
The City of Smithville Texas is located along the banks of the 
Colorado River just 30 miles southeast of the eastern Austin 
City Limits and considered part of the greater Austin metropol-
itan area. 

As a ‘Film Friendly’ community designated by the Texas Film 
Commission, Smithville has been known as an on set location 
for over 70 featured films, commercials, and music videos 
such as Sandra Bullock’s Hope Floats, Jack Black’s Bernie and 
Brad Pitt’s Natural Selection. 

As Austin development continues to spread outside the city 
limits, Smithville has become recognized by trendy Austin eat-
eries and boutiques who are now setting up shop in the area. 
The town is a historical town with a funky, artsy vibe which is 
attracting artists, musicians, distilleries, and other types of cre-
ative based industries. 

Smithville is bracing for population growth, increased tourist 
traffic, corporate relocations, and overall new development as 
the gap between Austin to Bastrop County closes in. 
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Smithville bags Consuela store; Amy’s Ice 
Creams co-founder has hot hand for RE 
Jan Buchholz Uncategorized July 16, 2018July 16, 
2018 3 Minutes  
The new Consuela store in Smithville is a charming 
remodel of an old feed sore. 

Entrepreneur and real estate developer Steve Simmons 
keeps sweeping up properties in Smithville and 
converting them into dandy spaces. 

The latest is the conversion of an old feed store at 110 
NW 2nd St. into an ultra-chic Consuela store with a 
distinctive Old West vibe. 

Consuela is the national accessory brand from Conni 
Reed. The flagship store couldn’t be located in a more 
quintessential Austin location — 912 Congress Ave. in 
the shadow of the State Capitol. 

But Reed obviously wants to spread the cachet of her brand to a bucolic burg. 

“Amy and Conni are friends and she loves Smithville,” Simmons said. 

Amy, of course, is Steve’s wife and the beloved namesake of Amy’s Ice Creams, one of Austin’s 
iconic brands. 

“We showed Conni the building when it was under contract and she helped with the renovation,” 
Steve explained. 

It’s a very appealing space, as you can see from the accompanying photos. 

https://austinrealestatenews.org/
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Steve Simmons stands in front of the store at 110 NW Second 
St. He purchased the property about a year ago.  

My daughter Kira and I cruised from our house in Lockhart 
over to Smithville a weekend ago and met Steve at Honey’s 
Pizza — a restaurant the couple owns in Smithville along with 
Coach Q’s sports bar. 

In between handshaking with a steady stream of customers, 
Steve talked about any and all topics related to real estate and 
business. 

  

Like many others he’s worried about Austin mom-and-pop 
stores. Property taxes are starting to take them out of the game. He should know. 

Steve and Amy have developed Austinville retail centers in Northwest Austin and on South 
Lamar. A primary objective, in addition to building spaces for Amy’s Ice Creams and the 
affiliated Phil’s Ice House, is to provide affordable storefronts for local purveyors. 

That’s still Steve’s preferred method for supporting local businesses, but property taxes have to 
be passed along to tenants, standard operating procedure in commercial real estate — that is, if 
you want to stay in business yourself. 

Out of curiosity, I checked out the property values at Austinville 78750 adjacent to the iFly 
facility on Research Boulevard. Based on data at the Williamson Central Appraisal District, the 
5,000-square strip center was valued at $1,725,000 when completed and leased in 2014. Market 
value for 2018 is pegged at $2,228,523, a 33 percent increase in four years. 

But that’s Williamson County. Austinville 78704 in South Austin shows property values have 
doubled since 2013. Property taxes have taken flight and are sucking the wind out of small 
business. 

Despite the financial challenges in Austin’s retail sector, Amy’s Ice Creams has another store in 
the works at 2002 Manor Road but this is not a full-on development investment. 

“Manor is a lease with a longtime Austin property owner that loves the Austinville concept,” 
Steve said. “We expect to be open by October.” 

Amy’s at Austin-Bergstrom International Airport, meanwhile, will get a major makeover soon. 

“The airport (remodel) will begin construction August 15, and should be completed in 90 days,” 
Steve said. 



