A 'renaissance' is already well underway in small town of
Lockhart — what would a multibillion-dollar factory add?

Lockhart's quaint downtown is a symbol of the past, but most of Lockhart is destined to represent the
future. Arnold Wells/ABJ
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Coming from the family that runs one of the most famous businesses in Lockhart,
Kent Black admitted that most of what he remembers from his childhood was
working.
By the time he was 6, he was hawking snow cones outside Black's Barbecue, one of the
restaurants that has earned the city the moniker of Barbecue Capital of Texas. In high school and
college, he learned the pits, first from his grandfather, Edgar Sr., and then his father, Edgar Jr.
That prepared him for when he took over the restaurant in 2008.

Black's recently celebrated its 90th anniversary, and if there's something else Kent Black
remembers, it was getting a front-row seat as Lockhart boomed and busted around the business.
From a perch on Main Street, just around the corner from the city's picturesque town square, he
watched as small businesses came and went, leaving many of the storefronts empty.
But over the past five years, Lockhart has been rediscovered. More people have moved to town,
bringing cafes and high-end restaurants. So too have come the creatives, livening up the square
with art galleries, parades and festivals. It's now hard to find a parking spot.
"We’re not just barbecue anymore and that’s great," Black said. “Downtown Lockhart is going
through a renaissance right now in a good way. I’m so happy to see the kind of growth that’s
good for the community.”

Black's Barbecue has been serving up smoked meats in Lockhart for 90 years. Arnold Wells/ABJ

Now, the barbecue capital is poised to explode. The city 35 miles south of Austin that is known
for its small town Texas charm is bracing for an industrial boom.
What's historically been the most overlooked part of the five-county Austin metro from an
economic development standpoint is now being circled by technology giants. The big one is
Micron Technology Inc., one of the world's largest semiconductor manufacturers. While nothing
has been finalized, the company is eyeing an eight-phased facility at what's known as the region's
megasite, an 1,800-acre space north of Lockhart that is primed for development. CEO Sanjay
Mehrotra said Sept. 15 the winner of the company's competitive site selection process is "going
to be announced in the coming weeks."

In preparation for a potential announcement, Austin Business Journal spoke with leaders from
economic development, business and other realms in recent weeks to learn more about this
largely rural region on Austin's periphery and to examine the opportunities and challenges ahead.
While there is excitement about the potential transformative project, there is also angst about
losing the calm and inviting nature that attracted people to Lockhart in the first place.
But one thing on which everyone agrees is that change is coming, with or without Micron
(Nasdaq: MU). There are multiple companies the size of Micron looking at the region, said
Caldwell County Judge Hoppy Haden, the county's top elected official. If the Idaho-based
company doesn't land at the megasite, somebody will. He said Project Evergreen, the codename
for Micron in economic development discussions, is one of two projects being floated for the
area with a capital investment of about $40 billion and 15,000 possible jobs.
"If [Project Evergreen] were to come, or any of the others, it would be transformative," he said.
"That's a game changer. ... Especially the northwest side of the county, it will never look the same
as it does right now."

In other words, growth is inevitable. And if it's anything like the growth of the last half-decade,
most said it will be a good thing. While some were nervous at first, long-time locals have been
happy with their new neighbors.
"I think they understand that growth is inevitable and so as long as you manage it and make sure
what’s coming to town is good for the town, you can make sure that we maintain our small-town

charm," Black said. "It’s always been a good place to be, but these new folks coming in have just
added so much to the community.”
Others are not so sure. Chazz Bessette, co-owner and operator of music store Sunflower and
Friends, has already seen some signs of issues ahead. The creative folks that have livened up the
town are already being pushed out by rising costs. They're in search of the next affordable place.
"We have already watched some of our community members have to exit Lockhart and it's really
a shame because it has so much opportunity to be this really strongly community-oriented place
with musicians, artists, farmers," he said. "But something has to give when those types of people
cannot afford their rents or property taxes and they have to go somewhere."

