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BORN-AND-RAISED KNOW- REAL LOCAL PICKS ZERO TOURIST TRAPS
HOW

PULL UP A CHAIR

Here’s the thing nobody quite prepares you for about Houston: there is no majority here. No single ethnic
group, more than 145 languages spoken across the metro, and the largest Vietnamese community in Texas
— all of it stitched into the fourth-largest city in America. Day to day, that means staggering texture: you

could eat your way across this city for a year and never repeat a country.

So this isn’t a generic “things to do” list scraped off the internet. Think of it as a sit-down with a neighbor
who's actually lived it for 30 years — the corridors, the counters, the free Tuesday-night concerts, the strip-

mall spots worth a thirty-minute drive. The stuff that quietly turns an address into a home.

Pull up a chair. Here's the Houston | love. The goodness of this place feels endless sometimes.

WHAT’'S ON THE MENU

Getting set up fast, taxes, teens & speaking like a The food corridors, messy eats & dinner-as-a-

local show

Where to eat, by occasion Dessert, brunch & a world-ranked coffee scene

Cocktails, karaoke, dancing & nightlife with Parks, free fun & a curtain-up arts scene

personality

Shopping — and the secret city underneath it Free fun & a money-saving insider hack on the way
out

Comedy, hip-hop history & where to decompress Murals, the Houston calendar & the city's

weirdest corners
Gameday culture & active recreation Insiders-only hideaways

A fairy-tale library & historic home tours
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GETTING SET UP FAST: THE
PAPERWORK NOBODY EXPLAINS

Every other section of this guide is about enjoying Houston. This one’s about surviving the paperwork — so you can get to the enjoying
part faster. None of this is glamorous, but getting it right from the start saves you real time, money, and at least one bad afternoonin a
DPS waiting room.

BEFORE YOU MOVE: DOCUMENTS FIRST

Gather these before the moving truck shows up: Social Security card, birth certificate, passport, current auto insurance card, current vehicle
title/registration, and any existing license. You'll need most of them for your Texas license, vehicle registration, and new-job paperwork all at
once. If any are missing or expired, order replacements now — they take real time to process. File your USPS change of address before you
move too. And once you're here, let someone else handle utilities — Move Concierge is a free service (paid by providers, not you) that sets up
electricity, internet, and more in one call.

YOUR TWO REAL CLOCKS: 30 DAYS & 90 DAYS

30 days to register your vehicle at your county tax office — bring your out-of-state title, proof of Texas insurance, and Form 130-U. 90 days to
get your Texas driver’s license (Texas waives written/driving tests if your out-of-state license is valid or expired less than 2 years). Do vehicle
registration first — DPS asks for proof of Texas registration, and most people get turned away skipping this order. Book your DPS appointment
online, not a walk-in — slots can book out weeks ahead, especially in summer. One nice surprise: Texas eliminated the annual safety inspection
in 2025 (just a $7.50 fee), though Harris County still requires an emissions test before registration.

EZ TAG: GENUINELY NON-NEGOTIABLE IF YOU DRIVE HERE

Get an EZ Tag and set it to auto-reload immediately. Houston'’s toll network is a real part of daily commuting, and driving without one means
invoiced rates at a meaningfully worse price. Sign up online or in person (~$15 to start, no monthly fee), link a card for auto-reload, and actually
check it every few months — a silently expired card quietly flips you to pay-by-mail rates. Mount it top-center behind the mirror, printed

side out. One account covers multiple vehicles, and it’s interoperable with TxTag and NTTA across the rest of Texas (not the East Coast E-
ZPass network).
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TAXES, TEENS & THE SEQUENCE
THAT SAVES YOU TIME

FILE YOUR HOMESTEAD EXEMPTION THE WEEK YOU CLOSE

If you bought a home here, this is the single highest-value five minutes of paperwork you'll do all year. It removes $140,000 from your
assessed value for school taxes (2026), plus Harris County reduces your taxable value another 20% for county taxes. Skip it, and the
bill jump can genuinely cost someone their home — I've seen this exact mistake contribute to a forced sale. File with your county
appraisal district the week you close; the hard deadline is April 30, but don’t wait for it.

CONTEST YOUR PROPERTY TAXES EVERY SINGLE YEAR

Only about 12% of Texas property owners protest their appraised value, yet more than 75% who do get a reduction. O’Connor &
Associates (poconnor.com) is the firm | use myself and recommend to clients — Houston-based, 50+ years doing this, pure contingency
(nothing unless they win, then typically half your first-year savings). Once enrolled, they auto-refile every year, so the May 15 deadline
becomes their problem, not yours. If you’re 65+, an additional $60,000 exemption stacks on top and can eliminate school property
taxes entirely.

TWO QUIET ONES WORTH KNOWING

No state income tax — update your W-4 right away for more take-home pay starting next paycheck. Property taxes make up part of
the difference — budget for the October bill rather than being surprised by it.

IF YOU'VE GOT A TEEN GETTING CLOSE TO DRIVING AGE

Grab the free Texas Driver’s Handbook early so studying isn’t crammed into the last week. Before insuring a new driver, look into a
state-approved defensive driving course (as little as $25, up to a 10% discount — but you have to call your insurer and submit the
certificate yourself) and ask about the good student discount, which stacks on top rather than replacing it.

HOW I'D ACTUALLY SUGGEST SEQUENCING THIS

Before you move: gather documents, file your change of address. Week one: Texas insurance + vehicle registration at the

county tax office (unlocks everything else), and call Move Concierge for utilities. Same week: set up EZ Tag. Week one or
two: book your DPS appointment early. The moment you close on a home: file the homestead exemption and enroll in a
property tax protest — before you even finish unpacking boxes.
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SPEAK LIKE A LOCAL

Houston’s streets and slang have a way of outing newcomers fast. Here’s the cheat sheet | wish someone had handed me.

NICKNAMES YOU'LL ACTUALLY HEAR

H-Town — the everyday one. Space City — a nod to NASA. Bayou City — the older, geographic one. Clutch City — from the Rockets’ back-to-
back '94-95 titles. The 713 — the original area code, worn with pride (see 713 Day, July 13).

GETTING AROUND WITHOUT GETTING LOST

The Loop — 1-610, ringing the central city. “Inside the Loop” = the older, denser core; “Outside the Loop” = suburban sprawl. This phrase does
more work in a Houston conversation than almost any other. Feeder road — the frontage road beside nearly every freeway. The Beltway

— Beltway 8, the next ring out. Houston cold — anything below 60°F. Gulf Coast special — a sudden storm rolling in out of nowhere on a
sunny day.

THE STREETS THAT WILL TEST YOU

Kuykendahl — widely considered the hardest to say right, locals say it KIRK-ken-doll (German-influenced pronunciation). San Felipe — san
fuh-LEE-pay, not “San Filippy.” Alameda — al-MEE-da, no extra flourish. Beauchamp — “BEE-cham,” not the French way. And the streets that
just change names with zero warning: Montrose becomes Studemont then Studewood; Westheimer becomes Buffalo Speedway, then — for no
explainable reason — Willowbend. Google Maps will get you there; just don’t be alarmed.

