
Wranglers Tyler Miller and Joe Bunting  
enjoy an evening ride among the hills  
of Bandera, in the Texas Hill Country
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Saddle up for a ride 
into ranch country...

G
R

E
A

T
 E

S
C

A
P

E

T E X A S



June 2015    Lonely Planet Traveller 53Lonely Planet Traveller    June 201552

1. Austin
In the offbeat cultural capital of Texas, discover food trucks, 
independent stores and a night of competitive poetry
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 Hotel Ella Once a mansion belonging to 
Austin socialites, today Hotel Ella provides 
genteel lodgings in the centre of town. Rooms are 
a mix of dark wood and velvet, with modern art. 
Enjoy a drink on the balcony before sinking into  
a huge bed (rooms from £159; hotelella.com).

 Austin Detours runs tours of the city (from 
£26; austindetours.com), covering the Capitol 
Building to food trucks, such as Leo’s Churro Co 
truck (churros from £2; churrocoaustin.com). 
Drop in for live music at The Continental Club 
(continentalclub.com), or poetry at Spider 
House Ballroom (austinslam.com).

Essentials

Head south just 30 miles beyond the Austin city 
limits to arrive in Lockhart, a historic small city 
with a big appetite for a Texan barbecue.  

LEO MENDOZA REACHES 
with his spatula into a vat of 
bubbling oil and withdraws 
two golden churros, curved 
and crisp. After letting them 

dry on a silver rack, he coats them with a 
fine layer of sage-laced sugar, then adds a 
dollop of homemade blackberry sauce and 
some roasted almonds. Leo’s churros come 
from an old family recipe, but the creative 
toppings are all his own, with ingredients 
from cardamom and cajeta (a sticky Mexican 
caramel with an unexpected hint of goat’s 
cheese) to popcorn sugar and torched 
marshmallows. With a cheery, ‘You enjoy 
that, now!’ he pushes them through the tiny 
hatch window of his Churro Co food truck, 
found most days on the eastern side of 
Riverside Drive in the city of Austin. 

Food trucks have become a culinary staple 
here, and Leo’s is one of hundreds found 
clustered in parking lots and on roadsides, 
serving up freshly cooked food, from 
gourmet meatloaf to squid-filled Japanese 
‘love balls’. ‘The food trucks have become a 
symbol of the city,’ says Leo. ‘We like buying 
local and we like independence – it’s the 
way Austin is. A local chef once said that 
traditional restaurants are like cruise liners, 
and food trucks are like pirate ships.’ He 
grins. ‘I guess that makes me a pirate.’

Austin is the capital of Texas, a small city 
nestled into a bend in the Colorado River, 
overlooked by the bushy green mound of 
Mount Bonnell and the imposing dome of 
the state’s Capitol Building. This city is 
known for its devotion to live music, 
pioneered by its local ‘patron saint’, Willie 
Nelson, and for its famous South By 

Southwest festival, a city-wide celebration 
of the arts which takes over Austin in March 
each year. But according to locals, Austin’s 
proudest attribute is its free spirit, which is 
summarised in a phrase that’s found printed 
on T-shirts, bumper stickers and posters all 
around the city: ‘Keep Austin Weird’. 

‘It just means, keep things individual, 
keep things special, don’t be like 
everywhere else,’ says Elizabeth Alderson,  
a guide whose Austin Detours encompass 
the city’s more offbeat attractions. ‘That’s a 
big part of the culture here.’ She points out 
some favourite institutions: the squat tower 
of Book People, the largest independent 
bookshop in the US, where locals gather for 
events and author readings several times a 
day; the pokey, eclectic collection of 
Uncommon Things, a store that presses in 
on all sides with unusual antiques from 
Ouija boards and alligator skulls to crystal 
chandeliers. Buskers appear on the streets 
throughout the capital, most singing tunes 
of their own making, and one elderly 
gentleman in a fedora hat sweeps a violin 
bow across the strings of a banjo, making an 
odd scraping sound, by turns evocative and 
ear-piercing. An office worker stops for a 
moment to listen, then leans in and gives the 
old man a high-five.

