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Introduction

Honestly, the Texas capital barely registered as a possible place to stop, even for a night, when my friend Luke and I embarked on a mammoth three-month road trip across America. It was the spring of 1999, when, a week into our journey, we found ourselves in a dingy, sparsely decorated row house in south Philadelphia, hanging out with an aging musician who insisted on seeing the route we’d plotted across the country. “You’re not going to Austin?” he asked, gripping our Rand McNally road atlas between yellowing fingers, the butt of his cigarette perched between his thin lips. He could barely conceal his horror at the idea of anyone ignoring Austin on a US road trip. And that’s why, on a sweaty afternoon in early May, Luke and I wheelspun an eleven-year-old Pontiac Firebird into the parking lot of a youth hostel on the other side of Town Lake from downtown Austin.

The hostel’s manager, Eli, was a bleached-blond ball of energy with thick, dark eyebrows. He showed us an aromatic, twelve-bed, men-only bunk room and the sparse lounge area of the small, single-story building, and then led us through a door to a yard out back where, under the sinking Texas sun, ten twentysomethings were perched on wooden picnic tables, sipping beer and smoking pot. Among them was Danny, a fellow Englishman; two Swedish girls who, like us, were on an adventure across the States; Briton, a slim African American guy with dark sunglasses and beads in his hair who wrote poetry under the nom de plume Phantom of the Hemp Hop; and Derek, a rake-thin twenty-four-year-old white boy with close-cropped mousy hair who played drums in a country band and who was apparently escaping his responsibilities as a father to a young son back home in the Midwest. Derek told us he now dealt drugs to make a living, and Austin, apparently, was the perfect home for his new entrepreneurial start-up—a musicians’ mecca where you could rent a bed in a hostel for twelve bucks and rely on a healthy supply of customers for cocaine and weed.

Eli strode over. Four months earlier he’d been living in Denver, but after a relationship with a girlfriend soured, he’d jumped in his old Saab 900 Turbo and hightailed it to Tulsa, Oklahoma, to stay with an aunt, working as a day laborer until he’d saved enough cash to get to Austin. Eli arrived in town with forty-seven dollars in his pocket, went straight to a blues bar, and, that first night, slept in his car. The then manager of the youth hostel agreed to let him clean the floors and toilets in return for a permanent place to stay. He found a job at a nearby Italian restaurant, and eventually took over as manager of the hostel. “Life’s good,” he told me and Luke that first night. “But I won’t be here forever.” 

Like the rest of us, Eli was restless and already looking around for where to go next. Ultimately, he saw himself opening a restaurant by the ocean in Florida, but for now Austin was the perfect place to pitch up for a while: it didn’t have the frenetic pace of other cities, you didn’t have to dress a certain way, and despite the heat, people seemed to thrive on being outside, cooling off in its natural water holes and lakes or enjoying live music and the best Mexican food in America. 

Derek disappeared inside the hostel and returned with a battered acoustic guitar, then sat on a picnic table and began strumming a folk tune he’d written earlier that day. We all pivoted to watch, blissfully unaware, as the guitar chords echoed out over the lake beyond, competing with the scream of cicadas, of a tragedy unfolding just a few hundred feet away.

A little later, Luke, Eli, and I took a bus downtown and walked along Sixth Street, the thoroughfare of bars, venues, and tattoo parlors that was to Austin what Beale Street is to Memphis or Bourbon Street is to New Orleans. Every open doorway led to a club, live music competing with the voices of doormen enticing customers with “dollar shots.” Souvenir stores sold bongs and ball caps and T-shirts that said “Keep Austin Weird,” while hours ago police had closed each end of Sixth Street to cars so night owls could take back the road. We bundled into Flamingo Cantina, a dingy reggae and world-beat joint. A back door opened onto a large open-air patio and a stage, where a rap-reggae band with a five-piece horn section was mid-set. We spent hours wandering Austin’s streets that night, my T-shirt and jeans clinging to my skin in the sticky heat. We arrived back at the hostel in the early hours of the morning, bleary-eyed, to find three police cars in the parking lot, blue and red lights flashing. Earlier that evening, a fisherman on the lake had discovered the body of a young man, face up at the water’s edge—a twenty-one-year-old kid from Utah who, like us, had been staying at the hostel. He’d been missing for a few days and his family had been looking for him; Eli just figured he must have packed up and left without saying anything. We didn’t hear much more that night, but the police said that he’d drowned, that he’d taken his own life.

