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Beauty
lies below
Behold the wonders of
the Caverns of Sonora

KERRVILLE
AXE-CITEMENT
SCIENCE
ADVENTURES

INDUSTRY NEWS

Rural Connections
By SHIRLEY BLOOMFIELD, CEO
NTCA–The Rural Broadband Association

An investment
for the future

Communication at
the speed of light
Fiber optics make it possible

Expanded broadband access
will lift rural communities

I

n order to thrive, all communities — especially those in rural America — require
opportunities and the modern communications tools so vital for jobs, education, health
and so much more.
Thanks to the Infrastructure Investment
and Jobs Act, the NTCA's nearly 850 rural,
community-based broadband providers now
have fresh help as they work to complete
their essential mission. This historic investment will go a long way to connecting all
Americans, even in areas of the country that
are the hardest to reach for service providers.
Of course, the work now truly begins to
deliver on the promise this law offers. The
FCC must prioritize areas of the greatest
need. Also, we will work with all key parties
to support state leaders as an unprecedented
amount of resources flow into their broadband
initiatives.
Care is needed to vet those seeking funding,
to ensure they can truly supply the infrastructure and services they promise. Throughout
the effort, we must remember that we need
to do more than simply build networks. Our
commitment must also be to sustain these
vital communications systems and to ensure
the services offered over them are affordable
and will meet customer demands well into the
future.
We're confident NTCA members will continue to serve their neighbors by solidifying
existing networks and expanding service. No
matter where they live, all Americans should
have the same opportunity to access vital
communications services needed not only
today, but also for years to come. 
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At the end of the 1970s, Corning Inc. developed a technology that would
reshape communications — fiber optics. Today, it’s a critical component
in the networks making our hyperconnected world possible. Streaming
entertainment, social media, video calls, telehealth, online education, workfrom-home jobs and so much more depend on this technology.

DID YOU KNOW?
• Each fiber strand is made up of a glass
core thinner than a human hair.
• Light signals are transmitted through the
glass, just as you might send a signal down
the tunnel.
• To keep the light from simply passing
through the glass when it changes direction, the core is surrounded by a cladding
that reflects light back into the glass.
• The process is similar to mirrors in a tunnel,
bouncing the signal from side to side until
it reaches its endpoint.
• A single fiber cable — each fiber is much
thinner than copper wire — can bundle
hundreds, or even thousands, of fiber
strands.
• While incredibly thin, fiber is not brittle. A
single strand is three times stronger than
steel and more durable than copper.
• The glass core of a fiber cable is so pure that if the ocean was made
of the same glass, you could stand on the surface and clearly see the
ocean floor miles below. 

Take a

STAND!
Avoid back and
neck pain while
working from home

O

ver the past couple of years,
working from home has gone
from a perk — one that only a
few employers offered — to the norm for
many. The benefits for employees range
from having your dog as a co-worker to
adding pajama pants to the professional
wardrobe. But working from home can
also come with hazards.
Whether you’re camped out at a kitchen
table, sprawled across the couch or
luxuriating in bed all day, odds are your
home setup isn’t as ergonomic as that
of an office. This may not be a big deal
when you’re working from home for short
periods. But when those workdays add up
to weeks or even months, poor posture and
sedentary behavior can create serious back
and neck pain.
The good news is that with the right
furniture and a little daily activity, it’s easy
to strike a healthy balance with your workfrom-home routine.

GET ON YOUR FEET
Most people tend to hunch forward
while sitting, which can put a lot of pressure on your lower back. Standing and

looking at a monitor at eye level, on the
other hand, puts little strain on your neck
and back, while also burning more calories
than sitting.
That said, it isn’t comfortable to stand
for hours at a time. That’s why the UPLIFT
Standing Desk V2 is a good option for
any remote office. The design enhances
durability and comfort, and easy height
adjustment encourages users to keep moving without settling into any position for
too long.

LOOK FOR SUPPORT
When you do decide to take a seat, getting the proper support can make a big difference. If you don’t have an office chair,
try putting a small pillow behind your
lower back to maintain an arched posture.
This practice will help put your upper body
weight on the chair instead of your spine.
If you’re ready to invest in a new
chair, the Steelcase Gesture has been
Wirecutter’s pick for more than five years.
However, if you’re looking to spend less,
the HON Ignition 2.0 is a more affordable option that makes few sacrifices in
comfort.

STAY ACTIVE
It’s a good idea to take breaks throughout the day to move around and get the
blood circulating. While you’re at it, try
some simple exercises like backbends,
hamstring stretches and planks that can
help strengthen your core and provide
additional support for your lower back.
If you’re looking for a guided workout,
the Seven Home Workout app offers a
wide variety of seven-minute routines
that you can squeeze into a busy day. Or
explore the Yoga Studio app to unwind
with yoga classes for all levels of experience and guided meditations that take as
few as five minutes.

