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 The colorful 360-degree views from Decision Point at Reveille Peak Ranch are best enjoyed just before sunset.




  

 
  1 MCKINNEY FALLS STATE PARK HOMESTEAD TRAIL


  This mostly flat, easy trail offers a leisurely and shady stroll through lush greenery and a lively swimming hole surrounded by limestone cliffs and towering cypress trees. In warmer months, the falls at the start and end of the hike are extremely popular with water lovers who enjoy leaping from the top of the low falls into the refreshing water below, but the farther reaches of the trail aren’t quite as crowded and offer a peaceful respite in natural surroundings.


  
    Start: Homestead Trail Trailhead


    Elevation gain: 476 to 594 feet


    Distance: 3.3-mile loop


    Difficulty: Easy


    Hiking time: 1.5 hours


    Seasons/schedule: Year-round, open 8 a.m.–10 p.m.


    Fees and permits: $6 per person


    Trail contacts: McKinney Falls State Park, 5808 McKinney Falls Parkway, Austin, TX 78744; (512) 243-1643; https://tpwd.texas.gov/state-parks/mckinney-falls/#


    Canine compatibility: On-leash only


    Trail surface: Dirt, rock


    Land status: Texas Parks and Wildlife


    Nearest town: Austin


    Other trail users: Hikers, mountain bikers


    Maps: TPWD maps: https://tpwd.texas.gov/state-parks/mckinney-falls/map


    Water availability: Yes, at entrance station and bathrooms, not at trailhead


    Special considerations: After heavy rains, consult the park before hiking this trail as a flooded creek can make crossing dangerous.


    Amenities available: Restrooms, picnic tables, shelters, and playground down the park road from the trailhead


    Maximum grade: 10% for 0.2 miles


    Cell service: Available throughout

  


  FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


  [image: chpt_fig_001] From the entrance gate, drive down the main road and take the first right toward Lower Falls. Follow the road until it dead-ends at the parking area. The trailhead begins where the road dead-ends in a cul-de-sac. GPS: 30.186195, -97.721325

  
  Trail conditions: Most of the trail is narrow and composed of packed dirt, which can get muddy after rain. There are several rocky sections and a portion of the trail that involves walking over a smooth limestone field. In times of high water, be prepared to get your feet wet as you cross Onion Creek.


  THE HIKE


  Just a 15-minute drive from downtown Austin is one of the area’s most popular parks for hiking, picnicking, and swimming: McKinney Falls State Park. And while many argue that it’s located outside of the technical boundaries of Hill Country proper, the Homestead Trail still offers an opportunity to take a walk through the type of historical and natural beauty often found in the region, including architecture from the 1800s and a variety of plant and animal life (not to mention wildflowers in the spring and several swimmable waterfalls).
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 The falls at the start and end of the trail.


  To start exploring, follow the sign that points straight down a wide, uneven, dirt and rock-strewn path that soon gives way to a wide bed of limestone surrounded by Ashe juniper, live oak, and black willow. Traverse the limestone field and cross Onion Creek above the falls, treading carefully between the sculpted rock that’s been carved out by moving water over thousands of years. It’s often slippery and tricky to cross, so take extra care and consider bringing sandals to keep your hiking shoes dry.
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  Much of the narrow path is shaded.


  Or, on a hot day, indulge in a swim. There’s at least some water flowing over the falls year-round, but there’s no lifeguard on duty, so swim at your own risk. And check with park staff beforehand as bacteria levels or dangerous conditions occasionally make the water off-limits.


  Once you cross the creek, at about 0.3 miles, a sign on your left points toward the Homestead Trail, a narrow dirt path that heads into the trees. Take it, and bask in the narrow, winding, and largely shaded route through the woods. Smooth curving branches of Texas persimmon point the way, and in spring and summer, inland wild oats, roundleaf greenbriar, and tall grasses grow close against the trail and abundant foliage overhead provides ample shade. But as you progress, enjoy the view as plant life changes around you, from deciduous trees to narrow-trunked cedar elms to dense pockets of Ashe juniper, to fields of wildflowers.



   On weekends or holidays it’s highly recommended that you make a day-use reservation online as the park will fill up quickly and close the gates to new visitors.




