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Introduction

When William Barton — better known as
“Uncle Billy” Barton — settled along the
banks of Spring Creek in 1837, he settled in
a wilderness. Deer and bison abounded.
The limestone hills supported thick stands
of cedar, oak and other trees. And the
water flowing from natural springs was
pure and cold. These springs cut a deep,
narrow channel to the Colorado River,
which linked Barton to the small town of
Waterloo and the rest of the infant Repub-
lic of Texas.

More than a century and a half later, the
springs (which now bear Barton's name)
are a link not only to the contemporary
world, but to the past. Barton Springs and
Barton Creek, which meanders through
portions of Travis and Hays counties, form
an island of nature in an ocean of urban
development,

Inside this natural area, you can still
spot a white-tailed deer bounding through
the dense undergrowth. You can hear
songbirds, and rest in the shade of oaks
that were here before Barton himself, For
awhile, at least, you can escape the hectic
present and retreat to the past, Few major
cities can boast of such a natural refuge so
close to the heart of downtown.

This natural area is a potent symbol of
Austin’s environmental well-being, and an
important contribution to its quality of life.
Vocal and informed residents are quick to
take a stand against any perceived threat to
the Springs and the surrounding greenbelt.

This publication describes the natural
resources of the Barton Creek watershed
and the rewreational opportunities the
watershed provides. It also explains the
threats to this special place and how it
should be protected — and how you can
help maintain the watershed for future
generations.

Use this book as a starting point. We can
tell you, we can show you, but to appreci-
ate fully the land and life of the Barton
Creek watershed, you must experience it
yourself. So go ahead. Maroon yourself on
an island of nature and explore this Hill
Country oasis.

Winter brings 2 rare beauty of its
own to Barton Creek (left).
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The Austin skyline emerges from the mis!, rising above an 0asis of green irees
and crystal-clear waters. Altraclive though it is to have a nateral refuge next to
Ausstin's downtown, a careful balance must be struck between natare and urban

lifestyles.

With the future in mind, Austin's environmental aclivists
work to ensure the survival of the watershed.
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Barton Springs

Berr! Perhaps thoughts of the icy cold waters of Bartom Springs are responsible for the stolc expressions of these 1930's lifeguards.

“I learned how to swim at Barton
Springs . . . and I learned a few
other things there, too.”

Robert Redford
Actor/Environmentalist

Barton Springs Pool in the 1930's (above, middle) and Seday (above)
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Barton Springs . . .

to many Austin citizens — and quite a few visitors, too — the
name says it all. Barton Springs is an icy retreat from the furnace
of a summer’s afternoon. It is a gathering place — a place for
parents to take their children, for college students to bake in the
Texas sunshine, for the health-conscious to swim a few laps,
Most important, Barton Springs is the most visible symbol of
Austin’s much - discussed quality of life. The beautiful water,
lush greenery, grassy slopes and Art Deco bathhouse combine to
create what has traditionally been called Austin’s “crown jewel.”

Like diamonds and sapphires and rubies, this gem begins far
below the surface, in the porous limestone beds that form the
Edwards Aquifer. The Aquifer is a vast subterranean reservoir
stocked with billions of gallons of water. The portion of the
Edwards that feeds Barton Springs begins in southern Travis
County and northern Hays County and flows north toward the
Springs. Waters in the Edwards -\quner rise to the surface
through underground channels at Barton Springs, then flow into
Town Lake, where they contribute to Austin’s drinking water.

Humans have inhabited the area near Barton Springs for at
least 11,000 years. Lipan Apache, Comanche, Jumano, and
Tonkawa Indians used the Springs for generations. Franciscan
friars built a mission near the Springs in 1730, and Anglo
colonists first settled here in 1835, The City of Austin acquired
the Springs and adjacent property in the early 1900's from
Andrew Jackson Zilker,

Barton Springs Pool was formed by damming a section of
Barton Creek about one-half mile upstream of Town Lake.

A few interesting odds and ends about Barton Springs:
¢ [t is the fourth largest natural spring in Texas.
Water temperature averages 68 degrees year-round.
¢ The pool is 997 feet from dam to dam, 145 feet across at

its widest point and has a surface area of 3 acres.
¢ Anaverage of 32 million gallons of water flows from the

Springs each day. Since recordkeeping began in 1894, the flow

rate has ranged from 6 million gallons a day in 1956 to 166

million gallons a day in 1961.
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The residents of
Austin and of Texas
shonld he encouragad
to recognize the
social, cultwral, and
envirommmental
'-."_l\"il-‘u':l'h_ c ot
Barton Creek and
Barton Springs, and
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in protecting these
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ofher resources
which are simlarly
threatened...”
Ann Richards,
Covernor of Texas

fune 7, 1991
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Barton Creek Greenbelt
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Lower Barlon Creek Canyon, between Barton
Springs and Airman's Cave, is home to 2
colorful variety of betterflies — more than
130 species in all. The Great Blue Hairstreak,
Altides halesus, (above) ranges from the
southwestern United States into Mexico

