the Wildflower Center to see: the
Hall of Texas Heroes.

Illustrarion: Pete Lloyd

By Lucas Loredo

You'd be forgiven if you imagined a row of stodgy historical photos
hung along a dreary hallway. This display is nothing like that. Instead,
alarge circular clearing is populated by the offspring of some of Texas’
most storied oaks, those centenarian old-timers under whose shade
treaties were signed, battles won and lost, romances set aflame. Now
their 28 young children—all live oaks, one of Texas’ most enduring
and hardy varieties—form concentric circles with a path around their
circumference. Here, patrons can move under the still-budding shade of
the youthful trees and read plaques about each of the 28 parents,

Schulze pulled the golf cart up alongside a succession of these plaques,
telling me about his favorite trees in the collection. That's when I felt a
familiar sensation: complete and total panic. A clenching of anxiety. A
sense of doom descending upon me. I held on to the cart’s grab handle
and tried to focus on Schulze's voice. He was telling me how the proj-
ect started—his arborists gathered hundreds of acorns from the famous
oaks and coaxed them to life in the nursery until the heartiest specimens
could be separated from the rest and planted in the Hall of Texas Heroes,
He said the Founders’ Oak in New Braunfels was his favorite for multiple
reasons, not least of which is his pride in being a fifth-generation New
Braunfelser. But I was finding it hard to concentrate,

I fancy myself an amateur tree enthusiast and have a laminated
Central Texas tree identification pamphlet in my glove box. And yet, as
much as [ had come to the Hall of Texas Heroes to learn more about
Texas’ most illustrious oaks, I had actually come here looking for some-
thing selfish. I was looking for peace.

At that point, I had been suffering from anxiety for 12 long months.

A series of concurrent events had brought on this intense, unremitting
feeling: the end of a five-year partnership akin to marriage, the failure
of a three-year novel project, the end of graduate school, an unexpected
move back to my parents’ house in Austin as a 29-year-old without a job.

This was part of the reason I was at the arboretum., Nature had always
soothed me, and I thought being closer to some of Texas’ oldest and most
serene trees might lend me some perspective. Some comfort.

The feeling hung around as Schulze drove me to the Wildflower
Center's nursery. Here, there were dozens of oak saplings in various
stages of growth: one-year, three-year, and five-year trees. Some were
an inch high and covered with wire mesh to protect them from squirrels,
others tall enough to brush Schulze’s knees, and plenty my own height
ready for planting,

DECEMBER 2020 15
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One tree in a 5-gallon bucket caught
my eye. On the container, written in white
ink, was the name TREATY OAK. Austin’s
Treaty Oak—where Stephen F. Austin is
said to have signed the eponymous treaty
with the Tonkawa and Comanche—has
a truly unbelievable claim to fame. In
1989, a disgruntled man hoping to cast
a love spell on his methadone coun-
selor performed a ritual poisoning of the
600-year-old oak with enough hardwood
herbicide to kill 100 trees. It took the effort
of the nation’s top arborists—and a blank
check from two-time presidential candi-
date Ross Perot—to save the tree from
death. To see the offspring of that fabled
oak was like meeting a local celebrity.

“I can’t believe you have one,” I said.

“Iwant to plant it at the center of the
hall,” Schulze replied. “We'll see if they let
me.”

Schulze bent down and rooted around
the base of the young oak and came up

with three acorns in his hand. He placed

them in my palm. “Feel that? See? Dense.

No weevils got to them yet. Go home,
plant them, see if they’ll grow.”

Nearing San Marcos, about 30 miles
south of Austin, I passed Exxons and
Shells advertising unleaded for a buck
thirty-three, the lowest I'd seen since I
was a boy. By then it was May, and the
coronavirus had already hammered the
nation and driven folks inside for safety.
I'd made a list of eight trees from the Hall
of Texas Heroes for a mini-tour of the
original oaks in and near Austin, which
seemed a fitting way to get back out into
the world.

The Log Cabin Oaks and the Kiss-
ing Oak, both near the campus of Texas
State University in San Marcos, were so
close to each other they could’ve shared
messages on the same wind. I parked

in a strip mall—a large, empty lot, with
stores either closed for good or boarded
up for the time being—and checked my
phone’s GPS to see if I was close to the
Log Cabin Oaks. The Texas A&M Forest
Service has a handy website that identi-
fies and locates the state's most hallowed
trees, with exact coordinates down to the
geographic minute. Following the blue
marker on my phone’s screen, I came
upon an oak with four close-Knit trunks
and a couple others standing watch
nearby, their canopies all touching and
root collars nearly suffocated by the lot’s
pavement. These were the Log Cabin
Oaks, where early settlers built a cabin
that served as San Marcos’ first school
and community center.

It was not an auspicious start to my
tour. Near the oaks was a long-aban-
doned establishment whose sign read
Colloquium Books. The 'k’ was missing
from the sign, and the handful of CRT

GEORGE H.W. BUSH

‘) PRESIDENTIAL LIBRARY & MUSEUM

Located in the Ansary Gallery of
American History, The Sea Grant
Exhibit will be on display starting

February 15, 2021 through July 5, 2022.

e Vs, QA

Crry oF COLLEGE STATION
Home of Tesus ASM Univensity®

1000 George Bush Dr. W ()
College Station, TX 77845 @bush4l

979-691-4000
YJ00(e

Explore our Learning
Resources at bush4l.org/ @bushdllibrary

education
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televisions mounted from the ceiling
tiles inside reminded me of a '90s Block-
buster. Around the live oaks’ trunks, an
assortment of Taco Bell hot sauce pack-
ets, mild, and two packs of Pall Mall
Reds, empty. A blue jay picked through

a smattering of used wet wipes and then
flitted away.