  At about 0.4 miles, you will reach what’s left of the fenced-off stone block McKinney Homestead that once belonged to Thomas McKinney. Keep the fence and the homestead on your right as you continue down the path and back into the woods.


  Around 1.2 miles, a three-way junction near the old homestead offers a shortcut back to the trailhead, but continue on Homestead Trail, which curves gently to the left.


  Then, near 2.1 miles, you will reach the junction with the Flint Rock Loop Trail. Taking this trail to the left tacks on a few extra miles to your hike via a couple of additional loops, but to stay on Homestead Trail, continue straight.
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  Over the ages, flowing water has carved unique shapes in the limestone along the creek.
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 What remains of the old McKinney Homestead, the trail’s namesake.


  As you near the end of the journey, keep an eye out for wildflowers and prickly pear cactus that bloom in the spring as the wooded trail opens up. You’ll soon reach the Gristmill Spur Trail and the remains of the McKinney Grist Mill, one of the first flour mills in the area that took advantage of the flow of Onion Creek to power the machinery.


  [image: chpt_fig_006]

 
 [image: chpt_fig_007]


 Wildflowers line sections of the trail in spring.


  Immediately after you pass the mill, the trail spits you back out on the limestone bed around the falls. From here, hike back across the creek the way you came and retrace your steps to the parking lot.


  MILES AND DIRECTIONS


  0.0 Start at the Homestead Trail Trailhead off the Lower Falls parking lot.


  0.2 Cross the limestone bed and Onion Creek above the falls.


  0.3 Turn left following signs for the Homestead Trail.


  0.4 Reach the homestead. Take the trail to the left, keeping the fence and homestead on your right.


  1.2 Continue straight at the junction to stay on Homestead Trail.


  2.1 At the junction with Flint Rock Loop, continue straight to stay on Homestead Trail.


  2.2 Continue on Homestead Trail past the Homestead Shortcut.


  3.0 Veer left to head toward the parking lot on the Gristmill Spur Trail, following the trail marker with a P. In a few feet, pass the remains of the McKinney Grist Mill.


  3.1 Return to the beginning of the loop. Retrace your steps across the Lower Falls to the parking lot.


  3.3 Arrive back at the trailhead.




  2 MCKINNEY FALLS STATE PARK ONION CREEK TRAIL


  This paved, often shady, and tree-lined trail winds through woods, past picnic tables, and alongside Onion Creek. While it may not offer much in the way of elevation gain or epic views, it’s an easy, improved-surface trail perfect for families, friends, even bikes and all-terrain wheelchairs.


  
    Start: Onion Creek Hike and Bike Trailhead


    Elevation gain: 489 to 623 feet


    Distance: 2.9-mile loop


    Difficulty: Easy due to paved path and only one section of gradual elevation change


    Hiking time: 1.5 hours


    Seasons/schedule: Year-round, open 8 a.m.–10 p.m.


    Fees and permits: $6 per person


    Trail contacts: McKinney Falls State Park, 5808 McKinney Falls Parkway, Austin, TX 78744; (512) 243-1643; https://tpwd.texas.gov/state-parks/mckinney-falls/#


    Canine compatibility: On-leash only


    Trail surface: Asphalt


    Land status: Texas Parks and Wildlife


    Nearest town: Austin


    Other trail users: Hikers, bikers


    Maps: TPWD maps: https://tpwd.texas.gov/state-parks/mckinney-falls/map


    Water availability: At the Smith Visitor Center near the trailhead


    Special considerations: The park has a GRIT all-terrain wheelchair available to the public during office hours (daily 8 a.m.–5 p.m.). Email or call to reserve the chair for your visit.


    Amenities available: Restrooms, picnic tables, charcoal grills, education and information center


    Maximum grade: 8% for 0.4 miles


    Cell service: Throughout

  


  FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


  [image: chpt_fig_008] From the park entrance, drive down the park road, following signs for the Upper Falls. The trailhead is located at the end of the parking lot. GPS: 30.183844, -97.725612

     
     Trail conditions: The entirety of the trail is paved, though uneven in spots, except for a brief gravel section at the start of the hike that leads down to the falls.


