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Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date


Every effort has been made by the authors and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, techniques evolve, facilities come under new management, etc.

We appreciate hearing from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart and we’ll also make certain to share them with the authors. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:


Globe Pequot Press

Reader Response/Editorial Department

246 Goose Lane, Suite 200

Guilford, CT 06437



Thanks for your input, and happy trails!
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Introduction

The purpose of this guide is to introduce readers to the variety of hiking opportunities in the Houston area. In many hiking guides the hike descriptions are generally point-to-point narratives, getting you safely from the trailhead to the trail’s end and back again. However, including information on area flora, fauna, history, and geology adds a great deal of interest to many hikers, including families with young children.

I spent several months researching, talking with park personnel and other folks, hiking and sometimes re-hiking trails, and studying the area for interesting facts, scenery, history, and geology. I talked with a variety of hikers, asking them what they wanted a hike description to cover and what made a “best easy day hike.” I used the following criteria to select the hikes included in this guide: fun, exercise, family experience, scenery, history, bayous, first-time hiker, experienced hiker, moderate length (1 to 5 miles), dog friendliness, and wheelchair accessibility. Loops and interconnecting loop trails were selected where possible so that a “best” hike within a park could be fashioned by combining the best of several trails.

Determining the best easy day hikes in the Houston area was a combination of personal judgment about what level of hiker the hike was geared for and information from park staff and other hikers. Four of my favorite hikes are the loop trails at the Houston Arboretum, the interconnecting loops in Memorial Park, the Bear Creek Trail, and Herman Brown Park trails. Hiking city and county trails offers a different experience from hiking in state parks and on backcountry trails. Most of the city trails are paved; a few are lighted at night, creating an entirely new hiking experience. There also can be the distraction of the city itself, with its busy streets, buildings, and commerce. Surprisingly, many of the trails are in wooded areas, providing an unexpected degree of solitude.

Whether providing recreational and educational opportunities, encouraging well-being, exploring history and geology, or bringing together people of all ages, hiking has become an important part of many people’s lives. I hope that at least some of the hikes in this guide will become your personal favorites and that this book will prove an informative and interesting read as well as an excellent guide to the best easy day hikes in the Houston area.

—KS


Hiking in Houston

Bayous are shallow, slow-moving creeks or streams found in low-lying Southern states. With four major bayous passing through it, Houston is justifiably “the Bayou City.” Buffalo Bayou runs into downtown, Brays Bayou passes near the Texas Medical Center, White Oak Bayou flows through the Heights and near the northwest area, and Sims Bayou lies in the south of Houston. Originally the bayous were used exclusively for flood control, but since the city recognized the opportunity to build trails along the bayous, they have become a bonanza for hikers.

Due to the efforts of Terese “Terry” Hershey, her husband, Jacob, a younger George Bush, and a dedicated group of supporters, Buffalo Bayou was saved from having its sides lined with concrete in the 1960s and 1970s. Because of this, the bayou contains an incredibly diverse ecosystem that supports dozens of species of flora and fauna, which add a new dimension to your hike.

Buffalo Bayou winds its way through dozens of suburban communities, giving you an opportunity to find a trail near your neighborhood. From West Houston the bayou heads toward downtown. After passing the Barker Reservoir (Hike 1), the bayou runs through Terry Hershey Park (Hikes 2 and 3) to the Houston Arboretum (Hikes 11 and 12), then Memorial Park (Hike 10) and through downtown Houston (Hikes 13, 14, and 15). White Oak and Buffalo Bayous converge in downtown Houston at an area known as Allen’s Landing. This is the point where the Allen brothers landed in 1836 and founded Houston.

Hiking in Houston is more than walking along bayous, though. Trails can be found in woods, forests, nature sanctuaries, along community streets, downtown, or a 1-square-block oasis in the middle of a residential community. Some trails are busy with hikers, joggers, and cyclists; others are secluded and far from downtown. The opportunity to vary the scenery you pass on a hike is almost unlimited.

The Central and Coastal Flyways pass over or near the city. This affords a year-round opportunity to enjoy an array of native and migratory birds that use the bayous for shelter and food. Birds to look for throughout the year include ospreys, cardinals, herons, hawks, and egrets.

More than 300 of the 600 bird species recorded in the state have been seen in this region. The best indication of birds being present is hearing their songs. The bluebird sings “chur-lee chur chur-lee,” the eastern phoebe repeats “fee-bee fee-bee” from the tops of branches, and the tufted titmouse makes a loud whistlelike “peter peter peter.”

Some of the area’s most colorful birds include the redbreasted nuthatch, eastern bluebird, yellow-throated warbler, dickcissel, pileated woodpecker, American goldfinch, vermilion flycatcher, hooded merganser, and numerous ducks.