Despite all the activity in the city, Steve’s passion for Smithville — about an hour away — 
shows no signs of waning. Though the couple have their Austin home base in the Bryker Woods 
neighborhood, Steve spends most of his time tending to the family’s 80-acre ranch southwest of 
Smithville. That’s where you’ll find him most days, holding court with 80 head of cattle. 

Occasionally, he’ll head into corporate headquarters — a 5,300-square-foot office building on 
West Anderson Lane that the company purchased from the Texas Quarter Horse Association in 
2014. 

Next on his radar is welcoming another well-known Austin business to Smithville — 
Micklethwait Craft Meats. The renovation across the street from Honey’s looks beautiful. The 
smell of smoked meats should waft through town beginning in September. 

Ronald Chang, owner of Chinatown in Austin, also has plans for a restaurant on Main Street. 
Foodies, get ready. 

Steve has other projects up his sleeve, as well, that we’ll have to wait to learn more about. 

“Big Sky Ranch got its first comments back and should have a plat by the end of the year. 
Creekside RV Park should break ground by the end of the year.”You heard it from the town crier 

— residential is in the wings. Nice going, Steve! Cool doors. 
And even a contemporary skylight. 



250-acre, ranch style subdivision 
planned south of Smithville 

March 15, 2018 
By  

• Brandon Mulder, Austin Community Newspapers Staff 

 

It’s been over ten years 
since Amy and Steve 
Simmons swapped city 
living for a ranch life 
outside of Smithville — and 
two years since they 
opened the town’s beloved 
Honey’s Pizza that helped 
spark a revitalization boom 
that turned the once sleepy 
town into a bucolic 
destination. 

Now, the Austin restaurant luminaries behind Amy’s Ice Creams and Phil’s Ice House 
are dipping into the residential real estate business with a recent purchase of 250 acres 
along Texas 95, five miles south of Smithville. 

They plan to develop what they’re calling the Big Sky Ranch into a seven-home 
subdivision in partnership with Austin car dealer Roger Beasley. Steve also has his 
sights on land near where Loop 230 intersects Texas 71 east of Smithville, where he’s 
purchased land to develop a 157-lot RV park with his father. 

It’s the town’s easy pace and the county’s regulatory simplicity that compelled the 
couple to dig their heels in for good. After a career that has launched several 
businesses spanning 17 locations across Austin, San Antonio and Houston, Smithville 
has become part of the couple’s exit strategy from the big city bustle. 

“I’m trying to do less of that and more of this,” Steve said while mingling inside Coach 
Q’s Social Club, one of his latest bar-restaurant enterprises in downtown Smithville. 

“I’m kind of done with Austin. I’ve fought with that city for so many years. To open an ice 
cream store there are 18 inspections,” he said. “We’re not splitting atoms, we’re talking 
about scooping ice cream and putting it in a cone and handing it to you, and I need 18 
inspections.” 



 “Here in Smithville it’s a lot more common sense.” 

This week, Steve presented his plans for his subdivision to the Bastrop County 
Commissioners Court where he outlined how each lot would be platted — each 
between 18 and 44 acres — how wide the roadway would be, and flood plain issues the 
property might have. 

The property is planned to be a gated community with wide square plots for high dollar 
homes. He said he’s trying to avoid what he calls “bowling alley” lots, where properties 
are subdivided into long, narrow plots that hinder the country living feel. 

Each lot will be deed restricted, preventing any future landowner from further 
subdividing the lots into smaller partitions. And with just seven homes comprising the 
entire subdivision, he believes a strong property owners association can easily manage 
landscaping or utility maintenance. 

“We’ve talked a long time about conserving the rural nature of Bastrop County — that’s 
one of our objectives,” Bastrop County Judge Paul Pape said. “And this is exactly what 
does that.” 

“We don’t want to become like some of the subdivisions around greater Austin where 
people just bulldoze down all the trees. That’s not going to happen here. I like that,” he 
said. “So, I hope that we will do what we can to allow this developer to develop what I 
think will be a very nice subdivision—one that we can all be proud of. And maybe this 
can be a model for others.” 

Steve also emphasized that many of the property owners would be people involved in 
the Smithville community. He said that half of the lots have already been claimed by 
friends, including the owner of the Smithville General Store, as well as the redeveloper 
of the historic Pines Hotel. 