  THE HIKE


  If it’s a leisurely, shaded, improved surface trail you’re in the mood for with plenty of places to set up a picnic or take a dip in the falls, this one will do the trick. Between plenty of tree cover, creek access, and a path wide enough for at least two, it’s an easy and delightful stroll. In the early spring a field of bluebonnets blooms across from the trailhead parking lot and in the summer there’s an abundance of greenery.



   On weekends or holidays it’s highly recommended that you make a day-use reservation online as the park will fill up quickly and close gates to new visitors.




  But the best part of the journey may be the beginning and end, where the Upper Falls beckons swimmers just down the short hill from the trailhead. It’s a beloved attraction among park visitors who lounge on the banks among limestone cliffs, tall grasses, and majestic bald cypress trees all summer long.
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  A view of the falls and swimming hole near the start of the trail.


  Whether or not you enjoy a soak, follow the paved Onion Creek Trail as it curves to the left, away from the falls. You will spend 0.5 miles or so walking through a large, grassy picnic area with dozens of picnic tables, charcoal grills, and several water spigots, all shaded by mature live oak trees. Several dirt footpaths lead down to the creek, as do a few paths that lead to other parking areas along the park road.


  Around 0.6 miles, you’ll leave the picnic area and the paved trail will continue to be mostly shaded and green thanks to live oaks, vines, and native grasses. There’s also poison ivy, though, so stay on the trail. At a few points along the way, the forest will open up to small clearings dotted with juniper, prickly pear cactus, Texas persimmon, and Christmas cholla cactus.


  When you reach the junction at 1.9 miles, head to the right to stay on Onion Creek Trail; continuing straight will lead you to the campground. When you reach the park road, cross and continue straight. As soon as you do, you’ll see on your right the remains of a stone horse trainer’s cabin built in the early 1850s for the park’s namesake’s horse trainer John Van Hagan.


  After you pass the ruins of the structure, at 2.8 miles, continue on Onion Creek Trail as it curves to the left, past the junction with the picnic trail. In another moment, cross the park road again and you’ll see the visitor center on the right. Inside there is abundant


  [image: chpt_fig_010]


  Cypress trees grow along the pools near the falls.
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 The picturesque limestone beds surrounding the falls.


  information about the park, its history and ecology, plus a viewing deck where you can peer down at the falls. But to complete the hike, continue straight across the road on the paved path that curves back toward the trailhead parking lot.


  MILES AND DIRECTIONS


  0.0 Start from the Onion Creek Hike and Bike Trailhead and descend toward the falls, keeping them on your right.


  0.4 Pass a gravel trail on your left that leads up to another parking area. Continue straight.


  1.9 At the junction, head right to stay on Onion Creek Trail.


  2.7 Cross the park road and continue straight onto Onion Creek Trail.


  2.8 At the junction that leads to the Lower Falls, veer left to stay on Onion Creek Trail.


  2.9 Arrive back at the trailhead parking lot.




  3 VIOLET CROWN TRAIL: ZILKER PARK TO 360


  Lots of shade, swimming holes, abundant creek crossings, and plenty of unique limestone formations make this trail exceedingly popular with locals and visitors. On pleasant weekends, especially when the creek is flowing, expect an abundance of visitors and a full parking lot (don’t worry, there’s plenty of parking around sprawling Zilker Park), but on weekdays, thin crowds offer a peaceful escape. Bring sandals during wet seasons to aid in multiple creek crossings.


  
    Start: Zilker Park Trailhead


    Elevation gain: 449 to 538 feet


    Distance: 7.2-mile out-and-back


    Difficulty: Easy due to mostly flat trails with only slight, brief elevation change


    Hiking time: 3.5 hours


    Seasons/schedule: Year-round, most pleasant in the spring and fall


    Fees and permits: None, but there is a fee for parking


    Trail contacts: Austin Parks and Recreation, 200 S. Lamar Blvd., Austin, TX 78704; (512) 974-6700; https://www.austintexas.gov/department/parks-and-recreation


    Canine compatibility: On-leash only


    Trail surface: Dirt, rock


    Land status: City park


    Nearest town: Austin


    Other trail users: Mountain bikers, rock climbers


    Maps: Austin Parks and Recreation, Violet Crown Trail, https://violetcrowntrail.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/VCT_ZilkerTo360_pdf.pdf, https://www.austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Parks/GIS/Barton_Creek_GBelt_Web_Map_reduced.pdf


    Water availability: Yes, at the bathrooms


    Special considerations: Some sections of the trail are in full sun and can be hot in the summer.