MOVE AROUND
Time can get away from you during a
busy workday, so it always helps to have a
reminder when it’s time to take a break. If
you have an Apple Watch, you set the frequency of these reminders in the Activity
app. For everyone else, apps like Stand
Up! will schedule notifications throughout
your workday to get up and move around.
The Wakeout app will even suggest quick
exercises for every room of the house. 
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Are you ready for the
high-tech fast lane in 2022?
We’re here to help you navigate the upcoming year

H

appy new year! From everyone at HCTC, we hope 2022 is
off to a great start. After a season of celebration, the new year
gives us a welcome break from weeks of holiday hustle and
bustle. It also is a good time to pause and contemplate what’s ahead,
whether that’s an upcoming vacation, a new job or major milestones
like graduations or weddings.
All that potential can be a little daunting. When looking forward,
I often find it helpful to look back and appreciate the road that
brought us where we are today, whether it’s my own personal
journey or the rapid evolution of the communications industry.
Consider the internet. Fifty years ago, only researchers had the
first inkling of what was to come. In 1972, “All in the Family” was
the top-rated TV show in the country. Roberta Flack’s “The First
Time Ever I Saw Your Face” was at the top of the music charts.
And researcher Ray Tomlinson had recently sent the world’s
first email to himself using ARPANET, a network of computers
CRAIG COOK
linked by phone lines to help Pentagon-funded research stations
Chief Executive Officer
communicate.
Just a decade later, companies like Apple and Microsoft were
already leading the personal computer revolution that put desktops in homes and offices. By
1992, people were receiving the first of many AOL software CDs. The squawk of computer
modems soon filled homes as people used dial-up internet to connect to email and online
message boards.
Nineteen years ago, the internet became even more of a social space with the launch of
Friendster, a precursor to Facebook. Social networks wouldn’t become fixtures on phones
and mobile devices until the arrival of the iPhone in 2007 and the iPad three years later. Even
then, the ability to bring medical expertise home with telehealth, take college-level classes
from your couch or stream high-quality movies, music and TV shows — things we can take
for granted today — would have seemed far-fetched.
In just five decades, we have seen online technology grow from computers that could
only send a few characters of text into being the center of a deeply interconnected world. At
HCTC, we’re proud to be a part of that story, because we have seen firsthand how the service
we provide benefits lives and connects communities.
So, as you look ahead to the many possibilities a new year brings, take a moment to
consider how far we’ve come. From staying connected with distant friends on social media to
planning your next big adventure, how many of your goals wouldn’t even be possible without
fast, reliable internet service?
And, just as importantly, what innovation will be the next to transform our lives? I don’t
expect the pace of innovation to slow down, which is why we’ll be here to make sure the
services, tools and connections you need are always up to speed.
Here’s to a wonderful 2022 as we work to keep your world connected. 
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HCTC is more than a provider of stateof-the-art telecommunications products
and services. We are a member-owned
cooperative with an elected board of
directors who govern our organization using
our bylaws, member input and business and
industry conditions to guide their decisions.
We are proud residents of the communities
we serve, and we’re dedicated to not only
providing the best services possible, but doing
so in a way that is ethical, safe and productive
for our friends and neighbors. This institution
is an equal opportunity provider and employer.
Mission Statement: To be the premier
provider of modern telecommunications and
broadband services throughout our region.
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The exquisite
mineral formations
inside the Caverns
of Sonora have
amazed visitors and
scientists alike for
decades.
See story Page 12.

HCTC NEWS

Fifty HCTC members were selected as
winners at the 2021 annual meeting.
Prizes included coffee makers,
blenders, a 50-inch 4K TV, an Apple
MacBook and more.

ATTENTION SENIORS!

HCTC hosts successful annual meeting
HCTC hosted its annual meeting on Oct. 4, and 931 members registered.
The online meeting began with an invocation by Vicar Katie Evans of Immanuel
Lutheran Church. Students from Notre Dame Catholic School led the Pledge of
Allegiance and the national anthem was performed by the Symphony of the Hills
orchestra.
This year, two new directors joined the board of directors. Newly elected director
Kari Short will represent Ingram, District 1B; and Tracy Castillo, who assumed the
uncontested director position of District 8, representing Medina and Tarpley.
Reelected to three-year terms were District 2 Director Randy Bass, representing
Hunt; and District 4 Director Steve Stengel, of Doss.
A variety of prizes were awarded to HCTC members, and Clint Schroeder was this
year’s grand prize winner, taking home an Apple MacBook Air.