I sat on the abandoned steps of Collo-
quium Books taking notes, listening to
the cheerful quips of the jay nearby. And
even here—calm, quiet, in the cover of
shade—anxiety was with me.

For those who have never experienced
persistent anxiety, please take a moment
to imagine riding a roller coaster as it
crawls to the top of its most thrilling drop.
Up and up you climb, the people below,
the buildings below, all shrinking to
miniature. Then you are at the pinnacle.
There is the moment the car hangs poised
over the drop, an interminable antici-
pation, and then: Plunge! Scream! The

absolute thrill of that first second as you
go from safety to controlled terror, your
stomach levitating inside, your senses
confused, elated, terrorized.

Anxiety is that feeling of plunging and
terror, but the trick is that the ride does
not end. On a normal coaster, you can
enjoy the thrill because you see where the
track bends back up into safety. But this
coaster doesn'’t ever reach the bottom—it
persists in plunging.

The problem for me was this: My
anxiety did not seem triggered by exter-
nal stimuli. It was internal. Biological.
Constant. Like a switch inside had been
flipped—then broken. If I couldn’t find
peace while safely taking notes under-
neath a two-century-old oak, where
could I find it?

I'walked the two blocks from the Log
Cabin Oaks down to the Kissing Oak. In
1857, Sam Houston, then a U.S. senator,
gave an address underneath the large

tree, and a few local women had hand
stitched a Texas flag and presented Hous-
ton with it. After his speech, he gave them
each a peck. Thus, the Kissing Oak.

The tree now stands at the edge of
Sewell Park, which during the time of
my visit was cordoned off with orange
temporary fencing due to the pandemic.

I 'sat on a limestone bench on the rim of
the canopy’s shade. The trunk listed to
the side, and one large, gnarled knuckle
punched out from the bark. It was not an
especially impressive tree. The Log Cabin
Oaks weren't either. | knew a dozen
bigger, more impressive oaks off the top
of my head in Austin alone.

Still, I listened, hoping the old-timer
would have some words of wisdom.
Because I hadn't stopped riding that
coaster. Nearby, a pecan—taller and more
talkative with its papery leaves—spoke
up. But if it had anything to tell me, I
wasn'’t smart enough to understand.

DALLAS ARBORETUM

Holiday at
the Arboretum

Presented by relia nt'i'

Your Most Beautiful Holiday Experience
November 7 - December 31
Open Daily and Select Fvenings

Dallas’ Favorite Holiday Tradition returns with The
12 Days of Christmas and the acclaimed Christmas
Village. Featuring Victorian style gazebos filled with

music and costumed characters, and the elegant

European style Christmas Village with
over 1 million holiday lights throughout the garden.
Fun for the entire Family. Santa visits nightly in
December. Reservations required.
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The Dallas Arboretum is a non-profit organization
supported, in part, by funds from Dallas Park & Recreation.
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The following weekend, I traveled to
New Braunfels—Schulze's hometown—
where I grabbed a donut and some coffee
and made my way to the Church Oak,
tucked up alongside Saints Peter and Paul
Catholic Church. A stone tablet at the
tree’s base, laid in 1917, tells a nice tale of
mass being held under the tree’s boughs.
That here, “in the dawn of Texas history,
stood an Indian village in which one of
the early missionaries lingered many
days.” Texas historical landmarks tend

to be light on details of how exactly such
Native American villages met their ends.

The tree itself was an impressive cork-
screwing of two large branches, evidence
of the days when they were younger and
nimbler in their search for light. Another
branch stretched in the opposite direc-
tion so far it almost brushed the stained
glass of the sanctuary. The thick bark
flowed down in rivulets.

Sitting on the stone bench at the base
of the Church Oak, I felt the familiar
sensation in my stomach. I must stress
this point: It's not a single, discreet
plunge, this roller-coaster ride of nervous
illness. The descent lasts for one second,
then 10. Then past 60 seconds. The sick-
ening feeling continues, travels outward
from my stomach. Five minutes stretch to
10. I cannot comprehend how it contin-
ues, but it does, and soon I have been
plummeting down and down for an
entire hour, an entire day, a full week,
and that is when a sense of true fear
enters. What if this never ends? What if it
follows me wherever I go—forever?

I didn't stay long. I fired up my hatch-
back and headed over to Landa Park,
where I sought Schulze’s favorite hero
from the collection: the Founders’ Oak.
Following my GPS once again toward
the tree, I had a few false starts, seeing a
handful of likely specimens and wonder-
ing if I'd found it. But as soon as I saw
the actual tree, there was no doubt. It
made the other oaks in the vicinity look
like mushrooms around a giant’s foot.
Quercus fusiformis—never had a live oak
earned the largesse of its Latinate desig-
nation quite like this. Of all the oaks I've
admired in my life, the Founders’ Oak



was the most impressive. Its girth was
formidable; the trunk’s bark seemed to
bubble with force, ready to sprout more
limbs from its voluminous knuckles at
any moment. The massive trunk split into
three separate growths, two of which
were undergirded by thick stone pillars,
which the tree looked in the process of
consuming. The branches were gener-
ous and unconcerned—lilting here,
approaching the ground in a deep bend
there. The physics of the whole enterprise
was outlandish, making leaps of imagi-
nation, the intricate counterbalance of
branches reaching clear out on the hori-
zon with the weight of an elephant. The
hulking mass put me in mind of an extinct
land mammal.

It was the type of tree a child might
flock to and then disappear inside of,
leaving behind only the rippling folds of
trunk and a single red shoe.

I found a bench underneath the
generous canopy and pondered the tree
awhile. A nearby plaque dated the tree
t0 1700. So, 300-plus years of human
life had passed under this same shade,
had ruminated upon this same trunk,
had heard these same branches chan-
neling the wind’s voice. There were
families on picnic blankets nearby, peals
of laughter; ducks and birds—an alive
place for a tree deep, deep into a lifespan
few of us can comprehend.

