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    	about the author










Paris Permenter and John Bigley are a husband-wife team of travel writers. Longtime residents of Texas, they make their home in the Hill Country west of Austin, near Lake Travis. Both John and Paris are members of the prestigious Society of American Travel Writers. They have authored numerous books, including Day Trips from Austin, Day Trips from San Antonio, Insiders’ Guide to San Antonio, and many others.


Paris and John also combine their love of travel with their love of pets in their blogs, DogTipper.com and CatTipper.com, and their online boutique, PawZaar.com, featuring global products with a pet theme.
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    	introduction










There’s a lot to love about Houston. Great food. World-class museums. Sports teams with serious heart. Beautiful parks. Stores galore. Friendly people. Warm weather. Most of the time, that’s enough to make you want to stay put.




Every now and then, though, it happens: You start growing restless and crave a change of scenery. This, believe it or not, actually makes for another reason to love Houston: You can drive just an hour or two (or even a half-hour) in any direction, and you’re likely to find yourself in a town with an enchanting history, culture, and scenery of its own. Drive an hour north, for instance, and you’ll find yourself walking in General Sam Houston’s footsteps in Huntsville. Drive an hour south and you’ll find people splashing around in the Gulf of Mexico and gazing at the seemingly countless species of birds in Freeport. Or drive just under 2 hours to Orange and you’ll discover beautiful botanical gardens, vineyards, Cajun cooking, and southern hospitality galore.




If those options don’t appeal to you, worry not: This book encompasses dozens of small Texas towns, each with a different personality, history, and terrain and restaurants, shops, and attractions. Most of them offer a variety of things to see and do, so you can focus on the activities that appeal to you.




In the pages that follow, you’ll find 21 trips; approximately 2 hours or less from downtown Houston by car. Some include a single attraction-packed town; others include a few stops, some with more to see than others. Each trip includes restaurants and attractions like museums, parks, and historical sites; many stops also include places to shop and places to sleep if you want to stretch out your trip. Most trips include too many attractions to visit in the course of one day, so pick and choose as you please. You might even decide to disregard some of the stops in trips contained here or to combine day trips. Go for it: There’s no better way to create a new adventure.




Just be sure to get your hands on a good Texas map before you go. (We recommend the one from the Texas Department of Transportation, whose contact details you can find in the Additional Resources section). Even with your phone’s map app, a paper map is often helpful. As you navigate some of the tinier towns and newer roads, you’ll discover that your GPS system or Google Maps don’t include all the roads.




No matter where your journeys take you, keep in mind that many establishments listed here are open only for a few days and hours each week. So before you hit the road, it’s a good idea to chart out what you want to do. It’s also a good idea to call and make sure the sites you plan to see will be open. Many small-town businesses and attractions, after all, close their doors temporarily or even permanently without much of a warning. And it’s not unusual for them to change hours seasonally or even on a whim.


With that in mind, go forth and day trip: Enjoy your reprieve from the big city, breathe in some fresh air, spy on some unusual plants and animals, admire Victorian architecture, and stand amazed at the sites that played a role in Texas’s birth.


Then, after you’ve settled back into your big-city ways, pull out your map and do it all over again—only this time, try a different destination.
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    	using this guide










This guide is organized starting with destinations north of Houston and working clockwise around the compass. Each day trip is designed to introduce you to the best attractions in a single 24-hour period. Or you may wish to group two or three day trips together for a weekend trip.




We have selected activities (“Where to Go”), shops (“Where to Shop”), and restaurants (“Where to Eat”) with a wide range of travelers in mind—from couples looking for a romantic getaway to friends on an adventure or to families with young children. Listings are organized in alphabetical order.




scheduling your day trip


If you’re day-tripping on the weekend, it’s often better to schedule your trip for Saturday rather than Sunday. While the majority of attractions, restaurants, and shops included here are open for at least a few hours on Sunday, there are still many businesses in small-town Texas that close their doors. So to increase your chances of seeing all of a town’s best offerings, you may be better off visiting on Saturday. (That said, beware: Some attractions, shops, and restaurants are open only on weekdays.)




hours of operation


Because many businesses change their hours of operation frequently or seasonally, these details are often not included in the pages that follow. Instead, you’ll find the corresponding telephone numbers and, when available, websites so that you can call or go online to find out the current hours before your visit. Far more often than you might expect, small-town businesses move or change their phone numbers. If you call an attraction listed here and discover it’s no longer a working number, try calling information. Also note that many businesses are closed on major holidays such as Thanksgiving, Christmas, Easter, and Independence Day, even though this information may not be noted in this book.




prices & credit cards


The price codes for accommodations and restaurants are represented as a scale of one to three dollar signs ($–$$$). You can assume that all establishments listed accept major credit cards unless otherwise noted. For details contact the locations directly.




restaurant pricing


The price code used here is based on the average price of dinner entrees for two, excluding drinks, appetizers, dessert, tax, and tip. You can typically expect to pay a little less for lunch and/or breakfast, where applicable.




