
the driskill hotel history

the driskill hotel history traces the origins and evolution of one of Austin,
Texas’s most iconic landmarks. Established in the late 19th century, the
Driskill Hotel has witnessed significant cultural and historical events that
have shaped not only the city but also the broader hospitality industry in
the region. This article delves into the architectural design, key historical
moments, notable guests, and preservation efforts that have kept the Driskill
Hotel a symbol of luxury and heritage. Exploring its unique blend of
Romanesque Revival architecture and Texan charm reveals how the hotel has
maintained its status as a premier destination for visitors and locals alike.
The story of the Driskill Hotel is not only a narrative of bricks and mortar
but also a reflection of the social and economic transformations in Texas
over more than a century. The following sections provide a comprehensive
overview of the hotel’s founding, architectural significance, cultural
impact, and ongoing legacy.

Founding and Early Years of the Driskill Hotel

Architectural Design and Features

Notable Events and Guests

The Driskill Hotel Through the 20th Century

Preservation and Modern-Day Significance

Founding and Early Years of the Driskill Hotel
The Driskill Hotel was founded by Colonel Jesse Driskill, a wealthy cattleman
who envisioned a luxurious establishment that would serve as a premier hotel
in Austin. Construction began in 1886 and the hotel officially opened its
doors in 1886, quickly becoming a symbol of prestige in the burgeoning
capital city of Texas. Located in downtown Austin, the hotel was designed to
attract affluent travelers, politicians, and businessmen during a period of
rapid growth in the region. The original investment was substantial for its
time, reflecting Driskill’s commitment to quality and opulence. Early
advertisements touted the hotel’s modern amenities, including electric
lighting and steam heat, which were advanced features in the late 19th
century. The Driskill Hotel quickly became a social hub, hosting lavish
events and serving as a gathering place for Austin’s elite.



Jesse Driskill’s Vision and Investment
Jesse Driskill’s ambition was to create a hotel that would rival the grand
establishments of the East Coast. His background as a successful cattle
rancher provided the financial means to invest heavily in the project.
Driskill’s vision extended beyond mere accommodation; he sought to establish
a landmark that embodied Texas pride and sophistication. His strategic
location choice in downtown Austin positioned the hotel at the heart of
political and commercial activity, ensuring a steady flow of guests. The
financial risks involved were significant, but Driskill’s determination laid
the foundation for what would become one of the most enduring hotels in
Texas.

Opening and Initial Reception
The Driskill Hotel’s grand opening was a major event in Austin, attended by
prominent citizens and covered extensively by local newspapers. Guests
marveled at the hotel’s elegant lobby, detailed woodwork, and luxurious
furnishings, which set new standards for hospitality in the region. Early
patrons included state politicians, cattle barons, and traveling dignitaries
who praised the hotel’s service and atmosphere. The Driskill quickly earned a
reputation as a symbol of Texas hospitality and refinement, contributing to
Austin’s growing prominence as a state capital.

Architectural Design and Features
The Driskill Hotel is renowned for its distinctive Romanesque Revival
architectural style, which combines robust stone construction with intricate
detailing. Designed by architect Jasper N. Preston, the building features a
blend of Victorian elegance and Texas frontier spirit, creating a unique
aesthetic that has captivated visitors for over a century. The use of native
limestone and red sandstone gives the exterior a warm, inviting appearance,
while the interior boasts ornate ironwork, stained glass windows, and hand-
carved wood accents. The hotel’s design includes a grand staircase, expansive
lobby, and numerous guest rooms that reflect the opulence of the Gilded Age.

Romanesque Revival Style
Romanesque Revival architecture is characterized by heavy masonry, rounded
arches, and strong, simple forms. The Driskill Hotel exemplifies this style,
with its massive stone walls and arched windows creating an imposing but
welcoming façade. This architectural choice was relatively rare in Texas at
the time, making the Driskill a standout structure in Austin’s skyline. The
style conveyed a sense of permanence and grandeur, aligning with Jesse
Driskill’s vision of a lasting monument to Texas hospitality.



Interior Design and Amenities
The interior of the Driskill Hotel was designed to impress and comfort its
guests. The lobby features a sweeping staircase made of walnut, ornate light
fixtures, and a grand fireplace that has become a focal point for visitors.
Guest rooms were equipped with modern conveniences such as private bathrooms,
telephones, and heating systems, which were considered luxurious in the late
1800s. The hotel also included dining rooms and ballrooms that hosted social
events, reinforcing its role as a cultural center in Austin. Over the years,
renovations have preserved much of the original design while updating
facilities to meet contemporary standards.