The following afternoon, Eli led ten of us, single file, in silence, across the grass behind the hostel and along a dirt path to the lake and suggested we each pay our respects to our fellow traveler in our own way. Then it began—a ceremony of sorts. A couple of people read poems; someone said a prayer. The rest of us, Luke and me included, stood there, a little bewildered, a silent part of this ritual under the scorching Texas sun; participants in a tribute to a traveler we never knew. I didn’t realize then how profound this single event would turn out to be, how the tragic death of a young man in Austin was a singular moment around which my own life would pivot. It had forced a handful of people who barely knew one another to unite against the backdrop of tragedy, and Luke and I knew in that moment we couldn’t leave town that day. 

It seemed deeply unusual to find yourself in a city that felt more like a small town; a place where strangers would band together to celebrate and mourn the life of someone they hadn’t known. I found it almost indescribably moving, to see how this disparate band of travelers had quickly become a community and how Luke and I had become part of that as well. Looking around, I felt that there was something bigger to the situation too. Something about Austin had drawn this man here, and something meant he would end his life here just as I was beginning the next chapter of mine. I wasn’t spiritual, but even I thought that this was somehow fatalistic, and in years to come I’d look back and see that it took the death of this stranger to make me fall in love with Austin. 

Back at the hostel, Eli was shuffling papers at the front desk. 

“We’d like to change our booking,” I said. “We want to stay for the week.”

Our unplanned extended stay in Austin meant that over the next week I’d get to know the city—and some of our fellow travelers in the Town Lake hostel—a little better. If you were fazed by the searing heat, you just parked up on a quiet, tree-lined road around the back of some apartments and wandered down a dirt path into a wilderness of cottonwoods, oaks, and cedars until you reached a not-so-secret swimming hole to cool off. And there wasn’t just one. Austin had swimming holes and spring-fed pools all over town and far beyond in the Texas Hill Country. They had names like Gus Fruh, Sculpture Falls, Campbell’s Hole, Deep Eddy, and Krause Springs. From the top of Mount Bonnell, the city’s highest point, you could see how Austin lay snug in a bed of vibrant green, how the river, sparkling, carved its way through the middle of downtown, and how the rolling hills kept watch over everything from a distance. Back in London, the winters could be soul crushing, and I’d tired of the thick soup of gray sky that hovered above the city for months on end. Austin, meanwhile, enjoyed three hundred days of sunshine every year. I hadn’t seen another city where a greenbelt lay at the very heart of downtown, where people ran laps around a trail that framed a shining lake, and where its residents embraced the outdoors despite the scorching summers. The city boasted the world’s largest urban colony of Mexican free-tailed bats—and bat watching, live music, and breakfast tacos had apparently come to define Austin in equal measure.

It felt like we were in America but protected from its worst excesses; a kitsch, retro America-lite where you could forget the real world outside. I’d traveled a fair bit: we lived in Nigeria when I was a kid after my dad’s bank job required relocation to Lagos, we’d been all over Europe, and I’d lived in Hong Kong for six months between high school and college. But Austin was unlike any place I’d been before, including other American cities. In 1979, Mom, Dad, and I had flown to the West Coast and driven up Highway 1 to San Francisco, but the closest I’d come to seeing the real “West” of Young Guns and Pale Rider, which I’d grown up watching as a kid in London, was a tour of the backlots at Universal Studios, where a stuntman, dressed as a cowboy, fell from a two-story saloon after being shot. Now, Luke and I were drinking in bars on Sixth Street in buildings that resembled those very same saloons, but these were actually built in the 1880s, when Austin was a frontier town. We were deep in the heart of Texas, and it felt like that isolation had somehow served to freeze Austin somewhere in the 1950s. Neon signs heralded run-down motels, dance halls, and rock clubs. It was a weird, intoxicating mix of frontier town, hippie holdout, and indie mecca, with too many Mexican restaurants to count. 