     







   	$

   	less than $15






   	$$

   	$15 to $30






   	$$$

   	more than $30









attraction pricing


While some attractions include sales tax in their published prices, many do not. Be aware of this and be prepared for the possibility of paying state sales tax of 6.25 percent on top of city and county taxes, which may range from 0.25 percent to 2 percent and 0.5 percent to 1.5 percent, respectively.




accommodation pricing


This book is geared primarily toward travelers who want to escape the city for just a few hours. However, accommodations are included in some sections for those travelers who want to stretch their trips out and see a little more of the area. The accommodations listed here are almost all B&Bs and local hotels. However, you can find a large chain hotel in almost every town included in this book.


Each day trip does not include “Where to Stay” recommendations for every stop. Accommodation suggestions are typically included for at least one stop on each day trip, though, so consult these sections accordingly. With few exceptions, most towns in each trip aren’t more than 30 minutes apart, and many are much closer.




The following price code is used for accommodations throughout this book. It is based on the average price of a 1-night stay in a standard, double-occupancy room, before taxes. This price code does not include the Texas hotel tax (currently 6 percent) or local hotel taxes, which can be as high as 7 percent but are typically much lower in small towns. Keep in mind that nightly hotel rates are often a little lower on weekdays than they are on weekends and during the summer or special events.




     







   	$

   	less than $100






   	$$

   	$100 to $200






   	$$$

   	more than $200









driving tips


While more suburban areas like The Woodlands, Spring, and the Bay Area tend to be well lit at night, this isn’t the case with some of the more distant and smaller towns in this book. Many roads in these areas could use some paving, and others have curves that can be hard to see, particularly if you’re unfamiliar with the area. So be sure to drive cautiously when traveling through less populous areas after dark.


To find out about road conditions, call the Texas Department of Transportation‘s 24-hour hotline at (800) 452-9292.


Also, keep in mind that speed limits often change abruptly from one town or stretch of highway to the next. While it’s important to heed speed limits no matter where you’re driving, be particularly cautious as you enter small towns. Police officers often sit waiting near the city limits signs, hoping to catch drivers who haven’t slowed down from the 70 mph that they were driving (legally, in many cases) right outside of town.




highway designations


For consistency’s sake, this book typically refers to state highways with “TX” followed by the highway number (e.g., TX 105). Beware, however, that other sources and maps may refer to Texas highways using any of the following designations: State Highway 105, SH 105, Texas 105, TX-105, or Texas Highway 105. (TX 105 here is used here merely as an example. It is a highway north of Houston near Conroe.)


In some situations, multiple highways run along the same path. In Beaumont, for instance, there’s a stretch known as US 69/96/287. Typically, when using a GPS or mapping service like Google Maps, it is not necessary to include all three highway numbers. Instead, you can enter the address with just one of these highways.




area codes


The area codes 713, 832, and 281 cover Houston, of course, as well as outlying suburbs such as Pasadena, Alvin, Baytown, Cleveland, Humble, Katy, Kemah, La Porte, Rosenberg, Richmond, Seabrook, Spring, and Sugar Land. The code 409 covers many of the areas in this book, including Galveston, Beaumont, Port Arthur, Orange, Kountze, Silsbee, Lumber-ton, Anahuac, and Woodville. The code 936 covers the area around Conroe and Huntsville, including Liberty, Livingston, Montgomery, and Washington. Area code 979 covers College Station, Bryan, Lake Jackson, Bellville, Brenham, Burton, Chappell Hill, Columbus, La Grange, San Felipe, Schulenburg, West Columbia, and the surrounding areas.