As night falls, Austin’s colony of Mexican 
free-tailed bats – which live under the 
arches of the Congress Avenue Bridge 
during the warmer months – rises into the 
air over the city in a sky-blackening swarm. 
Locals swarm, too, making their way to 
Rainey Street, where a series of run-down 
weatherboard houses have been converted 
into bars and restaurants, and to South 

Congress Avenue and The Continental Club, 
an original honky-tonk bar where a veteran 
blues singer is holding court. 

At the Spider House Ballroom, the red- 
curtained room is packed with around 250 
people, waiting in anticipation as a bearded 
man in a pork-pie hat takes to the stage. His 
name is Minister Sin, and he is taking part in 
the weekly Austin Poetry Slam, where local 
wordsmiths battle to win the favour of the 
judges. In a voice ringing with fury, Minister 
Sin recites a poem that skewers the common 
phrase ‘Act like a man’. It’s a condemnation 
of his male role models, a celebration of 
his mother’s strength. He finishes to 
foot-stamping and cheers from the crowd. 

Afterwards, at the bar, a rather milder-
mannered Minister Sin drinks a celebratory 
beer – he’s been crowned the winner.  
‘These kinds of poetry events happen 
around the US, but most of them are at small 
coffee shops where 10 people show up. You 
definitely won’t find 250 people coming out 
on a Tuesday night anywhere else to listen 
to poetry – this is uniquely Austin.’

A recently restored street mural in Austin. 

Leo Mendoza in his 
Churro Co food truck

Blues singer Toni Price outside 
the club where she performs; 
Right Slam poet Minister Sin 

at the Spider House Ballroom
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LOCKHART HAS A SUN-
dappled central square and a 
handsome historic courthouse 
of golden-beige limestone.  
On a blue-skied day like 

today, visitors come to take photographs  
of the courthouse’s soaring 19th-century 
towers, but for most, the city’s biggest 
attraction is not the architecture or the 
small-town ambience. It’s the source of the 
distinctive scent that’s floating on the 
breeze, of wood smoke and roasting meat. 

Lockhart is known as the official 
Barbecue Capital of Texas, and is home to 
some of the best charred beef brisket, 
prime ribs, pork ribs and smoked sausages 
to be found in the state. Since the first 
barbecue establishment opened here more 
than 100 years ago, a line-up of renowned 
barbecue houses have clustered in the 
city’s few square miles, inspiring an almost 
religious devotion in their diners. 

It’s only 11am, but the queue at Smitty’s 
Market is already out the door. Waiting 
patiently in line is a farmer dressed in 
overalls and a Stetson hat. He woke before 
dawn and has come here from the town of 
Midland – more than five hours away. ‘It’ll 
be worth it, that’s for sure,’ he says. Ahead 
of him, smoke billows out the door.

Inside is a biblical scene of open fires, 
glowing coals and giant metal-hooded 
grills, the thick air scored through with 
bright shafts of sunshine from a side 
window. A sweat-soaked pitmaster hoists 
and turns great racks of sizzling meat, 
while a white-aproned attendant cuts slabs 

of beef brisket into tender slices, slaps 
them onto a scale and serves them up in a 
twist of brown paper. Every inch of the 
brick walls has been stained black by 
decades of smoke. ‘After I’ve been working 
here all day, my clothes, hands, hair, all 
smell of smoke,’ says one of Smitty’s 
managers, Troy Parks. ‘People come up to 
me at the grocery store and sniff me. They 
say, “You smell delicious.”’ 

