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Renee Mueck, 60, drives a tractor to break up hay outside Cameron. Mueck also runs the senior center in downtown Cameron. She recently
suffered a ruptured appendix that she believes could have been prevented if an emergency room were nearby. [ANA RAMIREZ/AMERICAN-STATESMAN]

By Julie Chang

Texas rural hospital closures

jchang@statesman.com

Texas leads the
nation in hospitals
that have closed,
including those
that have shut
their doors
completely or
no longer offer
inpatient
acute care.

C

AMERON — Days after the two hospitals
in Milam County abruptly shuttered in
December, Renee Mueck started feeling
stomach pain so sharp she couldn’t drive
herself to the nearest hospital
about 40 minutes away.
More
Mueck, 60, said her husband drove online
her to a hospital in Temple, but her
appendix burst before emergency See a video
with this
room doctors could operate on it.
“It’s been devastating to every- story on
body because in an emergency statesman.
now, you have to run to Temple or com.
to Bryan-College Station,” Mueck
said. “There’s not a local facility, and it makes it
hard on everybody because you never know what
you’re going to need emergent care for.”
The hospitals in Rockdale and Cameron, about a
1½-hour drive northeast of Austin, are among the

See HOSPITALS, A15
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“Seventeen was a rough
year,” said Michael Corker,
president of the St. Mark’s
Medical Center Foundation.
Unable to find a buyer or
a partner to help run the
hospital, officials decided
in September to turn to
voters for permission to tax
property owners up to 25

LAKEWAY — Every
Wednesday morning at the
crack of dawn, nearly a hundred older men gather at the
Lakeway Activity Center for
the Men’s Breakfast Club,
where, for a dollar, you get
a cup of coffee, a doughnut, some camaraderie and a
speaker.
Last week it was Dr.
Benjamin McArthur, an
orthopedic surgeon from
Austin, who talked about knee
replacement surgery. Next
week it will be Azfar Moin, a
professor of religious studies
at the University of Texas,
who will answer the question,
“What is a caliph?”
Afterward, prompted by a
visiting reporter, some of the
men shared their sometimes
complicated feelings about
President Donald Trump.
“Most of us disagree with
his profanity, with his disrespect for women. We disagree

See CLOSURE, A17

See LAKEWAY, A13
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Sources: Texas Department of State
Health Services, Texas Organization
of Rural and Community Hospitals,
maps4news.com/©HERE

GATEHOUSE MEDIA

Another hospital on brink of closure
Voters rejected
a taxing district to
raise money for the
county’s only hospital
By Julie Chang
jchang@statesman.com

LA GRANGE — St. Mark’s
Medical Center lost $6.2
million in 2017, a financial blow from which the
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hospital — the only one that
serves Fayette and Lee counties — has yet to recover.
Due to changes in federal
requirements that year, the
hospital had to spend $2 million to implement electronic
medical records and lost
$600,000 in annual Medicaid
funding, all while operating in
a relatively unprofitable community — a rural county.
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Rooms at Ballyﬁn, one of Ireland’s
most famous “great houses,” re-create
its ritzy past. [CONTRIBUTED BY BALLYFIN]

From castles to lighthouses
Steer your way through Ireland
to experience authentic stays
By Becca Hensley
Special to the American-Statesman

It seemed like a good idea at the
time. We would rent a car in Ireland
and drive from one characteristic inn
to another, stopping at monuments,
quaint tea shops, hiking trails and
pubs, as required. The first day, jetlagged, we nabbed our rental car from
the parking lot at Shannon Airport,

only to find out that the SUV we had
ordered was as small as my thumb.
Somehow the three of us wedged our
suitcases into a semblance of order, but
I’d be lying if I told you that our friend
Denise, relegated to the back seat, was
not packed in like an anchovy in a tin.
Headed to a tiny village called
Ballingarry, to a former conventturned-inn called the Mustard Seed,
part of Ireland’s Blue Book’s collection of (mostly) family-owned,
unique hotels, we put the pedal to
the metal — on the wrong side of the

road. My job, in the front seat, was
that of navigator. My friend Carlyle
— ever-confident — would drive. We,
the riders, breathed a sigh of relief to
be free of the responsibility. It was
like having a mom on board.
After some issues (the bags fell into
a heap, almost suffocating Denise in
the back; the key didn’t work, so the
car wouldn’t start; I lost my sunglasses; we didn’t know how to get
out of the parking lot; we drove the