additional resources


Day Trips from Houston attempts to cover a variety of bases and interests, but those looking for additional material can contact the following agencies by phone, mail, or on the web. Regarding the latter, when checking out the various destinations, please be aware that online reviews may be contradictory and conflicting. Everyone’s experience can be different, and the Internet allows for many forums for these diverse opinions. So call the place directly and heed ratings by the likes of AAA and the Better Business Bureau. Many of the areas have chain hotels and restaurants, which are generally not included in the listings in each chapter. At the end of the book, we provide contact information for chambers of commerce and/or convention and visitor bureaus. Here are some additional resources.




for general travel information


AAA Texas


PO Box 630588, Irving, TX 75063
(888) 765-0766 (travel planner and tour book)
(800) AAA-HELP (roadside assistance, with paid membership)
texas.aaa.com




East to West Texas Tourism Association


PO Box 150065, Longview, TX 75606
(903) 757-4444
easttexasguide.com




Texas Department of Transportation, Travel and Information Division


PO Box 141009, Austin, TX 78714-1009
(800) 888-8-TEX (request a free packet, including an official Texas travel map, events calendar, and accommodations and attractions guides)
(800) 452-9292 (travel assistance)
traveltexas.com




Texas Highways: The Travel Magazine of Texas


(800) 839-4997
PO Box 141009, Austin, TX 78714-1009
texashighways.com




Texas Monthly travel section


PO Box 1569, Austin, TX 78767-1569
texasmonthly.com




Texas Travel Industry Association


25132 Oakhurst Dr., Ste. 201, Spring, TX 77386
(713) 942-7676 (request brochures about different regions of the state) or see
tourtexas.com/travel-guides




for accommodations recommendations


Texas Bed & Breakfast Association


PO Box 1647, Brenham, TX 77834-1647 (or 409 East Main St., Brenham, TX 77833)
(512) 371-9884
(800) 428-0368
texasbb.org




for outdoor recreation, including birding, hunting, camping & park-going


Houston Audubon Society


440 Wilchester Blvd., Houston, TX 77079
(713) 932-1639
(713) 461-2911 (fax)
houstonaudubon.org


Texas Parks and Wildlife Department


(for information on parks, camping, hunting, fishing, and the Great Texas Coastal Birding Trail)
4200 Smith School Rd., Austin, TX 78744
(512) 389-8900 (park and campsite reservations)
(800) 792-1112 (information)
tpwd.texas.gov




for information on historical markers & sites


Texas Historical Commission


1511 Colorado St., Austin, TX 78701
(512) 463-6100
thc.texas.gov




for information on wineries, pick-your-own fruit and produce farms, farmers’ markets & Christmas tree farms


Texas Department of Agriculture


1700 N. Congress Ave., 11th Fl., Austin, TX 78701
(512) 463-7476
(800) Tell-TDA
texasagriculture.gov
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a suburban retreat:
spring, the woodlands










spring


Driving north on I-45, you might not even realize you’ve left Houston and entered Spring—at least not until you exit the freeway and take a detour into Spring proper. After all, Spring is a predominately residential area with a growing population—but one that’s out of the big city.


Once home to the Orcoquiza Indians, Spring was settled by German immigrants in 1840. Near the turn of the 20th century, the Great Northern Railroad built its rail yards just down the street, a fact that remains central to Spring’s identity. Today the heart of this old railroad town is known as Old Town Spring. The downtown area is home to a number of quaint restaurants, galleries, and museums and about 150 shops housed in Victorian-style buildings. Several festivals take place here throughout the year.




getting there


Located 25 miles north of downtown Houston on I-45, Old Town Spring sits about a mile east of the freeway. Take exit 70A toward Tomball/FM 2920, and then take a right at Spring Cypress Road and a slight left at Main Street. Most of the restaurants and shops are on Main Street and the parallel Midway Street, as well as a few cross streets.
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where to go


Montgomery County Preserve. 1118 Pruitt Rd.; (281) 367-7283; springcreekgreenway.org/mcp.htm. Aptly nicknamed “The Little Thicket,” this 71-acre land preserve runs along Spring Creek. Take a hike through the pine and hardwood forest and get a close-up look at a variety of plants and animals. Throughout the year, the preserve offers free guided tours and educational programming. There’s no admission fee.


TGR Exotic Wildlife Park. 22115 Sherrod Ln.; (281) 771-3700; tgrexotics.com. Wondering where the wild things are? Head to this family-operated haven, that is home to nearly 100 animals. A 90-minute guided tour offers the opportunity to make friends with more than 25 species ranging from aardvarks to water buffalo. The ranch also offer mini encounters with cuddly creatures in the Discovery Classroom, and children age 4 and up can make a toy for one of their new four-legged pals during an animal enrichment session. Check the website’s calendar to find out when tours are available.