Iwon't bore the reader with the entire
litany of actions I have taken to allevi-
ate my illness, but here is a condensed
version to keep in good faith: therapy,
meditation, yoga, hikes in nature, medi-
cation, journaling, a rigorous sleep
schedule, piano, gardening, herbal baths,
burning sage, becoming a vegetarian,
reaching out to family and friends.

Improvement, yes. Over the months,
it's true—improvement. But my nervous
system remained burned out, frayed, on
the fritz. You don’t know self-alienation
until you're kneeling in the dirt, sliding a
spade into freshly tilled earth—a pittance
of rosemary ready for planting—and then
feeling yourself surge down that first
terrifying drop of roller-coaster track.

Now? you think. Now, really? I'm

gardening. It’s safe. Where’s the danger?
Ain’t none, and that’s the rub. I listened
to the Founders’ Oak a while, asked it

a question. How do I be still inside? In
response, the massive branches swayed
in the breeze. The waxy leaves perked up
and chattered their ancient language.

Ivisited a few more elder statespeople
from the Hall of Texas Heroes over the
next few weeks, moving quickly, my
spirit restless. The Old Evergreen Tree in
Giddings on the site of Rocking ] Farming
Services was an old, impressive oak with
ferns growing on its muscular branches.
There were three used tires and a rusted
cattle hitch under the canopy, and when
I made a walk of the trunk, something
inside the trailer spooked—it wasn’t
empty. Inside, a black-and-white pig
gave me a look.

Back in Austin [ visited the Seiders
Oaks, within walking distance from my
house along Shoal Creek Boulevard. A
motte of trees, their fingers digging into

the soil, and one of them bent from youth,

likely by Native Americans, humbled next
to the creek to mark the water’s presence.

The Battle Oaks were next, on the
campus of the University of Texas. [ sat
quietly under the canopy. The bell of the
striking clock in the UT Tower sounded
the quarter hour. And still that restless-
ness inside, like I was a bug struggling to
free my wing from under the thumb of
some mean-spirited child.

A couple months later I visited the
Treaty Oak in downtown Austin—the
very same oak Schulze had given me
acorns from six months prior. (The
acorns had failed to sprout, and when I
dug them up, I found tidy weevil holes
puncturing their bottoms.)

It was June now, the air hot, a year
and a half since the infinite plunge in
my stomach had begun. These days I
was feeling a bit better. Not whole, not
cured, just better. I'd started listening to

an audiobook called Hope and Help for
Your Nerves, the main advice of which
was to accept, accept, accept. Accept the
plummeting inside. Do not fear it. Do not
run away from it. Let it become a part of
you. As it does, it will relinquish its grip.

I made a circle around the tree. Its
growth was unusual. The trunk—not
quite as massive as the Founders’ Oak’s,
but plenty large—split in a large Y and
reached up, up, only for the branches
to fall from a soaring height straight
downward. They'd long ago been weak-
ened by poison and given in to gravity,
reaching all the way down to the freshly
cut grass and pooling at the ankles of
the mother tree like corded rope. A field
mouse spotted me and sprinted into
a bush. The nurse tree—a smaller oak
brought there by biologists to help the
Treaty Oak return to health after it had
fallen ill with poison—waited in the
parent tree’s parlor, giving sustenance.
Though it had been saved from death,
it still bore the marks of its illness. An
enormous portion of the canopy was
missing, like a head of broccoli absent a
chunk of its florets.

Accepting the plunge. Easier said than
done. Still, it was another ingredient in
the brew that was slowly nursing me back
to health. The heroes had done their slow
work on me, too, though not as quickly as
I'd wanted. Old wisdom takes time to sink
in. What wisdom was it? Being present.
Simple as that—presence. A reminder of
something I'd forgotten.

Sitting under the shade of the Treaty
Oak, wondering what other offerings that
massive tree might have for a speck like
me, [ drifted off to sleep.

In every wood, on the outskirts of every
town, on each lonely hilltop, throughout
time in every century since people existed,
since before people existed and they
spoke only to animals, and oftentimes to
no one at all, every tree blowing in the
wind has said the same sentence.

That's the thought I had.

When I woke up, the wind passed
through the branches of the Treaty Oak,
and it spoke. Not an answer—an invitation.

Listen. Listen. Listen. L.
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End the streak of daily deaths on Texas roadways.
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market is fueling
the illegal removal
of cacti and other
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SOME PARK RANGERS
are faced with a new job
responsibility: policing
plant smugglers.

The Perils of Pilfering
Prickly Plants

Big Bend is ground zero in a thriving black market for native plants
By Melissa Gaskill

22 texashighways.com Photo: Kenny Braun



etired Big Bend National Park
biologist Raymond Skiles
spent a lot of time hiking the
desert and mountains in the
1,252-square-mile park during his ten-
ure. One of his favorite routes followed a
ridge near the Rio Grande, where ocoti-
llo dot the rocky limestone and the high
ground offers views of the river and Si-
erra del Carmen mountains. For years, he
enjoyed spotting various cacti along the
way, including living rock cacti, a small
spineless plant that blends in with the
rocks. But around 2006, something curi-
ous started happening.
“On a walk one evening, I noticed a
small pit, maybe 6 inches deep and
wide,” Skiles says. “Then another, and

another. Then do_zens over a few hun- ARTMAKING 2 GALLERY TOURS
dred yards. I realized I was no longer

seeing any living rock plants. They were I vin gArtSCe nte r.com
all gone. It was clear that someone had N
walked that route digging them up.”