Apply for a free trip to Washington, D.C.
Eligible students between the ages of 16 and 17 may qualify for the 2021 Foundation for Rural Service Youth Tour, which brings students together from across rural
America to visit Washington, D.C. The trip offers a chance to learn about rural telecommunications and to observe the legislative and governmental processes. This
year’s tour is scheduled for June 1-5.
Students selected for the Youth Tour will receive: round-trip airfare, four nights
hotel accommodations, three meals per day, transportation to all activities, admission to ticketed events and more.
Spaces fill up quickly. Go to hctc.net/youthtour to submit an application before
the March 1 deadline. For more information, contact youthtour@hctc.net. All
students and chaperones on the tour will be required to show proof of COVID-19
vaccination.
HCTC

Applications are now being
accepted for the 2022 HCTC
Scholarships.
To be eligible to receive the
scholarship, applicants must: be
graduating members of the Class
of 2022; have at least one parent or
guardian who is a member of HCTC;
and plan to become a full-time
student at an accredited college,
vocational or technical school.
High grades are an asset, but not
a requirement, to compete for this
scholarship. Other factors, such as
the students’ leadership qualities,
teacher recommendations,
extracurricular activities and
community involvement are also
considered.
“HCTC believes the rural
economic development of
communities is dependent upon
the education of our youth,” HCTC
CEO Craig Cook says. As many as
20 area seniors may be awarded
a $1,500 scholarship, representing
an annual $30,000 commitment
to the future of the Hill Country
community.
Applications are available
online at hctc.net/scholarship. The
deadline for submissions is March 1.

Update your listing
for the 2022 directory
HCTC members who would like to
change or add listings in the 2022
telephone directory must act soon.
For Yellow Pages listings, please
contact the HCTC business office by
Jan. 14. For listings in the White Pages,
please contact the office by Jan. 21.
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TRAVEL
Story by ANNE BRALY

Destinations
of discovery
Journeys of exploration and education
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Y

ou’re on vacation, and you’ve
planned so many things — where
to stay, where to eat, what to
pack. You think you’ve done everything
in advance to ensure a great holiday. But
then, it happens. You’re only into your
second day of vacation and your child is
saying, “I’m bored.” A little extra planning
might just prevent this pitfall, and you can
treat the kids to a day of adventure while
providing them an education in the earth
sciences and state history.
Everything’s big in Texas, and so were
the Columbian mammoths that roamed the
landscape more than 400,000 years ago.
They stood as tall as 14 feet and weighed
about 20,000 pounds. All that remains
today, though, are the fossil records
they left behind, and at Waco Mammoth
National Monument, you can see those
remnants up close and personal.
Tour guides will lead you from the
Welcome Center down a 300-yard paved
path to the Dig Shelter and the mammoth
fossils. They are only partially uncovered and still in their original position
within the bone bed. During your tour,
you will learn about the Ice Age, how the
fossils were discovered, and the differences between dinosaurs and mammoths.
“Mammoths were not dinosaurs,” says site
director Raegan King. “The tour can teach
kids about the difference between dinosaurs and animals from the Ice Age. They
get a crash course in paleontology.”
But, she adds, kids also learn about the
importance of park stewardship — leaving
no trace behind. “It’s important for kids to
learn about cleaning up and leaving things
just as they found them,” King says.
Research is ongoing at Waco Mammoth
National Monument with finds that many
paleontologists consider among the most
important in North America. Scientists
have unearthed a treasure trove of fossils,
including the only known nursery herd
— mothers and their young — in North
America. The bones currently lie in storage at nearby Mayborn Museum, a natural
science and cultural history museum at
Baylor University.

Finding the
fun-damentals

The Waco
Mammoth
National
Monument offers
an exploration
of creatures that
lived more than
400,000 years
ago. Their legacy
is told through
fossil records
and displays that
include the bones
of mammoths
and a saber-tooth
tiger. Also, miles
of trails add to the
adventure.

Photos courtesy of the Waco Parks and Recreation Department.

But visitors to the national
monument can see the bones
of an adult male mammoth and
an adult female, as well as the
bones of a saber-tooth tiger, a
camel and remnants of four other
mammoths in the bone bed at the
dig site. It’s a unique experience
that gives people a different perspective on paleontology. Rather
than see a replica of a mammoth
in a museum or one reconstructed from
partial bones, viewers can walk along
a suspended walkway and look into the
bone pit where paleontologists have left
the bones of the Ice Age animals as they
found them — still in the ground and only
partially uncovered.
“It gives the public a better idea of
how paleontology works,” King says.
“Seeing them in the ground lets people
learn something about the environment in
which the mammoths lived and interacted
with the ecosystem.” Mammoths lived
across North America during the Ice Age,
but there’s something about this area in
the north-central region of Texas — its
air, water and soil, which, combined,
made the perfect recipe for preserving
the skeletons. Paleontologists working
at Waco Mammoth National Monument
know there are more fossils underground.
In fact, they know where they are, King
says. At this time, though, they choose to