Wet ‘N’ Wild SplashTown. 21300 I-45 North; (281) 355-3300; wetnwildsplashtown.com. Stay cool and let the kids blow off steam at this popular water park. You’ll find waterslides that are long and short, fast and slow, as well as net ladders waiting to be climbed on Tree-house Island, “river” rafting, and the chance to ride in the eye of a wild tornado.




where to shop


Old Town Spring is home to more than 100 shops. A small sampling of these stores can be found in this section. Wander the streets of Old Town to find some more to your liking, or plan ahead by checking out the complete list of shops at shopspringtexas.com.
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crawfish rules


Do your stomach (and ears) a favor and visit Spring during the last weekend in April. That’s when this historic town hosts the South’s largest crawfish festival. Dubbed the Texas Crawfish & Music Festival, this family-friendly affair serves up more than 25 tons—yes, you read that right—of spice-laden crawfish. Musicians from around the country (and the Houston area) play country, zydeco, and rock music on three different stages. There are even carnival rides and midway games for the kids. The festival gates are located at 209 Gentry Street in Preservation Park. Visit texascrawfishfestival.com for more information on this area favorite.















Connie’s Bath Shack. 211 Midway, Building E; (281) 288-9595; squareup.com/market/connies-bath-shack. Founder and owner Connie Putnam creates a host of handmade soaps, bath salts, and lotions in her Old Town Spring shop. You’ll also find bath accessories and gifts, not to mention her array of rubber duckies. She also conducts lotion-making classes.


German Gift House. 210-B Gentry St.; (281) 528-8877; germangifthouse.com. This German-themed gift shop sells all sorts of German kitsch and paraphernalia, including nut-crackers, jewelry, beer steins, and flags.


Haute Dogs & Glitzy Paws Boutique & Spa. 1609 Spring Cypress Rd.; (281) 353-4347. Come here to pamper your favorite canine with treats, toys, and beds fit for a four-legged queen or king. Then, if you’ve got money to spare, sign your furry pal up for a doggie spa day or obedience training.


Just for the Birds. 209 Main St.; (281) 288-9019; justforthebirds.com. Here’s a store sure to satisfy bird lovers. Just for the Birds touts an extensive collection of birding books and CDs, bird feeders and houses, butterfly and bat houses, and all sorts of bird-inspired gifts. Closed Monday.


PTL Gallery. 318 Main St., Ste. A; (281) 367-4901; ptlgallery.com. Specializing in artists who celebrate the glories of the natural (and spiritual) world, this gallery features works by Thomas Kinkade, Mark Keathley, Jack Dawson, June Dudley, and many others. The gallery is open Tuesday through Sunday and by appointment on Mon.




where to eat


Bruster’s Real Ice Cream. 7939 Louetta Rd.; (832) 717-7775; brusters.com. When you’re ready for a sweet treat, don’t miss Bruster’s. Malts, banana splits, waffle cones, and flavors ranging from Coffee Cake Streusel to Cotton Candy Explosion await. And, if you’re daytrip-ping with your dog, Bruster’s gives every dog visitor a free doggie sundae topped with a dog treat! $.


Ellen’s Cafe. 307 Gentry St., (281) 353-9229; ellenscafetx.com/gallery/. Ellen’s Cafe is a convenient spot for lunch while you’re scouting bargains and collectibles in Old Town Spring. Choose from sandwiches, quiches, salads, and soups and leave plenty of room for some homemade desserts. $.


Pho Be. 314 Sawdust Rd.; (281) 465-9598. This Vietnamese restaurant might not be the best-looking place in town, but the food gets high marks. Try the Vietnamese soup, pho, or noodles. $–$$.


Pizza Tonight. 27190 Glen Loch Dr.; (281) 465-4774. Fresh, gourmet ingredients and a thin New York–inspired crust make this some of the best pizza in The Woodlands–Spring area. Pizza Tonight also serves salad, pasta, wings, and subs. Unfortunately, there’s no seating, so you’ll have to grab your food to go, or if you’re staying in the area, get it delivered. $$.
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jailhouse rock


If you’re looking for some after-dinner fun, head to the Jailhouse Saloon at 310 Preston St. (281-288-0255; jailhousesaloontx.com). Here you’ll find music, beer and wine, and fun in the building that once housed the Old Town Spring jail. There’s live music on Saturday night and open mic night is held every Sunday.