Those cacti fell victim to smugglers
who sell rare plants to collectors in Eu-
rope and Asia. Beginning in 2012, multi-
ple federal and state agencies embarked
on a years-long investigation resulting in
the sentencing of six Texas men. Over the
past four years, the men were ordered to
pay fines and serve varying terms of pro-
bation. Investigators estimate the men
removed between 10,000 and 15,000
plants. A single offender made more than
$300,000 and probably shipped several
thousand plants in a period of just seven
months, according to the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service. The lure of that kind of
money for relatively little effort means
more hikers could find scenes like the
one Skiles encountered.

“Collecting is a nationwide trend; it’s
not just here or isolated,” says Clint Hunt,
a Texas Parks and Wildlife Department
game warden in Alpine. “It’s the money.”
The special cacti that grow in Big Bend
are popular with collectors around the

world—the rarer, the better. And the in- (?Q(\A‘;i] Book Your Day Passes at

Guarantee your
entry to even the
most popular
parks at the
most popular
times, including
holidays, with a
“Save the Day"”
pass.

Reserve your
Day Passes up
to 30 days in
advance and
start planning
your perfect
getaway.

ternet facilitates easy trade. “You see STATE

living rocks posted for sale online, and L AEK_S

N
N

PARKS &

TexasStateParks.org/Reservations |..oore

within minutes they sell,” Hunt adds.
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Be a Good
Seed

To protect our natural
environment, follow these
tips to avoid buying
illegally collected plants
or seeds.

Don’t buy plants from
sellers in other countries,
especially if the plant is not
native to that country.

Look for domestic sellers
advertising cacti as grown
from seed. Find out how
long the seller has been
in business, since many
cacti take years to grow big
enough to sell.

Avoid purchasing seeds
or plants if the seller can’t
tell you where they were
grown or legally collected.

Nursery-grown plants
typically look more
symmetrical and have a
more vibrant color than
wild ones. Scruffy plants
may have been illegally
collected.
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Despite the rarity of living rock cacti,
no law prohibits selling them in the U.S.
The men were convicted for selling them
internationally, a violation of the Con-
vention on International Trade in En-
dangered Species of Wild Fauna and
Flora. This agreement between govern-
ments aims to keep international trade in
wild animals and plants from threaten-
ing their survival. Removing plants from
public land in the USS. is illegal under
state and federal laws, Hunt says, but
otherwise these plants are unprotected.

Hunt reports that people also dig up
“trailer loads” of yucca and ocotillo in Big
Bend Ranch State Park and on private
land, and then take them to New Mexico,
Arizona, and California. This demand is
fueled, in part, by well-intentioned cam-
paigns for drought-tolerant landscaping.

Skiles, too, has witnessed suspicious
activity right outside Big Bend National
Park, which greeted 450,000 visitors
last year. Concerned citizens have also
shown him photos of people digging

IT TAKES 10 YEARS
for a living rock
cactus to grow to the
size of a half dollar.

up plants on the other side of the park’s
fence and putting them on trailers toting
large loads. But since Skiles hasn't wit-
nessed any activity on park land, he’s had
little recourse. “These are iconic plants in
this area,” Skiles says. “They don’t replace
themselves fast enough to sustain that
harvesting over the long term.”

Park visitors sometimes remove plants
from public lands, too. And while taking a
single plant may seem mild compared to
the thousands smugglers purloin, it aug-
ments the problem.

“People think, ‘I'm only taking one and
I'm a good steward of the land,” says
Karen Little, manager of the environ-
mental lab at Sul Ross State University in
Alpine. “But we need to get past that.”

While visitors tend to notice only aes-
thetic changes when plants go missing,
the effects have larger consequences.
Each plant helps shape its environment,
says Texas Parks and Wildlife Depart-
ment botanist Anna Strong. “Think of
it like a Jenga game,” she says. “If each

Photo: Larry Ditto



block represents an organism, the blocks
around it are affected by its removal.
Take out enough blocks and at some
point, the tower falls.”

Many animals eat plants, so reducing
the number of those plants, or changing
where they grow, can leave hungry critters
searching fruitlessly for their next meal.
Living rock cactus flowers, for example,
provide nectar for bees and other insects,
Strong points out. Bees are eaten by bears
(no kidding), hummingbirds, and dragon-
flies, and other insects are food for birds,
coyotes, and snakes.

Removing a plant also eliminates its
future offspring. Cacti in particular often
grow for years before they reproduce;
living rocks take eight to 10 years. Char-
lotte Reemts, research and monitoring
ecologist for the Nature Conservancy in
Texas, points out that some plants see
only 1% of their seeds become an adult
plant that makes its own seeds.

Despite the rarity
of living rock cacti, no
law prohibits selling
them in the US.

“In the harsh environment of the des-
ert, by the time a plant has grown old
enough to make seeds, it has run a
gauntlet of drought and storms and rab-
bits and other animals that might eat it.”
she says. “Just to get hig enough to make
seeds is an incredible achievement. You
already have only a small fraction that
make it, and removing a plant reduces
the number of seeds in the population
even more. It can get to a point where
there aren't enough plants to replace
those that die”

The Chihuahuan Desert, one of the
world’s most biologically rich and diverse

deserts, stretches from southeast Arizona
across New Mexico and West Texas and
southward over almost 25% of Mexico.
Within its vast boundaries grow almost a
quarter of the 1,500 known cactus spe-
cies. Thirty-one percent of those species
are threatened, mainly by illegal trade.

Many of these cacti are not commer-
cially available because they grow so
slowly. After 10 years, a living rock cac-
tus only reaches about the size of a half
dollar, according to Little. People would
rather pull a sizeable one from the
ground than wait decades for it to grow
from a seed.