Notable Events and Guests
Throughout its history, the Driskill Hotel has hosted numerous significant
events and illustrious guests, adding to its legendary status. The hotel has
been a preferred accommodation for presidents, celebrities, and political
figures, and it has served as a backdrop for important social and political
gatherings in Texas. Its reputation for luxury and discretion made it a
favored venue for high-profile meetings and celebrations.

Political Significance
The Driskill Hotel has played a key role in Texas political history, often
serving as a meeting place for lawmakers, governors, and other officials. Its
proximity to the Texas State Capitol made it a convenient location for
political discourse and negotiation. Several governors have used the hotel as
their temporary residence during legislative sessions, and it has hosted
political conventions and fundraisers. The hotel’s elegant ballrooms and
private dining rooms provided an ideal setting for these events, fostering
connections that influenced state policy and governance.

Famous Guests
Many celebrities and dignitaries have stayed at the Driskill Hotel over the
years, enhancing its mystique and allure. Notable guests include President
Lyndon B. Johnson, who was a frequent visitor, as well as other U.S.
presidents, entertainers, and cultural icons. The hotel’s ability to attract
such high-profile individuals is a testament to its enduring reputation and
exceptional service. Stories and legends about these guests contribute to the
rich tapestry of the Driskill’s history.

The Driskill Hotel Through the 20th Century
As the 20th century progressed, the Driskill Hotel experienced various



changes and challenges that reflected broader economic and social shifts. The
hotel underwent multiple ownership changes, renovations, and periods of
decline and revival. Despite these fluctuations, the Driskill remained a
vital part of Austin’s identity and continued to attract visitors seeking a
connection to the city’s heritage.

Economic Challenges and Renovations
The Great Depression and subsequent economic downturns posed significant
challenges for the Driskill Hotel. Ownership transitions and financial
difficulties led to periods of neglect, but the hotel was repeatedly restored
and modernized to meet evolving guest expectations. Major renovation projects
in the mid-20th century focused on updating infrastructure while preserving
historic features. These efforts ensured the hotel’s survival and allowed it
to compete with newer, more modern accommodations.

Cultural Impact and Community Role
Throughout the 20th century, the Driskill Hotel maintained its role as a
cultural hub for Austin. It hosted numerous social events, including
weddings, banquets, and art exhibitions, fostering community engagement. The
hotel also became a symbol of Austin’s unique blend of history and progress,
attracting tourists interested in its storied past. Its presence contributed
to the revitalization of downtown Austin, encouraging investment and
development in the surrounding area.

Preservation and Modern-Day Significance
In recent decades, the Driskill Hotel has been recognized as a historic
landmark and preserved accordingly. Efforts to maintain its architectural
integrity and historical significance have been supported by
preservationists, local government, and private investors. Today, the hotel
operates as a luxury boutique hotel that honors its past while offering
modern amenities and services to guests from around the world.

Historic Landmark Status
The Driskill Hotel is listed on the National Register of Historic Places and
designated as a Texas Historic Landmark. These honors underscore its
architectural and cultural importance. Preservation initiatives focus on
maintaining original design elements such as the limestone façade, stained
glass, and intricate woodwork. The hotel’s management collaborates with
historians and architects to ensure renovations respect its heritage.



Contemporary Role and Appeal
Currently, the Driskill Hotel continues to be a premier destination in
Austin, known for its blend of historic charm and contemporary luxury. It
offers upscale accommodations, fine dining, and event spaces that attract
both tourists and locals. The hotel’s rich history is a central part of its
appeal, with many visitors drawn by tales of its past and its architectural
beauty. Special events and tours highlight the Driskill’s legacy, ensuring
that its history remains a living part of Austin’s cultural fabric.

Established in 1886 by Colonel Jesse Driskill

Designed in the Romanesque Revival architectural style

Hosted numerous political figures and celebrities

Survived economic challenges through renovations and preservation

Recognized as a historic landmark and continues to operate as a luxury
hotel

Frequently Asked Questions

When was The Driskill Hotel established?
The Driskill Hotel was established in 1886.

Who founded The Driskill Hotel?
The Driskill Hotel was founded by Jesse Driskill, a wealthy cattleman.

Where is The Driskill Hotel located?
The Driskill Hotel is located in Austin, Texas.

