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THE story of the crumbling but achingly beautiful port city
of Galveston, it is often noted, can be divided into three
phases: the architectural boom in Victorian palaces and
ornate banking edifices that followed its creation as a
prosperous trading outpost on the Gulf of Mexico, much of
which was washed away by the devastating hurricane of 1900;
a descent into a "triad of vice" of drinking, gambling and
prostitution that gave Galveston a Big Easy kind of edge
absent elsewhere in Texas; and a revival pinned on the
expectation that urban renewal and a more sober tourism
trade will pave the way to a brighter future. No doubt
Galveston is recovering some of its luster since the days
when the novelist Edna Ferber compared it to Miss Havisham,
the old jilted bride of Dickens's "Great Expectations." Its
shops and restaurants are bulging with tourists, and it is
almost impossible to book a good hotel room for a weekend
on short notice. The stunning design of its 19th-century
mansions jump out at you, especially if you're arriving
from nearby Houston where so many old structures were razed
to make way for a futuristic skyline. It can safely be said
that Galveston, an island city bathed in sunlight and a
salty sea breeze, these days resembles a club-hopping
teenager more than a bitter old woman. 

Friday 
6 p.m. 
1) A Very Stormy History 

Soak up a bit of history over
cocktails in the lobby bar of the Hotel Galvez (2024
Seawall Boulevard, 409-765-7721), named in honor of
Bernardo de Gálvez, the Spanish colonial governor who
charted the coast of Texas and for whom the city was named.
It was here that the gentry of old Galveston danced the
night away in 1915 while a hurricane pounded the city,
killing only a handful of people - a success compared with
the 6,000 who perished in the 1900 storm. 

8 p.m. 
2) Sushi and Hot Sake 

Hop ahead a century, with dinner at
Sky Bar (2107 Postoffice Street, 409-621-4759), a
laser-lighted sushi restaurant recently opened by two
Israeli entrepreneurs, Shlomi Padlon and Yoav Mor. This is
the place to see and be seen while sipping hot sake ($6).
Although the décor and ambience are reminiscent of SoHo,
the service is down home - friendly, helpful and
encouraging for those with an adventurous palate. Start
with baked mussels ($7.95), and move on to the "volcano
seared" tuna ($12.50). 

Saturday 
8:30 a.m. 
3) Walking the Wall 

Every beach town is different, and
Galveston is different from every beach town, or so the
saying goes. What makes Galveston's beach special is not
its murky brown water or narrow strip of sand, but its
paved and elevated seawall, built to protect the city from
the raging Gulf of Mexico after the all-defining 1900
storm. Stroll past exercise fanatics or revelers sleeping
off last night's party, as a gulf breeze reminds you of
Galveston's complicated and romantic relationship with the
sea. 

10 a.m. 
4) Lone Star Surfing 

Grab a paperback, some sunscreen and your flip-flops and
hit the beach. Sunrise Beach Service (no phone number, just
look for the bright red Ford pickup truck driving up and
down the beach with equipment) rents umbrellas and two
chairs for $18 a day and boogie boards for $5 an hour.
Surfers - yes, there is surfing in Texas - often gather
around the Flagship Pier near 25th Street. 

11:30 a.m. 
5) Symbols of Grandeur Past 

Wander over to the downtown
Strand National Historic Landmark District to gawk at a few
19th-century structures like the old Daily News building
(2108-2116 Ship's Mechanic Row), the site of the founding
of the oldest continuously published newspaper in Texas. It
was designed by Nicholas Clayton in the early 1880's, when
Galveston had cosmopolitan aspirations. The News building
has a decaying appeal that captivated the photographers
Henri Cartier-Bresson and Ezra Stoller, who caught the lost
grandeur of the city in "The Galveston That Was," a book
project underwritten by the late Dominque de Menil, who was
Houston's great supporter of the arts. You might find a
copy at Midsummer Books (2309 Ship's Mechanic Row,
409-765-5930). 

Noon 
6) Top Food, Low Prices 

There are numerous restaurants in the Strand district, but
the Mod Coffee and Teahouse (2126 Postoffice Street,
409-765-5659), an informal coffeehouse with excellent food,
stands out. It's also cheap; the summer salad, with mixed
greens, feta cheese, mandrin oranges, red onions and
sunflower seeds in a balsamic vinagrette, costs just $6.25.


1:30 p.m. 
7) Heritage à la Port 

Walk down to the waterfront for a glimpse of the Elissa, a
restored 1877 sailing ship berthed at the Texas Seaport
Museum (Pier 21, No. 8, 409-763-1877 ). The smallish ship
itself is perhaps a bit overrated, but the museum is
fascinating with its exhibition of Galveston's seafaring
past. Old photographs of stevedores and financiers and
sailors help explain why Galveston differs so markedly from
other cities in Texas and why its beginnings as an entryway
for goods, ideas and people from around the world gave it
such a cosmopolitan feel. Open from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m.
daily. Admission is $6 for adults, $4 for ages 7 to 18,
free for children 6 and under. 