Smitty's Market is another longtime Lockhart barbecue staple.
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Prepping for growth
Around 2015, civic leaders from Lockhart and the surrounding area met with the Greater San
Marcos Partnership, an economic development group that then was just a few years old.
Among the group was Haden, who wasn't yet in politics. What he remembers most was how
Adriana Cruz, then president of GSMP and now executive director of the state's economic
development office, was "blunt and honest" about the area's growth.

"She said, 'You got to improve your school district, you got to get some shovel-ready sites, you
got to get some housing, you got to do all these things if you want to attract growth,'" Haden
recalled. "Then the question became, 'Do we?'"
They watched as their peers in Travis, Williamson, Hays and Bastrop counties grappled with
growth and knew it was only a matter of time before they were next. So they went to work doing
what they could could to be prepared.
They brought on a new superintendent at Lockhart Independent School District, who's taking it
to new levels. They worked with state and regional transportation groups to expand and build
arterial roads, including the southern end of the State Highway 130 toll road. Thousands of homes
are platted in both the city and county. Census Bureau estimates put the Lockhart population at
14,844 in 2021 and the county at 46,791.
The end result is one of the most desirable regions in the country for large companies looking for
sites, according to John Boyd Jr., principal at prominent Florida-based site selection firm The Boyd
Company Inc.
"With available and affordable land, access to a tech-heavy labor pool and great highway access,
Lockhart is well-positioned to become the epicenter of the tech explosion taking place
throughout the SH-130 and I-35 corridors linking Austin and San Antonio," Boyd said.

'It's a whole different vibe here now'
Haden moved to Caldwell County in 1995 from Round Rock, settling with his wife and five kids
on a 1,200-acre cattle farm in search of a rural lifestyle. It's what he was accustomed to growing
up in Conroe, outside Houston. That's now a city of nearly 100,000, a sign of possibly what's in
store for Lockhart.
Back when he moved north of Lockhart, everyone knew each other, which he joked was a
"double-edged sword." Now, when he visits the packed restaurants on the square, Haden
admitted that doesn't know anybody around him.
"Now that’s a change. It’s not a bad change. But it’s a change. I sort of enjoy it. It’s a whole
different vibe here now," he said. "Before everybody looked like me: a bunch of cowboy guys
walking around. Now I’m the weirdo.”
As exciting as that growth is, he admits there are mixed emotions. He came to Lockhart for a
reason. He doesn't want that to change. But bringing jobs to a region where many people have
to leave for work is the goal. One recent study from the Texas Real Estate Research Center at
Texas A&M University found that less than 50% of Caldwell County residents work within the
county.

"The things that keep me up at night are managing the growth. We want to grow. We're not antigrowth at all. But we want it to be done in a responsible and sustainable manner and we want to
maintain the charm and integrity of Lockhart," he said.
Just off the square, Sunflower and Friends opened about three years ago, offering musical
equipment, music lessons and music repairs. Bessette, the co-owner, said they wanted to do the
same thing in Austin, but it was too expensive because of rising rents and property taxes.
Being from the music scene, they knew how affordability issues pushed out musicians and other
creatives first. A lot of them moved from Austin to Lockhart, where they've been embraced by
the town, filling the square with concerts, art shows and businesses.
"All sorts of people seem to have embraced the nightlife and things to do that didn't exist several
years ago when those storefronts were closed down and everything," he said. "Just having more
of the businesses occupied, there's lots more activity and human energy to be around and it's
kind of exciting."
But prices are climbing. The owners of Sunflower and Friends say they are lucky that the owner
of their building is supportive of their endeavor and has been working with them. Bessette said
the situation will need support from the county and the city and he's expressed that but hasn't
been encouraged by the response so far.
Bessette said he'd stay in Lockhart for the rest of his life if he could maintain his stance in the
community and friendships while the city grows in a sustainable way. But if that community and
those friendships disperse to other places, he'll likely go too.
"Lockhart is a very beautiful city, it's a historically relevant city. I would sure love to think that
this could be preserved as such," he said. "I hope that with the new growth that can be preserved
and the new blood can come in and learn about what we do and how we do it and we can all just
get along and do everything just fine. But I'm very aware that that may not be the case."