Troy pushes through the door into the 
dining room next door – a hall crammed 
with diners tucking into juicy prime rib and 
hand-tied beef sausages with simple sides 
of pickles and crackers. They eat with greasy 
fingers, as forks are deliberately not 
provided. This is part of the Lockhart 
tradition. Over at the hugely popular, 
barn-like Kreuz Market Barbeque on the 
edge of town, the ban on forks is also in 
place, along with a policy of no sauces being 
allowed to distract from the delicate flavour 
of their meats. A large sign over the entrance 
reads: ‘No sauces (we have nothing to hide); 
No forks (they are at the end of your arm); 
No kidding (see owner’s face).’

The secret to Lockhart’s famous 
barbecue taste, according to the town’s 
pitmasters, is in the local timber that’s fed 
into the flames: post oak, which can be 
used to cook meat for hours without ever 
giving it a bitter taste. Across town, yards 
the size of parking lots are stacked high 
with logs of this prized wood, ready to 
keep the pit fires burning.

‘We age our wood for a year,’ says Kent 
Black, ‘because it gives a better taste.’ Kent 

is the latest in a line of family barbecue 
experts going back to his grandfather, who 
started Black’s Barbecue restaurant in 
1932. He oversees the fiery pits behind the 
counter, checking the 14-hour slow-
cooked brisket and offering customers 
slivered samples of the house special 
sausages – juicy beef with flecks of spicy 
jalapeño and cheddar. 

Having started working on the pits at 
around the age of 10, Kent knows a thing  
or two about cooking meat, but hesitates  
to say there’s one perfect way to do it.  
‘I always say there are 25 million Texans, 
and 25 million barbecue experts. Everyone 
has their own little twist to put on the 
recipe. And they’re not wrong. But our 
cooking methods will always stay the 
same.’ He checks one more grill with the 
expert eye of five decades’ experience, 
then heads out to the back, followed by  
a long trail of smoke.

2. Lockhart
The small city of Lockhart is known across Texas for its mouthwatering barbecue.  
Taste your way through this place of century-old traditions and family recipes
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 Crystal River Inn While Lockhart has a motel, 
Lockhart Inn (from £40; lockhartinntexas.com), 
consider driving half an hour southwest to the 
city of San Marcos. Here is the cosy Crystal River 
Inn, aVictorian-era home converted to a b&b 
with cottage-inspired décor and fantastic cooked 
breakfasts (rooms from £76; crystalriverinn.com).

 For some of the best barbecues in Texas, try 
these Lockhart favourites: Blacks Barbecue 
(sausages £1.50; beef brisket £11 per pound; 
blacksbbq.com), Kreuz Market Texas Barbecue 
(ribs £9; kreuzmarket.com), and Smitty’s Market 
(prime rib £12 per pound; smittysmarket.com).

Essentials

Head west to the small city of San Marcos and 
beyond, out to the beginnings of the Texas Hill 
Country and the lands where legendary Texas 
cowboys still roam.   

Beef ribs, brisket and hand-tied 
sausages at Smitty’s. 
Below, from left A table at Black’s 
Barbecue; Kent Black, grandson of 
Black’s founder Edgar Black

Keeping the pit fires stoked  
at Smitty’s Market
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HIS IS YOUR RIDING 
hand,’ says Tyler Miller, 
holding up his left hand, 
grasping leather reins. 
‘This,’ he says, waving his 

right, ‘is your beer-drinking hand. Don’t 
mix ’em up.’ At just 20 years old, Tyler is 
the very picture of a cowboy, from his worn 
leather boots to the curved peak of his black 
Stetson. He slouches in his saddle, toes 
pointed to the sky, and with a click of his 
tongue, urges his tawny horse Buckshot up 
to the crest of a rocky hill, a viewpoint 
overlooking the gently rounded hills that 
make up Bandera, in the Texas Hill Country.