“The folks that are coming are going to spend money here,” he said. “Folks are buying 
weekend places and that’s sales tax revenue, that’s more customers for my bar; it’s 
property tax revenue because you’re taking agriculture land but you put a million-dollar 
house on it. And you’re enriching the community because these folks come in and they 
want to invest in the community. That’s my favorite part.” 

“I call it drinking the Kool-Aid,” he said. “Once you drink the Kool-Aid of the community, 
you want to join it.” 
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Why some of Austin's biggest retail players 
are setting up shop in tiny Smithville
Catch up with the places and faces that are turning a sleepy hamlet into a vibrant shopping and eating 
destination

 SUBSCRIBER CONTENT: Feb 16, 2017, 10:00pm CST 

Thousands of newcomers to Austin probably have never heard 
of Smithville — a small Texas town about 45 miles east of 
downtown.

It’s not that Smithville doesn’t have deep history or a bucolic 
setting. It’s just so tiny, with less than 4,000 full-time residents.

Busy State Highway 71 — a main route to Houston — bypasses 
downtown Smithville on the north. Blink and you might miss 
what’s afloat. But that reputation may quickly change now that 
new shops, bars and restaurants are opening in rapid 
succession as many Austinites perceive an opportunity — for investment, for creativity, for a new 
path to community.

At the center of this economic and social combustion are two of Austin’s favorite small business 
luminaries — Steve and Amy Simmons, founders and owners of Amy’s Ice Creams and Phil’s Ice 
House.

A decade ago they bought an 80-acre ranch southwest of Smithville — a getaway from all the 
complications of operating a growing restaurant chain and developing retail centers to support their 
brands and those of other fledging Austin entrepreneurs.
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“I love living out here as much as I can,” Steve Simmons said. “And Amy is such an outdoor person 
who likes a small town.”

Having a rural retreat close to Austin was the perfect antidote to stress. “It probably saved our 
marriage and made it better,” he added.

A movie-makers’ paradise

Founded in 1827 and formally settled by the William Smith family, Smithville became an important 
railroad stop. By 1900 the city was a thriving center of commercial activity blessed with motivated 
civic leaders. Prosperity didn’t last when years later the railroad faltered and the populace departed 
for big-city economic opportunities. The charm and cachet never left, however.

In time, filmmakers such as Richard Linklater and Terrence Malick selected Smithville as the perfect 
backdrop for films such as “Bernie” and “The Tree of Life.” Other movies found their soul there, such 
as “Hope Floats,” starring former Austinite Sandra Bullock, “Natural Selection,” “Doonby” and 
“Beneath the Darkness,” starring Austin resident Dennis Quaid.

Still, most the time, Smithville was just another small town bypassed by impatient drivers.

Steve Simmons recalls a moment a couple of years ago after dining with his son Henry at the Back 
Door Cafe & Coffee Shop on Main Street. They stepped outside to utter silence.

“My son said, ‘Why isn’t anyone here?’” he remembered.

Before he could respond, Henry said, “Dad, you can fix this.”

“And that was the challenge he put to me,” Simmons said.

In short order Simmons purchased an historic building on NE Second Street.

“I loved this particular building. I didn’t even tell Amy I bought it. I was just going to do craft 
brewing,” Simmons said.

He finally summoned the courage to tell Amy and bring her to see the building and its regal 14-foot 
ceilings.

She, too, loved it, but not for craft brewing. Amy wanted to create an authentic pizzeria.

The couple embarked on a trip to Italy to learn the art of Neopolitan pizza-making and simultaneously 
made plans for the renovations. The new pizza brand has been dubbed Honey’s.

“This is all Amy’s design,” Steve Simmons said proudly.

An adjacent structure, meanwhile, was converted into an Amy’s Ice Creams kiosk with a large patio.

In the process, the couple sensed a collective, magnetic energy was forming.

“A domino effect,” Simmons called it.

The dominos fall

Another compelling factor was at play. Massive wildfires in nearby Bastrop in 2011 and another near 
Smithville in 2015 threatened to snuff out the entrepreneurial spark.