FOOD & CULTURE SHORTHAND

Whataburger — a cultural touchstone, not just fast food; don’t compare it unfavorably to an out-of-state chain in front of a native. Tex-Mex —
its own cuisine, not a lesser Mexican food. Go ‘Stros / Go Texans — standard gameday shorthand.

* HOW I'D ACTUALLY SUGGEST USING THIS
Don’t memorize all of it at once. The Loop and feeder-road terms alone will get you through 90% of real Houston
conversation and navigation without missing a beat.
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SECTION TWO - THE FOOD IS THE POINT

HOW HOUSTON EATS

Houston’s food reputation wasn’t built on hype or a strip of trendy openings — it was built on immigration, one
family recipe at a time. And here’s the local secret to navigating it: nobody here thinks in cuisines. We think in
corridors. Tell a Houstonian you're craving something and they’ll answer with a street, not a category. So that’s
how we'll do this — five corridors, each its own little country.

Asiatown

along Bellaire Blvd

Six miles of pan-Asian everything — dim sum carts,
sizzling Korean BBQ, steaming ph&, bakeries you'll
dream about — anchored by H Mart and the sprawling
Hong Kong City Mall. One of the most diverse food
corridors in the country, full stop.

Mahatma Gandhi District

“Little India,” on Hillcroft

Indian, Pakistani, and Bangladeshi kitchens fragrant with
cardamom and clove, tucked between sari shops and
gold jewelers. Come hungry; leave with bangles.

Alief

southwest Houston

The whole world in a few shopping centers: a bowl of
Vietnamese phd, a plate of Nigerian jollof rice, and a
Salvadoran pupusa, all within minutes of one another.

Spring Branch

northwest of the Loop

Once solidly German, now gloriously Korean and Latin
American. Korean BBQ and Mexican panaderias share
the same strip-mall parking lot like old neighbors —

because they are.

East End Houscon’s hiscoric Hispanic heart, just east of downtown
Generations-old family taquerias and traditional Mexican cooking, right alongside a new guard putting their own spin on
Latin flavor. Start here if you want to taste the city’s roots.
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STRIP MALLS & STARS

* THE ONLY-IN-HOUSTON PLATE — VIET-CAJUN CRAWFISH

Somewhere in the 1980s, Vietnamese cooks looked at the Gulf Coast crawfish boil and said, “yes — but garlic
butter” The result is a whole genre of its own. The flagship is Crawfish & Noodles, a James Beard-recognized
spot with a neon SEAFOOD sign and a disco ball spinning over a fish tank. Zero pretense, legendary boils.
Order the whole-shell, roll up your sleeves — and maybe don’t wear white...or better yet an old T-shirt you don't
care about.

HOUSTON ON THE NATIONAL STAGE

2026  Evelyn Garcia & Henry Lu (Jan) — James Beard Best Chef: Texas.

2026  Adrian Torres (Maximo) — Michelin Bib Gourmand; modern Mexican in West U, from a DACA recipient.

2025  Thomas Bille (Belly of the Beast) — James Beard Best Chef: Texas.

2022  Alba Huerta (Julep) — Outstanding Bar Program, the city’s only national Beard win; Julep now sits at #84 on
North America’s 50 Best Bars.

H-Town Restaurant Group (Hugo Ortega & Tracy Vaught) — the empire behind Backstreet Café, Hugo's,
Caracol, Xochi, URBE & Zaranda.

THE STRIP-MALL RULE

Newcomers learn this one fast: in Houston, the building tells you nothing. With no restaurant-row zoning and a deep bench
of immigrant entrepreneurs, some of the best cooking in America comes out of strip malls and converted storefronts with a
zero-dollar design budget. Exhibit A is Phat Eatery in Katy — a James Beard-nominated chef plating Malaysian food thirty-
plus minutes from the Inner Loop, and people happily make the drive. Keep going: Himalaya, the Barbecue Inn (a 1940s
institution), Pho Binh, Mam’s House of Nigerian Cuisine, and Aga’s Restaurant & Catering (Wilcrest, plus a new Katy
location) — one of the largest Indo-Pak halal restaurants in North America, famous for grilled goat chops and an ever-
present line. Here, the ever-present line is part of the review.

* HOUSTON ORIGINAL — TURKEY LEG HUT

A cult favorite unlike anything else in the country: smoked turkey legs stuffed and piled absurdly high with
everything from mac and cheese to lobster tail. Not a light lunch — an event. Bring napkins, bring an appetite, and
go hungry.
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MESSY EATS, WORTH EVERY NAPKIN

There’'s something true about messy food — nobody’s performing when their fingers are covered in barbecue sauce.
The pretense drops. That’s not an accident at these places; it’s basically the whole point.

BBQ IS WHERE HOUSTON GOES TO GET HONEST

The city’s smoked-meat scene has expanded so far past “brisket and three sides” that locals now talk about a rotating
“Houston BBQ Six” — Pinkerton’s (Heights, deep post-oak crust), Truth BBQ, Killen’s (Pearland, dinosaur-sized beef ribs
plus handcrafted chocolates for dessert), CorkScrew (Spring, red oak brisket), Tejas Chocolate + Barbecue (Tomball, a
genuinely bizarre, genuinely great chocolate-mole BBQ sauce), and Roegels. If you only chase one thing on this whole list,
chase a beef rib — locals call it “the dinosaur bone,” and it sells out first everywhere it’s served. Blood Bros. BBQ in Bellaire
deserves its own mention: Vietnamese-Texan brisket and sausage with a Michelin Bib Gourmand to prove it isn't a gimmick.

DECADENT, NO-APOLOGIES EATS BEYOND THE SMOKER

Killen's STQ serves a burger their own team describes as an “ooey-gooey-juicy mess you’re about to have to tilt your elbows
out to eat.” The Almighty Moon Tower Inn in the East End leans hard into ridiculously excessive burgers dripping into a
paper basket-boat. For wings, Gatlin’s BBQ smokes theirs with the same care as their brisket, and Gold Tooth Tony’s in the
Heights does a garlic parmesan wing with a crunch you can hear across the table.

* ALREADY ON THIS LIST, BUT THEY BELONG HERE TOO

Crawfish & Noodles’ Viet-Cajun boil (garlicky fingers guaranteed) and The Breakfast Klub’s wings and waffles both
belong on this list. Hand someone a rack of ribs or a dripping burger, and the small talk tends to fall away fast —
that’s the whole category, right there.

*x FAY’S PICKS

Bernie’s Burger Bus started as a food truck and earned its brick-and-mortar spot the hard way — the flavors and

textures are genuinely addictive, in the best way. And Berryhill Baja Grill is my go-to for a fast, no-fuss Tex-Mex fix
that never disappoints. Both are regulars in my own rotation, not just names on a list.
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DINNER AS A SHOW

Sometimes you don'’t just want dinner — you want a little theater with it. A hot plate hissing tableside, a flaming onion
volcano, sushi sailing past on its own little conveyor belt. Houston has a genuine soft spot for meals with a bit of

spectacle built in, and here’s where to find it.