This has been cowboy territory for over 
150 years. Back in the mid-19th century, the 
region was known as an assembly point for 
Texan ranchers to transport their cattle to 
the meat markets of northeastern US. 
Cowboys would begin here and usher herds 
of hardy longhorn cows overland along the 
Great Western Cattle Trail, a dusty route that 
ran 600 miles through Texas and Oklahoma 
to Dodge City in Kansas. Though the golden 
era of great cattle drives ended in the 1890s 
with the spread of railways to the Texan 
south, the cowboy spirit is still alive and 
well in this part of the world. 

In tiny Bandera, wooden horse posts still 
stand outside shops. Here, people really do 
greet each other with a cheerful ‘Howdy!’, 
and the footsteps of some ring with the 
sound of spurs, just like in the Westerns. 
The main street is quiet; the hub of the 
action today seems to be at the 11th Street 
Cowboy Bar, a small weatherboard shack 

3. Bandera
Head to the heartland of the traditional cowboy – a place  
of horsemanship, saloon drinking and hearty cook-outs

with a life-sized statue of a Native American 
by the door and old cowboy boots hanging 
under the awning. Inside, the décor is more 
risqué, the ceiling strung with brassières 
donated by lady visitors. Even at midday, 
the bar is filled with locals. Hank, a man 
with a huge grin, ushers newcomers in the 
door. ‘Let me buy you a Lone Star!’ he says, 
gallantly. ‘Welcome to Texas!’

Bandera’s bars are a good place to get a 
sense of the cowboy lifestyle, but the real 
draw is up in the surrounding hills, where 
ranch estates are sprawled among cedar and 
oak trees. While most of these are working 
farms, they are known as ‘dude ranches’, 
bringing in guests to sample a little of the 
traditional way of life, staying in country 
lodgings, riding horses up over the hills and 
gathering nightly around campfires. Since 
the 1920s, visiting ‘dudes’ – the local word 
for inexperienced cowboy wannabes – have 
been the lifeblood of this region, allowing 
the ranching lifestyle to survive long after 
the traditional cattle-driving era was gone.

‘These ranches wouldn’t exist without  
the dudes,’ says Kelly Scott, a silver-haired 
cowboy sitting on the porch of the Dixie 
Dude Ranch, his cup of coffee steaming in 
the early-morning air. This rustic ranch first 
opened its doors in 1937, and sits in the 
midst of 700 acres of rugged, stony hillocks 
and broad green pastures, where a herd of 
docile horses is corralled alongside fields 
where goats and longhorn cows graze. 

Kelly worked for decades as a master 
farrier, keeping horses on nearby ranches in 
new shoes, and these days he hosts hilltop 

cook-outs with his traditional chuck wagon. 
For Kelly, living the cowboy lifestyle was 
the fulfilment of a childhood dream. ‘I was  
a cowboy at four years old,’ he says proudly. 
‘I grew up watching those old movie 
cowboys, Roy Rogers and Gene Autry. I’d 
have my hat on, wear the pistols and the 
little phoney spurs all around the house. 
Drove my family crazy – they called me Cap 
Gun Kelly. And then I started working for 
real when I was about 14.’ Kelly wears his 
wrangling outfit still, and is determined to 
wear his signature cowboy clothes to the 
end: ‘I tell ’em, when I die, don’t you bury 
me in no damn suit!’ he says.

A noisy, clanking bell, rings out across the 
ranch. ‘Now, that’s one of my favourite 
sounds, the dinner bell,’ Kelly says, with a 
twinkle-eyed smile. From nowhere, a horde 
of kids, adults and ranch hands pour into 
the dining room. In this bench-lined room, 
tables are piled with dishes of scrambled 
eggs, refried beans and toast, served with 
coffee. The guests tuck in, chattering 
excitedly about the first trail ride of the day 
– a hill climb up to a nearby viewpoint. 
Around them, every inch of the walls is 
covered with black-and-white photographs: 
of old family cowboys on the ranch, 
grinning up from their work among the 
green hills of Bandera.
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 Dixie Dude Ranch Stay in the country 
surrounds of the ranch, eight miles from Bandera. 
Accommodation is comfortably rustic, with 
cowboy-themed décor, from the curtains to 
lampshades. Hearty meals are included, as are 
two daily rides and evening entertainment 
ranging from campfire sing-alongs to lassoing 
displays (from £190; dixieduderanch.com). 