Waterlalls on upper Barton Creek are more
dramatic during the raiey spring and fall
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The Barton Creek Greenbelt is an urban oasis. Bordered by the
Central Business District, where Barton Creek empties into Town
Lake, it winds 7.8 miles upstream into the open countryside of
southwestern Travis County. The Greenbelt begins at Zilker
Park, just above Barton Springs Pool, and passes through Gus
Fruh District Park near Loop 360

While Barton Springs flows year round, Barton Creek flows
primarily during the rainy spring and fall seasons. The clear-
running creek rushes over rocks and boulders and is punctuated
occasionally by small waterfalls. During dry seasons, the creek
disappears underground into the Edwards Aquifer, leaving a
few spring-fed waterholes separated by miles of parched white
limestone.

Barton Creek carves its way through the Edwards Plateau, the
southern extension of the Great Plains. The Edwards Plateau
consists of thick limestone beds deposited by a shallow sea about
100 million years ago. Water easily dissolves this limestone,
creating caves and giant pure reservoirs underground and
sculpting networks of canyons and valleys at the surface.

Barton Creek is flanked by soaring canyon walls and over-
hanging rock bluffs carved over hundreds of thousands of vears.
The canyon’s dense vegetation and steep canyon walls make
visitors feel isolated and far from a major city.

Inside this oasis, you can find many species of native plants,
birds, mammals, reptiles and insects. There are more types of
butterflies here than at any other spot in
Central Texas. There are grasslands and
woodlands, and colorful varieties of
birds whose songs reverberate against
the canyon walls. But the Greenbelt isn't
a 200, s0 a bit of caution is called for:
rattlesnakes, scorpiong; and fire ants live
here, too. N\

Look carefully, and you can see traces
of Austin's past. Wagon ruts, carved
when the creekbed served as a major
route into town, are still visible. You
might even find an artifact, or a section
of old fenceline. Look, but don't touch;
leave them for others to enjoy and study
as well.

There are plenty of things you can do
along the Barton Creek Greenbelt: hike,
bike, climb, canoe, swim or kayak. You
can picnic by the creek, look for butter-
flies and birds, or just enjoy the scenery.
Major access points include Zilker Park,
Gus Fruh District Park, Barton Skyway, Capital of Texas High-
way (Loop 360) and Camp Craft Road.

Much of the greenbelt is rugged, but the rewards of this urban
oasis can make the effort worthwhile
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It is the most beautiful
and at the same time
the most sublime
scene I ever saw ...
The atmosphere was
charged with the most
delightful perfume and
every shrub and every
hill and every flower
seemed to extend a - it
welcome to the i o aA

weary traveller.”

A Republic of Texas Officer,
describing Waterloo

(nmow Austin) to President
Mirabeau Lamar, 1838.

Barton Creek (above, top). A few miles downstream,
a kayaker megoliates 2 tricky whilewaler passage
while friendly spectators look on (above),



NI . (R Lt

About a quarter of a million people visit Barton
Springs Pool each year (abowe). Just upsiream
the Barton Creek Greenbelt provides many
epportunities for hiking and biking (right)
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The serenity of the Hill Country
is reflecied im the waters of
Bartom Creek (Jeft). Here the
wooded hilks, springs and
creeks provide a natural
classroom for feachers and
students to enjoy (below)
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Edwards Aquifer

-

Water makes ils long journey through the Edwards Agquifer and

gushes forth at Barton Springs. The primary springs are located
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near the divieg board on the east side of the pool.
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Bubbling with a life of its own, the cold and crystal-clear waters of
Barton Springs give us only a hint of the vast subterranean world
no mortal may hope to see. These pristine waters flow to the
Springs from the caverns of the Edwards Aquifer, an underground
reservoir of billions of gallons of water.

The Edwards Aquifer — lifeblood of Barton Springs and the
subject of decades-long debates — curves from Bell County in the
north to Kinney County in the southwest, and is divided into three
sections. The Southern Edwards includes much of south central
Texas, and provides drinking water for San Antonio and other
aties. The Northern Edwards extends from Austin, through
Georgetown, to Salado and supplies drinking water to Round Rock
and Georgetown. The Barton Springs section, which €ncompasses
155 square miles of Travis and Hays counties, delivers water to
Barton Springs. In addition, this federally designated Sole Source
Aquifer supplies drinking water to over 30,000 rural residents.