Eating enchiladas on the covered patio outside El Arroyo, I heard the song “Miles and Miles of Texas”—“I rode up in to Austin the cradle of the West / Just ask any cowboy he’ll tell you it’s the best.” It’s a song about a Louisianan who crosses the Red River into Texas, finds love, and makes the state his new home. I was from London, not Louisiana, but I fantasized about living in this old cow town. Sure, at the age of twenty-four, the idea of getting shit-faced in bars every night perhaps had an outsized appeal, but Austin also embodied the notion you could do something different with your life. This was the city of reinvention: exciting, bubbling with opportunity and optimism. It was where a young Janis Joplin got her break in the 1960s playing at a former gas station called Threadgill’s, whose owner was the first person in the county to get a beer license, turning the joint into a venue for traveling musicians. It was where another venue, the Armadillo World Headquarters, played host to a performance by Willie Nelson in the early ’70s that would help define the “Austin sound” and help cement its reputation as the live music capital; where a teenage Michael Dell started a personal computing company in his garage while studying at the University of Texas and who would go on to become the city’s homegrown tech success story. And it was where, while I was busy succumbing to Austin’s charms, a cross-dressing homeless man named Leslie Cochran was preparing his bid to become the city’s mayor (a race in which he’d come second). Austin was where you could be yourself and make it on your own terms. It seemed like an eccentric city, an outlier, a place so unique I never contemplated it could ever change.

But in the early summer of 1999, I knew very little, really, about this simmering city that had made such an impact on me. I later found that Austin had this effect on a lot of people when they first arrived: you wondered, How could there possibly be another place to rival this? Nineteenth-century storefronts and homes that now served as punk rock bars; twenty-four-hour cafés playing obscure indie records on repeat while hip staff served up migas and Texas toast and bottomless mugs of black coffee; tattooed slackers in cowboy hats and boots; brisket smoked for twelve hours; warm people who rivaled the climate; lakes, rivers, and water holes; opportunity. It seemed like the coolest, most laid-back city I’d ever been to; people came here seeking big, unapologetic, Texas-style living, combined with a cultivated atmosphere that encouraged individual expression. That was the Austin of the tourist pamphlets, anyway: a rose-tinted vision of a place that I guessed was a lot more complex. To really get under the skin of what’s become one of America’s fastest-growing, most popular cities, you need to stick around awhile.

Within a few days of Luke and me leaving town, a new international airport would open, and in a few years Austin would no longer be America’s best-kept secret. Pretty soon, the city would become almost unrecognizable from that place we’d stumbled on more or less by accident in 1999. I wouldn’t see Eli again for almost twenty years. A few days after Luke and I headed west in the Firebird toward the New Mexico desert, he quit his restaurant job, packed his bag, and left the youth hostel on Town Lake for the last time, pointing his old Saab in the opposite direction from us, destined for Florida. But, like us, Eli’s Austin experience would forever change him. That’s what this place does to people.

As I’d stood on the banks of the lake that day listening to the words of a poem I’ve long since forgotten, it occurred to me that everyone at the youth hostel—including the man whose body had been pulled from the water hours after I’d arrived—was on some kind of journey, possessed by wanderlust, perhaps, or seeking something, lured here to the center of Texas with the promise of excitement, hope, and change. Some saw Austin as a crossroads, a place where they’d decide which direction their life would go next. In the sliding-doors moments that history affords, a planned stop for a night in a city I’d hardly heard of would prove to be life altering.