BELOW: How often do you
get the chance to stay in
a real lighthouse? Seize
the day and tuck into this
bonaﬁde gatekeeper of
the night in County Mayo.
[CONTRIBUTED BY CLARE
ISLAND LIGHTHOUSE]

See IRELAND, D12

August heats up with festivals across the state
By Mauri Elbel
Special to the American-Statesman

August’s lineup of festivals is as flaming hot as its
weather. From hot air balloon and spicy salsa festivals
to rowdy rodeos and scorching cycling events, here are
10 towns with the hottest
happenings unfolding across
the state this month.
South Padre
July 31-Aug. 4: The 80th
annual Texas International
Fishing Tournament
attracts 1,500 participants
and includes two days of

competitive fishing in bay
and offshore divisions. The
event kicks off with a Play
Day on Aug. 3, featuring
activities and games for the
entire family. The bay and
offshore division competitions will be held all day Aug.
4 and Aug. 5 and conclude
Aug. 6 at the South Padre
Island Convention Center.
More at tift.org.
Aug. 9-11: A few days later,
South Padre welcomes the
38th annual Ladies Kingfish
Tournament, which is
expected to attract as many
as 250 female anglers. The

NEXT WEEK

PEAK
TRAVEL
4 U.S. towns that
offer more than
just mountains
Aaron Watson at Kokefest. [CONTRIBUTED BY STEVEN PETERS

See FESTIVALS, D11
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Europe’s crazy rich royals and their lavish retreats
By Rick Steves
Special to the
American-Statesman

The royal families of
the past — like those of
the present — were fond
of their countryside
getaways. These lavish
retreats provided an
escape from the city and
the summer heat, a place
for diversions like hunting and horseback riding,
and enough land to build
grand showpiece palaces and gardens. While
Europe has many royal
summer palaces, a few
are remarkable for their
sheer size, over-the-top
opulence and the largerthan-life personalities
who built them.
The granddaddy of
European palaces is
Versailles — King Louis
XIV’s 17th-century
escape from Paris. Louis
was the embodiment
of the notion that some
people were born to
be rulers — and everyone else just needed to
follow the rules. As a
“divine monarch,” he
had to impress upon
his people that God had
really ordained him to
rule without question.
And in order to do that,
he needed an ultra-fancy
house.
Louis spent freely from
the public treasury to
turn his dad’s hunting
lodge into a palace fit for
the gods (among whom
he counted himself). The
main palace boasts rooms
lavishly decorated with
painted ceilings, heavily ornamented furniture
and impressive art (even
the Mona Lisa once hung
here). Most striking is
the Hall of Mirrors, lined
with 17 arched mirrors.
Back then, mirrors were
a great luxury, and the
number and size of these
were astounding.
Louis also built the
ultimate garden — elaborately planned, pruned
and decorated, showing
everyone that he could
control nature like a
god. The garden’s 1,500
fountains weren’t just a
marvel of art and engineering, but designed
to reinforce the palace’s
message. The Apollo
Fountain shows the “Sun

With their Greco-Roman themes and incomparable beauty, the gardens at Versailles were built to illustrate the
immense power of the king. [PHOTOS CONTRIBUTED BY RICK STEVES]

About 15 miles from St. Petersburg in the town of Pushkin, the sprawling Catherine
Palace is one of the best places to experience Romanov opulence.