But in some cases it had the opposite effect. For example, Jeri and Walter Winslett, who lost their 
home in the Bastrop fire, moved to Smithville to start over. They opened Mosaic Art & Home on Main 
Street with the help of Nena and David Marsh, a craftsman who builds eclectic, colorful furniture. 
Mosaic features the work of local artists and hosts live music events — a favorite with locals.

A little town with a big heart, infused with the Simmons’ success and philanthropic attitude, has been 
life-changing to veteran townsfolk and newcomers alike who have opened new businesses or are in 
the process of setting up shop. All those involved say it’s pretty much a lovefest.

Jeff Peace, a former executive for a New York-based importer of alcoholic beverages, decamped to 
Smithville in 2010 and opened Bone Spirits Distillery, contributing more economic traction.

Local business woman Victoria Allen opened The Front Room Wine Bar in 2014, and the same year 
Linda and Stu Leibowitz purchased The Katy House Bed & Breakfast with ambitious plans for 
improvements.

Robert Tamble, a former executive with XTreme Power and Applied Materials Inc. in Austin, was 
recruited to be Smithville’s city manager in April 2014 with the idea of bringing a business and 
technology background to town governance.

Meanwhile, Simmons enthusiastically promoted Smithville to friends and business associates.

Ronald Cheng, owner of Chinatown restaurants in Austin, purchased a building downtown — possibly 
to open another location.

Simon Forster, an Austin chiropractor, bought a storefront across from Honey’s. Robin Kelley, a 
former Austin retailer, is a tenant in Forster’s building who opened Midnight Monkey Mercantile — a 
cool boutique.

Ted LeVieux, an Austin software developer, also sunk some cash into Smithville to renovate 205 Main 
St. He is still considering the retail options while preparing to renovate several houses in town. He 
also owns the Smithville Inn.

Bob Wynn, an executive with Cushman & Wakefield in Austin, purchased a classic downtown building 
and is close to signing a deal with a juicy name in the Austin barbecue business.

Simmons convinced the owners of Trinity Construction to lay claim to the former Pines Hotel right 
next door to Honey’s. That company is converting the property into modern apartments with historic 
gravitas.

Creative hub in the making

Other creative types have moved to Smithville, waving goodbye to Austin in the process, such as 
Stefanie Distefano, a highly lauded mosaic artist, who moved her Flamingo Studio to town.

“I had a pretty awesome life in Austin and wasn’t looking for change until all of a sudden I was 
packing my stuff,” Distefano said. “It is magic. Every day I cannot believe how charming it is here.”

Sammi Hill and Jeff Wise, founders of My Mixologie — a perfumer that sells individualized blends to 
fine salons, moved its corporate headquarters to Smithville.



“Smithville was missing a lot… a lot of the headaches and obstacles to growing a business,” Hill said. 
“For example, in a single day we signed a lease, set up utilities, executed business insurance policies 
and had a fabulous lunch — all within a quarter mile of our office. City Council members and 
neighboring business owners went out of their way to stop by and offer support. It’s been an ongoing 
welcome wagon.”

Simmons hasn’t worn out his welcome either. Recently, he opened Coach Q’s Social Club — a sports 
bar in the former Smithville Times headquarters. Locals Amy and Tony Quitta are partners in that 
venture, which includes a stunning historic bar rescued from St. Louis. Simmons is enthralled by 
every detail of the operation.

“This is a total labor of love,” he said.

Jan Buchholz
Senior Staff Writer 
Austin Business Journal



Stuffed Burger Restaurant 
Your Mom’s Sixth 
Incarnation Opens in 
Smithville 
Like a comfort food phoenix 
by Erin Russell  Nov 15, 2017, 12:00pm CST 
Your Mom’s burger Your Mom’s/Facebook 

Good news for fans of Your 
Mom’s Burger Bar, 
which shuttered in 2014. 
Owners Ryan and Gina 
Blackmore are bringing their 
comfort food to a full 
restaurant in Smithville, now 
open in the historic building 
at 109 NW 2nd Street. 

The newest incarnation of Your Mom’s restaurant is more than a burger bar, 
though the famous stuffed burgers are on the menu. The restaurant is also 
serving pot roast, pulled pork sandwiches, milkshakes, and pie, with drop 
biscuits and more desserts on the way. 