August 2023

It’s summer in New York’s Hudson Valley, and more than three years since my family and I packed up our lives in Austin and moved to the East Coast. My wife, Shannon, and I had met at the tail end of an exhausting, alcohol-fueled South by Southwest festival in March 2003, got hitched eighteen months later in a service overlooking Lake Travis, and spent the best part of seventeen years living in Austin. In 2011, our daughter, Olive, was born. At the time it seemed like the perfect place to raise a family. Olive was an Austinite by birth, but so was I by assimilation. I didn’t think we’d ever leave.

But by 2019, the city had changed. Property prices, taxes, and rents were soaring; cars and trucks sat bumper to bumper on congested highways; the convection-oven weather had finally taken its toll; and, for us at least, Austin’s magic was evaporating in that heat. For nearly two decades, I’d had a front-row seat to the meteoric changes in one of the most rapidly expanding cities in America. The New York Times called its real estate market a “madhouse,” saying it had forced regular people to act like “speculators.” It was the only major growing city in America to have a declining Black population. What’s more, it was still trading on its credentials as the “Live Music Capital of the World”—“Austin lets you create a soundtrack all your own,” the website for the visitors bureau proclaimed. “So take a look around, and put the Live Music Capital of the World® on your playlist”—yet working musicians couldn’t afford to park downtown to unload their gear, let alone live there. 

The city’s cultural capital was the reason people who relocated there for work were so pumped about it. Was there some bait and switch going on? Yes, its economy was flourishing, but Austin had become a symbol of all things that big cities represent in the best and worst ways—the canary in the coal mine for a huge social experiment where people moved to a place by the thousands, regardless of the impact on traffic, infrastructure, the environment, or the folks who had called it home for generations. Over a relatively short space of time the city had lost the very thing that once defined it: its individuality. Sure, it now had a restaurant scene to rival New York City or London, and there were myriad things to do with your spare time, but a whole host of other American cities boasted the same thing. Austin no longer stood out. It wasn’t an outlier. It had gone from being a hippie in flip-flops chowing down on Tex-Mex watching a blues band in some dive bar to a guy in a pressed shirt, Patagonia vest, and Allbirds sneakers eating Japanese-barbecue fusion in an air-conditioned new build.

The French anthropologist Marc Augé distinguished between “places” and “non-places.” Places, he said, were closely linked to the culture of the society from which they developed: in Austin’s case, African American and Mexican culture and, later, the laid-back hippie culture of the ’60s. Non-places, on the other hand, are homogenous spaces that have had that culture eradicated, replaced with a sterile sameness; what we find today in chain stores, hotels, and car parks. Is that what Austin had become? Perhaps. In my view, despite a host of independent coffee shops and restaurants, it wasn’t far off.

After three years away it’s weird going back to a city I lived in and loved for so long in order to try to report on it somewhat dispassionately. But time and distance afford you a little more perspective. I wanted to find out what had happened to the place I had fallen for so hard and that had shaped my life so profoundly. I wanted to explore how the ghosts of the city’s past still haunt it today, how, despite its furious population explosion, Austin plans to secure its future, located as it is on the front lines of climate change. There’s so much earth being moved in Austin’s construction boom it’s a wonder the city hasn’t caved in on itself like some giant sinkhole. Austin’s physical landscape has changed, almost unrecognizably, and with it, arguably, the city’s “soul”: those can’t-quite-put-your-finger-on-them qualities that made it such a special place to start with. There’s a frenetic energy to Austin today that didn’t exist before—people rushing to be somewhere, on roads busier than ever, living in a city that could really be anywhere. Gone is the breezy attitude of the old Austinite. But I was also aware that, for newcomers to this city, it could quite possibly be the greatest place they’ve ever lived.

How do you square those differences in perspective? There is no question that there has been a fundamental change that is irrefutably tragic: at the end of the working day, the see-and-be-seens go to their modern condos scattered throughout this growing city, while the cleaners, street sweepers, bar staff, and line cooks jump in their aging cars and join the lines of traffic out of the city toward home. There’s a growing chasm between rich and poor in Austin—those who can afford to live in the coolest city in America and those who work there and want to call it home but can’t afford to. And yet people continue moving there in droves, coaxed by the same promises that convinced me to do the same thing so many years ago.