King” (Apollo ... or is
it Louis?) in his chariot
as he starts his journey
across the sky, with his
entourage of dolphins
leading the way.
For 100 years,
Versailles was the most
extravagant palace in
Europe — sparking the
construction of many
wannabes. In Russia,
the Romanovs’ answer
to Versailles was the

Catherine Palace, just
outside of St. Petersburg.
In 1717, Czar Peter
the Great and his wife,
Catherine I, started
construction on a modest
two-story abode. When
their daughter, Czarina
Elizabeth, took over, she
hired a famous Italian
architect to rebuild the
palace in a grand Baroque
style that became
known in Russia as

“Elizabethan.”
Elizabeth’s Rococo
tastes are in full force in
the 9,000-square-foot
Great Hall, boasting
300 mirrors (inspired
by Versailles’ Hall of
Mirrors) and lit by up
to 7,000 candles. Even
more magnificent is the
Amber Room. This jewel
box of a room is slathered
with six tons of amber
mosaic — originally a

FESTIVALS

Creek with performers including Cody
Johnson, Joe Diffie and
Chris Colston on Friday,
and Koe Wetzel, Parker
McCollum and Kylie
Rae Harris on Saturday.
General admission
tickets are $38 for either
Friday or Saturday; twoday tickets are $72. More
at kokefest.com.

From Page D10

family-oriented event
includes a full day of
competitive fishing
on Saturday and an
awards brunch for all
participants Sunday.
The Ladies Kingfish
Tournament features
competition in bay
and offshore divisions.
Anglers fishing in the
bay division will vie for
trophies in the categories of Redfish, Trout
and Flounder, while
anglers in the offshore
division will compete in
the categories of King,
Bonito, Blackfin Tuna
and Dolphin. More at
spichamber.com.
New Braunfels
Aug. 2-4: Highlighting
the ancient art of decorating gourds, the Lone
Star Gourd Festival
showcases how gourds
can be skillfully rendered
as works of art. Head
to the New Braunfels
Civic Center from 9
a.m. to 5 p.m. on Friday
and Saturday or 9 a.m.
to 3 p.m. on Sunday to
peruse gourd art, take
gourd art classes, see
live demonstrations and
more. Admission is $5 for
adults and free for children under 17. More at
texasgourdsociety.org.

Schulenburg
Aug. 2-4: The
Schulenburg Festival,
billed as “The National
Party of Texas,” brings

gift from King Frederick
William I of Prussia to
his ally Peter the Great —
which Elizabeth moved to
the palace and expanded.
Later, Czarina
Catherine the Great left
her own mark on the
palace in the restrained
Neoclassical style. With
the help of Scottish
architect Charles
Cameron, she built the
two-story Cameron
Gallery, designed to give
her a bird’s-eye view over
the gardens. When the
czarina became too portly
to climb the gallery stairs,
Cameron installed a long
ramp for her to ascend.
More than a century later, Bavaria’s
“Mad” King Ludwig
built Europe’s most
escapist retreat.
Ludwig much preferred
spending time at his
family’s hunting palace,
Hohenschwangau, over
dealing with politics in
Munich. While living
there, he dedicated
himself — like a kid
building a treehouse — to
the construction of his
dream castle on a neighboring hill.
Built from 1869 to

Highland Village

Insanity Later pilot Lance
Terry at the Highland
Village Balloon Festival.
[CONTRIBUTED]

three days of continuous
live music and entertainment to Wolters Park
over the first weekend
in August. From arts and
crafts, chili and barbecue
cookoffs and golf and
softball tournaments to
pageants, rodeos and
tricycle races, the whole
family will find fun at
this hometown festival.
This year’s performers
include Diamond Rio,
Randall King and Kody
West. Tickets are $18 for
Fri. and Sat. and $30 for
both days. Admission is
free on Sunday, Saturday
before 5 p.m., and for
children 12 and under.
More at www.schulenburgfestival.org.