Most mammals are active during the night, so seeing them can be difficult. Look for their tracks around the trail and near streams or bayous. White-tailed deer, nine-banded armadillos (the state small mammal), coyotes, opossums, foxes, raccoons, skunks, and fox squirrels make their homes here. Squirrels, white-tailed deer, and armadillos are common in many hiking areas.

In spring and early summer, when wildflowers set the roadsides ablaze with color, driving to a hiking location can be a visual feast. Commonly seen are coreopsis (yellow); firewheels (red); phlox, Mexican hats, daisies, winecups (purple); and yellow primrose. The Texas bluebonnet, the state flower, is at its peak in late March and early April.

The Texas Parks & Wildlife Department has developed a series of nature trails, including the Great Texas Birding Trail–Central Coast and the Heart of Texas Wildlife Trail–East. Maps and location markers at the sites reference areas where wildlife may be seen.

Houston is the largest city in Texas and the fourth largest in the United States, and its land area is also very large. This is an advantage to hikers, since much of the city was built on forested land, marshes, swamp, or prairie. Some of these areas have been set aside as parks, with miles of trails. The trails along the bayous are called “linear” because they follow the bayou.

The Houston Parks & Recreation Department maintains over 160 miles of trails; and the Harris County Precinct Parks Department maintains many miles in addition to that.

Enjoy the experience of hiking in eastern Texas. The great ecological diversity of the territory, along with the flora and fauna, allows you to fashion trips that are much more than just “hikes in the woods.”




Houston Weather

The Houston climate is subtropical with high humidity. Mild winds from the south and southeast carry heat from deserts in Mexico and bring rain, sometimes very heavy, from the Gulf of Mexico. The average low temperature (41 degrees Fahrenheit) is in January and the average high (94 degrees) in July and August. The average yearly rainfall is 47.9 inches. The wettest month is June, averaging 5.3 inches, followed closely by May’s 5.2 inches. The driest month is February, with 3 inches of rain.

Current weather and forecasts for the Houston area can be obtained by calling the park contact for the hike you are considering.

Except for high temperatures in July and August and possible showers in May, the weather for hiking in the area is great.



Houston Average Monthly Temperatures



	Month
	High
	Low



	January
	62
	41



	February
	67
	44



	March
	73
	51



	April
	79
	58



	May
	86
	66



	June
	91
	72



	July
	94
	74



	August
	94
	73



	September
	89
	68



	October
	82
	59



	November
	72
	50



	December
	65
	43







Precipitation (Rainfall)



	Month
	Average



	January
	3.7



	February
	3.0



	March
	3.4



	April
	3.6



	May
	5.2



	June
	5.3



	July
	3.2



	August
	3.8



	September
	4.3



	October
	4.5



	November
	4.2



	December
	3.7










Zero Impact and Trail Etiquette


We have a responsibility to protect, no longer just conquer and use, our wild places. Many public hiking locations are at risk, so please do what you can to use them wisely. The following section will help you better understand what it means to take care of parks and wild places while still making the most of your hiking experience.


	
Stay on the trail. Anyone can take a hike, but hiking safely and with good conservation practices is an art requiring preparation and proper equipment. Always leave an area as good as—or preferably better—than you found it. Key to doing this is staying on the trail. It’s true that a trail anywhere leads nowhere new, but purists will just have to get over it. Trails serve an important purpose: They limit impact on natural areas. Straying from a designated trail can cause damage to sensitive areas—damage that may take the area years to recover from, if it can recover at all. Even simple shortcuts can be destructive.
Many of the hikes described in this guide are on or near areas ecologically important to supporting endangered flora and fauna. So, please, stay on the trail.



	
Leave no weeds. Noxious weeds tend to overtake other plants, which in turn affects animals and birds that depend on native plants for food. To minimize the spread of noxious weeds, regularly clean your boots and hiking poles of mud and seeds and brush your dog to remove any weed seeds before heading into a new area. Nonnative invasive plants such as yaupon are particularly destructive and can quickly destroy acres of habitat.

	
Keep your dog under control. Always obey leash laws, and be sure to bury your dog’s waste or pack it out in resealable plastic bags.

	
Respect other trail users. Often you won’t be the only one on the trail. With the rise in popularity of multiuse trails, you’ll have to learn a new kind of respect, beyond the nod and “hello” approach of the past. First investigate whether you’re on a multiuse trail, and then assume the appropriate precautions.
Mountain bikers can be like stealth airplanes—you may not hear them coming. Be prepared and find out ahead of time whether you share the trail with them. Cyclists should always yield to hikers, but that’s little comfort to the hiker who gets overrun. Be aware, and stay to the right.

More trails are being designed to be, at least in part, wheelchair accessible. Always step to the side to allow folks in wheelchairs time to navigate the terrain. Make them aware if you are going to pass around them.
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