
THE LAND
The word “balcones” (for which an iconic road in our neighborhood is named) is the Spanish word for “balcony”, 
a reference to the rock outcroppings visible along the Balcones Escarpment (which is the visible expression of the 
Balcones Fault) from San Antonio to Austin.  This fault line also marks the transition from the Gulf Coast Plains into 
the Texas Hill Country, with very different land characteristics (and uses) on either side of the fault.  

• To the west are plateau uplands and limestone hills.  
Soils are thin and stony, and the main agricultural use 
of the land is for range.  The dominant vegetation is 
juniper-live oak.  Groundwater is generally good quality 
and plentiful at shallow depths from limestone aquifers.  

• To the east are rolling prairies and broad river bottoms.  
Soils are thick fertile clays. Native prairie grasses were 
dominant before agricultural was prevalent, and 
groundwater in large amounts is available only at 
considerable depth and commonly tepid and brackish1.

One of my favorite quotes about the land here comes 
from a 1964 article by Peter T Flawn.  He said, “…the 
Balcones Escarpment marks the line where the American 
West really begins.  It marks the boundary between the 
cotton economy of the Old South and the cattle economy 
of the Old West.  And people settled along the Balcones 
Escarpment in order to draw on both economies - cotton 
and cattle2. 
  

Map courtesy of the 
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This is the first in a series of history articles about our great 
neighborhood.  Before diving into neighborhood history, I wanted 
to provide a little context about the land.  Here goes… 

If the Balcones Escarpment represents the beginning of the American West, then from the earliest days of Austin’s history, 
a hike into the hills here would have been an adventurous first step into it.  Next month I’ll talk a bit more specifically about 
the land in our neighborhood and progress to its development.  There are some really fun stories to tell! 

And thank you to the folks at the Texas Almanac for permission to use the map.  The 2022-2023 edition of the Texas 
Almanac is now available in hardcover, paperback, and digital download.

1Abbott and Woodruff, The Balcones Escarpment, (Abbott, SDSU, 1986) p.6
2Flawn, P.T., 1964, The everlasting land, in Maguire, Jack, ed., A President’s Country, Austin, Shoal Creek Publishers, p. 84
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