Your Mom’s Burger Bar had quite the wild ride in Austin. The restaurant first 
opened on Cesar Chavez in 2009 and expanded to Oak Hill and Airport 
Boulevard. It shuttered all the locations in favor of meal delivery service, and 
finally tested the waters of the food truck world. In November 2016, Your Mom’s 
announced a cafe and market coming to Smithville. After delays thanks to 
Hurricane Harvey, it finally opened this month. 

Statesman reported that Blackmores were driven out of Austin due to rising costs 
and the pressures of raising small children. Now that the children are older (their 
17-year-old helps with front-of-house), they are looking forward to working 
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Bone Spirits: A Farm To Bottle Distillery 
ShareSave 

Bone Spirits, located in Smithville, relies on a bare bones approach to distill locally grown 
corn and capture its essential, pure flavor in a bottle. 

“When Jeff Peace, the owner, founded Bone Spirits, his goal was—and is—using local 
ingredients to produce high-quality spirits from scratch,” said Joe Alecci, who is the general 
manager and primary distiller. “Controlling production from ‘farm to bottle’ ensures our 
brands are the highest quality and truly unique.” 

Peace, who grew up in Texas, served as legal counsel at Sidney Frank Importing Co., an 
international spirits distributor that, among other things, brought Jagermeister and Grey 
Goose Vodka to the United States. During his corporate career, flavored vodkas rose to 
prominence in the marketplace. Peace craved purity and simplicity. 

When Peace left the corporate world and relocated to Austin, he saw an opportunity to 
stake a claim in the state’s then fledgling craft distillery market. In 2010, he launched Bone 
Spirits with Alecci helming day-to-day operations. 

“We believe if you start with exceptional, hand-crafted spirits that are a true expression of 
the distillery then there is no need for ‘fluff’ such as flavors and additives,” Alecci said. “For 
instance, our spirits have a smooth ‘creamy’ mouth feel because of our distillation process 
not the addition of glycerin.” 

https://roundtop.com/category/back-roads/roundtop_texas_destinations-back-roads/
https://roundtop.com/category/magazine/food/
https://www.pinterest.com/pin/create/button/?guid=r8wdyYdA4422-1&url=https%3A%2F%2Froundtop.com%2Fbone-spirits-farm-bottle-distillery%2F&media=https%3A%2F%2Froundtop.com%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2017%2F05%2FBMM-SU17-RTR-Bone-Distillery-15.jpg&description=Bone%2BSpirits%3A%2BA%2BFarm%2Bto%2BBottle%2BDistillery
https://roundtop.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/BMM-SU17-RTR-Bone-Distillery-15.jpg
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The World Comes to Smithville 
Locating Bone Spirits in Smithville was a 
happenstance that began in the Virgin Islands 
via Montana. Alecci, who was reared in 
Seattle, met his wife, Kelly, as they attended 
college at the University of Montana in 
Missoula. Her parents had divorced, with her 
mother living in Montana and her father 
residing on St. Croix. 

After graduation, the couple married and 
worked around the world including stints in 
Asia, Central and South America. In 2004, they 
moved to St. Croix to be near family. Alecci, who was an environmental consultant, began 
working on a long-term project studying the environmental impacts of waste from the local 
rum distilleries, which was piped directly onto the coral reefs in the Caribbean Sea. 

The initial work was field studies, but in order to create a control for long-term studies and 
testing, the environmental firm had to produce rum so it could have a supply of waste with 
known properties. 

“To make rum waste, you have to make rum, so I became a rum-making environmental 
consultant,” Alecci said. 

It was cost prohibitive to build a facility in the islands. The environmental firm’s co-owners 
were native Texans. One lived in La Grange while the other lived in Austin. Smithville split 
the distance. They built their production facility there. As a result, Alecci and his family 
found themselves relocating from St. Croix to Red Rock, an unincorporated community 12 
miles southwest of Bastrop where the population hovers at somewhat less than 150. 

“I wasn’t necessarily looking forward to moving to Texas because our only experience with 
the state was the negative stereotypes floating around out there—and there are a lot of 
them,” Alecci said. “Then we got here, and the people blew us away. Yes, we had some 
culture shock, but I’ve never encountered such friendly, welcoming, genuine people in my 
life.” 