I wanted to go back and attempt to understand what had happened to my beloved city, to look at all the different factors influencing its transformation—gentrification, climate change, guns, the tech boom, its much-hyped music scene—and see what could be learned about the city’s past and future. I wondered too about other cities that experienced rapid breaks of tremendous growth—Detroit and San Francisco, among others—and how their cultural identity changed as a result. Was it possible that the magic of Austin had truly been lost, and if so, what next? What created that magic to begin with? And what does America lose when that sense of urban identity is gone? The questions were endless. This book is an attempt to ask—and hopefully answer—some of these questions. 

There’s a rough timeline I’ve focused on: the twenty years or so between me “discovering” Austin for myself and my family and me deciding to pack up and leave the city for good. I felt the changes Austin had undergone were just too profound, but I hope my love for the city comes through in these pages. I guess “Austinite” will always be a part of my identity.

Since my road trip back in 1999, I’ve thought a lot about the young lad who died in the lake that night; I’ve regularly told the story of how Luke and I arrived in Austin planning to stay a night but ended up staying a week because of that tragedy and how that had changed the course of my life. But I didn’t know anything about him. Who was he? What was his name? Why was he in Austin? 

I discovered that Brian Case grew up in Park City, Utah, a ski town. He was the eldest of three brothers—his siblings were twins—and he loved the outdoors: skiing, biking, fishing, and running in the mountains. He was obsessed with music and loved to write poetry. But Brian had schizophrenia, and in 2012, his mother, Jean Baker, self-published a book about it. “What if a perfect child is born with a time bomb that goes off in his brain at 16?” she wrote. Brian had dropped out of the University of Utah, and by the time he turned twenty, his life was spiraling out of control. He’d been in trouble with the law and had spells of homelessness, but his family held on to a shred of hope when he announced he was going to Austin. Jean had met Brian’s dad there in the early 1970s when she moved to the city for college. For her, Austin “symbolized love, happiness, and freedom,” she wrote. “It holds such irony that Austin was the location of my son’s death. Life does indeed go full circle.” The last time Jean spoke to Brian was May 1, 1999; he called her from somewhere in the city and seemed in good spirits. He planned to check into a youth hostel and find work at the University of Texas, her alma mater. Brian’s brother Dillon told me Austin could have been a perfect fit for Brian if he had been well. He said his brother had a weird sense of humor and was dizzyingly creative and intelligent, making up hilarious songs on the fly and shooting movies with his video camera. “Brian was full of curiosity, wit, patience, principle, and joy,” Dillon said. “As his schizophrenia took over, I think part of his journey to Austin was an attempt to reclaim his dreams from just a few years before. There was hope in his move to Austin. There was desperation too.”

On my first reporting trip back to the city, I pulled up in the car park of that youth hostel Luke and I stayed in on the banks of Town Lake, now known as Lady Bird Lake, and found it had closed its doors permanently during the COVID-19 pandemic. It felt like a sign of the times—a prime location on the water’s edge was far too salubrious for a backpackers’ refuge. But as I sat there lamenting what a city inevitably loses as it grows, wondering what went right, what went wrong, and where Austin is headed next, I recalled a slogan for the University of Texas: “What starts here changes the world.” And I thought it should really read: “What starts here changes you.”






Chapter 1

Lessons From the Past

Whenever you move to a new city, of course you’re hopeful, but I think Austin inspired something else—something more profound—in the people who came here intent on putting down roots. It did to this Londoner, anyway. There was a pulse to the city I’d never experienced anywhere else. Plus, there was this girl.

For two years, since I first stumbled on Austin with Luke in 1999, I’d been plotting my return. The idea of actually living there permanently seemed, then at least, too unrealistic, but I just knew I had to get back there in order to explore Austin more. After our road trip I’d flown back to England and gotten a job working on the features desk of the Evening Standard, London’s biggest newspaper, and I figured writing a story about Austin would be the easiest way to get back to Texas in the near term.