Entertaining kids while traveling
isn’t easy. But there are places just a
smidge off the beaten track, outside
the glitz and glamour of big cities, that
will spark your child’s interest. Here
are some ideas for taking kids around
the Lone Star State that bring into
focus history and science in fun and
interesting ways. They’ll be having so
much fun, they may not realize they’re
learning in the process.

leave them in place because as soon as
they leave the ground, the fossils begin
to disintegrate, and valuable information
goes with them.
In addition to the bone pit, there are
miles of trails to explore around the park
with its plethora of birds, butterflies,
bugs and plants. Kids can join the Junior
Ranger Program and look for specific
things around the site. They’ll get a
booklet asking questions about what they
see and when they return it, they’ll get a
Junior Ranger badge. There’s also a mock
dig pit that lets kids search for replica
fossils and leave them in place just like
paleontologists.
Bring your own food and drink — there
are no dining facilities at the site — and
have a picnic on the grounds.
Guided tours take place every 30
minutes, so just show up and join the fun
— no reservation needed. Tours last from
45 minutes to one hour. For more information, log on to nps.gov/waco. 

Heard Natural Science Museum
McKinney, Texas
The museum features exhibits of
natural history: fossils, archaeology,
rocks and minerals, plants — close to
150 species of wildflowers alone — and
native animals — more than 240 species that live around the 289-acre wildlife sanctuary. Stroll along the boardwalk that snakes its way through 50
acres of wetlands, or see the grounds
from a different perspective — a challenging ropes course that traverses the
Texas canopy. For more information,
log onto heardmuseum.org.
Texas Through Time
Hillsboro, Texas
Discover Texas’ interesting and diverse
fossil history from the Ediacaran Period
more than 600 million years ago all the
way up to the Holocene Epoch — our
current geological time period. Many
museums exhibit replicas. Not so Texas
Through Time. The museum works hard
to feature as many real specimens as
possible for a more authentic experience. The collection includes paleontological finds from around the world,
but its main goal is to highlight those
from Texas. With several hands-on
exhibits as well as a fossil “dig” box for
kids that allows them to take home
the fossils they find, this makes for a
great day for budding archaeologists.
Admission is free to all. For more information, visit texasthroughtime.org.
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TECH TIPS

Hi!

I’M KERRY SUTTON.

Check out our
podcasts!
Want to hear more from
the folks you read about
in Connection? Then
head over to hctc.net/
resources/podcast for
“Inside the Connection”
and “10 Minute Tech Tips,”
our podcasts hosted by
Kerry Sutton.

DEVICE

OF THE MONTH

Fitbit Inspire 2
Are you planning a fresh
workout regimen for the
new year? Consider a
little technological boost
with the Fitbit Inspire
2, the most affordable
smartwatch offered by
Fitbit. It will track your
heart rate, the number
of minutes you’re active
and much more. It’s slim
and available in multiple
styles. And, yes, it even
tells time. Price: about
$100 from a range of
online stores.
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Power
it

UP

Solve the puzzle of
your phone charger

D

oes your phone power charger ever
seem like a mystery to you? Beyond
the kind of connections used —
generally USB for an Android device and
Lightning for iPhones — not all chargers are
the same, and the way you properly charge a
phone can be counterintuitive.
So, what’s the fastest way to juice up your
device, and how do you keep your phone
powered up for longer? Charge ahead for those
answers and more.

FROM FAST TO FASTEST
Who has the time for slow? If you need a
quick boost, you can get it via fast charging.
Depending on the type of connection, some
phones allow for far more power to come into
your device. USB-A tops out at 12 watts for an
iPhone, as well as for many Android phones.
But, USB-C can have phones drawing power at
15, 18 or 20 watts.
Don’t worry — you can’t overcharge your
phone. It will only draw as much power as it
can handle. So, don’t pay extra for a 45-watt
charger.

WIRELESS CONVENIENCE
With a wireless charger, you can pick up your
phone, do a quick check of email or Facebook,
and then set it back down to charge — no cable
needed.
While wireless charging can be a little faster
than 5-watt charging, it’s still slower than wired
connections. However, you trade speed for
convenience.

BEDSIDE MANNER
Phone batteries degrade over time, with a
lifespan of between three and five years. To
slow deterioration, avoid a common mistake —
don’t leave your phone charging overnight.
Ideally, you want to keep your phone’s charge
between 30% and 90% throughout the day.
Pushing a lithium-ion battery to its full charge
causes it to age faster, but so does allowing it to
drop too far in the opposite direction. If the battery does fall below 20%, be sure to enable any
power saving features. Some phones, including
the iPhone with iOS 13 can also help you with
optimal charging, including alerting when your
battery is powered past 80%. 
HCTC
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Richard
Hernandez
sharpens his
axe throwing
skills at Local
Axe Co. in
Kerrville.