Just as Alecci was becoming comfortable saying “y’all,” the environmental firm got official 
word that the long-term project had been cancelled. 

“We had just moved across the world for a job that didn’t exist,” Alecci said. 

About the same time, Peace moved from Chicago to Austin and began searching for a 
facility that could house his craft distillery. He was scrolling through commercial real estate 
ads on the Internet where the off the beaten path metal building that was outfitted with the 
stainless steel basics for distilling caught his eye. The infrastructure and the facility’s 
proximity to Texas’s major metro areas and his new hometown sealed the deal for Peace. 

“I was already in place and had first-hand knowledge of the facility,” Alecci said. “By choice 
or by default, I became the distiller.” 

Together, Peace and Alecci upgraded the infrastructure to handle commercial production. 

https://roundtop.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/BMM-SU17-RTR-Bone-Distillery-19.jpg




Smithville the next 
Marfa? 
New eats and historic treats in Smithville 
Written by Michael Corcoran. Photographs by Will van Overbeek. 
Share57 

 
(Illustration by Ellen Byrne) 

Steve Simmons and his wife, Amy, the Austin ice cream queen, bought a ranch in the 
Smithville area 10 years ago to get away from the hustle. But a Saturday in early 2014 
inspired Steve to get to work instead. He and his family had dinner that night at the 
Back Door Café, Smithville’s fine dining establishment, then walked onto the Main 
Street of a ghost town. “We’d just had a great meal, and the downtown buildings 
looked beautiful against the sky,” Simmons recalls. “Where are all the people?” his 
10-year-old son asked. It did seem strange to Simmons that there wasn’t anyone else 

http://texashighways.com/travel/item/8614-smithville-the-next-marfa


on the streets that once bustled when the town was a railroad hub. “Dad, you could fix 
this,” were the words that sent the father into action. 

Smithville 
For Smithville visitor information, call the Smithville Area Chamber of 
Commerce at 512-237-2313. 

Simmons bought a couple of buildings downtown and recruited friends and associates 
to also invest in this quaint burg 45 miles east of Austin and 120 miles west of 
Houston. Then he sold his vision of Smithville’s downtown revival to city leaders 
with a talk at the library. 

Three years later, Smithville (population 4,218) struts with a vibrancy it hasn’t seen 
since the late 1980s, when the road between Austin and Houston went right through 
the center of town. Once deathly quiet after dark, save for the blaring horns of passing 
locomotives, downtown now has an upscale pizzeria, a sports bar, a community 
theater, an eclectic boutique, a wine bar, and occasional concerts on the second floor 
of the Mosaic Art & Home shop. 

Smithville is fast becoming Austin’s Marfa, a daytrip destination that doesn’t take all 
day to get there. 

Culinary comeback 
At the storefront at 303 Main St. that once housed the Smithville Times weekly 
newspaper, you’ll find Coach Q’s Social Club. Simmons bought the 1930s building 
and teamed with former Smithville High track coach Tony Quitta—recently retired 
after 29 years helming the Tigers—to open a sports bar for the whole family. The 
club, decorated with Smithville sports memorabilia, received a vintage transplant 
when Simmons and Quitta bought the contents of a St. Louis bar called the Mahogany 
Room, which had been in storage for 55 years. Included in the sale was a gold cash 
register that gets almost as many oohs and aahs as the sports action unfolding on eight 
TV screens. 

http://texashighways.com/smithvilletx.org/tourism
http://texashighways.com/smithvilletx.org/tourism


Coach Q’s has the best cheeseburgers in town, though fans of Pocket’s Grille (205 
Fawcett St.), whose varied menu includes such burger concoctions as the El Hefe 
(grilled onions and jalapeños, topped with a fried egg) and the Alpine (mushrooms 
and Swiss cheese), might disagree. 

In 2016, Steve and Amy opened both Honey’s Pizza and Amy’s Ice Cream on 
Northeast Second Street. The joint location instantly became the town’s fifth-largest 
employer. Friends from Austin, meanwhile, bought and renovated downtown’s two 
bed-and-breakfast inns—the Katy House and the Smithville Inn—fun and relaxing 
places to stay overnight. 