Reemts understands the desire to have
something rare and beautiful, but likens
taking a plant to having a private art col-
lection. “You're the only one who gets
to enjoy this beautiful plant,” she says.
“Leaving it in place is like having an art
museum where it is seen by thousands
of people” L

ATRULY ENCHANTING

HOLIDAY DESTINATION

NOVEMBER 21 - JANUARY 2

Seven Holiday Attractions * One Venue
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Save Big:

Hotel Packages Starting at $142
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Online Always: The best deals are always at www.moodygardens.org
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Illustration: Courtesy The Wittliff Collections

A sketch of Lonesome Dove is one
of several items on display at the
Wittliff Collections Festival

By Clayton Maxwell

ehold the town of Lonesome Dove in its
idea phase, before it became the set for
the eponymous 1989 miniseries based on
the book by Larry McMurtry. Art designer
Cary White sketched this drawing in the office

of Bill Wittliff, the esteemed Texas photographer
and screenwriter for Lonesome Dove and various
films. The drawing is part of the Wittliff Collections
at Texas State University, a repository of work by
writers, songwriters, and photographers, founded
by Wittliff in 1987. Today, the collection is one of the
country’s most respected archives of material on
Southwestern culture,

Wittliff passed away in June 2019. In his memory
the inaugural Wittliff Collections Festival is scheduled
for Jan. 9. The daylong event will take place at the
W Hotel in Austin, followed by a gala at the Moody
Theater, home to Austin City Limits. Panel discussions
will feature, among other creatives, writers Lawrence
Wright and Stephen Harrigan, photographer Keith
Carter, and visual artist Kate Breakey, plus assorted
filmmakers and singer-songwriters. A reproduction
of White’s sketch will be one of many items auctioned
off with proceeds benefiting the Wittliff Collections.

White has thought a lot about this drawing, the
original of which is on display in the new Lonesome
Dove exhibition gallery at the Wittliff. “When we
scouted the Rio Grande on the Moody Ranch, outside
of Del Rio, we found this perfect spot on our first try,
and that's where we built the town,” he says, adding
that the location was ideally situated on the tip of
a bend, which allowed for the river to be seen in
almost every shot.

“The one big place where I took some artistic
license with McMurtry’s story was building a bridge
over the arroyo known as Hat Creek,” says White,
who is currently working on the Paramount TV series
Yellowstone. “Iwas amazed that the producers didn’t
object to the expense of building this bridge because
our budget with everything on the show was so tight.
I certainly was happy that we did build the bridge
because it was such a strong visual element. The cow-
boys riding across the bridge at sunset is one of the
most iconic shots in the show.” For more information,
visit wittliffcollectionsfestival.com. k.
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I Don’t Know If There’ll Be Snow

Texas has had a frigid relationship with winter weather

By Julia lones
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The people of Hillsboro, an hour south of Fort Worth, awoke on Dec. 21,1929, to a
sight not often seen in the Lone Star State: flurries of snowflakes hurtling toward the
ground and piling up, up, up, reaching historic heights with every drop. In the days
prior to the snowstorm, temperatures in the area had steadily reached the 60- to
70-degree range, but then a cold front blew in. By that evening, 26 inches of snow rose
from the ground, setting the state record for the most snow in a 24-hour period.

The Hillsboro Mirror reported on that day: “Snowfall Has Been Steady and There Are
Few Drifts—Traffic is Big Problem—Kids Will Have Big Time.” Who could blame them?
Anyone who grew up in this state—save for Panhandlers—knows a heavy snow is rare.

According to the March 1930 edition of the American Meteorological Society’s
Monthly Weather Review, “While heavy snows sometimes occur in the south, due to
the mixing of cold air with the warm, moist air from the Gulf, from 4 to 8 inches is usu-
ally a very heavy fall for a 24-hour period.” The rather unexpected deluge in Hillsboro
offers a glimmer of hope to our year, which has been one of, if not the hottest, on re-
cord for planet Earth. Our fingers are crossed for a white Christmas—but this year, let's
stick with 4 to 8 inches.

28 (exashighways.com

Make Your
Own Snow

For snow you can play
with, try mixing five
parts baking soda with
one part white hair
conditioner or
shaving cream.

For snow you can eat,
try making cotton candy.
Most recipes call for
sugar, corn syrup, water,
and salt.

Realistic snow is a bit
harder to come by, but
filling a power washer
with freezing water can
do the trick.

Photos: Courtesy University of North Texas Libraries Portal to Texas History
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State record for coldest Population of Snow Hill,
temperature, recorded on a north of Dallas, from 1940
February 1899 morning in Tulia to 2000

Sour Consequences

In the Rio Grande Valley, where the characteristic crops are citrus fruits, a

rare hard freeze can be disastrous for the industry. According to a 2008 Texas
A&M University report, farmers can use methods like wrapping plants in
insulating material, installing orchard heaters, and transitioning to alternative
irrigation methods to protect their crops—but none of these are foolproof. In
the December 1989 freeze that stretched to the Valley, daylong below-freezing
temperatures caused the insides of the grapefruits to freeze, ruining much

of the rest of the year’s crop and resulting in a $60 million loss. It takes a
minimum of three years for an orchard to recover from such a freeze, the

last of which occurred in 2011.

HOW TO DRESS FOR A TEXAS WINTER
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MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY THURSDAY FRIDAY
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Texas’ average number of
days per year with a high of 32
degrees or below, from 2010-14

Recent
Snowfalls
in Texas

by Cynthia Drake

Dec.7-8, 2017

A wintry mix combined with
a strong cold front crept
across South and Central
Texas, depositing an inch

of snow in Corpus Christi
and 2 inches in Victoria.

Dec. 26-28, 2015

A West Texas blizzard
blanketed nearly half the
state in snow, devastating
cattle and dairy operations
in the Panhandle.

Feb. 23-24, 2010
Towns east of -35 saw
widespread snowfall.

Feb.11-12, 2010
Several inches of snow
blanketed the northern
half of the state.

Dec. 24-25, 2009
Over a foot of snow fell
in many areas between
Dallas and Lubbock.