 For an authentic cowboy bar experience, 
head to the 11th Street Cowboy Bar, famous 
for its Wednesday night live country music and 
‘barbecue your own’ steak nights (beers from 
£1.50; 11thstreetcowboybar.com).

Essentials

Head west on a journey of over 350 miles through the 
beautiful landscapes of the Hill Country and onto the 
higher, rugged peaks of Big Bend National Park.   

Sun-bleached signs  
at Dixie Dude Ranch. 

Opposite Tyler on his 
steed Buckshot

Tyler leads horses out 
of the corral.  

Above A pair of archetypal 
rhinestone boots

A sturdy longhorn cow.
left Horse wranglers Tyler 
Miller and Joe Bunting 
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4. Big Bend National Park
Discover a spectacular meeting point of desert plains, mountain forests and 
winding river valleys in the southernmost corner of Texas, Big Bend National Park 
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FROM UP ON THE SOTOL 
Vista hilltop, the land tumbles 
down into valleys and out to 
golden-brown hills speckled 
with bright green creosote 

bushes. The irregular forms of mountains in 
the middle distance give way to countless 
others behind, layering the horizon with 
pale purple and dusky blue shapes. There is 
not a sound beyond the early-morning hum 
of insects among the spike-leafed plants on 
the ground, and the air is so still it barely 
stirs the spindly shafts of the sotol plants 
that reach into the skies like ancient spears.

This hilltop overlooks the western side  
of Big Bend National Park, a huge protected 
area of rivers, desert plains and forested 
mountains that hugs the border of southwest 
Texas. There is no movement except for the 
sudden darting of a roadrunner in the valley 
below, so it’s difficult to imagine it has ever 
been different. But much of the surrounding 
landscape was borne of violent change – 
volcanic eruptions, tectonic rifts and 
shifting seas. The broad trough of land 
ahead was once the ocean floor, while the 
flat-topped outcropping of the nearby Cerro 
Castellan was formed from layer upon layer 
of molten rock, spurting from under the 
earth’s crust and flowing across the land. 

A drive into the valleys below reveals the 
unusual landscapes forged by this volcanic 
past. The terrain seems oddly alien, so it 
seems fitting to discover that in 1964, Nasa 
trained Neil Armstrong here ahead of his 

giant leap for mankind. Today, however, any 
fantasy of a barren moonscape is interrupted 
by the blooming of wildflowers along the 
hillsides: bobbing bluebonnets and yellow 
desert marigolds, alongside spiky red 
ocotillo. Despite its somewhat harsh 
appearance, Big Bend is brimming with life. 
Scorpions and desert shrews hide among 
the rocks, while in the Chisos Mountains, 
mountain lions stalk their prey.  

Scoring a curving line along the southern 
edge of the park is the mighty Rio Grande, 
which forms the border between the US and 
Mexico. It traces some distance alongside a 
shelf of limestone, then carves its way 
through it at a gorge known as Santa Elena 
Canyon. A convoy of canoes makes its way 
through the mouth of the canyon, several 
canoers forgeting to paddle while looking up 
at the 1,500-feet-high cliffs on either side. 

River guide Mike Davidson is used to the 
effect of Santa Elena Canyon on his clients. 
‘I’ve explored 50 different rivers from Alaska 
to Ecuador, and there are few locations as 
majestic as this,’ he says, dipping his oar in 
and out of the water with a practised rhythm. 

‘Look at the light,’ Mike says, gesturing to 
the muted glow of the canyon walls, 
reflecting the desert sunshine and the 
shifting patterns of the water below. ‘An 
author called Edward Abbey visited this 
canyon, and he said that if light were sound, 
Saint Elena would be a symphony.’ He stares 
up admiringly for a moment longer, then 
leads the canoes into the heart of the gorge.