Resistance turning to excitement
Back in June 2018, when Alana Webre and her business partner, Alex Worthington, held a grand
opening for their gourmet grocery store, The Culinary Room, on the square, many in the town
felt that the celebration was a sign of significant change.
Those sentiments emphasized to the owners how big of a risk they were taking. In Lockhart, there
was nothing remotely close to their concept, which offers artisanal cheeses and charcuterie, craft
beer and wine and gourmet food. Back then, stores wouldn't stay open up late — or open at all
— during the week.
"When we decided to open up a gourmet market in Lockhart, I can’t even tell you how many
people — including the people in Lockhart — told us we were crazy,” Webre said. “It was scary

because we believed in it wholeheartedly, but then we started having doubts just because other
people did.”
When expanding from Austin, Worthington and Webre fell in love with the beauty of Lockhart's
downtown square, the friendliness of its people, its magnetism for other creatives — as well as
its proximity to other parts of the metro. They didn't want anything to change, either.
They renovated the more-than-century-old Brock Building that once housed the Southwest
Museum of Clocks and Watches. Webre remembered how when they were removing wallpaper
and floors, some were concerned they were destroying history. In reality, they were restoring
the building to its original state.
Four years later, business has been better than expected. It was an immediate hit and the owners
have seen revenue increase each year. Their award-winning Culinary Cowgirls queso is now in
grocery stores nationwide and has outgrown production in their kitchen; they moved that into a
manufacturing space further south in Lockhart.
"That’s an example of like change can be scary, but then everyone was very happy once they saw
what we did with it," she said. "It seems to me that for every thing that’s scary or a growing pain,
there’s three things that are fabulous as we evolve in Lockhart."

Alana Webre with Queso, The Culinary Room's shop dog.
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Webre called changes to the downtown square over that time "completely insane." The new
businesses serve tourists that flock from around the globe to sample the city's barbecue. Some
of the top chefs in the region have opened up restaurants nearby. That includes two from
Worthington, who teamed up with Austin chef Casey Wilcox to launch a pair of restaurants,
Eldorado and Little Trouble.
Despite the changes, a small town feel persists. If there's ever a Pomeranian loose downtown,
Webre's phone gets flooded with texts asking if it's her shop dog, named Queso.
She thinks the potential arrival of Micron is "wonderful." Since the news of the possible factory
broke a couple of weeks ago, everyone in the square has been talking about it, with concern
focused on losing what the city already has. But the way she looks at it, when big things come,
other big things typically follow, like more amenities for locals.
"It’s interesting that in the beginning, the fear everyone warned us about was, 'What are you
doing opening up a gourmet market in this sleepy little town?' And then now, people are like,
‘You need to be afraid you’re booming too fast!'" she said. "We kind of feel like the change has
always been good, it’s always been scary, but growth is good and the more that things grow, the
more that will be here not only for the residents, but also for the store owners like us. So far, the
change we’ve seen has always been good.”

Time to strike
Mark Black was raised in Lockhart alongside his twin brother, Mike, and their sister, Christina.
When he thinks about his favorite memories of growing up in Lockhart, they are all centered on
community. There weren't movie theaters or malls back then, and the square storefronts were
mostly filled with mortgage companies, insurance offices, law firms and title companies. Young
people instead hung out with friends and family, who were typically less than five minutes or five
miles away.
After splitting off from their uncle Kent, Mark Black and Mike Black moved to Austin. They opened
their own restaurant, Terry Black's BBQ, in Central Austin in 2014, and later parlayed that success
into a second location in Dallas. Now they have returned to their hometown and opened in
Lockhart on Sept. 23.