HIBACHI & TEPPANYAKI

Benihana IWA YA Teppanyaki & Sushi
The original hibachi showman — knife tricks, an onion Genuinely excellent sashimi alongside the tableside grill
volcano, and a shrimp tossed your way if you're lucky. A theater — a step up in quality without losing the fun.

birthday-dinner classic for a reason.

WHEN YOUR FOOD ARRIVES ON A TRAIN

Sushigami at the Galleria runs a genuine conveyor-belt concept — color-coded plates drifting past your table, priced by
color, no menu required. Kaiten Sushi Ginza Onodera, a Michelin-pedigreed import from Tokyo by way of Los Angeles and
Hawaii, brought its high-end kaiten-sushi format to Houston — the same concept, dressed up considerably. And if you want
the novelty taken even further, Chiba Hot Pot runs both a conveyor belt and a literal miniature meat train circling the dining
room — genuinely one of the more unexpected dinners in the city.

TABLESIDE CARVING

For the Brazilian-steakhouse version of showmanship, Fogo de Chao and Chama Gaticha both send skewer after skewer of
tableside-carved meat straight to your plate — flip your card to green and the parade doesn’t stop until you flip it back.

* LOCAL TIP

These are made for celebrations — birthdays, out-of-town guests, first dates that need a built-in conversation piece.
Call ahead for hibachi; the good grill-side seats go first.
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WHERE TO EAT, BY OCCASION

Houston doesn’t really have “the one restaurant” for any occasion — it has about fifteen, and they’re all arguing for the
spot. Here’s where | actually send people, sorted by what you're doing when you walk in the door.

BREAKFAST & BRUNCH

Start with The Breakfast Klub — wings and waffles, catfish and grits, and yes, there’s a line, and yes, it's worth it. Hugo's
pours a Sunday buffet with live music that turns brunch into an event. Lucille’s built its whole Southern menu on recipes
from chef Chris Williams’ great-grandmother — order the chicken and biscuits and you’re eating a piece of Houston history.
Want something dressed up? State of Grace’s weekend-only pancakes are worth planning a morning around, a’'Bouzy makes
brunch feel like a toast, and Cochinita — helmed by a James Beard Emerging Chef semifinalist — will make you rethink what
chilaquiles can be.

LUNCH

This is when | want fast, good, and not a whole production. Piada, right off Main near the Medical Center, is my go-to for
stone-baked and fresh in twenty minutes. Two Guys Pizzaria on Holcombe, right outside of TMC is my favorite pizza joint in
town for genuinely gourmet eats, and since your huge slice of pizza (at a truly great price) is baked fresh to order, you can
customize it to your heart's delight. Yellow Door Pizza on Kirby makes the pies in front of you — a working lunch that still
feels like a treat. And if sushi’s calling at noon, Kata Robata — Houston’s best, full stop — runs a lunch menu just as good as
dinner, minus the wait.

DINNER (THE REAL THING)

When you want a proper night out: Bludorn in Montrose is the one everyone’s trying to get into — complimentary
champagne to start, and don’t be surprised if a truffle shows up shaved over your chocolate tart. Pappas Bros. Steakhouse
near the Galleria is the classic Houston steakhouse — dim room, absurd wine list, the kind of place that makes you sit up a
little straighter. MF Sushi in the Museum District runs a 20-plus course omakase that’s dinner and performance art in one.
And Brennan’s of Houston — Bananas Foster flambéed tableside, French Quarter energy — is the kind of dinner you tell
people about for years.
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DATE NIGHT, FAMILY & FOUR-LEGGED GUESTS

DATE NIGHT

Bludorn again, unapologetically — but for something more whimsical, Annabelle Brasserie in Autry Park drapes its ceilings
in flowers, and it’s genuinely gorgeous. Brenner’s on the Bayou gives you a waterfall and a bayou-view patio (book the patio
when the weather cooperates). Kiran’s does Indian fine dining with an Afternoon Tea option if you want romance without
the late-night crowd. And Nobi€’s, tucked into a Montrose bungalow with a killer record collection playing, feels like
crashing the best house party in the city — in the best way. For sushi, Oishii is worth the fight — it’s always crowded and
parking is genuinely a battle, but the fish is that fresh, the sake list is solid, and the mochi at the end is worth saving room for.

FAMILY-FRIENDLY (WHERE THE GROWN-UPS ENJOY IT TOO)

Nonnos in Montrose lines its dining room with arcade games and serves pizza good enough that you won't feel like you
compromised. Feges BBQ in Spring Branch has a fenced play area for the kids and genuinely excellent brisket for you — right
next door to Barnaby’s and Cosmic Ice Cream for a whole outing. ’401 in Bellaire runs a dedicated kids’ rec room — “Club No
Majors” — while the grown-ups get a full bar and patio. And The Pit Room’s Memorial location has a build-your-own ice
cream sandwich counter that’s going to make leaving very difficult. Out in Katy, Clay's Restaurant & Catering is the reliable
pick — a genuinely broad menu, a kids’ menu that doesn’t feel like an afterthought, an astro-turfed play area perfect for the
kids to kick a ball around in, and a patio big enough that nobody minds if the table gets a little loud.

DOG-FRIENDLY

Houston’s patio culture makes this easier than most cities — Truck Yard and Petrol Station both run genuinely dog-loving
patios, the kind of laid-back energy where nobody blinks at a leash under the table. Be sure to bring Fido some food and
water, or they'll be begging at the table the whole time.

* LOCAL TIP

Patio pet policies shift with seasons and ownership — a quick call-ahead before you load up the dog saves a
wasted trip.
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SECTION FOUR

SWEET, SLOW & CAFFEINATED

Houston isn't just a dinner town — the slower meals are where it really shows off. Weekend mornings move at a
different pace here, and this city has quietly built one of the best dessert, brunch, and coffee scenes in America to

go with them.

DESSERT WORTH THE DRIVE

Fluff Bake Bar House of Pies Ooh La La Bakery

Cakes so photogenic you'll feel guilty 24-hour institution since 1967. Order French pastry, genuine flakiness. The
eating them. You won't stop. the Mile High Chocolate at 2 a.m. croissants alone are worth it.
Bavarian Cakery Crave Cupcakes Amorino Gelato

Old-world German baking, decades Houston’s original gourmet cupcake River Oaks. Italian gelato swirled into a
deep. They do wedding cake too. counter. Get there before they sell out. flower — almost too pretty to eat.
Artisan Bread Gallery The Honey Hole Lost & Found

The Heights. Serious European-style A cozy neighborhood coffee-and-honey Part coffee bar, part vintage shop —
bread — the croissant crowd lines up shop — go for the latte, stay for the a slow-morning kind of place built
before opening. honey flight. for lingering.

THE BRUNCH CIRCUIT

Houston brunch is a full production — live jazz, bottomless mimosas, and a wait that’s part of the fun. Bludorn plays it
French and polished; Late August brings Southern flair with a side of live music; and The Breakfast Klub is the institution —
wings and waffles, a line around the block, and a Houston rite of passage all in one.