Dec. 24-25, 2004
The Victoria Christmas
snowstorm produced
12.5 inches of snow.
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PRIVATE LAND COMPRISES THE MAJORITY OF TEXAS. NOW, TWO
ONLINE PLATFORMS OFFER THE CHANCE TO GET IN TOUCH WITH
NATURAL BEAUTY PREVIOUSLY INACCESSIBLE TO THE PUBLIC.
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and creosote to crest a rugged overlook,
and my rewards are an endorphin surge
and the sight of the turquoise Devils River
cleaving the canyon below. While stand-
ing on the rocky crag overlooking the
Hudspeth River Ranch just north of Com-
stock, I consider the words of Henry David
Thoreau: “In wildness is the preservation
of the world.” In wildness, I would add, is
also the preservation of our sanity. For me,
this ranch is areprieve from aworld grap-
plingwith a pandemic. Like the winds that
carry the buzzards over the river canyon,
the wildness here is a thermal uplift for
the spirit.

I've booked a night at Hudspeth River
RanchviaExplore Ranches, an online plat-
form that offers guests overnight stays at

32 texashighways.com

top-tier private ranches in Texas, Califor-
nia, Colorado, and New Mexico. This year,
when so many are seeking the solace and
freedom of the outdoors due to COVID-19,
Explore Ranches has received nine times
as many bookings as it did in 2019. Appar-
ently, I'm not the only one craving a little
wildness these days.

“The mental and physical benefits of just
being outdoors for days without connection
to our routines and electronics—that’s why
we started the business,” says Jay Kleberg,
who co-founded Explore Ranches in 2018
with Allison Ryan and Jesse Womack. “We
want to give people the opportunity to cre-
ate some kind of connection to the outdoors
and clean air and water, so they fall in love
with and want to conserve those places.”

Explore Ranches is on the front wave
of a vacation trend called land sharing.
The trend is similar to short-term vaca-
tion rental, which platforms like Airbnb
and Vrbo excel at. Rather than staying
in someone’s house in town, you escape
to remote locales that sometimes even a
GPS can’t find. Explore Ranches’ proper-
ties tend to run more expensive due to
the size of the accommodations and the
various optional amenities. Hipcamp is a
good alternative platform for those seek-
ing a more rough-hewn and economical
trip. Launched in San Francisco in 2013,
Hipcamp offers properties spanning the
country, with 3,000 locations in Texas.
The accommodations range from camp-
sites and cabins to yurts and RV spots.



Once booked, the platform facilitates
a connection with the landowner and
handles details.

Both platforms offer options state and
national parks can’t provide in Texas,
where 95.8% of the 268,000 square miles
that make up our state is privately owned,
according to the U.S. Census Bureau. The
rest is owned by local, state, and federal
governments. It’s a stark contrast to West-
ern states with similarly vast terrain: In
New Mexico, Arizona, and Wyoming, over
50% of land is government-owned. Unlike
these other states, the U.S. Bureau of Land
Management is almost non-existent in
Texas. The only bureau property in Texas
is the 12,000-acre Cross Bar Management
Area in the Panhandle, which is being

restored to its natural shortgrass prairie
ecosystem and not currently open to the
public. So much off-limits land makes
“No Trespassing” signs ubiquitous, leav-
ing outdoors enthusiasts imagining what
lies beyond the barbed-wire fences that
crisscross the countryside. “A far greater
percentage of people in Texas don’t have
an opportunity to be in a true wilderness

setting like in Western states,” says Mark
Steinbach, executive director of Texas
Land Conservancy, a nonprofit that helps
landowners preserve the legacy of their
land through conservation easements.
“Sure, there’s access to city parks and to
alesser degree, the state parks, but those
are more manicured.”

Inastate with solittle public space—and
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where parks are particularly in demand
during the pandemic—land sharing is a
welcome new trend and one conservation-
ists hope will also help preserve the land.

As kids, Sarah and Abbey Strunk sipped
the waters that bubbled from the lime-
stone creekbed on their family’s Hudspeth
River Ranch. They would scoop clear,
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clean water into their palms and taste the
tang of water lilies and the earthiness of
moss. Today, they help run the ranch in
West Texas where the waters of the Dev-
ils River—arguably the most pristine in
Texas—first emerge.

During my overnight at the Hudspeth, I
witness how the Strunk sisters have been
shaped by their access to the remote land
that’s beenin their family since 1905. They
can easily maneuver a Suburban over

hair-raising low-water crossings, shoot
an aoudad across a canyon at 300 yards,
and catch and clean a 21-inch smallmouth
bass. Now in their late 20s, they under-
stand how fortunate they were to roam
these 15,000 acres throughout their child-
hood. And theywould like to shareitin the
most respectful, responsible way.
“Irealize that my childhood experience
is not the norm,” Sarah says. “Unfortu-
nately, such places are disappearing, and
in order to preserve these treasures for
future generations, we must share them
with others. Sharing our place allows peo-
ple to find a connection with the outdoors
and hopefully want to keep them around.”
The Hudspeth, which can sleep 10 guests,




runs $650 a night per adult, with kids stay-
ing for free.

Landowners have been leasing ranch-
land to hunters and outdoor sportsmen
since the 1950s, and it’s become an essen-
tial revenue stream. But Explore Ranches’
modelis different. It proffers a connection
between owner and guest, one in which
guests experience nature that is nor-
mally inaccessible, and owners generate
income while educating and motivating
others to help keep the land undeveloped.