Terry Black's BBQ Lockhart
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"There wasn’t a lot of charm and a lot of things where people could actually enjoy some of that
history and old buildings," Mark Black said of when he was growing up. "Now you go around the
square, there’s shops and there’s art galleries, there’s restaurants, there’s bars. It’s something to
see and it’s really cool. There’s that charm that you don’t necessarily get in a lot of places in
Austin, and it’s pretty unique."
For the siblings, the time to invest just seemed right. They've been watching as the revitalization
of downtown has accelerated over the last couple of years. While they were always planning on
going to Lockhart, the city's boom and the success of their other restaurants widened their plans.
They originally planned to keep the barbecue restaurant open only two days a week, but now
that's been increased to four. Plus, they acquired several other properties from family members
and are still deciding what do with them.
"We’re looking to invest here long-term and add to the community. We’re excited about it. At
first, the economic viability of it, we didn’t know if it was there," he said. "I think the town is
evolving and I’m happy with it."
Lockhart has a rich history of food service and agriculture and new businesses are adding to that
standing.
The Ziegenfelder Co. — a West Virginia-based manufacturer of frozen novelty treats — secured
incentives to open a $39 million, 96,000-square-foot manufacturing site in the city. Mill Scale

Metal Works, which creates custom meat smokers, is working on a 10,000-square foot
manufacturing facility and retail storefront.
One of the city's biggest projects in recent years has been a facility for Iron Ox Inc., a robotic
farming company. It opened its first 530,000-square-foot facility earlier this year, where robots
aid in the production of lettuce and herbs for nearby grocery stores. The company, already one
of the city's largest employers, is adding a second phase to the campus.
Black said the next two years could be even more "interesting."
"There’s going to be an influx of money and obviously with that comes things that may take away
from some of the charm, as with everything in progress," he said. "Ultimately, it has to be for the
better in a lot of ways. As long as there’s people that really have the long-term future as their
driving force, it’ll be really successful.”

Micron is looking at this undeveloped land outside Lockhart for a potential factory. It's part of an 1,800acre "megasite." Arnold Wells/ABJ

'Sleeping giant'
At the megasite in northern Caldwell County, the potential landing spot for Micron, one can find
pastoral views, a couple of small homes and the occasional truck speeding by along Farm to
Market Road 2720 — and not much else.

That's partly why Kent Redding looks at Lockhart, as well as the area around it, as a "little bit of
a sleeping giant."
"It has just an old town, country feel, which is hard to find, and that’s going to attract a lot of
folks," said Redding, a director for the Austin Board of Realtors. "They’re positioned well to come
out of a sleepy age and be a good growth area.”
The secret is already out. Some of the nation's largest homebuilders have started developing
neighborhoods there in recent years: KB Home has Centerpoint Meadows, Lennar Corp. has
Summerside and D.R. Horton Inc. has Vintage Springs. Dallas-based RREAF Communities has
purchased more than 3,000 acres west of Lockhart for a master-planned community, with 4,000
to 6,000 single-family homes possible.
Total home sales in Caldwell County grew from 300 in 2019 to 347 in 2020 and 378 in 2021,
according to ABOR data. The county is on pace for nearly 500 sales in 2022.
That has also coincided with a spike in home prices. The median sale price was $143,584 in
January 2019, $232,807 in January 2020 and $257,450 in January 2021, according to ABOR data.
It was $331,044 in August 2022, the latest available data. That was a 131% increase from the start
of 2019.
The biggest issue is a lack of amenities, both for retail and employment. Commercial
development has lagged in the southeast part of the Austin metro. Micron or another large
employer moving in could go a long way in turning that tide.
It's too early to know what effect an employer like Micron coming to Lockhart would have on the
housing market, Redding said. But development of new residential, commercial and potentially
industrial spaces is poised to have a big impact on the region and grow the city's property tax
base.
Micron is seeking Chapter 313 property tax breaks for its potential Caldwell County factory. If the
company is ultimately approved for all eight of the incentives agreements, and the projects
proceed as described, the company could save nearly $4.7 billion on its property taxes over the
course of the agreements, which run from tax years between 2027-2052, based on an Austin
Business Journal analysis of the applications. That’s according to projections of land values far
into the future, so it’s a rough estimation, but it offers an idea of the immense value of the
incentives.
That means an area that has flown below the radar for a long time is about to change.
"It's a good time to buy," Redding said.