A WORLD-RANKED COFFEE SCENE

Here’s a fact most transplants never see coming: Houston’s coffee culture is internationally recognized. Blacksmith was
named one of the World’s 100 Best Coffee Shops — a Montrose staple with the kind of pour-over ritual that turns skeptics
into regulars. Right behind it, Morningstar and Tout Suite round out a scene with genuinely nowhere near enough hype for

what it is.
% LOCAL TIP

Show up to The Breakfast Klub before 9 a.m. on a Saturday, or bring a book — the wait is real, and so is the reason

for it.
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HOUSTON AFTER DARK

Anvil Bar & Refuge put Houston cocktail culture on the national map back in 2009, and the city never looked back.
What's followed is a scene that refuses to take itself too seriously — brilliant drinks, sure, but also disco balls,

karaoke machines, and the occasional dueling piano. Houston nightlife has range.

CRAFT COCKTAILS, DONE SERIOUSLY

Anvil Bar & Refuge Julep

The one that started it all — still one of the most Alba Huerta’s James Beard-winning Southern cocktail
influential bars in the country, over a decade later. bar — ranked #84 on North America’s 50 Best Bars.
Bandista Rosie Cannonball

Modern Latin American spirits and a genuinely inventive Mediterranean small plates and a bar program that treats
menu — a newer name locals already swear by. the drink list as seriously as the kitchen.

WHERE IT GETS A LITTLE RIDICULOUS (IN A GOOD WAY)

Coral Sword is a tiki bar built like a fever dream — a ton of eclectic board games here, volcano drinks, sometimes a live
band - it's a nerdy-cool paradise. Notsuoh (Houston spelled backwards) hosts genuinely offbeat nights (poetry slams
next to burlesque, and everything in between) in a downtown building that looks like it’s been there since the flood.
Every corner of Notsuoh is different and fascinating in it's own way, making the atmosphere in this multi-level bar truly
strange and unique. And Little Woodrow’s throws a mean dueling-piano night if you want a bar where singing along is
not optional.

* FOR THE NOSTALGIC-FUN LOVERS

Joystix, though not a public arcade all the time, as it is actually a pinball & arcade dealer showroom, has Pacman
Fever Fridays - an unforgettable night out on the town on the first Friday of every month, with a $15 entry fee from
7PM- 12AM, it's a 21+ blast-from-the-past free for all where you get unlimited free gameplay while you can drink
from the 1820 Lounge bar right next door with no additional entry fee. You can even rent the space if you want a

private party. It's Houston in one building. My husband and | have had many a date night here, he even had his
bachelor party there.
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WHERE HOUSTON DANCES

Houston doesn’t just drink well — it dances, in just about every style you can name. Whichever one you gravitate toward,
there’s a real scene waiting, not just a single bar that happens to have a dance floor.

COUNTRY & TWO-STEP

This city takes its honky-tonks seriously. Stampede Houston is the biggest name — a 3,500-square-foot dance floor, free lessons
every Friday at 8pm, and a mechanical bull for when you need a break. Neon Boots Dancehall & Saloon has real history:
originally the Esquire Ballroom, hosting Willie Nelson and Patsy Cline back in the day, now Houston’s LGBTQ+-friendly, proudly
rainbow-flagged dance hall, with free lessons Thursdays and Saturdays. Firehouse Saloon, owned by actual Houston firefighters,
is where Miranda Lambert played more than 17 times before she was famous. And Goode’s Armadillo Palace pairs dinner and
dancing under one roof — there’s a giant armadillo out front, so you'll know you’re in the right place.

LATIN DANCE

Mamajuana Cafe and Club Tropicana both run regular salsa, bachata, merengue, and cumbia nights with live bands, and Gloria’s
in Midtown pairs live salsa with genuinely great Latin food, so it doubles as dinner and a dance floor. Want lessons first? Latin
Dance Factory and Strictly Street Salsa both teach the fundamentals in a social, welcoming setting — no partner required.
BALLROOM & SOCIAL

DanceSport Club has an actual sprung maple hardwood floor, which matters more than people expect for a long night of dancing.
And SSQQ is the affordable, beginner-friendly landing spot most transplants eventually find — they genuinely teach every
category of dance you can think of, and it’s a great, fun place for singles to mingle too.

* FROM ME, PERSONALLY

SSQQ has a special place in my heart — my mom found her husband there.
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SECTION SIX

GREEN SPACE

People who've never lived here picture only concrete and freeways. What they’re missing: 150 miles of hike-and-
bike trails threading through the city along the bayous — a whole other side of Houston hiding behind the skyline.

WHERE HOUSTON GOES TO BREATHE

Buffalo Bayou Park

160 acres of trails, kayak launches, and downtown
skyline views right through the middle of it — the city’s
green backbone.

The Cistern

A decommissioned 1926 water reservoir turned
otherworldly subterranean art space — one of the most
photographed rooms in the city.

Hermann Park
The zoo, a Japanese garden, paddle boats, and the Med

Center skyline as a backdrop — a genuine backyard for
half the city.

Memorial Park
One of the largest urban parks in the country — big
enough to actually lose the skyline behind the trees.

Terry Hershey Park

A 10-mile hike-and-bike trail running along Buffalo
Bayou through West Houston — the quieter, more
residential answer to Buffalo Bayou Park.

Discovery Green

Free, downtown, and family-friendly — alawn, a splash
pad, and a rotating calendar of events right in the middle
of the skyline.

And here’s the thing about Houston parks specifically: they’re not scattered, disconnected patches of grass. The bayou

trail system quietly stitches most of them together, so a Saturday morning run can start at your front door and end up,

bayou by bayou, clear across town without ever touching a sidewalk.

*x LOCAL TIP

Buffalo Bayou Park’s trails light up at dusk and stay genuinely pleasant well into the evening — one of the few

times a Houston summer actually feels comfortable outdoors. Bring water anyway.
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CURTAIN CALL

Houston’s performing-arts scene punches so far above its weight it has its own name: the Theater District. It's a
genuinely rare thing — only a handful of U.S. cities can say the same — and it’s sitting right downtown, four

venues deep.

ONE CITY, FOUR RESIDENT COMPANIES

Houston is one of only a handful of U.S. cities with permanent, professional resident companies in ballet, opera,
symphony, and theater — all within walking distance of each other downtown. The Houston Ballet performs at the
Wortham Theater Center, the Houston Grand Opera shares that same stage, the Houston Symphony calls Jones Hall
home, and the Alley Theatre anchors the district with its own distinctive concrete home base. Add the Hobby Center
for touring Broadway, and you’ve got more downtown theater seats than any American city except New York.

BEYOND DOWNTOWN

If you're settling in The Woodlands or Sugar Land, you don’t have to drive downtown for a real show. Cynthia Woods
Mitchell Pavilion runs 50-65 concerts and events a year and is the summer home of the Houston Symphony and Houston
Ballet, while Smart Financial Centre anchors Sugar Land’s own concert and comedy calendar — both genuinely worth

checking before you assume the Theater District is your only option.

MILLER OUTDOOR THEATRE

And then there’s the best deal in the entire city: Miller Outdoor Theatre has been giving world-class

performances away for free since 1923. Covered seating for 1,730 plus lawn space for thousands more,

blankets encouraged, no ticket required — ballet, symphony, and theater under the stars in Hermann Park,
March through October.