The top food necessity for any small Texas town that wants to put itself on the map is 
a good barbecue joint, and Smithville has one of the best in Zimmerhanzel’s BBQ. 
But when you add a great pizza restaurant like Honey’s, plus the consistently good 
Olde World Bakery and Café on Main Street, and soul food trailer Auzell’s Kitchen 
on the North Third Thoroughfare, you’re state champs in 1A culinary options.   

And joining the culinary crowd this fall is Micklethwaite Craft Meats, the Austin-
trailer sensation moving into the former Vasek Automotive building. Also across the 
street from Honey’s/Amy’s is the fabulous Midnight Monkey Merchantile & Services, 
bringing a taste of Austin’s SoCo shopping district to Southeast Second Street. With 
the Pine Hotel Lofts coming next door to Honey’s in 2018, that block is the hippest in 
Bastrop County. 

“Smithville is a little treasure,” says Robin Kelley, who opened Midnight Monkey 
with cousin Beth Neely in the fall of 2016. “This town inspires you to create.” 

If you’re working hard to add something special to the community, you’re “smithing,” 
a term Kelley invented, which is starting to catch on. 



 
Stefanie Distefano's outdoor mosaic mural Journey of the Soul. 

Small-town revival 
Both progressive and traditional, Smithville has had a recycling center since the 
1980s. But the Smitty City is still without a movie theater, public swimming pool, 
greengrocer, regular live music venue, or an ethnic restaurant besides Mexican. All 
that can be found less than an hour away in Austin. 

What the capital city doesn’t have is a nourishment experience like the Comfort Café, 
a pay-what-you-can restaurant staffed by the SerenityStar Recovery group, which 
serves omelets of a higher taste. That everything on the menu is fantastic and being 
served by good folks trying to put their lives back together will make you pay $20 
when no one would look down on you if you left the minimum of $10. 

Though the café is open only Friday through Sunday until 3 p.m., folks often stop by 
early in the week to admire Stefanie Distefano’s outdoor mosaic mural Journey of the 



Soul, with inscriptions and inspiration coming from those in treatment who shared 
their stories. 

“You know those days when the sky is pure blue and the birds are singing and the sun 
feels so right on your face?” Distefano asks. “That’s how every day feels since we 
moved to Smithville [two years ago].” Her favorite thing to do is ride her horse 
downtown or over to West End Park, a former “Chitlin’ Circuit” nightclub of the ’40s 
and ’50s that is seeing a slow revival under the spiritual leadership of Smithville’s 
resident jazz composer Hannibal Lokumbe. 

There are outdoor activities in the area for those who don’t have a horse, including 
those at Buescher State Park, only 3 miles from the center of town. It’s great for 
hiking, fishing, camping, birdwatching, and just getting away, as you can have the 
park almost all to yourself on weekdays. 

For biking, there's no better place than Rocky Hill Ranch, just down FM 153 from 
Buescher (pronounced “Bisher’), which offers 25 miles of challenging mountain bike 
trails. 

Smithville also has a Tony Hawk-subsidized skateboard park downtown, plus disc 
golf, pier-fishing on the Colorado River, and 100-year-old oak trees in Riverbend 
Park, the site of the annual Jamboree each April. But perhaps the best exercise of all is 
walking through the historic district of old, beautifully kept houses, including the one 
at 235 NE Eighth St., where the Sandra Bullock character lived with her mother in 
Hope Floats. The titular Tree of Life, which filmmaker Terrence Malick had moved 
and replanted at great expense, is just a few blocks away at 709 Burleson St. 

Filmmakers have long seen Smithville as a lovely location for both period pieces and 
slices of small-town life, with its Victorian houses, antiques stores, art deco post 
office, and only two chain restaurants in town: Dairy Queen and Subway. But, aside 
from Friday night football games at Barry Field, there wasn’t much human electricity. 
Until recently, Huebel’s beer joint, which plays big in Hope Floats, and Charlie’s, a 



friendly, smoke-filled biker/karaoke bar, were the only places to wet your whistle 
after dark. But now Smithville’s even got a distillery and tasting room, Bone Spirits 
on Northeast First Street. And Coach Q’s keeps it lively on Main Street. 