Kleberg, Explore Ranches’ co-owner,
has a personal connection to this mission.
A member of the King Ranch family, he
comes from a long line of conservation-
ists. In 1934, his great-grandfather, U.S.
Congressman and rancher Richard Kle-
berg, authored the Federal Duck Stamp
Law, which requires waterfowl hunters
to purchase a stamp that now raises mil-
lions annually for wetland conservation.
Kleberg is a former associate director for
the Texas Parks & Wildlife Foundation and
is currently producing the first Hollywood-
quality feature-length documentary about
Texas’ unique ecosystems called Deep in
the Heart, a Texas Wildlife Story, due for
release in 2022,

Kleberg says private landowners are
often the best stewards of their land—
if they can afford to keep it. He knows
that when landowners are forced to
sell, the resulting fragmentation can be

environmentally devastating, particularly
for the animals that require undeveloped
corridors of land to roam. If you want to
protect Texas land, you need to collabo-
rate with landowners.

“Landowners can have the greatest posi-
tiveimpacton the future of ouropenspaces,
water, and wildlife,” Kleberg says. “And if
Explore Ranches and other land-sharing
platforms can create memorable outdoor
moments for people, evenifit's just looking
at the Milky Way, those moments stay with
the guests and multiply.”

I'm having my own memorable out-
door moment, bumping around in the
Strunk sisters’ scuffed-up ranch Subur-
ban, their two eager border collies, Nellie
and Birdie, scrambling from seat to seat.
With their father, Billy Bob Strunk, we
drive out to see the prehistoric rock art
tucked away in the limestone bluffs at a
far corner of the property. We also go to
Alice’s Wonderland, their mother Alice
Ball Strunk’s favorite swimming hole.
Alice, a no-fuss lawyer with a fondness
for Birkenstocks, manages the ranch’s
goat and lamb enterprise, a business she
learned from her mother.

But the pi¢ce de résistance of Hudspeth
is Pecan Springs, the headwaters of the
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Devils River. It is a strangely emotional
moment seeing where Texas’ wildest river
is born. Water gushes up from the dark
aquifer below and catches light for the
first time, shimmering and clear. About 45
miles from this spot, it will disappear into
Amistad Reservoir near Del Rio, where it
will meld into the Rio Grande and flow
into the Gulf of Mexico.

The Strunk sisters tell me if the aquifer
gets depleted, springs such as these could
dryup. We talk about their mother, aboard
member for the Devils River Conservancy.
She’s currently fighting to keep a Chinese
billionaire from installing a mammoth
wind farm along the river, which threat-
ens to make the waterway far less pristine.

Explore Ranches’ aspiration to win
recruits to land conservation has worked
onme. I have a connection with this land
now and the people who take care of it.
Talking with the Strunks underscored
the deep responsibility three generations
have had for this land, and the dedication
required to keep it healthy and wild.

In contrast to the ultra-curated and
high-end Explore Ranches experience,
Hipcamp is a more rugged and far more
budget-friendly land-sharing platform.
The online marketplace provides a spec-
trum of getaways: pitching a tent on a

Dripping Springs farm for $20 a night or
hiding away in a tepee near Granbury for
$48. Initially a website guide for camp-
ers, Hipcamp launched its land-sharing
platform in 2013. It now offers a diverse
menu of natural lodgings—on farms and
vineyards, in treehouses and cabins—and
in a reasonable price range. The compa-
ny’s key performance indicator is “nights
outside;” currently, their users have spent
more than 2 million nights under the stars.

Browsing hipcamp.com from my desk
in the city is like flipping through a magical
camping catalogue. It has so many possi-
bilities that an urbanite’s dream of sitting
around a campfire or smelling petrichor
from a tent after it rains is easily within
reach. Alyssa Ravasio, Hipcamp’s founder,
believes mental health and time in nature
go hand in hand.

“Getting outside is more important
than ever,” Ravasio explains. “I am a firm
believer in biophilia—that getting outside
is essential to human health and happi-
ness—and science s really starting to back
this up with research. Especially with all
the extra pain and stress in the world right
now, being outdoors can help people find
rest and healing”

Sometimes an overnight getaway in
a 2004 Airstream trailer called “Moon-
beam”isall the restand healingyouneed. I
make areservation with Michael Larson to
stay at Round Mountain Ranch, located by

WHERE 10 SIAY
WITH EXPLORE
HANGHES

Visit exploreranches.com for
sample itineraries, available activities,
and amenities for each property.

Withers Ranch, Kent: A hiker's
paradise tucked away in the Davis
Mountains, the ranch's 16,000 acres
offer some of the most precipitous
mountain views in Texas. A “hosted”
experience at the two-bedroom
home includes a landowner who will
guide you and cook for you. $650 per
night, per adult (children under 12 stay
for free), sleeps eight

Rocker B Ranch, Graford: With
tennis courts, baseball diamonds,
skeet shooting, and enough room

to accommodate a small army,
this ranch is ideal for a big family

reunion. Nestled in the wilds of Palo
Pinto Canyon, the Rocker B is one
of Explore Ranches’ “semi-hosted”
experiences, which means guests

are greeted by a landowner or land-
owner representative, and catered
meals and guided excursions are
available upon request. $5,000 a

night, sleeps 60

Llano Spring Ranch, Junction: With
3 miles of the Llano running through
it, this ranch offers a river-centric
experience that can include kayak-
ing, paddleboarding, and a visit to the
nearby Blue Hole. The Llano Springs
Ranch is a “semi-hosted” experi-
ence. Guests can also learn about
the ranch’s award-winning efforts in
sustainable land-management prac-
tices. $1,200 a night, sleeps eight
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WHERE 10 oIAY
WITH HIPGAMP

Visit hipcamp.com to see a full
range of accommodations, add-
ons, and activities.