* LOCAL TIP

Bring a blanket, get to Miller Outdoor Theatre early on a summer evening, and watch world-class ballet under a
genuinely beautiful Houston sunset. Free never felt this good.
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SHOP LIKE A LOCAL

Houston shops the way it eats: with range. In one afternoon you can go from a marble-floored flagship to a grocery
aisle stacked with jars in six alphabets — and honestly, the grocery run is often the better people-watching.

THE CHIC END

The Galleria

The fourth-largest mall in America,
complete with its own ice rink under
the skylights. Come for a flagship,
stay because you got turned

around near the food court —
everyone does.

River Oaks District

Open-air, marble-lined, and full of
the kind of storefronts you
window-shop even when you have
no intention of buying. Excellent for
pretending you have somewhere
fabulous to be.

Highland Village

A walkable, tree-lined strip near
River Oaks with a more relaxed,
neighborhood-boutique feel

— the low-key alternative

when the District feels like too
much production.

Rice Village

My favorite of the bunch, honestly
— 300+ shops in a genuinely
walkable historic district, big names
next to locally-owned finds. Grab a

Highland Village &
Uptown Park
Upscale-but-approachable:
designer boutiques, Neiman
Marcus, chic restaurants like The

Houston Premium Outlets
In Cypress — the deal-hunting
version of the same brands: Karl
Lagerfeld, Swarovski, and a very
Texas-sized parking lot.

coffee and don’t rush it. Capital Grille, all in a walkable

open-air layout.

THE REAL SHOW: SPECIALTY GROCERS

Ask any longtime Houstonian where they actually like to shop and half will point you to a grocery store — and mean it.
Phoenicia Specialty Foods is a genuine Houston story: started in 1983 by Bob and Arpi Tcholakian, Lebanese immigrants of
Armenian descent, as a 2,500-square-foot deli, it’s grown into two massive locations carrying more than 20,000 products
from over 50 countries. The single best detail: they bake their own pita on-site via a 150-foot conveyor belt, 40,000-50,000
loaves a day — watching it is worth the trip on its own, before you even reach the 25-foot olive bar. Rice Epicurean Market,
meanwhile, is the old-money version of a corner store — immaculate produce, a parking lot full of nice cars, and you will
absolutely run into three people you know. Half the fun is who's shopping next to you.

And remember the Asiatown corridor from earlier in this guide? It’s just as essential as a grocery destination as it is a food
one — H Mart and Hong Kong City Mall anchor it with comprehensive pan-Asian groceries, seafood tanks, and pantry
staples a standard American grocery store won't carry at all. And don’t sleep on Fiesta Mart and 99 Ranch Market either —
Fiesta is the go-to for Latin American staples and famously unbeatable produce prices, while 99 Ranch rounds out the
Asian-grocery landscape with its own excellent seafood counter and prepared foods.

* LOCAL TIP

Go to Phoenicia hungry, leave with more jars than you planned, and treat the sampling counter like a tasting menu —
nobody will rush you.
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THE CITY BENEATH THE CITY

Here’s the one most transplants never find on their own: seven miles of air-conditioned tunnels run underneath
downtown, quietly linking more than 95 buildings — and there is not a single street-level sign pointing to any of
it. No map at the sidewalk, no marked entrance. You either work downtown and someone shows you, or you

never know it’s there.

THE DOWNTOWN TUNNEL SYSTEM

Built decades ago so office workers could get from building to building without ever stepping into the Houston

heat, the tunnels are lined with their own quiet ecosystem of lunch counters, coffee shops, dry cleaners, and
delis — a fully functioning underground city that surfaces nowhere above ground. Entrances hide inside

building lobbies, unmarked and easy to walk right past.

One catch worth knowing before you go looking: it’s built for the 9-to-5, so it runs on weekday business hours only —
nights, weekends, and holidays, the whole thing goes quiet and locked. Time a downtown visit right, and you can spend

a 100° July afternoon entirely underground and never break a sweat.

* FROM ME, PERSONALLY

My favorite entrance is tucked inside the Chase Tower — a genuine Art Deco treasure of a lobby, easy to walk past if
you don’t know to look up. Duck into any major downtown office tower on a weekday around noon and follow the
lunch crowd; they’ll lead you to one too.
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THE TWO THAT MAKE HOUSTON, HOUSTON

H-E-B
If you didn’'t grow up with it, | need you to understand: this isn’t just “the grocery store.” It’s the local obsession.

Texans are fiercely, almost comically loyal to H-E-B, and once you shop one, you'll get it — the prepared foods

section alone could be its own restaurant, and the store brands routinely beat the name brands. Consider this your

official welcome to Texas.

BUC-EE’S

And then there’s Buc-ee’s — which, if you were anywhere near a World Cup match this summer, you

already know is having a full-blown international moment. A German fan’s “this is a gas station” video hit

24 million views, and visitors from Japan, South Africa, and across Europe have been treating a stop at
Buc-ee€’s like a bucket-list attraction, right alongside the actual soccer. It’s not really a gas station — it's a
75,000-square-foot fever dream of Beaver Nuggets, brisket sandwiches, and the cleanest bathrooms in

America. Every relocating family should make the pilgrimage at least once. Consider it a rite of passage.
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SECTION EIGHT

FREE (GENUINELY) FUN

dime. No coupon, no membership — just show up.

Before we get to the savings hack for the paid stuff, know this: some of the best things to do in Houston don’t cost a

Miller Outdoor Theatre

Ballet, symphony, and theater under the stars — free
since 1923. Covered above in Curtain Call, and worth
repeating here.

Discovery Green'’s Screen on the Green

Free, family-friendly movie nights downtown, one to two
showings a month, skyline as your backdrop.

The Water Wall

Gerald D. Hines Waterwall Park in Uptown — a 64-foot
horseshoe waterfall that’s become one of the most
photographed spots in the city, and it costs nothing to
visit except maybe parking.

Buffalo Bayou & The Cistern grounds
The park, trails, and skyline views are free year-round;
only the guided Cistern tour itself charges admission.

Levy Park

Free yoga, movie nights, and live music on a genuinely
well-designed lawn in Upper Kirby — a quieter,
neighborhood-scale version of Discovery Green.

Sam Houston Park

Houston’s oldest park, downtown, with historic homes
you can wander past for free — a genuine pocket of the
1800s a block from the skyscrapers.

Most of the Museum District’s institutions also run periodic free-admission days throughout the year, and the Houston
Public Library’s central branch downtown hosts free exhibits and talks on a regular rotation — both worth checking
each calendar before you plan a visit, since dates shift.

* A TIP FOR MY MEDICAL-RELOCATION CLIENTS SPECIFICALLY

Helix Park in the Texas Medical Center runs free movie nights right at the TMCS3 Collaborative Building — free
tickets, just bring a blanket, and validated parking with the code “TMC3.” A resident or fellow living TMC-adjacent
could walk to a free movie night without ever getting in a car.
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THE INSIDER SAVINGS HACK

Before you go build a mental map of every museum, zoo, and aquarium ticket you’ll ever want in this city —
here’s the one hack every Houstonian eventually learns, usually from a neighbor over the fence. It works

exactly like it sounds: pay once, skip the line, see the highlights for a fraction of the a la carte price.