Puffabellys Old Depot Restaurant. 100 Main St.; (281) 350-3376; puffabellys.com. If you’re looking for a rustic joint that serves peanuts at your table and invites you to throw the shells on the floor, this is the place to go. Puffabellys’ menu includes southern favorites such as chicken-fried steak, burgers, beer-battered onion rings, fried green tomatoes and pickles, fully loaded baked potatoes, and seafood. They even sell casseroles—think southwestern chicken and beef lasagna—for you to take home. On Wednesday evening, Puffabellys hosts concerts by Texas musicians. $–$$.


Rudy’s Country Store & Bar-B-Q. 20806 I-45; (281) 288-0916; rudysbbq.com. The Spring location of this famed Texas barbecue joint may not get as much praise as the original Rudy’s in San Antonio, but you can count on it to serve up the usual suspects: brisket, turkey breast, jalapeño sausage, and ribs by the half pound covered in Rudy’s famous sauce. Other options for your feast include Rudy’s popular sides and desserts like corn on the cob, green chili stew, pies, puddings, and cobblers. $.




the woodlands


Spring and The Woodlands may be neighbors, but they’ve got their share of differences: Whereas Spring feels like a quaint historic town, The Woodlands exudes a cosmopolitan yet serene aura, making this master-planned community a popular place to call home.


It’s also a great place to take a day trip. The Woodlands’ well-manicured, wooded setting makes a scenic backdrop for golfing, relaxing at a spa, kayaking, museum-going, and listening to live music at the Cynthia Woods Mitchell Pavilion. The Woodlands Mall and the outdoor shopping area known as Market Street also make The Woodlands a good place to shop. In fact Southern Living once named this Houston suburb one of the South’s 10 best shopping districts.


Don’t come here expecting lots of small, family-owned spots, though. Most of the stores, restaurants, and hotels in The Woodlands are large chains. To give you more of a local taste, the Where to Eat, Where to Shop, and Where to Stay sections in this chapter include a few less-prominent chains, as well as some of the area’s independent businesses. Additional shops and restaurants can be found online at visitthewoodlands.com.




getting there


From Spring, return to I-45 North and drive about 9 miles north. Take exit 76B onto Woodlands Parkway. On your right you’ll see The Woodlands Town Center, where restaurants, shops, and family-friendly activities abound.




where to go


Cynthia Woods Mitchell Pavilion. 2005 Lake Robbins Dr.; (281) 363-3300; woodlandscenter.org. Take in some of music’s biggest names at this popular outdoor amphitheater surrounded by towering pines. Recent acts have included Dierks Bentley, Luke Bryan, and 5 Seconds of Summer, though the Houston Symphony and Houston Ballet also put on shows here from time to time. Bring a blanket and sit on the grass, or pay a little more and opt for an assigned seat in the covered area. You can purchase tickets through Ticketmaster (ticketmaster.com; 800-745-3000) or at the pavilion box office. Paid parking is available in several lots near the pavilion.


George Mitchell Nature Preserve. 5171 Flintridge Dr.; (281) 353-8100 or (281) 367-3977; springcreekgreenway.org. Part of the Spring CreekGreenway Project, the 1,700-acre haven for hikers and bikers was named in honor of The Woodlands’ founder. For those who wish to explore the area on two wheels, the preserve has the 3-mile single-track Flintridge Drive trailhead, while those who want to trek on two feet can traverse along a 2-mile hiking trail loop and the Bedias Lake paths.
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ditch your wheels


Make your escape from Houston a genuine one by parking your car and traveling by water or trolley. The Woodlands is home to a free water taxi and a trolley, both of which make stops near many of the area’s restaurants and shops, The Woodlands Mall, Cynthia Woods Mitchell Pavilion, Town Green Park, and The Woodlands Waterway Marriott Hotel & Convention Center. The Woodlands Waterway Trolley is free; call (281) 363-2447 or visit https://www.thewoodlandstx.com/trolley/ for maps and route information. You can purchase a water taxi day pass onboard any of the six wheelchair-accessible water taxis. Call (281) 367-1151 or visit btd.org/waterway.htm to find out where to board the water taxi, which traverses the man-made, 1.4-mile Woodlands Waterway.