In 1999, several people had told me about the SXSW festival—“Spring break for the music industry,” they called it—an incubator for new bands where talent scouts from record labels around the world descended on Austin to see new acts at various bars and venues across the city and sign them to their labels. In March 2001, I flew back to Texas with Stevie Chick, my improbably named music journalist friend, who was there to interview musicians and review gigs for NME, a British music magazine. I was going to write a story for the travel pages of the Standard, and I’d arranged a free stay at the Barton Creek Resort, a swanky hotel, golf course, and conference center ten miles west of downtown, but when I got there it seemed far too remote and stuffy to serve as a base from which to write a story about America’s live music capital. Instead, Stevie insisted I sleep on the sofa bed in his room at the Days Inn, a budget motel off I-35, a couple of miles north of downtown. In the car park were several Econoline vans used as tour buses, and in the breezeway outside Stevie’s room, musicians hung out and smoked cigarettes, all dressed in denim with sunglasses. The Days Inn was the city in microcosm; there were bands everywhere, spilling out of doorways and drinking beer by the pool.

There was a kind of magic that pervaded the air during SXSW. If you could bear to roll out of bed before 10:00 A.M. and throw on some clothes, you might imagine a city still sleeping after a rough night on the tiles, but walk downtown and people were wandering around, bleary-eyed, clutching steaming coffees and eating breakfast tacos; bands were setting up to play morning shows on bar patios; and workers were cleaning up around them from the night before. By midday, you’d choose to walk on the shady side of the street to avoid the scorching sun, and your olfactory glands picked up the alternating scent of baked pavement and barbecue. As the day wore on, the music got louder and walking between venues was an unintelligible cacophony. In the spring of 2003, on the last night of my third consecutive SXSW festival, I met my future wife, Shannon, outside a club on Red River Street. We went for a drink in a nearby Irish bar (cosmopolitans, because she loved Sex and the City), and when I flew back to London the next day we promised to keep in touch. 

Four years after discovering Austin for myself, I was now unequivocal: I’d find a way to move there. I’d wanted to call Austin home for a while, but after meeting Shannon I was even more determined. My attempts to persuade a couple of good friends from England to join me had failed miserably; it wasn’t that they didn’t want to, but one was a teacher and the other was a film editor, and it was all but impossible to get a visa that would allow them to find work. For me it was more straightforward: I’d apply for a media visa at the US consulate in London and make my living writing for the British press; the visa let me stay several years on the condition I didn’t work for an American publication. Texas offered an unrivaled opportunity for a freelance journalist from England—I’d write about stuff that I never could back home: the death penalty, the US-Mexico border, apocalyptic religious movements. I knew I’d be more creatively stimulated in Austin. It felt like a place I could grow as a writer. I was smitten with the city—but also with this girl I’d randomly met on the street during a festival. That autumn I left my newspaper job in London and moved to Texas.

I thought Austin was the greatest city on earth. Rent was cheap (I paid $600 a month for a two-bedroom apartment a couple of miles east of downtown) and so was the food. I loved the heat; I loved the bars and the music. As much as I loved London, what I found in Austin was year-round sunny weather, better air quality, and ridiculously friendly people, all in a city that was easy to navigate. It was a place you could pitch up, find somewhere to live for cheap, get a job, make friends, and do something creative. The stereotype of the struggling artist on the balcony of her bohemian garret in Paris, sitting and smoking a cigarette, or the impoverished writer in his tiny New York City apartment, hammering away at the keyboard, turning his vision into a reality, exists for a reason: it’s a potent emblem of the indomitable creative spirit. And that spirit was alive and well in Austin when I moved there, only there was a key difference: the apartments were bigger, living costs cheap, and the weather (so I thought back in 2003, anyway) was fabulous. Austin was affordable, and an affordable city tends to attract a more diverse population, which in turn leads to a richer mix of cultures, traditions, languages, and perspectives. An affordable city allows artists to pursue their creative passions, to take risks and innovate, without being overwhelmed by high living costs. Affordable cities see more community bonds, a sense of belonging and shared identity. In Austin you didn’t need to struggle—you might only make a decent salary, but even so you could enjoy a fantastic quality of life.