HOUSTON CITYPASS

One ticket, your choice from a rotating set of headline stops to visit five of the city’s best attractions, one
flat price — typically a real discount over paying admission separately. It bundles the Space Center
Houston, the Downtown Aquarium, the Children's Museum, Houston Museum of Natural Science, the
Houston Zoo, the Downtown Aquarium, Galveston's Kemah Boardwalk, and Houston Museum of Fine

Arts. Buy it online before you go, and the tickets are valid for nine consecutive days, so there’s no pressure

to cram everything into one exhausting weekend. Even easier, it's a downloadable app, myCityPass.

WHO IT'S ACTUALLY FOR

Not just visiting family — if you’ve got kids, new-to-town friends, or an out-of-state parent flying in for a long weekend,
CityPASS is the easiest “here’s what to do” answer you’ll ever give. Buy it, hand it over, and let them explore at their own

pace while you actually get to enjoy the visit instead of playing tour guide.

*x LOCAL TIP
Buy CityPASS the moment you have a date on the calendar — prices only move one direction, and the nine-day
window means you never have to rush a museum. It's also perfect for a stay-cation.
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A SOUND BORN HERE

Houston’s live comedy scene is genuinely underrated, and the city’s contribution to hip-hop is bigger than most people
realize until they’ve actually lived here. Both deserve real attention, not a footnote.

COMEDY CLUBS WORTH KNOWING

The Secret Group & Houston Improv Rudyard'’s
The two names that come up most consistently across A Montrose neighborhood bar doing double duty as a
every “best of” list — reliable lineups, real touring talent, comedy venue — stand-up without the full club formality.

a genuine club atmosphere.

Station Theater The Riot Comedy Club
Improv & sketch specifically — a good pick if you want Small enough for genuine crowd interaction, with food
something more interactive than a straight set. and drinks brought right to your table.

THE CITY THAT BUILT “CHOPPED AND SCREWED”

In 1981, a Texas Southern University student named Lester “Sir” Pace defied his bosses at campus station KTSU to
play hip-hop on air. From there: Rap-A-Lot Records (1986) broke the Geto Boys nationally, and in the early '90s, DJ

Robert Earl Davis Jr. — DJ Screw — invented “chopped and screwed,” slowing and chopping tracks into something

entirely Houston’s own. His influence runs through Bun B, Pimp C, Travis Scott, and Beyoncé herself, who explicitly
repped Houston legends on her own music. The archive lives at the University of Houston Libraries, and

Contemporary Arts Museum Houston has mounted real exhibitions around it.
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WHERE HOUSTON DECOMPRESSES

Somewhere between the moving boxes, the new job, and learning your way around a genuinely enormous city, you're
going to need a day where nobody needs anything from you. Houston has real depth here — not just chain nail salons,
but destination-worthy wellness.

WORTH A SPECIAL TRIP

Trellis Spa Sanctuary Spa Four Seasons Spa

At The Houstonian — Houston’s only Houston'’s oldest day spa since 1984 A Southern Scrub and Sip experience,
Forbes four-star spa, with an indoor — asignature aromatherapy infusion finished with a glass of single-

float pool and fireplace lounge. tub, near River Oaks. barrel bourbon.

Float therapy, if you've never tried it: True Rest is the most consistently recommended float center in the city — skin-
temperature water, roughly 1,000 pounds of Epsom salt, real benefits usually kicking in by your third session.

Hot yoga & movement: beyond the spas, dedicated studios scattered through Montrose, the Heights, and Rice Village make
arecurring class a genuinely reliable way to build both a routine and a social circle at once.

Med spas: Botox, fillers, laser, medical-grade facials — a deep bench from Sugar Land to the Galleria to the Heights. Personal

referral matters more than a search result here.

* LOCAL TIP

Book something in your first month here, not your sixth. Relocation stress is real even when the move goes
smoothly — giving yourself permission to decompress early makes the whole transition feel lighter.
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MURALS & PHOTO-WORTHY HOUSTON

Houston’s mural scene isn’t decoration — it's become part of how neighborhoods tell their own stories. Once you know

where to look, you'll start noticing it everywhere.

x THE EAST END: HOUSTON’S REAL MURAL CAPITAL

You already know the East End as a food destination from earlier in this guide — it’s just as essential for murals.

Designated a Texas Cultural District in 2014, its centerpiece is Calle de Colores, an ever-expanding cluster

along Navigation Boulevard. Set aside a real afternoon here; it pairs naturally with the Sunday East End Farmers

Market right on the Navigation Esplanade.

BEYOND THE EAST END

The Heights, Museum Sawyer Yards
District & EaDo One of the largest artist studio
Scattered pockets of public art, less communities in the country — check

concentrated but genuinely for open-studio nights.
rewarding to wander.

Project Row Houses

22 shotgun houses in the Third Ward,
rotating art tied to preserving the
neighborhood’s history.

faybrink.github.io | (832) 723-3025 | Fay.Brink@BlairRG.com



SECTION TWELVE

THE HOUSTON YEAR

Houston hosts something like 400 events a year, and trying to do all of them in your first twelve months will burn you
out fast. Thisisn’t that list. This is the short version — the handful of things that, if you moved here and skipped them, I'd

genuinely tell you that you missed Houston. Everything else is a bonus.

THE BIG THREE

Houston Livestock Show and Rodeo — |ate Feb-mid-March, NRG Park
A three-week season that changes the rhythm of the entire city — the largest rodeo in the world, over two million
visitors, nightly touring concerts. Go Texan Day, the Friday before it opens, is the day everyone wears boots to work.

Missing the Rodeo in your first year is genuinely missing Houston.

Houston Art Car Parade — April, Allen Parkway into Downtown
Over 250 art cars — some subtly modified, some rebuilt into rolling sculptures covered in mirrors and LEDs — parade
past 300,000+ spectators, completely free. Started almost by accident in 1984 with a decorated station wagon; now

the largest event of its kind in the world.

Houston Ballet Nutcracker Market — mid-November, NRG Center
The unofficial start of the holiday season since 1981 — 300+ merchants, 100,000+ shoppers, proceeds benefiting
Houston Ballet. A lighter spring sister event, Nutcracker Market Spring, returned in 2026 after a four-year hiatus.

* HOW I'D ACTUALLY SUGGEST USING THIS
Pick the Big Three, then add one paid event per month on top of your free-events backbone — Miller Outdoor
Theatre and Discovery Green cost nothing and are always good. That’s a full, genuinely rich first year without

burning out trying to see everything at once.
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THE YEAR, MONTH BY MONTH

Chevron Houston Marathon draws 30,000+ runners downtown. MLK Unity Parade — the city’s two once-competing parades
merged after 30 years. Houston Restaurant Weeks wraps its winter run.

World Championship BBQ Cookoff kicks off Rodeo season; Go Texan Day follows right behind it.

The Rodeo is in full swing — peak season, don’t schedule anything else you care about. Bayou City Art Festival’s spring edition
hits Memorial Park (300+ artists, est. 1972).