    Amenities available: Bathrooms, water, picnic tables and shelters in nearby Zilker Park


    Maximum grade: 10% for 0.1 miles


    Cell service: Throughout

  


  FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


  [image: chpt_fig_013] From Barton Springs Road, turn onto William Barton Drive and follow signs for Barton Springs Pool. The trailhead is located at the far southwest end of the pool parking lot. GPS: 30.264126, -97.773284


  Trail conditions: The trail is a combination of narrow dirt paths, rocky trails, and involves a few creek crossings. Much of the trail is in partial shade, but there are several sections in full sun. During wet seasons, swimming holes abound.


  THE HIKE


  The Violet Crown Trail, based on a nickname given to the city in the late 1800s believed to be a reference to the violet-hued sunsets the city enjoys, is yet another peaceful urban escape within Austin’s city limits.


  Lined with live oak, native grasses, and wildflowers in the spring, when complete, the trail will be 30 miles long (as of this writing it has reached 13), but this portion that overlaps with the Barton Creek Greenbelt Trail may be the most easily accessible with trailhead parking lots at both ends and no sidewalk sections. Plus, during seasons with heavy precipitation (often spring and fall), you’ll have access to the many swimming holes along Barton Creek.


  [image: chpt_fig_014]


  Wildflowers along the trail.


  Start at the Zilker Park Trailhead next to Barton Springs Pool. A fairly wide crushed gravel path, flat and sunny, marked with a map and trail info, signals the start.


  In short order, the trail will turn from crushed gravel to a dirt path and soon become the familiar rock-strewn landscape of Hill Country. Several side trails, some of which connect to Barton Creek, will fork off to the left and the right throughout the trail, but stay on the main path.


  As you near the half-mile mark, large limestone cliffs rise up on your right, the creek on your left. The creek, fed by the Edwards Aquifer, is frequently dry during seasons of little to no rain, which makes for easy, dry crossings for much of the year. But if it’s cooling streams and swimming holes you want, your best chance is to hike in the spring or after seasonal rains. During these times, locals flock to the many swimming holes along this section of trail, one of which is located at the 0.8-mile mark.


  On trail, much of your hike will be partially shaded by live oak, juniper, and American sycamore, including around picturesque side trails (worth the short detour) like to Campbell’s Hole and Flat Rocks where shady groves offer a place to sit and rest after climbing over the large boulders and rock formations.


  You’ll cross the creek bed from time to time, which is often dry, rocky, and alive with plant life like giant ragweed and snow on the mountain, delicate white flowers that bloom from green and white leaves.


  At 2.2 miles, you’ll pass beneath Gus Fruh, a high limestone wall very popular with climbers. Take the narrow path just below the climbing wall and you will see a trail marker ahead. Here, keep left to continue on the main trail. After this point, you’ll likely have more of the path and its lovely sections of dense Ashe juniper forest where the trees’ shaggy trunks bend over the trail to yourself.


  [image: chpt_fig_015]


  A partially shaded, rocky path.


  When you reach the junction with the 360 Trailhead (you’ll know it by its stone steps), you may continue straight to keep going on the Violet Crown or Greenbelt Trail, or you can sit, rest, have a snack, and turn around and retrace your steps.


  [image: chpt_fig_016]


  Limestone cliffs flank a portion of the trail.


  On your way back, make sure to veer right on the alternate route at 6.0 miles to check out Flat Rocks for fun photo ops of the unique geological zone if you didn’t investigate on the first pass. The trail will meet back up with the Campbell’s Hole side trail and then the main trail.



   After your hike, cool off with a dip in Barton Springs Pool, a stunning natural, spring-fed pool that’s 68ºF year-round and offers exceptional views of the city skyline.