Midnight Monkey, which has an innovative concept for a store in the boonies, could 
not have opened in Smithville five years ago. You enter the shop—whose items range 
from a $1.50 pack of candy cigarettes to a pair of $3,000 chairs designed by the 
Swiss-French architect Le Corbusier—through a “storyfront,” not a storefront. And 
once every four months or so, the store changes inventory completely, introducing the 
goods with a midnight “new story” party. 

Store owners cover its windows in brown paper as they store the old merchandise and 
put new items in place. “We didn’t know what we’d see when we took down the 
paper at midnight,” Kelley says of the November 2016 unveiling. “We thought maybe 
no one would be outside. But when we tore it down, there must’ve been 100 people. It 
turned into a huge block party!” 

Folks dancing in the downtown streets of Smithville at midnight! The overall pace is 
still small-town, but now it pulses with fresh blood and new ideas. 

 

From the August 2017 issue. 

 


	Smithville Press Releases.pdf
	austinrealestatenews_Jan blog
	Smithville bags Consuela store; Amy’s Ice Creams co-founder has hot hand for RE

	Austin American Statesman_Mar 2018
	250-acre, ranch style subdivision planned south of Smithville

	Smithville_ABJ Article
	Stuffed Burger Restaurant Your Mom
	Stuffed Burger Restaurant Your Mom’s Sixth Incarnation Opens in Smithville
	Like a comfort food phoenix


	Bone SPirits_Smithville
	Bone Spirits: A Farm To Bottle Distillery
	Bone Spirits, located in Smithville, relies on a bare bones approach to distill locally grown corn and capture its essential, pure flavor in a bottle.
	“When Jeff Peace, the owner, founded Bone Spirits, his goal was—and is—using local ingredients to produce high-quality spirits from scratch,” said Joe Alecci, who is the general manager and primary distiller. “Controlling production from ‘farm to bott...
	Peace, who grew up in Texas, served as legal counsel at Sidney Frank Importing Co., an international spirits distributor that, among other things, brought Jagermeister and Grey Goose Vodka to the United States. During his corporate career, flavored vo...
	When Peace left the corporate world and relocated to Austin, he saw an opportunity to stake a claim in the state’s then fledgling craft distillery market. In 2010, he launched Bone Spirits with Alecci helming day-to-day operations.
	“We believe if you start with exceptional, hand-crafted spirits that are a true expression of the distillery then there is no need for ‘fluff’ such as flavors and additives,” Alecci said. “For instance, our spirits have a smooth ‘creamy’ mouth feel be...
	The World Comes to Smithville Locating Bone Spirits in Smithville was a happenstance that began in the Virgin Islands via Montana. Alecci, who was reared in Seattle, met his wife, Kelly, as they attended college at the University of Montana in Missoul...
	After graduation, the couple married and worked around the world including stints in Asia, Central and South America. In 2004, they moved to St. Croix to be near family. Alecci, who was an environmental consultant, began working on a long-term project...
	The initial work was field studies, but in order to create a control for long-term studies and testing, the environmental firm had to produce rum so it could have a supply of waste with known properties.
	“To make rum waste, you have to make rum, so I became a rum-making environmental consultant,” Alecci said.
	It was cost prohibitive to build a facility in the islands. The environmental firm’s co-owners were native Texans. One lived in La Grange while the other lived in Austin. Smithville split the distance. They built their production facility there. As a ...
	“I wasn’t necessarily looking forward to moving to Texas because our only experience with the state was the negative stereotypes floating around out there—and there are a lot of them,” Alecci said. “Then we got here, and the people blew us away. Yes, ...
	Just as Alecci was becoming comfortable saying “y’all,” the environmental firm got official word that the long-term project had been cancelled.
	“We had just moved across the world for a job that didn’t exist,” Alecci said.
	About the same time, Peace moved from Chicago to Austin and began searching for a facility that could house his craft distillery. He was scrolling through commercial real estate ads on the Internet where the off the beaten path metal building that was...
	“I was already in place and had first-hand knowledge of the facility,” Alecci said. “By choice or by default, I became the distiller.”
	Together, Peace and Alecci upgraded the infrastructure to handle commercial production.
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