Axe-citement in Kerrville

New venue targets
family-friendly fun

Story by ANDREA AGARDY

A

new Kerrville business offers
good, old-fashioned fun — really
old-fashioned. Open since October, Local Axe Co. welcomes everyone to
take part in a sport with roots dating back
centuries.
Axes were among humanity’s first
implements. They’ve been used as everything from tools to weapons, and now, as
sports equipment. The urban axe throwing
trend took off in Canadian bars about a
decade ago and spread to the U.S., where
venues are popping up everywhere —
including in the River Hills Mall. “This
is just absolutely the most fun we’ve ever
had in business,” says Local Axe Co.
owner Brandon Cox.

SOMETHING NEW
Local Axe is the first venue of its kind
in the area, and Brandon and his business
partner, Kevin Taylor, are excited to bring
some entertainment to town. “Kerrville
just doesn’t have a lot to do,” Brandon
says. “If you’re an adult, all you can do on
the weekends is go to eat or go to a bar.
We wanted to do something that’s a little
more family friendly where you can have
a fun night out on the town.”
Never chucked an axe at a target before?
Don’t worry. The venue has “axe-perts”
on-site to help you get a handle on it.
“When you come in, you get a tutorial on
how to throw,” Brandon says. “When we
feel that you’re comfortable, we turn you
loose and let you do your thing.”
HCTC

Thanks to anti-bounce borders, throwers
like Brooke Brown, don’t need to worry
about axes flying back at them.

For folks looking to hurl something a
little lighter, Local Axe also offers ninja
stars and throwing cards — thin sheets of
metal about the size of a playing card.
Safety is top priority, and the design
of Local Axe’s end-grain wooden targets
caters to that mindset. An anti-bounce
border surrounds the targets completely,
preventing axes that miss the mark from
flying back at the thrower. Other safety
measures include a ban on open-toed
shoes and flip-flops, and there are boxes
to store axes between throwers so people
aren’t handing them off to one another.

to have fun,” Brandon says. “We want to
give back to the community. We want to
be able to have them come and have fun
and just be a part of what we’re doing.”
Axe throwing also brings out the competitive spirit. Many customers expressed
interest in joining a league almost immediately after the business opened. “We don’t
have any leagues yet, but we have had a
lot of questions about it, so we’re looking
at different ways to do that,” Brandon
says.
To the uninitiated, axe throwing might
seem like an odd way to spend a few
hours. Brandon encourages anyone who’s
curious to stop by Local Axe Co. and see
for themselves. “We actually have people
come in all the time who say, ‘I can’t
believe y’all are doing this,’” he says.
“Come in and let us show you what we’re
all about.” 

IF YOU GO

CATHARSIS, COMMUNITY AND
COMPETITION
Axe throwing is a great way to blow off
steam, especially for folks with stressful
jobs. Through its Hatchets for Heroes
program, Local Axe offers discounts to
members of the community who give
back to others — people like nurses, first
responders, linemen and more.
“Yes, we’re doing this for profit, but
also we do it to bless people and to be able

LOCAL AXE CO.
Located inside the River Hills Mall in Kerrville.

830-315-2933 • Localaxeco.com
Facebook: @localaxeco
Instagram: local_axe_co
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Locator apps
Connected for safety and security

W

ith the help of a locator app on
a mobile phone, parents can be
aware of just about anywhere
their family members roam — assuming
families have reviewed and accepted the
app’s policies.
While some might find this concept
intrusive, these apps can be helpful for busy
schedules or a comfort during troubling
times, late nights or long trips. Here are a
few of the top locator apps on the market
and what they can do.

WWLife360
The premium version of Life360 can tell
you where your family members’ phones
are at any given moment. Notifications

about events like a child arriving at school
are easy to receive.

WWGlympse
The free Glympse app lets friends and
loved ones know your travel status, so you
never have to worry if you’re running late.
They’ll know. Users can send a Glympse
alert to anyone with a web-enabled device.

WWiSharing
Know where your friend or family member
is at any moment. The iSharing app provides real-time alerts when someone leaves
home, work or school. In-app messaging is
just one of the features, some of which are
only available in the premium version. 

CONSUMER FINANCIAL PROTECTION BUREAU
The role of the CFPB, which Congress established in 2010, is
to hold financial institutions accountable for following federal
financial laws and to protect and educate consumers.
The bureau’s website, consumerfinance.gov, has a section dedicated to youth financial literacy and offers more than 200 educational activities designed for kids of all ages. The list of topics
is extensive and includes entrepreneurship, budgeting, managing
credit and preventing fraud and identity theft.