Art Car Parade weekend headlines a stacked month — Bayou City Art Festival downtown, Nutcracker Market Spring,
Woodlands Waterway Art Festival, FoodieLand. Arguably Houston’s best month to just wander outside.

Jazz festivals bloom as the weather stays mild. A good month for neighborhood-level First Saturdays and farmers markets
before summer heat sets in.

Free summer concerts kick off at Miller Outdoor Theatre and Discovery Green. Free Press Summer Fest, the Moffitt Charity
Crawfish Festival, and International Day of Yoga round out the month.

Freedom Over Texas brings fireworks to Eleanor Tinsley Park along Buffalo Bayou. 713 Day (July 13) is its own small local
tradition. Hardest month to be outside — stick to evening events.

Houston Restaurant Weeks returns for a full month-long run, benefiting the Houston Food Bank. Otherwise: survive the heat,
indoors.

Fiestas Patrias celebrates Mexican Independence Day along Navigation Boulevard. Festival season genuinely wakes back up
after Labor Day.

Bayou City Art Festival’s fall edition, Greek Festival, and Festival Chicano anchor a packed month. Texas Renaissance Festival
begins its weekend run north in Todd Mission.

Nutcracker Market kicks off holiday season at NRG Center. Uptown’s Post Oak lighting, the H-E-B Thanksgiving Day Parade
(200,000+ spectators), and Zoo Lights all follow.

Houston Ballet’s Nutcracker and Alley Theatre’s A Christmas Carol are genuine institutions. Ice skating at Discovery Green,
the Mayor’s Downtown Holiday Celebration, and New Year’s Eve close out the year. Worth the drive: Moody Gardens’
Festival of Lights in Galveston — master ice carvers from Harbin, China, hand-carve up to two million pounds of ice inside a
heated tent.
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THINGS THAT DEFY CATEGORY

Every city has a food scene, a nightlife scene, a shopping scene — Houston has all of it. But there’s a whole other layer that doesn’t
fit any of those buckets. This is that list.

THE ORANGE SHOW TRAIL

Three of Houston’s strangest, most wonderful landmarks trace back to the same nonprofit. The Orange Show is postman Jeff
McKissack’s decades-long, maze-like monument to his favorite fruit, built from found objects. The Beer Can House is exactly what
it sounds like — 50,000 flattened cans sided onto a retired upholsterer’s home, the roofline fringed with can-garland that tinkles in
the wind. Smither Park, curated by the same organization, is a full city block of technicolor mosaic art by 300+ folk artists. And the
Art Car Museum — the “Garage Mahal” — rounds out the trail.

THE ONE THAT SOUNDS MADE UP BUT ISN'T

The National Museum of Funeral History, tucked behind an apartment complex near Bush Intercontinental, holds the largest
collection of funeral artifacts in the country — a Mercedes-Benz-shaped coffin, an 8-foot hearse, a papal-funerals exhibit built with
the Vatican. Their own tagline says it best: “Every day above ground is a good one.”

* THE SECRET BUTTON

Somewhere on the Preston Street Bridge over Buffalo Bayou, an unlabeled red button erupts the water below into a
sudden burst of bubbles — a Dean Ruck art installation quietly aerating the bayou since 1998. Nobody tells you it’s there.
You just have to know.
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SECTION THIRTEEN - CONTINUED

STILL MORE PROOF THIS CITY
IS WEIRD (IN THE BEST WAY)

A Bat Colony You Didn’t Know You Had Seismique

Thousands of bats emerge from beneath the Waugh Drive An immersive art museum, a glow-in-the-dark cocktail bar
Bridge every dusk — and unlike Austin’s seasonal colony, (The Drinque), and a neon roller rink (The Rinque), all in
Houston'’s is visible year-round. one building.

Last Concert Cafe Eclectic Menagerie Park

No sign, a locked door someone unlocks for you. A former Off Highway 288: roughly two dozen animal sculptures
brothel and gay bar, now genuinely good Tex-Mex with a welded from recycled pipe and scrap metal, with

garden patio. zero fanfare.

Community bingo, made legendary: every Thursday evening, around 700 Houstonians of every age show up to a Czech fraternal
lodge for bingo — lining up after 4pm for a 7pm start. Not touristy, not curated, just a genuine slice of a Houston weeknight. This
one runs on word-of-mouth.

Worth a day trip if you're willing to drive: a private Oxford-inspired library on a 35-acre estate in Northwest Houston, and a
genuine medieval castle — drawbridge, moat, knightly quarters — about an hour outside the city in Bellville. Proof this region’s
weirdness doesn'’t stop at the city limits.

* HOW I'D ACTUALLY USE THIS LIST

Don’t try to knock these out in a weekend — half the charm is stumbling onto one on a random Tuesday. Pick two or
three, put them on a list for a free afternoon, and let the rest surprise you later.
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SECTION FOURTEEN

GAMEDAY CULTURE

Houston is a genuine four-sport city — Astros, Texans, Rockets, and the Dynamo/Dash, all playing within a few blocks of each
other downtown. You're moving into a city that takes gameday seriously, whether or not you were a sports person before you
got here.

Astros - Daikin Park Texans - NRG Stadium

Downtown. Snag the Crawford Boxes in left field for a real shot The Lone Spot Tailgaters run a new food theme every week —
at a home run ball. fans show up late to their own seats for it.

Rockets - Toyota Center Dynamo & Dash - Shell Energy Stadium
Courtside, the Lexus Lounge afterward has reportedly hosted El Batallon marches to the stadium two hours before kickoff —
Oprah, Beyoncé, and Shaq. part Mardi Gras, part pregame. New fans just show up.

WHERE TO WATCH WHEN YOU'RE NOT AT THE GAME

Christian’s Tailgate has been a Houston institution since the 1940s. Social Beer Garden in Midtown runs a 20-foot screen plus
karaoke on off nights. King’s Court in EaDo, right across from Shell Energy, is the pick for soccer specifically. Pour Behavior runs
nearly 50 screens for Astros playoffs and UFC. Tom’s Watch Bar downtown covers all four home teams reliably.

FOR WORLD SOCCER SPECIFICALLY

Richmond Arms in West Houston draws a genuinely multicultural crowd rooting for their home countries during major tournaments.
The Maple Leaf Pub at Westheimer and Hazard is the English-pub version — ale, fish and chips, and a track record of handling massive
crowds without missing a beat.

*x HOW I'D ACTUALLY SUGGEST USING THIS

If you only do one thing your first year: go to a Dynamo match and show up two hours early for the El Batallén
march. It's the single best introduction to how Houston actually shows up for its teams — loud, welcoming, and built
for newcomers to jump right in.
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WHERE HOUSTON ACTUALLY PLAYS

The parks section covers where to walk, run, and picnic. This is for people who want to actually play something.

PICKLEBALL, HOUSTON'S FASTEST-GROWING OBSESSION

Over 100 locations across the metro now — fast to learn, deeply social, zero judgment for beginners. Bumpy Pickle was Houston'’s
original dedicated facility; PKL Social pairs courts with a full food and bar menu; Elite Pickleball Club and Pickleball Social run clinics
and competitive leagues. Most spots run open play for $10-15/person, and the City of Houston also runs free outdoor courts at
neighborhood parks citywide — bring your own net.