Be sure to take the southern route west on Highway 
170 for a scenic drive following the curves of the Rio 
Grande along dramatic rocky valleys, then north  
over the Chihuahuan Desert plains to Marfa.

 Chisos Mountains Lodge would be nothing 
special if not for its location: right in the middle 
of Big Bend National Park, perched on a rise 
overlooking the Chisos Basin and out to the 
mountains beyond. Relax on the sunny patio 
with a cocktail in hand, and drink in the view 
(from £90; chisosmountainslodge.com).

 Entrance to Big Bend National Park costs 
£14 per vehicle (visitbigbend.com). Far Flung 
Outdoor Center offers canoe trips along the Rio 
Grande and to Santa Elena Canyon, in one-day or 
multi-day tours (from £90; bigbendfarflung.com).

Essentials

Long road, big skies and 
big mountains in Big Bend 
National Park.
Opposite Kayaking in  
Santa Elena Canyon 



Artist Camp Bosworth with a recent work.  
Opposite The Prada Marfa installation  
by artists Elmgreen & Dragset, just off 
US Highway 90

Camp’s gigantic 
Mexican pistol.  

Right Legendary Ty 
Mitchell in his Lost 

Horse Saloon

 A decorated skull for sale  
at The Wrong Store.  

Right Dan Flavin’s eight-foot-
high light installation at the 

Chinati Foundation

PH
O

TO
G

RA
PH

: ©
 2

01
5 

ST
EP

H
EN

 FL
AV

IN
 / 

AR
TI

ST
S 

RI
G

H
TS

 S
O

CI
ET

Y 
(A

RS
), 

N
EW

 Y
O

RK

June 2015    Lonely Planet Traveller 61Lonely Planet Traveller    June 201560

5. Marfa
Discover a former railway town in the middle of the  
West Texas desert where artists and ranchers converge
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THE HIGH PLAINS OF THE 
Chihuahua Desert form a 
sweep of pale gold grass and 
scrub so flat that the far 
horizon looks like a ruled 

line. Reddish-brown hills to the north are 
framed by the humped jumble of the Davis 
Mountains, part of a staccato crescent of 
peaks – the Sierra Vieja, Glass, Del Norte and 
Chinati mountain ranges – that cradle this 
expanse. The sky seems to stretch forever 
here, with different weather systems 
moving around overhead like a slow-motion 
celestial ballet. This morning, a great, rolling 
thunderhead is dousing farmland to the 
west, while in the east, pink-edged wisps of 
cloud drift across a sky of palest blue. 

This is the ranching heartland of West 
Texas, where cattle farms are so big, they’re 
measured not in acres but in square miles. 
And in the middle of it all stands Marfa – a 
tiny town, with just one set of traffic lights 
and a modest cross-hatching of streets. 

In its 19th-century heyday, this was a 
prosperous transport hub, a watering stop 
on the ‘Sunset Route’ railway between Los 
Angeles and New Orleans. Today, however, 
no passenger trains stop in Marfa. It’s 
isolated – around three hours’ drive from 
the nearest airport – and it’s easy to imagine 
that this high plateau hamlet could long ago 
have disappeared into obscurity.

Yet, the streets are busy with visitors. 
Alongside the ranchers strolling the 
sidewalks in their Stetson hats, stylishly 
dressed East Coasters clop along in designer 
heels. In the Comida Futura, a canteen on 
Marfa’s main street, today serving up hearty 
dishes of bacon-wrapped meatloaf, 
modishly dressed young people fill the 
vinyl-covered booths: a young actor from 
New York sits with an art critic from Los 
Angeles and a curator from Philadelphia. 