FAMZOO

Money wise

Financial education with digital tools

F

ewer than half of U.S. states require students to complete
personal finance education, although there have been
recent efforts in many states to focus on this form of
education.
There is, however, a wealth of online resources and apps to
help parents teach children to safely navigate the financial seas.
Here are a few of the sites and apps available to parents looking
to teach their kids real-world money lessons:
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FamZoo is a comprehensive finance app for families. It creates
a virtual family bank with parents in the banker’s seat. Through
the app, parents can pay their children’s allowances, track their
spending and savings and even encourage charitable giving.
FamZoo isn’t free — the cost ranges between $2.50 and $5.99
a month depending on which option you choose. One- and twomonth free trials are available at famzoo.com.

GOHENRY
GoHenry, aimed at kids as young as 6 years old, provides
parents with a prepaid debit card for their children and an app
the whole family can use to keep track of spending, savings and
progress toward financial goals.
GoHenry offers a one-month free trial, after which, the service
charges a monthly fee of $3.99 per child. For more information,
visit gohenry.com. 

Which

MUSIC
STREAMING
SERVICE

is right for you?

I

t’s never been easier to discover a new favorite band or find that hidden gem of a song
you can’t stop playing on repeat. A wealth of
music streaming apps boast exhaustive libraries,
classic hits and new buried treasures all at your
fingertips. Whether you’re looking for crystal
clear audio, curated playlists or a soundtrack to
keep up with your runs, there’s something for
everyone if you know where to look.

SPOTIFY
Spotify is synonymous with music streaming
for a reason. Its interface is easy to navigate and
always has new recommendations based on what
you’re already listening to. If you have friends
on the service, you can share your listening
activity and see what others are playing from
Spotify’s library of 70 million tracks. Audio
quality, on the other hand, varies based on your
account. Free users can stream at decent qualities
if they’re listening on standard headphones or
a Bluetooth speaker. Premium users can stream
at higher quality for $10 a month, and Spotify
has announced plans to roll out a hi-fi tier with
lossless audio quality in the future.

APPLE MUSIC
Apple Music’s social options are similar to what
you’ll find on Spotify, even if there are fewer
curated options for discovering new favorites. But the real selling point is audio quality.

Audiophiles can enjoy lossless tracks at the base
tier of $10 a month with about 20 million tracks
currently available at the highest quality. Apple
says the rest of its 70 million-plus track library
will be available in that format by the end of the
year.

TIDAL
TIDAL used to have the crown when it came
to lossless audio, but at $20 a month it’s now a
tough sell against other more affordable options.
If you can’t wait for Apple Music to update its
library, TIDAL’s catalog is already fully available in lossless format, with a few even streaming at “Master” quality up to 9,216 Kbps. And
while TIDAL may have made its name with
major hip-hop artists, the genres available now
are about as diverse as other top streaming apps.

AMAZON MUSIC
The biggest benefit of Amazon’s music service is
that it’s already available to anyone with a Prime
subscription. But that may not get you as much
as you think. Despite having access to more than
75 million tracks, ad-free tier users may notice
certain albums and artists are off-limits without
a paid subscription. At least that buys you access
to lossless audio, but if you’re looking for easy
access and discoverability, there are probably
better options. 

WHAT IS
LOSSLESS
AUDIO?
Most music streaming
services compress audio
files to save space. That
means some data has to
be discarded, and audio
quality suffers. Lossless
audio still compresses
these files but retains all
the details of the original
audio recording. You can
hear the difference most
often in frequencies like
those from the crash of
a cymbal in a rock song
or the bass of a hip-hop
track.
Higher-quality audio
tracks are also much
larger than lossy audio
formats. So make sure
you have the necessary
data coverage if you’re
streaming on the go and
adequate bandwidth if
you’re listening over the
internet at home.
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Subterranean
splendor
Tour a crystal kingdom at
Caverns of Sonora
Story By ANDREA AGARDY

I

f a dog hadn’t chased a critter
down a 19-inch-wide hole in 1905,
one of the most remarkable caves
in the world might still be sitting
undiscovered beneath a Sutton County
ranch. Thanks to that pooch’s hunting
prowess, thousands of people ranging
from Scout troops to speleologists —
scientists who study caves — have
explored the Caverns of Sonora and
marveled at its wonders.
“This is the most indescribably
beautiful cave in the world,” Bill
Stephenson, founder in 1939 of the
National Speleological Society, said
after seeing it for himself. “Its beauty
cannot be exaggerated, not even by a
Texan.”