Golf at The Woodlands Resort. 2301 N. Millbend Dr.; (281) 364-3010; woodlandsresort.com. Head to The Woodlands Resort to play golf on two of the area’s most beautiful 18-hole courses—The Oaks and Panther Trail. The Oaks’ rolling greens offer enormous greenside bunkers, large fairways, and challenges from Lake Harrison. Stately oak trees provide golfers on this course with plenty of shade. The Panther caters to both beginning and advanced golfers with 4 tees on each hole.


Kayak on Lake Woodlands. 2101 Riva Row; (281) 210-3965. Rent a kayak, life jacket, and paddles at the Riva Row Boat House, and take yourself for a kayak ride around The Woodlands Waterway and Lake Woodlands. You’ll look out on the wooded scenery that The Woodlands is known for, as well as shops and restaurants along the waterway. Kayak rentals cost $15 for the first hour, plus $5 per each additional hour.


The Spa at The Woodlands Resort. 2301 N. Millbend Dr.; (281) 364-6386; woodlandsresort.com. Unwind and rejuvenate at this luxurious spa. Enjoy a couples’ massage, a seasonal glow scrub, a manicure and pedicure, an acid-peel facial, a detox footbath, or one of the other many heavenly spa services or packages. Get more for your money with a visit to the Eucalyptus steam room and a sampling of the spa’s dried fruits and teas.


Town Green Park. 2099 Lake Robbins Dr.; (281) 210-3900; visitthewoodlands.com. Forget Manhattan’s Central Park. The 4 acres of green space in Town Green Park are every bit as tranquil as those found in New York’s most famous refuge. Situated along The Woodlands Waterway, Town Green Park boasts plenty of space for tossing a Frisbee, kicking a ball, sunbathing, and picnicking. There’s also lots of room for children to run around in the Children’s Garden, a maze of tall hedges that features large storybooks filled with modern takes on Aesop’s Fables. An entertainment stage at the park is frequently used for community events.


The Woodlands Children’s Museum. 4775 W. Panther Creek Dr.; (281) 465-0955; woodlands childrensmuseum.org. Each year more than 60,000 people visit The Woodlands Children’s Museum to enjoy some hands-on fun. The museum features an array of interactive activities and exhibits that teach children about history, the arts, science, health, nature, and the environment.




where to shop


Charming Charlie. 9595 Six Pines Dr., Ste. 1140; (281) 465-4468; charmingcharlie.com. The fashions and accessories in this boutique are ingeniously arranged by color to make accessorizing a snap. While the apparel and jewelry items are high quality, prices are more reasonable than at other nearby boutiques.


Diva Boutique. 4526 Research Forest Dr., Ste. 125; (281) 364-7467; shopdivaboutique.com. Women shop here to find out what’s in style—and to stay in style. Every pair of pants or jeans, blouse, dress, skirt, and accessory here is carefully chosen to create a selection that appeals to both funky and classic tastes.


Francesca’s Collection. 9595 Six Pines Dr., Ste. 870; (281) 419-3750; francescas.com. This privately owned retail chain boutique takes pride in presenting unique, one-of-a-kind women’s fashions and accessories as well as gift items and fragrances.


Maggies. 9595 Six Pines Dr., Ste. 680; (281) 419-4464; maggies.com. Maggies offers a huge array of specialty items including fragrances, beauty products, gift and home decor accessories, and jewelry by Virgins Saints & Angels.


Market Street. 9595 Six Pines Dr.; (281) 419-4774; marketstreet-thewoodlands.com. The perfect place to get a breath of fresh air, this outdoor shopping district is home to dozens of stores ranging from Sur La Table and Gap Kids to Orvis, Thomas Markle Jewelers, and Ann Taylor. There are also several restaurants and bars. Take a break by sitting under one of the more than 500 trees or frolicking in the lush green grass outside the shops.