  MILES AND DIRECTIONS


  0.0 Start from Zilker Trailhead.


  0.8 Arrive at a swimming hole with rope swings.


  0.9 Take the trail to the left to Campbell’s Hole.


  1.0 Veer left when the Campbell’s Hole trail meets back up with the main trail.


  1.2 Continue straight at the junction with the side trail to the Flats. Continue straight at the junction with the Spyglass Trailhead.


  1.5 Cross over a rocky creek bed.


  1.6 Veer left to stay on the main trail, following the signs on the trail markers.


  1.9 At the fork, veer right and cross the creek bed. Turn left as soon as you cross to stay on the main trail.


 [image: chpt_fig_017]


 Juniper branches bend over the trail.
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  2.2 Pass Gus Fruh climbing wall. Veer right to take the narrow path just below the climbing wall. At the trail marker, bear left to stay on the main trail.


  2.3 Continue on the main trail that curves right at the junction with the Gus Fruh Trailhead trail.


  2.4 Turn left to stay on the main trail and cross the creek bed.


  2.6 Continue straight on the wide path.


  2.8 Continue on the unobstructed path that curves to the right.


  3.1 At the Y-junction, follow the main trail as it curves to the left and cross the creek bed. After you cross, turn right onto the main trail following the trail marker.


  3.4 At the junction, take the trail on the right. At the Violet Crown Trail marker, turn right.


  3.6 Reach the junction with the 360 Trailhead. Turn around and retrace your steps.


  6.0 At the junction with the Flat Rocks side trail, turn right.


  6.2 Rejoin the Campbell’s Hole side trail.


  6.3 Rejoin the main trail.


  7.2 Arrive back at the trailhead.




  4 BARTON CREEK GREENBELT: HILL OF LIFE FALLS TO TWIN FALLS


  Spread over more than 800 acres, Barton Creek Greenbelt is beloved by locals and visitors alike for a reason. There’s an abundant variety of plant life, plenty of opportunities to cool off in a number of swimming holes during wetter seasons, and the trail offers a delightful, easy wander through a picturesque and often shaded landscape that meanders alongside the water. Though there are more than 12 miles of trails along the Greenbelt, this section features the highest concentration of small waterfalls and interesting rock structures.


  
    Start: Trail’s End Access to Barton Creek Trail, also known as Hill of Life Trailhead


    Elevation gain: 575 to 883 feet


    Distance: 5.7-mile out-and-back


    Difficulty: Moderate due to a steep section at the beginning and end


    Hiking time: 3 hours


    Seasons/schedule: Year-round but most pleasant in the spring and fall or when water is high


    Fees and permits: None


    Trail contacts: Austin Parks and Recreation, 200 S. Lamar Blvd., Austin, TX 78704; (512) 974-6700; https://www.austintexas.gov/department/parks-and-recreation


    Canine compatibility: On-leash only


    Trail surface: Dirt, rock


    Land status: City park


    Nearest town: Austin


    Other trail users: Mountain bikes, rock climbers


    Maps: Austin Parks and Recreation, https://www.austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Parks/GIS/Barton_Creek_GBelt_Web_Map_reduced.pdf


    Water availability: None


    Special considerations: There’s no parking lot at this trailhead, only street parking, which is metered on the blocks surrounding the trailhead.


    Amenities available: None, so come prepared


    Maximum grade: 15% for 0.5 miles


    Cell service: Throughout

  


  FINDING THE TRAILHEAD


  [image: chpt_fig_019] From S. Capital of Texas Highway (or Loop 360) turn onto Scottish Woods Trail. Park near the top of the hill where the road dead-ends into Camp Craft Road. Turn right onto Camp Craft Road to reach the trailhead, which is on a residential street. An informational sign with a map marks the trailhead.


  GPS: 30.275159, -97.825238


  Trail conditions: The trail is a combination of narrow dirt paths, rocky trails, and a fairly steep section of gravel and limestone at the start and end. Much of the trail is in partial shade, but there are several sections in full sun. During wet seasons, swimming holes abound.