The attraction that now draws visitors in droves was millions of years
in the making. Caverns of Sonora
is part of the Edwards Limestone
Group, which formed an estimated 150
million years ago after being covered
by a shallow sea for centuries. As the
marine life in that sea died off and
sank to the bottom, layers of sediment
rich in calcium carbonate formed,
solidifying into limestone over the
course of millennia.
“The belief is that as the Edwards
plateau rose, the area where the cave
is today rose above sea level, about 30
million years ago,” says Ed Mayfield,
director of marketing for Caverns of
Sonora and a member of the family
that has owned the property for generations. “As it did, it formed cracks and
joints all throughout the limestone, and
that allowed water to flow.”
12 | January/February 2022
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HISTORY
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FORMATIONS
The cave is world-renowned for its
mineral formations, their origins reminiscent of something many people have
experienced in their own homes. “Think
about water running down your shower
HCTC

wall and leaving lime behind. But we’re
talking droplets of water over who
knows how many hundreds of thousands
of years,” Ed says. “It slowly deposits
that calcium carbonate, making a crust
along the ceilings, floors and walls but
also making all the formations that you
see now, like stalactites and helictites.
Anything you see in the cave is born
from that calcium carbonate, which has
turned into calcite.”
Large sections of the cave are still
actively growing, and its caretakers take
great precautions to protect the National
Natural Landmark. The temperature
inside the cave is a steady 72 degrees
throughout the year, but because of
humidity as high as 99% and limited
air flow, it feels more like 85 degrees.
“There are sections in the cave where
we talk about how air flow has stripped
certain formations,” Ed says. “We can
actually show that. It’s like a miniclimate in there. We try to keep our groups
small and really protect the cave.”
Caverns of Sonora offers visitors
a variety of guided tours, including a
three-hour option especially for photographers and the Discovery Challenge
Tour, during which visitors rappel
roughly 45 feet down into Devil’s Pit.
There’s even an underground classroom that school and Scout groups can
book where the tour guide will give the
children a presentation on how the cave
they’re standing in was formed.

A special tour allows
photographers to spend three
hours shooting in the cave.

©Melissa Horn

As water streamed through those
cracks, it picked up gases, and the
resulting acidic solution slowly dissolved the stone, forming the cave. The
Mayfields and other locals explored the
cave for decades, and then in the 1930s,
when caving’s popularity increased, it
began attracting people from across the
country.
Those early explorations stopped
about 500 feet from the natural entrance
at a section of the cave called Devil’s
Pit. “It’s a very high ledge,” Ed says.
“They had little carbide lanterns, and
they couldn’t see very far, so when you
come out on top of this high ledge over
this big pit, nobody was brave enough
to cross it. Until 1955, Devil’s Pit was a
natural barrier that kept people out of the
pretty part of the cave.”
A caver named Jack Prince was the
first to traverse the ledge, creating a path
for others. What they discovered on the
other side was spectacular. “It truly is
an amazing cave,” Ed says. “You’re just
walking through room after room after
room of floor-to-ceiling crystal. They’re
the most beautiful rooms you’ve ever
seen.”

©Bill Sawyer

©Bill Sawyer

Caverns of Sonora offers a variety of
guided tours, allowing visitors an upclose and personal look at one of the
most beautiful caves on Earth.

Ed encourages anyone curious about
the Caverns of Sonora to come check
it out, but he also offers a few words of
caution: First-time cavers should keep in
mind that what they’ll see in Sonora sets
a high bar few other caves in the world
— if any — can match.
“It is a remarkable cave,” he says.
“You’re going to see tons of formations. You’ll get a pretty good geology
lesson throughout the tour. There’s an
abundance of formations. It’s one of
the most beautiful caves there is. Come
experience the beauty beneath the boots
of Texas.” 
IF YOU GO:
Caverns of Sonora
1711 PR 4468, Sonora
325-387-3105 or 325-387-6507
cavernsofsonora.com
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SOUTHWEST KITCHENS

ROUX

the day
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of so many dishes, roux becomes a chameleon. It can change from brown to red and
to black. The longer the roux cooks, the
darker and more intensely flavored it gets.
Cooking the roux has two main benefits. First, it gets rid of the raw, starchy
flavor of the flour. Second — and this
is with darker roux — it adds color to a
dish. White and blond roux are used for
light-colored sauces, such as cheese sauce
and bechamel. Brown roux is used for
darker sauces, such as stews and gravies.
Here is a recipe for basic roux. Add milk
and shredded cheese for a lovely cheese
sauce for vegetables. Or, use roux as the
foundation for gumbo or mac and cheese.
It’s a versatile concoction that’s an important step in making so many good foods.

FOOD EDITOR
ANNE P. BRALY
IS A NATIVE OF
CHATTANOOGA,
TENNESSEE.