The Woodlands Mall. 1201 Lake Woodlands Dr.; (281) 363-3409; thewoodlandsmall.com. More than 160 stores make their home at The Woodlands Mall, which is anchored by Macy’s, JCPenney, and Dillard’s. The stores at the mall include a mix of upscale and less expensive shops, with everything from Urban Outfitters, Y’alls Texas Store, and Jos. A. Bank Clothier to Janie and Jack, James Avery Craftsman, and Anthropologie.




where to eat


Amerigo’s Grille. 25250 Grogan’s Park Dr.; (281) 362-0808; amerigos.com. One of the nicer restaurants in the area, Amerigo’s serves classic Italian dishes, as well as more hip, gourmet Italian offerings like the capellini with crawfish and the Bosc pear salad with dried cranberries, Gorgonzola, and blueberry-pomegranate dressing. Amerigo’s now offers gluten-free, whole-wheat pasta and vegetarian fare, upon request. The service here is good. $$.


Baker Street Pub and Grill. 25 Waterway Ave., Ste. 100; (281) 362-7431; bakerstreetpub.com/The-Woodlands. Between the menu, the darts, and the dark wood paneling, this popular spot will make you feel like you’re in the UK. The menu includes fish-and-chips, bangers and mash, shepherd’s pie, and beers aplenty. And don’t worry if you crave American fare: You can order burgers, sandwiches, soups, and salads, too. The pub often features live music, and there’s almost always a game of pool or darts being played. Throughout football season it’s also a popular spot to watch the action. Need to get online? Baker Street Pub and Grill offers free WiFi. $–$$.


Crú. 9595 Six Pines Dr., Ste. 650; (281) 465-9463; cruawinebar.com. This European-inspired wine bar and cafe is best known for its selection of more than 300 wines, but you shouldn’t discount the menu here. Those wanting smaller portions may opt for cheese-flight sharing plates such as roasted butternut squash, mussels, stone-fried pizza, or goat cheese beignets. If you want something more substantial, check out the dinner menu, which includes entrees such as pan-seared diver sea scallops or filet mignon with rosemary chianti sauce. Crú is open for lunch and dinner. $$–$$$.


Crush. 20 Waterway Ave., Ste. 200; (281) 362-7874; thecrushbar.com. This upscale restaurant and bar features a chef--inspired menu with flavorful dishes from around the world such as truffled, forest-wild, mushroom flat-bread pizza; Black Forest ham with double-cream brie and arugula panini; and dark chocolate and white, dried cherry truffles with fresh mixed berries. Of course, for many, the main attraction here is the wine, and the options are plentiful. Don’t worry if you’re not an oenophile, though: The friendly waiters here will help you find the perfect wine. $$–$$$.


Grimaldi’s Coal Brick-Oven Pizza. 20 Waterway Ave. at the Town Center; (281) 465-3500; grimaldispizzeria.com. For years Zagat has been giving high ratings to this small chain, which opened a location at The Woodlands Town Center in the fall of 2009. The hand-tossed, coal oven–baked pizzas and calzones are the main attraction, and you can wash them down with a drink from the extensive beer and wine list. Call ahead if you plan to dine with a party of five or more. $–$$.


Jasper’s. 9595 Six Pines Dr., Ste. 900; (281) 298-6600; jaspersthewoodlands.com. If you’re looking for a chic, romantic restaurant, this is a great option. Jasper’s serves gourmet Southern-inspired dishes like prosciutto wrapped “shrimp ‘n’ grits,” aged Gouda–ham mac ‘n’ cheese, cedar smoked salmon, and Shiner Bock barbecued chicken. The restaurant is open for brunch, lunch, and dinner. Brunch dishes like crab cake Benedict and vanilla French toast with applewood bacon are served until 3 p.m. Dress nicely. $$$.


Masa’s Sushi & Robata Bar. 4775 W. Panther Creek Dr., Ste. 430; (281) 298-5688; masasushirobatabar.com. From outside, Masa’s looks like a hole-in-the-wall, but step inside and you’ll discover this is a clean sushi restaurant that serves fresh fish and tasty rolls. The menu includes all of the soups, salads, appetizers, and entrees you’d expect, along with several traditional American sushi rolls. Masa’s also has a selection of funky rolls with names like Texas Panther Creek, Cochran’s Crossing, and Sterling Ridge—all local neighborhoods. $$–$$$.