4 p.m. 
8) Bettie's Palace 

Get a glimpse of the past with a tour
of the Ashton Villa (2328 Broadway, 409-762-3933), the 1859
mansion that set the standard for the later throng of
palaces as Galveston became a lucrative go-between for the
cotton trade. Built by a New Yorker, James Moreau Brown,
and made legendary by his globe-trotting daughter, Bettie
Brown, the villa provides a good example of the
ostentatious ways of Galveston's elite in the 19th century
(take note of the brass chandeliers). But you may want to
skip the villa's paintings, mainly childlike imitations of
Mediterranean grottoes done on corduroy and painted by
Bettie Brown herself. All of the tours are guided, and from
Labor Day to Memorial Day they are offered on the hour from
noon until 4 p.m. Admission is $6 for adults, $5 for
students ages 7 to 18 and free for children 6 and under. 

7:30 p.m. 
9) Cajun Calories 

A visit to Galveston would
not be complete without eating at Benno's Cajun Seafood, on
the beach (1200 Seawall Boulevard, 409-762-4621). It's a
Cajun seafood restaurant where it's best to throw all
caution about calories to the wind. You order at the
counter and sit at long, not-always-sparkling-clean tables
that recall the days before Galveston got some of its
recent polish. (There are rolls of paper towels at the end
of each table to keep yourself from making too much of a
mess.) A sampling of the menu: fish po' boy ($5.50); a cup
of jambalaya ($3.75); corn on the cob ($1.50); and boudin,
a sausage made here with pork casings, pork fat, chili
peppers, bay rum, chives and rice ($2.95 a link). It
suggests why Galveston seems reminiscent of New Orleans -
not only aesthetically, but culturally as well. 

9 p.m. 
10) Endorsed by ZZ Top 

The Balinese Room (2107 Seawall
Boulevard, 409-762-9696) is back! Known in the 1940's and
50's for its backroom casino, where oilmen rubbed shoulders
with the likes of Frank Sinatra and Duke Ellington, the
Balinese is back in business after Scott Arnold, a Houston
lawyer, recently acquired the lease to the property. The
croupiers are gone, but on a recent evening, the nightclub
on the end of a pier extending 600 feet into the gulf was
vibrant with a house band belting out covers of songs from
the 70's and 80's. No wonder ZZ Top, the Houston-based
band, wrote a song called "Balinese," with lyrics that
went: "It didn't take too much money, man/ but it sure was
nice/ You could dance all night if you felt all right/
drinking whiskey and throwing dice." 

Sunday9 a.m. 
11) The Burrito Brunch 

Brunch on the patio of the Phoenix
Bakery and Coffee House (2228 Ship's Mechanic Row,
409-763-4611) is a great way to start the morning. Try the
breakfast burrito ($5.25) or fruit platter ($5.95). The
Phoenix has big tables where it's possible to while away
the morning in relaxed conversation. 

10:30 
12) A Romanesque Farewell 

A proper detour before leaving
Galveston is at the Ashbel Smith Building (south of the
parking garage at the corner of 11th Street and Harborside
Drive, tours available by calling 409-772-2618), on the
campus of the University of Texas Medical Branch at
Galveston. Affectionately known as Old Red and completed in
1891, the building in Romanesque Revival-style survived the
1900 storm and still serves students and faculty today. Its
ornate portico, three-story arches and detailed masonry
show how they don't make 'em like they used to. 

The Basics 

Galveston was once the grandest city in Texas.
Now it is about a one-hour drive from the biggest, Houston,
along a stretch of Interstate 45 decorated with billboards
and an intriguing view of petrochemical processing
operations. It is about 70 miles from George Bush
International Airport in Houston. If you are driving from
the airport, take John F. Kennedy Boulevard to Greens Road,
and follow it eastward to Route 59 south. Route 59 will
cross Interstate 45. Take I-45 southward directly to
Galveston. An elegantly arched bridge connects the island
of Galveston with the mainland. 

The Hotel Galvez (2024 Seawall Boulevard, 409-765-7721),
built in 1911, gazes out at the Gulf of Mexico. Recently
emerged after a five-year renovation project, it is back to
its glorious self as seen in a stroll through the loggia
connecting the lobby to Bernardo's restaurant and meeting
rooms. The Galvez has 231 rooms. Weekend rates are $199 to
$219, after Labor Day from $159 to $179. 

Equally romantic and evocative of Galveston's history is
the Tremont House (2300 Ship's Mechanic Row, 409-763-0300)
in the Strand district. Weekend rates are $145 to $195. 
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