A view of the Hotter’N Hell Hundred from the perspective
of a 100-mile rider. [CONTRIBUTED BY RICHARD CARTER]

themed There’s No Place
Like Home from "The
Wizard of Oz" include
a street parade, melon
auction, peach dessert
contests, coronations,
seed-spitting contests,
a carnival, free watermelon slicing, tractor
pulls, a 5K, live musical
entertainment, merchant
vendors and plenty of
food. More at peachandmelonfestival.net.
Port Aransas

De Leon
Aug. 5-10: Nothing says

summer in Texas like the
105th consecutive De
Leon Peach and Melon
Festival and Tractor Pull.
Ripe with family fun,
some juicy highlights
of the five-day event

Aug. 7-11: The Texas
Legends Billfish
Tournament, a highstakes video release
billfish tournament,
takes place each August
in Port Aransas. Last
year, more than 75
billfish were released by

26 boats, and more than
$400,000 was awarded.
Register and find out
more at txlegends.com.
Aug. 23-25: The
Texas Women Anglers
Tournament is a
women-only fishing
tournament featuring
more than 70 boats and
400 anglers. Founded in
the 1980s, this tournament supports the
Purple Door, a nonprofit that provides free
services to victims and
survivors of family violence and sexual assault.
More at gofishtx.com.
Hutto
Aug. 16-17: Kokefest
brings two days of live
Texas country music to
Hutto Park at Brushy

Aug. 16-18: The 32nd
Annual Highland Village
Lions Balloon Festival
taking place in Unity
Park floats with family
fun. In addition to
iconic hot air balloons,
festivalgoers can enjoy
the kids zone, food,
live music, a car show
and vendor booths and
more from 5 to 10 p.m.
Friday, 7 a.m. to 10 p.m.
Saturday and 7 to 10 a.m.
Sunday. The festival is
free but a $5 donation is
requested for parking.
More at lionsballoonfest.
com.

Denton
Aug. 16-24: Saddle up
for nine rip-roaring
nights of live country music, first-class
rodeos, livestock shows,
kid zones and more at
the North Texas Fair and
Rodeo. Western-themed
excitement also includes
swine racing, tractor
pulls and nightly performances from talents
including Kody West,
Pat Green and Tracy
Lawrence. Daily general admission, which
includes fair, rodeo
events and concerts, is
$15 to $20 for adults, $5

1886, Neuschwanstein
Castle was the epitome of 19th-century
Romanticism. The castle
is wallpapered with
misty medieval themes,
many from the operas of
Ludwig’s friend, Richard
Wagner. The castle’s
extravagant throne room,
with an exquisite mosaic
floor depicting a visual
encyclopedia of animals
and plants, was modeled in a Neo-Byzantine
style to emphasize his
royal status. And he slept
in an elaborately carved
canopy bed with a forest
of Gothic church spires
on top. Unfortunately,
that only lasted 172 days.
Soon after he moved in, a
panel of doctors declare
him insane, he lost his
throne and was found
dead in a lake.
Just before Ludwig
built the castle of his
dreams, his distant
cousin, King Ferdinand
II of Portugal, built a
romantic hilltop palace of
his own in Sintra, outside
Lisbon.
The Pena Palace is
architecturally interesting thanks to its mix of
German Romanticism
and Portuguese styles.
Flamboyant Ferdinand
converted a 16thcentury Manueline
monastery into a 19thcentury palace. The
result is a crazy, colorful,
Neo-fortified casserole of Gothic towers,
Renaissance domes,
Moorish minarets,
Manueline carvings and
Disneyland playfulness.
The palace was occupied
by royals until 1910,
when they were ousted
in a popular revolt.
The elegantly cluttered
rooms are still arranged
as they were back then,
giving this place an
intimacy rarely seen in
palaces.
Today these homes
of crazy rich royals are
open to the masses — and
massive crowds can be
overwhelming, so always
reserve ahead.
From the over-the-top
Versailles to the intimate
Pena Palace, the best
royal retreats provide
insight into the dynamic,
often quirky monarchs
who once ruled Europe.
for children 7-12 and
teachers, and free for
children 6 and under.
More at ntfair.com.
Wichita Falls
Aug. 22-25: As one of
the country’s oldest and
largest cycling events,
the Hotter’N Hell
Hundred combines 100
miles and 100-degree
temperatures, bringing over 13,000 riders
from around the world
to Wichita Falls for four
days of challenging
and inspiring activities. Riders choose their
racing distances, riding
100-mile, 75-mile,
100K, 50-mile, 25-mile
or 10K routes. Register
for the event you want
to participate in and find
out more at hh100.org.