Boulderdash, Bandera: With a
cabin, five RV spots, and three
tent sites, this small property
on the Medina River offers the
most coveted of qualities: river
access. Because of its river views,
Hipcamp users named Boulder-
dash RV Site No. 2 “Best Hipcamp
Camping Spot in Texas" in 2019.
$25-$35 a night for tent sites,
maximum of eight people per site;
$50 a night for RV sites, maximum
of six people per site; $165 a night
for cabin, sleeps eight

5D Ranch, Navasota: This 400-
acre ranch of woodlands and
prairies offers 14 miles of trails for
hiking, a pond and a lake for fish-
ing, and 18 spacious campsites
with fire pits. Turkeys, horses,
hogs, miniature ponies, and other
animals share the property. $30
per campsite, maximum of 16
guests per site

JH Ranch, Stephenville: Hang
out long enough on the porch of
the rustic log cabin perched over
a6-acre lake, and you just might

see a beaver. The simple but
comfortable cabin, which sleeps
five, has a kitchen and air condi-
tioning. A paddleboat and kayaks
are available to use for free, and a
bass boat for serious lake fishing
costs $50 to rent. $145 a night,
sleeps five
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the Balcones Canyonland Preserve near
Leander. His 5 tree-covered acres include
a tiny “canned ham” trailer, a cabin, sev-
eral primitive campsites, and Moonbeam,
my home for one beautiful night.

Much like the Strunks, Larson is moti-
vated by love of the land. He lives in his
own house on the property—although he
keeps a low profile and doesn’t intrude
on guests—and is a dedicated steward
of it Settling into Moonbeam, I note his
care and attention to detail. The interior
evokes al960s space pod, one that Larson
has tricked out with custom Jetsons-style
shelving, lilac sheets, kilim pillows, and
a well-placed book of Leonard Cohen
poetry on the writing desk. Everything has

aplace, and all the essentials are included.
The best part is watching the fireflies and
rising moon from the ample outdoor deck.

“I'm only here for a while. This land
will continue on,” says Larson, about his
cedar- and oak-filled slice of earth where
he has carved out hiking trails and avernal
pond. “We think something is ours, but in
the big picture it's not. My goal is just to
leave this land better than I found it.” The
way Larson talks about it, land sharing
really does sound like the type of sharing
you learn about in kindergarten. He has
something I don’t, and thanks to this new
platform, I can affordably enjoy it, too. The
money he makes from Hipcamp, he rein-
vests in his land’s care.



Ravasio says Hipcamp, like Explore
Ranches, has seen a surge of users since
the onset of COVID-19, which has helped
landowners stay economically afloat
amid the pandemic’s financial challenges.
Landowners are making three times more
on Hipcamp this year than they did last
year, as more people are traveling close to
home and seeking vacations with plenty
of room to roam crowd-free. According
to Ravasio, some of their most successful
properties earned asmuch as $100,000in
their first few months. Hipcamp recently
launched “Extras,” an option for guests

to add on experiential offerings like a
chef-cooked meal with local ingredients,
firewood for the perfect campfire, and
even weddings.

Land sharing is a triple win: Guests get
to experience previously off-limits wilder-
ness, landowners and workers earn their
livelihood from the land, and, if the land
remains undeveloped, it's a win for the
ecosystem that depends upon it. During a
timewhen so many of our lives are isolated
and unmoored, “nights outside” can aid the
preservation of our well-being, and—ijust
maybe—our world. L

MICHAEL LARSON'S

HIPCAMP PROPERTY
NEAR LEANDER OFFERS
SEVERAL TYPES OF
ACCOMMODATIONS,
INCLUDING A CABIN,
CAMPING AREA, AND
AIRSTREAM.

"DECEMBER 2020 39

e
=3 '-u“m= ”



LIGHTS,
CAMLERA,

The small Texas town that defies easy stereotypes
has captured Hollywood’s attention

BY SARAH HEPOLA
PHOTOGRAPHS BY SEAN FITZGERALD
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[ used to pass small towns and feel sorry
for the people who lived in them. What
could you do there? Who could you be?
Much of modern life was such a race to
be exceptional—the biggest house, the
most followers—that I felt a hint of sad-
ness staring at those rusty warehouses
and abandoned shacks off the highways
of rural Texas, a land that time forgot. But
something happened as the technology
age unfolded, with all its virtual bustle and
ambient anxiety—and I became a woman
who sniffed around small towns looking for
a hit of what they had. A slow-pour pace,
a sense of community, something called
affordable rent.

That's how [ wound up spending time in
Corsicana, atown of 25,000 people an hour
south of Dallas. The more I wandered its
quaint contours, the more I came to feel not
sadness for the people who lived there, but
envy for their lifestyles. Contrary to my pre-
conceived notions, there was plenty going
on: an artist residency, a hit reality show,
and a police chief making movies.

“Iwrote a Western last week,” said Rob-
ert Johnson, the first police chief I ever
met with his own Internet Movie Database
(IMDb) page. Over the past decade, John-
son has acted in more than 30 TV and film
productions. More recently he’s cracked his
knuckles as a producer and screenwriter.
When we met, he was eagerly preparing for
the filming of his Western, fittingly called
Corsicana. Johnson's unusual career in law
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enforcement and entertainment has helped bring more
than a dozen projects to town in the past few years, includ-
ing a drama called Warning Shot with David Spade and a
B-movie satire called American Zombieland, the climax of
which involved locals descending on the historic downtown
as mobs of the undead. But Johnson is only one of many
people re-imagining whatit means to live and thrive in rural
Texas, a part of the country that is transforming from a land
time forgot into a land of opportunity.

Corsicana’srisein the 21st centuryisastory of small towns,
which are making a comeback as the blinking metropo-
lises grow more clogged, expensive, untenable. You could
say the internet started it, unlatching us from any fixed geo-
graphic spot. But Chip and Joanna Gaines turned the trend
into a revival, building an empire in Waco by showing folks
how to transform those abandoned shacks into neo-rustic
dream homes. A new generation was rediscovering towns
like Lockhart, Brenham, and Marble Falls long before the
pandemic and the rise of Zo