  THE HIKE


  Popular with hikers, mountain bikers, families, and dogs, Barton Creek Greenbelt is a local treasure. On warm weekends when there’s been sufficient rain, you’ll see scores of people crowding around swimming holes and waterfalls to cool off. In cooler seasons, Austinites take to the trails in running shoes or with bags full of climbing gear.
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 A sunny, rocky trail leads down toward the creek.


  [image: chpt_fig_021]


  The sculpted rocks by Sculpture Falls.


  Along the trail, you’ll spot an abundance of flora, including mustang grape, sideoats grama (Texas’s state grass), even passionflower and Turk’s cap. Snake-apple bears bright red fruits and American beautyberry bright purple balls that bloom in late summer. Dogwood and yaupon holly, live oak and American sycamore line the paths in a wash of green in early spring through late fall. You may even spot a bracted twistflower, a rare plant found only in Austin and Central Texas that grows on rocky slopes and produces pinkish blooms in April or May.


 [image: chpt_fig_022]


 A rocky trail that runs alongside the creek.


  As for wildlife, endangered golden-cheeked warblers nest in the area, and the Barton Springs and Austin blind salamander are rare amphibians that live nowhere else in the world except in and around Austin. You’re unlikely to spot one, but the city is constantly working to protect them.


  And along the whole trail flows Barton Creek, which travels 40 miles from Central Texas to Lady Bird Lake, part of the Edwards Aquifer and one of very few pristine streams in an urban area.


  [image: chpt_fig_023]


  That said, the creek features vastly fluctuating water levels throughout the year depending on rainfall. During dry months, much of it is frequently little more than a puddle, but after an abundance of rainfall, the creek bed shimmers to life.


  But to reach the creek, you’ll have to descend the steep, rocky, cheekily named Hill of Life from the trailhead of the same name (sometimes also referred to as Trail’s End as it is the terminus of Barton Creek Greenbelt trails). At 0.4 miles, veer right at a large, sunny clearing to head toward Hill of Life Falls where the trail flattens for most of the rest of the hike.


  At 0.6 miles, a small dirt path will lead you straight down to the falls, which, during rainy seasons, are a pleasant place to take a dip among large limestone boulders.


  From here, turn around and take the rocky dirt path to the right that follows alongside the creek. Several paths weave across the main trail from time to time, some of which lead down to the creek, but most return to the main trail in short order, so it’s unlikely you’ll get too far off course.


  At 1.7 miles, take the short, narrow side trail to the right to Sculpture Falls. Here, limestone has been sculpted into soft curves by thousands of years of erosion, which makes for a unique geological landscape. During wetter months, water flows through and around the rock and over a falls a few feet high into a swimming hole below. During dryer months, there may not be any water to speak of, but the rock formations are still worth a look.


  Head back up to the main path on any of the footpaths and continue heading down the trail with the creek on your right.


  At about 3.0 miles, you will arrive at Twin Falls, which offers a picturesque place to stop, take a rest, have a picnic on the rocks, and take another dip. When you’re ready, turn around and head back the way you came until 5.1 miles, when you will veer right two times before you run into the rocky hill you came down on the very first section of trail. Continue right up the wide, sunny, rocky trail to return to the trailhead.


  MILES AND DIRECTIONS


  0.0 Start from the Trail’s End/Hill of Life Trailhead.


  0.1 Veer right to continue down the wide, rocky path.


  0.4 Turn right at the three-way intersection.


  0.6 Arrive at Hill of Life Falls. Turn around and take the creekside trail to the right.


  1.0 Continue straight at the junction with Barton Creek Greenbelt at mile marker 6.88.


  1.7 Take the narrow path that veers off to the right to arrive at Sculpture Falls.


  1.9 Keep right to continue on the Greenbelt Trail at mile marker 6.02.


  3.0 Arrive at Twin Falls. Turn around to retrace your steps.


  4.3 Arrive back at Sculpture Falls, veer right, then turn left at the mile marker a few steps ahead.


  5.1 Veer right at the junction at marker 6.88.


  5.2 Continue on the wide trail to the right at Barton Creek Greenbelt marker 6.99.


  5.3 Turn right onto the wide, rocky trail from the start of the hike to return to the trailhead.


  5.6 Veer left to continue on the wide rocky trail up the hill.


  5.7 Arrive back at the trailhead.
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