Waco
Aug. 24: Come on
out to the 24th annual
Margarita and Salsa
Festival taking place at
Waco’s Extraco Events
Center to sip Texas’
most beloved beverage while sampling
spicy salsa and swaying to the music of
performers including
Shinyribs, William Clark
Green, Wade Bowen
and the Josh Abbott
Band. Tickets are $30
in advance and $35 the
day of the show. More at
margaritasalsa.com.
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wrong way; we were
hungry, thirsty and
sleepy), we hit the road.
Our destination for the
day was proclaimed
to be less than an hour
from the airport, so my
friends indulged me:
They promised that we
could stop at the Great
Stone Circle, an ancient
henge located near
Croom, a little village
we had never heard of
before. As it turns out,
we would get to know
Croom very well.
RELATED: Beautiful
Bath: Picturesque town
offers perfect day trip
from London
It wasn’t long before
we came to the village of
Croom without incident.
But what happened next
will go into the annals
of why one travels, why
it makes you stronger. (Repeat after me:
Travel’s maladies make
you laugh, ensure you
meet unexpected people,
teach you to overcome
hardships, ease you to
flexibility and force you
to rearrange your expectations so that you adjust
your goals — all skill
sets necessary for life.)
I had been pronounced
navigator, but as we
drew near to the location
of the stone circle, I fell
deeply asleep. Somehow
nobody noticed. That
meant that our car, its
occupants trancelike,
passed cleanly by the
turn-off for the stone
circle; in fact, later we
realized we had driven
right next to the monument without a glance.
With me dozing, with
my friends waiting for
me to direct them, the
car was steered straight
on for miles amid the
most bucolic countryside you’ve ever seen
— though I never saw it.
When I awoke, the GPS
was on, spouting directions in an Irish accent.
All was confusion.
“We’re lost,” said
Carlyle. And then, with
some hostility, “You fell
asleep.”
We drove down what
must have been every
single country road in
County Limerick. Every
time the GPS (or oldfashioned map) told us
to turn on a new route,
it somehow led us right
back to Croom. This was
uncanny — not to mention frustrating, even
surreal. At one point, a
man had seen us pass so
many times he insisted
on getting into the car
with us so he could show
us the way. Things got
a little creepy when
he told us about the
ancient sword a ghost
had gifted him, one he
said we could see, too,
at the bottom of a lake.
It was only when we
surrendered, only when
Carlyle said something
like “it will be a cold day
in hell before you ever
see that stone circle,”
that we actually did. It
was suddenly there in
front of us — as if we had
driven straight to it. Like
a mirage come to life,
it unfolded before us —
an expanse of emerald
meadow, dotted with
sheep, cows and ancient
standing stones. This
was the mystical sight
I’d been seeking. This
was Ireland.
Driving along the
hedgerows, through
the cobblestoned, tiny
hamlets, beside the
rocky coastal shores,
through the gardens of
Ireland is a treat that
can only be matched by
the hotels that travelers choose for their stay.
Wanting to immerse in
what feels like the “real”
Ireland, we opted only
for independent hotels
and inns that belonged
to Ireland’s Blue Book.
This 45-year-old organization includes 56
like-minded properties
and restaurants located

At Ballyﬁn Demesne, restoration of the great house
meant ﬁnding lost art and artifacts in antique markets
around the world. [CONTRIBUTED BY BALLYFIN]

On this working farm, known for its alcoholic apple products, animals abound, from dogs
to pigs. [CONTRIBUTED BY LONGUEVILLE HOUSE]