GOLF

Memorial Park Golf Course is the one to know — widely considered the best municipal course in Texas, host to the PGA Tour’s Texas
Children’s Houston Open, redesigned by Tom Doak with Brooks Koepka. City of Houston residents play for around $30 walking on
weekdays versus well over $100 for non-residents. The clubhouse’s Beck’s Prime is, by more than one local’s account, home to one of
the best burgers in the country. Beyond it: Hermann Park, Gus Wortham Park, Sharpstown (walkable and affordable), Melrose Park,
and the newer East River Nine for skyline views.

KAYAKING, PADDLEBOARDING & CYCLING

Buffalo Bayou Kayak runs guided tours past the Waugh Bridge Bat Colony to Allen’s Landing downtown; self-guided paddlers put in at
the Woodway boat launch. Memorial Park’s lake and Discovery Green both offer easy paddleboard sessions. For cycling, Buffalo
Bayou Park rents bikes by the hour, and BikeHouston organizes group rides — including evening rides out to the bat colony.

*x HOW I'D ACTUALLY SUGGEST USING THIS

Pickleball is the fastest on-ramp to meeting people if you're newly relocated. Show up to open play at any facility
above and you'll be playing with strangers within ten minutes — that’s basically the whole design of the sport.
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INSIDERS ONLY: PLACES YOU
NEED TO ALREADY KNOW ABOUT

Marfreless

No sign, no marker, just a door you have to already know. A candlelit
institution for decades.

Kanpai Club, inside Hando
A 10-seat, cashless shogun-style bar through a shared door with its
sushi sister spot.

Case Chocolates

A chocolate shop by day. Push a hidden bookcase and find a full
cocktail-and-truffle bar.

Emilia’s Havana

Through the kitchen of Annie Café & Bar — live Cuban music and an
honest rum fountain.

Lee’'s Den

Through Local Foods Market or a hidden side door — a wine
speakeasy with zero corkage fee.

Every city has famous landmarks. Houston also has this — places that don’t advertise, don’t have signs, and require someone to have
already told you they exist. This is me telling you. Consider yourself let in.

Meo, inside Wokker
A push-button door hidden behind a cat mural. Find it, and step into
a dockside Vietnam bar.

Sugar Room
Looks like a patisserie. Buy a “macaron,’ get carded, and get walked
into a dim lounge out back.

Hidden, inside Norigami
An unmarked door reveals paper cranes overhead and a cocktail
served in a crane-shaped glass.

Mijo’s Mezcal Bar

A shipping container behind Cantina Barba. Arrive at opening to
actually get a seat.

Zon 23
23 floors up at the Le Méridien. Most people walking past the lobby
have noideait’s there.

* HOW I'D ACTUALLY USE THIS: Pick one for your next date night, and don’t tell your date where you’re going until you're standing in

front of the door. Half the fun is the moment right before you walk in.

faybrink.github.io | (832) 723-3025 | Fay.Brink@BlairRG.com



A LIBRARY STRAIGHT OUT OF A FAIRY TALE

If you want alibrary that feels like it belongs in a movie, Houston has a genuine answer, and it doesn’t get talked about
nearly enough.

THE JULIA IDESON BUILDING

Downtown, built in 1926 in Spanish Renaissance style, this is one of the oldest and most treasured structures in the
city — arched windows, ornate ironwork, the whole “pulled out of another century” feeling you're picturing. It now
houses the Houston Metropolitan Research Center, with rare books, manuscripts, and Houston’s own historical
archives inside genuinely beautiful reading rooms. And because it wouldn’t be a proper old library without one: it’s

rumored to be haunted, by the ghost of a former caretaker and his dog, still said to wander the halls. Believe that

part or don’'t — the building itself is the closest thing Houston has to a Beauty and the Beast library.

RUNNERS-UP WORTH KNOWING

Fondren Library at Rice has genuinely stunning 1940s reading rooms and the Kelley Lounge, built around an actual fireplace.
Clayton Library sits on grounds with ponds, sculptures, and live animals. Freed-Montrose Branch started life as a 70-year-old
church — the original stained glass still fills the second floor with color, and it now serves Houston’s LGBTQIA+ community
specifically. Heights Neighborhood Library is one of the very first libraries built in Houston, with a bronze plaque honoring its
beloved librarian of a decade. And HPL Central Library downtown has a reimagined first floor with a baby grand piano available for
impromptu performances.

* LOCAL TIP

The Julia ldeson Building is free to admire from the outside any day of the week — worth a docent tour if you can time
it right.
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HISTORIC HOME TOURS, THIRD WARD INCLUDED

Third Ward has real history — some of Houston'’s oldest surviving homes sit there, and there are genuine ways to see inside them,
not just drive past.

THE HERITAGE SOCIETY

In Sam Houston Park downtown, the essential starting point: 10 authentically restored historic structures dating from 1823 to 1905,
each furnished to reflect the actual families who lived in them. Beyond the standard tour, ask specifically about their Black History,
Women'’s History, and German History tours — plus, timed to Juneteenth each June, a “From Plantation to Emancipation” tour
performed at the historic home of Rev. Jack Yates, a formerly enslaved man who became a foundational figure in Third Ward. Tours run
Tuesday-Saturday, four times a day, $19 for adults.

PRESERVATION HOUSTON'S GOOD BRICK TOUR

Held every November, this is the one to watch if you want inside genuinely significant private homes not normally open to the public.
Past years have opened a Sixth Ward Victorian cottage (built 1893), a Woodland Heights bungalow, a midcentury modern home by an
Astrodome architect, and — the Third Ward connection — the Eldorado Ballroom, an Art Moderne landmark central to the
neighborhood’s cultural history.

MORE WORTH KNOWING

The Eastwood Historic Home Tour each October opens homes in a tree-lined neighborhood founded over a century ago for Houston’s
emerging middle class. Preservation Houston’s Architecture Walks run monthly, January through November, for a lower-commitment
way to see historic architecture up close. And for Third Ward specifically, a self-guided Historic Third Ward walking tour is built as a
genuine community documentary — interviews and storytelling from local artists, activists, and elders, more oral history than
architecture lesson, which feels right for a neighborhood with Third Ward'’s specific cultural weight.

* HOW I'D ACTUALLY SUGGEST USING THIS
Put Preservation Houston’s November Good Brick Tour and the Heritage Society’s Juneteenth Jack Yates House tour
on your calendar specifically — both are time-limited in a way the year-round options aren't.
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LET’S FIND YOUR SPOT IN IT

That’s the Houston | get to call home — the corridors, the counters, the free Tuesday
nights under the stars. Every neighborhood in this city has its own version of that story,

and the fun part of my job is helping you find the one that becomes yours.

Whether you’re relocating for work, chasing better school zoning, or just ready for a
change of scenery — let’s talk about which corner of Houston fits your life. Reach out to

Fay directly.

S (832) 723-3025 ™ Fay.Brink@BlairRG.com
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