They’ve come here because, against the 
odds, Marfa has become a thriving centre of 
creative life in the middle of the desert. 
Though the town’s few streets at first appear 
no different to those of any other small 
town in rural Texas, on closer inspection, 
galleries, design studios and exhibition 
spaces are revealed, along with craft 
collectives, pop-up eateries and bookshops. 
Over at the Do Your Thing café, housed at 
the rear of an old lumber yard, a pair of 
Californian musicians serve up artisanal 
espressos alongside an ever-changing 
photographic ‘micro-gallery’. Just one block 
over, in a converted church building with a 
huge neon horseshoe out front, Dallas artist 

 Hotel Paisano is a hacienda style lodging on 
the main street of town. Rooms are chintzy and 
comfortable, with vintage fittings and furniture. 
Downstairs, the tiled lobby is overlooked by the 
stuffed head of a buffalo and beyond is the hotel 
restaurant, Jett’s Grill, serving contemporary 
American dishes (rooms from £105; meals from 
£9; hotelpaisano.com).

 For an evening drink, head to where hipsters 
and cowboys converge, at the winningly 
run-down Lost Horse Saloon (beers from £1.50; 
losthorsesaloon.com). Buy jewellery, paintings 
and sculptures at The Wrong Store (from £17 to 
well over £1,000; wrongmarfa.com). 

Essentials

NEXT MONTH
Great Escape: INDONESIA

Christa Larwood, a regular contributor to 
the magazine, was so taken with Texas she’s 
added a pair of cowboy boots to her wardrobe.

Camp Bosworth puts the finishing touches 
to his latest work: a gold-painted sculpture 
of a Mexican pistol, soon to go on display in 
The Wrong Store gallery next door. ‘This is 
a town that’s full of creative people,’ he says 
with a smile, adjusting his paint-splattered 
hoodie. ‘There are writers and musicians 
and filmmakers, so it’s a stimulating 
environment for me as an artist. And it’s so 
beautiful around here, with these amazing 
landscapes. It inspires my work.’

The town’s identity as an arts hub began 
in the ’70s, when a famously cantankerous 
artist called Donald Judd arrived from New 
York City and began transforming Marfa’s 
sweeping landscapes into works of modern 
art. Judd, considered a minimalist artist 
(though he himself hated the term), bought 
swathes of land and constructed pieces 
such as his 15 untitled works, a series of 
huge, perfectly formed concrete boxes that 
line the edge of a 360-acre former cavalry 
barracks on the edge of town. This is now 
known as the Chinati Foundation, and 
Judd’s stark installations form just a part of 
the collection here. The fluorescent light 
structures of New York artist Dan Flavin 
and the graphite drawings of Icelandic 
Ingólfur Arnarsson also appear here, stark 
against the white walls of outwardly grubby 
former army buildings. It’s works like these 
that have established Marfa as a pilgrimage 
site for art devotees from across the country.

It’s a world away from the Lost Horse 
Saloon, a low-ceilinged bar just off the main 
street that’s a picture of the traditional 
cowboy dive. Longhorn skulls adorn the 
walls, and a spittoon sits beneath the end of 
the bar with a sign above: ‘Please don’t spit 
on the floor.’ It’s a genuine necessity in a bar 
that sees so many ranch hands come and go, 
according to Ty Mitchell, the owner. Ty is  
a formidable figure, with his well-worn 
working cowboy clothes topped with a 
rakish eye-patch. Despite his traditional 
appearance, Ty appreciates Marfa’s new 
artistic identity.

‘It’s insane, man. 30 years ago, this town 
was almost dead,’ he says. ‘Financially, it 
was crumbling. Art brought us back to life. 
We’re a horse with different spots now.’  
He pauses to hand-roll a cigarette with 
deft, long-practised fingers. ‘In Marfa, you 
can get your culture fix if you’re the kind 
who needs it, and I do,’ he says. ‘I can get 
all of the Texas I want, anytime I want, 
outside, then I can come back into this 
saloon and meet people from all over the 
world. It’s a perfect combination.’ 