At Carrig Country House, the busy Ring of Kerry tourist
route seems miles away. This serene stay is the perfect
antidote to crowds. [CONTRIBUTED BY IRELAND’S BLUE BOOK]
Park Hotel Kenmare occupies a hill overlooking the sea in one of Ireland’s most
characteristic towns. [CONTRIBUTED BY PARK HOTEL KENMARE]

across the island nation.
A lighthouse, castles, an
abbey, country manors,
a luxury barge, lakeside,
seaside, city-sited and
designer lodges — plus
a few Michelin-starred
restaurants — compose the compendium.
Known for local flair,
intimate digs, knowledgeable concierge
services and stellar
culinary amenities, each
inn stands out as a destination itself. Each has a
story. Perhaps that’s the
best part.
We took advantage
of the organization’s
willingness to map out
routes (they’ll even
do themed trips, from
gourmet to romance).
At every inn where we
stopped, they knew
where we were headed
next, calling to their
counterparts, as family
might prepare the next
clan for the arrival of
visitors. Helpfully,
they also gave us suggestions and tips:
lesser-known touristic
stops, shortcuts, eateries, not-to-be-missed
shops, natural wonders,
waterfalls and more to
enhance our adventures
along the way.
Ready to explore? Here
are some of my favorite
stays with Ireland’s Blue
Book.
The Mustard Seed,
County Limerick
Croom notwithstanding, we finally arrived at
this gem of a small hotel
to discover its 16 rooms
awash with Chinese lacquer, sumptuous fabrics
and rooms with garden
views. An acclaimed restaurant, produce grown
on-site and proximity to
attractions such as the
Cliffs of Moher sweeten
the deal. irelands-bluebook.ie/houses.html/
mustard-seed
Carrig Country
House, County Kerry
Set on a lake just off
the busy Ring of Kerry,
this Victorian hunting
lodge, surrounded by
playful gardens, lessens
stress at first glance.
Meant to make you
feel you’ve gone back
in time, the 17-room
lodge feels like a private
home stay with coddling

relatives. irelands-bluebook.ie/houses.html/
carrig-house
Longueville House,
County Cork
The apples don’t
fall far from the tree
— literally — at this
three-century-old great
house 30 minutes from
the hip city of Cork.
Stunningly surrounded
by apple orchards and
woods, the hotel makes
an award-winning
cider and calvadosstyle brandy. With
pigs, sheep, dogs and
exquisite antiques, this
stunning stay also offers
falconry and archery.
irelands-blue-book.ie/
houses.html/longueville
Park Hotel Kenmare,
County Kerry
Overlooking the Bay of
Kenmare, in a heritage
city with its own standing stone circle, Park
Hotel Kenmare is considered one of Ireland’s
top hotels. Castlelike
and five-star, it lies in
terraced gardens. Its
Sama Spa references
the waters/sea that it
overlooks. irelandsblue-book.ie/houses.
html/park-hotel
Ballyfin Demesne,
County Laois
Once one of Ireland’s
best-known country
houses, Ballyfin lies
in the Irish Midlands.
Restored to its former
grandeur, it meticulously evokes its era
as a getaway for Irish
bluebloods who sought
repose in rural climes.
irelands-blue-book.
ie/houses.html/
ballyfin-demesne-2
Hayfield Manor,
County Cork
This sophisticated yet
welcoming city hotel has
regal flair and a contemporary outlook — ideal
for the universitycharged city of Cork.
Located just steps from
downtown in its own
haven, Hayfield Manor
exudes family-owned
hospitality. irelandsblue-book.ie/houses.
html/hayfield
Clare Island

Lighthouse,
County Mayo
How often do you get
the chance to stay in a
real lighthouse? Seize
the day and tuck into
this bonafide gatekeeper
of the night. The listed
building has just five
rooms, each a play on

those who occupied this
waterside home in the
past. irelands-bluebook.ie/houses.html/
clare-island
Glenlo Abbey,
County Galway
This reimagined
18th-century abbey is
an immersion in Ireland.
Its grounds stretch 138

acres along the nation’s
largest lake, ensuring a haven for outdoor
enthusiasts. One
highlight, its Pullman
Restaurant, set in two
retired Orient Express
cars, won’t be forgotten.
irelands-blue-book.ie/
houses.html/glenlo
For more information,
visit Ireland’s Blue Book:
irelands-blue-book.ie.