Surface boundaries of the Barton Springs section are well
defined: Town Lake on the north, the Mount Bonnell Fault on the
west, a line paralleling Highway 150 in Hays C ounty on the south
and a line roughly paralleling IH 35 on the east. Barton Springs is
near the northeast corner of the Aquifer at 435 feet above sea level.

The Aquifer is the legacy of a shallow sea that covered much of
Texas during the Cretaceous period, about 100 million Vears ago.
Austin was part of a reef system then, littered with shelled sea
Creatures whose names often were longer than the animals them-
selves.

Over millions of years, thick beds of limestone formed from the
decomposing shells of these creatures. The Aquifer takes its name
from these limestone beds, called the Edwards Formation. The
Georgetown Formation also forms part of the Aquifer. Water has
dissolved millions of holes in the limestone, from large caves to tiny
pockets that give the rock a honeycomb appearance.

Other layers capped the Edwards, until powerful earthquakes
sheared the rock, exposing sections of the formation in the hills
south and west of town, Through cracks in these exposed lavers,
water filtered to the bottom of the Edwards, cutting a lattice-work
of caverns that form today's Edwards Aquifer.

About 300,000 acre-feet of water are stored in this maze of
underground chambers — enough to fill the world’s largest
building (a Boeing 747 construction facility) 60 times with plenty to
spare.

The Aquifer is recharged from the watersheds of six creeks. A
watershed is a drainage basin; rain falling in a given watershed is
carried by a network of tributaries to the parent creek

As these creeks — Barton, Williamson, Slaughter, Bear, Little
Bear and Onion — flow above the Aquifer, water percolates
through cracks in the creekbeds to the Aquifer itself.

Once underground, the water follows the topography, flowing
from the higher southwest corner of the Aquifer (about 850 feet
above sea level), to the lowest level at Barton Springs




General Groundwater Movement

in the Barton Springs Segment
of the Edwards Aquifer
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Of the total recharge water, about 85 percent
flows out at Barton Springs and 15 percent is
pumped from wells. Most of the well-water is
0 pure that many people drink it without any
chemical treatment.

The Aquifer contributes to the drinking
water for the City of Austin. During the
relatively dry winter months, Barton Springs
supplies significant water flow into Town
Lake, which in turn supplies the City's Green
Water Treatment Plant.

Barton Creek, because it is the closest creek
to Barton Springs, has the greatest impact on
the Springs. Some of the water entering
Barton Creek takes only a few hours to enter
the Aquifer and emerge from the Springs.
Barton Creek provides about 28 percent of the
flow from Barton Springs each day. Onion
Creek provides another 34 percent, although
the recharge water from that creek takes much
longer - perhaps serveral years - to reach the
Springs.

Water quality at Barton Springs is directly
affected by water quality in these creeks. It's
like the old computer programmer's saying:
garbage in, garbage out. Fecal coliform
bacteria (found in the digestive tracts of
humans and animals), pesticides, nitrogens
(found in fertilizers), and other pollutants that
wash into creeks in the recharge zone -
particularly Barton Creek — quickly find their
way into the Barton Springs Pool. This is
particularly true after heavy rains, when
layers of pollutants that might have accumu-
lated for weeks pour into the Aquifer in large
doses. This frequently results in closings of
the Pool after a rainfall because bacteria levels
are too high, or visibility is too low.

Increased urban development damages the
quality of water in the Aquifer. Paved areas
reduce the amount of soil and vegetation,
which filter some pollutants from runoff water
before it enters the Aquifer. Additional
houses, apartment complexes and businesses
generate more pollutants ~ from spilled motor
oil, antifreeze and gasoline to pesticides,
herbicides and fertilizers. Rains wash these
compounds into the recharge zone, and hence
into the Aquifer - and Barton Springs.
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Surface water — groundwater, “Now you see it — now you don't.”
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Hill Country creeks change dramatically with weather.
Heavy rains quickly flood the rocky creek beds (above).
Stream flow Is usually short-lived, since any water
present is quickly recharged to the Aquifer. A period with
little or no rainfall soon resulls In dry creeks (right).
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Whether you call ita
windmill papalete, or
high lonesome, it has

provided reral areas with
water for domestic,
agriculteral and livestock
neads since the 1800's.
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Eroslon and sedimentalion costrols 31 construction siles are
important 1o Aquiler protection,

Ron Feselor
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Throughout the watershed, livestock waste, soll erosion,
pesticides and fertilizers contaminate raintall rumoll. These
examples of nonpoint sowrce pollution in burm pallute local
creeks and eventually the Aquiter and Barton Springs.
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The water we s2e llowing in area creeks may become the
unseen waler of the Aguifer. We can only expect the
groundwaler to be as clean as the water going into i
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The highly porous and fractured karst featwres of the Edwards
limestone provide easy pathways for rapid groundwater flow.
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