What architectural style is The Driskill Hotel known
for?
The Driskill Hotel is known for its Romanesque Revival architectural style.

Why is The Driskill Hotel historically significant?
The Driskill Hotel is historically significant as one of the oldest operating
hotels in Texas and a symbol of Austin's growth in the late 19th century.



Has The Driskill Hotel undergone any major
renovations?
Yes, The Driskill Hotel has undergone several renovations, including a major
restoration in the 1990s to preserve its historic character.

Was The Driskill Hotel ever used for any notable
events?
Yes, The Driskill Hotel has hosted numerous notable events, including
political gatherings and social functions throughout Texas history.

Is The Driskill Hotel listed on any historic
registers?
Yes, The Driskill Hotel is listed on the National Register of Historic
Places.

What role did The Driskill Hotel play in Austin's
development?
The Driskill Hotel played a central role in Austin's social and political
life, helping to establish the city as a cultural and economic hub.

Are there any famous legends or stories associated
with The Driskill Hotel?
Yes, The Driskill Hotel is rumored to be haunted and has many ghost stories
associated with its long history.

Additional Resources
1. The Driskill: A Texas Landmark Through the Ages
This book offers a comprehensive history of the Driskill Hotel, detailing its
origins in the late 19th century and its significance in Austin's
development. It covers the architectural design by Jasper N. Preston and the
hotel’s role as a social and political hub. Rich with historic photographs
and anecdotes, it captures the essence of the Driskill as a Texas icon.

2. Ghosts of the Driskill: Hauntings and Legends of Austin’s Oldest Hotel
Exploring the paranormal side of the Driskill Hotel, this book delves into
the many ghost stories and supernatural occurrences reported over the
decades. It blends historical facts with folklore, making it a fascinating
read for both history buffs and ghost enthusiasts. The book also examines the
cultural impact of these stories on Austin’s tourism.



3. The Driskill Hotel: From Cattle Baron’s Vision to Historic Landmark
Focusing on Colonel Jesse Driskill’s vision, this book traces the journey of
the Driskill Hotel from its founding to its preservation as a historic
landmark. It highlights the challenges faced during its construction and the
various restorations that have maintained its grandeur. The narrative
emphasizes the hotel’s importance in Texas history and hospitality.

4. Austin’s Crown Jewel: The Architecture and Art of the Driskill Hotel
This title provides an in-depth look at the architectural elements and
artistic details that make the Driskill Hotel unique. Featuring detailed
drawings, photographs, and descriptions, the book showcases the Romanesque
Revival style and interior craftsmanship. It also explores how the hotel’s
design has influenced other historic buildings in Austin.

5. Politics and Parties at the Driskill: A Social History of Austin’s Premier
Hotel
This book chronicles the Driskill Hotel’s role as a gathering place for
political figures, socialites, and influential leaders throughout Austin’s
history. It recounts memorable events, political conventions, and
celebrations held within its walls. The narrative paints a vivid picture of
the hotel as a vibrant center of Texan culture and power.

6. The Driskill Hotel Cookbook: Recipes and Stories from Austin’s Historic
Hotel
Combining culinary history with personal stories, this cookbook features
recipes inspired by the Driskill Hotel’s kitchen through the years. Alongside
delicious dishes, it shares anecdotes from chefs, guests, and staff, offering
a flavorful glimpse into the hotel’s hospitality tradition. It’s perfect for
food lovers interested in Texas cuisine and history.

7. Preserving the Past: The Restoration of the Driskill Hotel
Detailing the extensive restoration efforts undertaken to preserve the
Driskill Hotel, this book highlights the challenges of maintaining a historic
property. It covers the techniques used to restore original features and
modernize amenities without compromising authenticity. The book serves as a
case study in historic preservation and adaptive reuse.

8. Legends and Lore of the Driskill Hotel
This collection of stories compiles local legends, myths, and personal
accounts associated with the Driskill Hotel. From mysterious disappearances
to famous guests’ escapades, the book captures the rich tapestry of tales
that have contributed to the hotel’s mystique. It’s a captivating read for
anyone interested in Austin’s cultural heritage.

9. The Driskill Through Time: Photographic History of Austin’s Iconic Hotel
Featuring a vast array of historic photographs, this visual history traces
the evolution of the Driskill Hotel from its opening to the present day. The
images are accompanied by insightful captions and historical context,
providing readers with a unique perspective on the hotel’s enduring legacy.
It’s an essential book for visual learners and history enthusiasts alike.
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