1
		
		
1/2

stick (8 tablespoons)
unsalted butter or 1/2 cup
peanut oil
cup flour

In a large pot or skillet, warm the
butter or peanut oil to medium
heat and then stir in the flour.
Cook for 10 minutes, constantly
stirring, to make a lightly browned
roux, or continue stirring and
cooking for up to 30 minutes for
a dark roux. The roux will darken
as you stir, from very light brown
to copper or peanut butter brown,
then to light chocolate brown,
then dark chocolate brown and
then very, very dark brown.

© deniskarpenkov/Adobe Stock

I

t’s a given that pretty much everything
is improved by the addition of a sauce.
That’s why we put mustard on hot
dogs and ketchup on fries. Good sauces
cling to food, which means they need
body.
There are many ways to achieve this,
including making a roux, the foundation
for wonderful sauces for meats, fish,
poultry and vegetables. But it’s also the
beginning of many pots of gumbo, and
roux is the underpinning for unbelievably
creamy Creole dishes.
Roux is nothing more than equal parts
of butter or oil and flour. The addition of
warm liquid, whether water, stock or milk,
works to swell the small granules of flour,
which trap the liquid to thicken the roux.
Careful though — one of the most important things to remember when making a
roux is to avoid adding the flour to a hot
liquid. The result is something every cook
dreads: a lumpy sauce.
In French cuisine, roux is cooked to one
of three stages: white, blond or brown. In
New Orleans, where roux is the beginning

BASIC ROUX

SEAFOOD GUMBO
1 recipe basic roux (dark brown)
Vegetables:
1 tablespoon butter
1 cup chopped celery
1 cup chopped green onions
1 green bell pepper, chopped
Tomato sauce:
6 cups water
1 (8-ounce) can tomato sauce
2 tablespoons Worcestershire
		sauce
2 cloves garlic, minced
2 teaspoons salt, or to taste
1 teaspoon hot pepper sauce, or
		 to taste
1/2 teaspoon dried thyme
Seafood and okra:
1 pound fresh or frozen chopped
		okra
1 pound white fish such as catfish,
		 cut into 2-inch pieces
1 1/2 pounds peeled and deveined
		shrimp
Final seasonings:
1 tablespoon gumbo file powder,
		 or to taste
1/2 teaspoon salt, or to taste

In a large pot, make a basic roux,
allowing it to cook to a dark brown
stage.
In a separate skillet, melt the
tablespoon of butter over medium
heat. Add and stir the celery, green
onions and bell pepper, cooking until
tender, about 10 minutes. Add the
cooked vegetables to the pot with the
roux.
Stir the water, tomato sauce,
Worcestershire sauce, garlic, salt, hot
pepper sauce and thyme into the
vegetable mixture. Bring the mixture
to a gentle boil, reduce heat to
medium low and simmer for 1 hour.
Stir okra into the vegetable mixture
and cook it until tender, about 15
minutes. Add the fish, stir gently,
and cook it until the flesh is
easily flaked with a fork, about 5
minutes. Gently stir shrimp into
the mixture and cook until the
shrimp are bright pink, about
3 minutes. Season with the
file powder and more salt; stir.
Makes about 8 servings.
©Mark Gilliand

THREE-CHEESE MAC AND
CHEESE With Bechamel Sauce
1/3 cup butter
1 shallot, finely chopped
3 cloves garlic minced
1/4 cup all-purpose flour
1 1/2 tablespoon cornstarch
2+ cups whole milk
1 cup heavy whipping cream
1/4 teaspoon white pepper
1/4 teaspoon cayenne pepper
1/8 teaspoon dry mustard, preferably
		Colman’s
8 ounces Gruyere cheese, shredded
6 ounces sharp white cheddar
		 cheese, shredded
2 ounces Monterey Jack cheese,
		shredded
1/2 tablespoon salt
2 pounds macaroni, cooked

Melt the butter and saute the shallot,
then whisk in the flour and cornstarch
to a thick paste. This is your roux. Cook
the roux on medium-low heat until it is
light brown. Add the milk and cream and
cook it, stirring, until the sauce comes to
a simmer. Remove from heat and keep
stirring about 4 minutes. The sauce will
thicken as it cools. This is your bechamel
sauce.
To the sauce, add and stir in the white
pepper, cayenne pepper and dry mustard.
Test the temperature with your finger.
If it’s too hot to touch, let it cool longer.
If it’s just uncomfortably warm, it’s the
perfect time to add the cheeses in stages,
stirring constantly. Add extra milk if it’s
too thick. Taste the sauce, and add salt
if it’s needed. Pour the sauce over the
cooked and drained pasta and stir. Serve
immediately. Makes 12-14 servings. 
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