For someone moving to Austin today, though, the opposite would be true. The demographic has changed so much that people who could afford to move there twenty years ago might not be able to. From 2003 to 2023 there’s been an almost 300 percent increase in rent prices. You need to be earning around $135,000 in order to afford the principal, interest, taxes, and insurance payments on a median-priced home in Austin today. The average home price in the city of Austin proper was $670,000 in the summer of 2022, although it’s declined since the pandemic; the median rent that same summer was $2,930. By the time I left, the city was no longer affordable for the bulk of people and certainly no longer a place that offered a refuge for artists and immigrants. The change in accessibility means that Austin is attracting a different kind of person, so the makeup of the city itself is changing based on who can afford to live there. 

It reminds me of Detroit, which I first visited back in 2002 to write a story on the burgeoning garage rock music scene. Twenty years earlier its auto industry was like the Silicon Valley of its time, but the city’s reliance on a single industry had come back to bite it when faced with rising production costs and global competition. When I got there, public school enrollment was declining, poverty was endemic, and the crime rate was rising. I wrote that the music scene, a triumph over adversity, was a “powerful force, set against the backdrop of a deserted but beautiful city peppered with incredible derelict suburban mansions, turn-of-the-century houses, and empty downtown office blocks.” A decade later, musicians and artists from elsewhere, lured by cheap houses and the low cost of living, moved in. Today, though, the specter of displacement looms as surging real estate prices and development transform the city, leaving the working class struggling. I can’t help but think about what happened to San Francisco and Detroit when looking at what’s happened to Austin.

No one should be surprised by the changes underfoot in Austin today, because everything we’re seeing now—families that have lived here for generations displaced by skyrocketing property taxes and cost of living; lack of affordable housing—has happened before. Everything was predictable. History is repeating itself. If we really wanted to stop that horse from bolting, we should have heeded those lessons of the past.

IN 1987, DOWELL MYERS, AN urban planning professor who had been based at the University of Texas, published a paper with the dry title “Internal Monitoring of Quality of Life for Economic Development.” Myers’s study was innovative in that he argued that quality of life is not just about objective measures such as income and crime rates, but also about how people feel about their lives and their communities. It focused on Austin and acknowledged what many Austinites instinctively knew—that music was instrumental to their quality of life—and he wrote that in the late 1970s and early ’80s, Austin had explicitly promoted this and other qualities in order to lure high-tech firms to the city. Among Austin’s “unique assets and amenities,” which he identified in his study, were the state capital, the University of Texas, the laid-back lifestyle (which Myers concluded was “a product of student influence, summer heat, and a slower pace of activity”), an abundance of water resources for recreation, and the homegrown music scene.

In the late ’70s, Austin was on the cusp of a tech boom. At the time, the most important of these businesses was the Microelectronics and Computer Technology Corporation, or MCC. Persuading MCC to move to Austin in 1983 was a huge coup; before that, Austin’s economic growth was due almost entirely to the University of Texas doubling its student body in just a decade to almost forty thousand by 1970 and to state government being one of the city’s key employers. MCC’s arrival represented a new tech strand to diversify Austin’s economy. The city knew that winning the MCC prize would help give birth to a new Silicon Valley—MCC would be joining IBM, Motorola, and Texas Instruments, which had already made their homes there in the 1960s and early ’70s, as well as homegrown companies that included CompuAdd Corporation and Dell in the early ’80s. Austin was an attractive proposition, and the city lured these tech companies with tax incentives, rebates, and fee waivers in a state that already had zero state income tax. Although MCC would employ only around four hundred people, those backing the bid saw a potential gold mine of tech development following in its wake. A leading Austin real estate attorney named Ed Wendler Sr. said that after the successful MCC bid, speculators “came in here from Saudi Arabia, Canada, and God knows where, and started buying up the land.”

Forrest Preece was born and bred in Austin; he can trace his lineage back to the cedar choppers, a clan of mountain folk who settled Appalachia in the 1700s before moving to Central Texas a century and a half later, eking out a living cutting ashe juniper for fencing and barns. Forrest was there as the wave that would ultimately shape the city’s future began to gather momentum. After graduating from the University of Texas, he worked in marketing before starting his own ad agency, Good Right Arm, which he’d run for the next twenty-eight years. Forrest had the Dell Computer account until early 1987, by which time the company had gone from being a small operation run out of founder Michael Dell’s dorm room to a $70 million business, and one that would become synonymous with Austin. It wasn’t just Dell Computer that grew exponentially during that time. Forrest likens it to a “whale with a bunch of pilot fish around it. Michael Dell being here made a lot of ancillary companies spring up. People wanted to move to Texas for the weather, a whole stable of kids getting scientific or computer degrees each year from UT, and a sweet lifestyle. One time or another a lot of people worked for Dell, then went out on their own. It was like a starfish replicating itself.”

Local developers anticipated the coming economic boom. Construction surged, with posh hotels, thousands of apartments, and office buildings springing up all over the city. In the decade up to 1990, office space grew from just under 6 million square feet to more than 20 million. Developers built subdivisions on the outskirts of town, including the million-square-foot Barton Creek Square Mall and the Arboretum mixed-use development. Austin was a boomtown, but the boom also caused casualties, and economic triumph would quickly threaten those very things that had made it such an attractive place to move to in the first place. 

In his paper, Myers wrote that there was a real fear that development success “will kill the quality-of-life goose that lays the golden eggs.” Sure enough, the MCC victory triggered a speculative boom that doubled land prices, resulting in a housing affordability crisis for the first time in the city’s history. Myers’s study found that until around 1980, Austin’s average single-family home sales price had been running about $10,000 behind the national average, but thereafter, prices escalated to nearly $10,000 ahead of the national average, and by the middle of the decade, prospective workers were beginning to be turned off by the high cost of housing. And that wasn’t all. There was traffic congestion, rampant construction threatened Austin’s water quality and environment, and there were reports of the impending death of its renowned music scene. The surge in real estate prices was forcing some live music venues to close; others were torn down to make way for new offices.

One victim of Austin’s skyrocketing property values was the fabled Armadillo World Headquarters, which was so intertwined with Austin’s musical history. For some, this was the writing on the wall. In the summer of 1972, Willie Nelson had played a show at the Armadillo, an old National Guard armory on South First Street and Barton Springs Road that had been turned into a music venue, and gave birth to the “Austin sound”—a moment defined by hippies and rednecks uniting to enjoy a new style of country music, one that was inspired by rock and roll and infused with Austin’s varied multicultural traditions. But less than a decade later the Armadillo, the very venue where the Austin sound was born, was replaced by a thirteen-story office building. 

Next to fall was Soap Creek Saloon, one of the city’s last big dance halls. An anecdote from the time that I think perfectly encapsulates how money trumped preserving the arts, even back in the 1980s, was that the company that declined to renew Soap Creek Saloon’s license was owned by Willie Nelson. It was almost unbelievably ironic. There were other casualties too, of course. As well as Soap Creek, the country and western club the Silver Dollar was replaced by high-tech offices, and Xalapeno Charlie’s was razed to build an industrial complex. Myers told me that when he first published his study, holding a press conference to announce the results, local TV stations in Austin ran it as their lead story on the six o’clock news, and the section about the decline in live music venues and nightclubs per capita “lit people up more than any other indicator.”

Anyone following Austin’s tech boom today, visible in the new steel and glass that dominate the skyline, will realize that you could easily replace the date “1987” at the top of Myers’s study with the year you’re reading this book. Big tech has once again consumed Austin, rents have soared, and venues have closed. Why does that matter? For one, the city still sells itself as the “Live Music Capital of the World.” It’s hard to quantify the exact number of music
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