The Olive Oil Restaurant. 373 Sawdust Rd.; (281) 367-0114; oliveoilgreekrestaurant.com. For more than 30 years, this Greek-American restaurant has been making people say, “ Opa! ” Every dish here is made using imported spices and fresh herbs, meats, fish, and produce. The menu includes the full range of Greek options, including salads, lamb kabobs, vegetarian moussaka, Greek salad, and well-seasoned gyros. Get an extra taste of Greek culture when you dine here on Saturday night. That’s when The Olive Oil Restaurant features live music, Greek dancing, belly-dancing shows, and even belly-dancing lessons. $$–$$$.
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satisfy your sweet tooth


Just 10 minutes up the road from The Woodlands, in the suburb of Shenandoah, you’ll find some of the tastiest pies in the Houston area. Pie Town Cafe & Dessert Shop serves up a long list of creme pies—topped with meringue, if you like—as well as fruit pies and seasonal favorites like chocolate pumpkin swirl, peppermint pie, and sweet-potato pecan pie. The menu even includes several sugar-free fruit pies in flavors such as pecan, peach, cherry, and apple-cranberry-pecan. The pies range from $13 to $20.50—and don’t miss the soups and sandwiches. To get to pie heaven, head about 3 miles north on I-45. Pie Town is located at 19285 David Memorial Dr. For more information call (936) 321-3336 or visit pietown.net.















TRIS. 24 Waterway Ave. (281) 203-5641; triswoodlands.com. This upscale restaurant serves what it calls “progressive new American bistro” food. Among the dishes are pad Thai made with house-made noodles, lobster club sandwiches served with frisée and homemade double-cut fries, and a seared sashimi tuna salad topped with spicy mango habañero salsa, though the offerings change frequently to include seasonal produce. The menu includes several specialty drinks, martinis, and fine wines. Call ahead to make reservations, and leave the shorts, jeans, and T-shirts at home. TRIS serves lunch, dinner, and Sunday brunch. Be sure to browse the market before or after your meal to check out the great selection of produce, handmade meats, and sustainably raised fish. $$.




where to stay


Hyatt Centric, The Woodlands. 9595 Six Pines Dr.; (281) 203-5005; thewoodlands.centric.hyatt.com. Hyatt Centric is located right in the middle of the Woodland’s collection of eclectic dining and shopping areas and is near the Cynthia Woods Mitchell Pavilion, the site of year-round special events. Guests enjoy personal attention and sleek accommodations, including an outdoor terrace, a pool, and a 24-hour fitness center. $$$.


The Woodlands Resort & Conference Center. 2301 N. Millbend Dr.; (281) 367-1100; woodlandsresort.com. Whether you need to escape for a day, a weekend, or several days, you’ll find few options better than this one. The resort’s offerings include 2 lush golf courses, a full-service salon and spa, 21 tennis courts (4 indoors), over 200 miles of hiking and biking trails, a fitness center, waterslides, 4 restaurants, and a full-service bar and lounge. The Woodlands Resort & Conference Center has 406 rooms and suites. $$.
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conroe


Located in Texas’s Piney Woods, Conroe first made its mark in the lumber and oil industries. Today, however, Conroe is best known as the home of Lake Conroe, one of the state’s most popular destinations for boating, fishing, and other water sports. Outdoor activities also abound at W. Goodrich Jones State Forest.


While Conroe was once a place that Houstonians visited on the weekend or during holidays, the number of permanent residents has grown as Houston has expanded outward in recent years. Yet Conroe still retains a small-town charm, which is evident when visiting some of the local theaters, shops, restaurants, and the Heritage Museum of Montgomery County.




getting there


Conroe is located about 40 miles north of Houston, off I-45. Take the Conroe/TX 105 exit and follow the signs to get into town.




where to go


B-52 Brewing Company. 12470 Milroy Ln.; (936) 447-4677; b52brewing.com. Nestled in 7 verdant acres, beer buffs can drink in the beauty of nature as they sip classic brews or specialty drinks at a picnic table in the beer garden at this family-owned, family-friendly Conroe establishment. Customers can also join a game of cornhole, horseshoes, ping-or lager golf.
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Conroe Art Gallery. 127 Simonton St.; (936) 756-9572; conroeartleague.com. Drawing attention to Texas talent, the Conroe Art League’s gallery displays the work of area artists and offers workshops and classes in a variety of mediums. Closed Sunday and Monday.




Copperhead Brewery. 822 N. Frazier St.; (281) 919-6134; copperheadbrewery.com. Raise a glass of Copperhead White, Striker, or Black Venom while sitting at Copperhead Brewery’s 30-foot-long bar. Brewery tastings are offered Tuesday through Friday from 4 p.m. to 7 p.m. and on Saturday from noon to 8 p.m.




The Corner Pub. 302 N. Main St.; (936) 788-2390; thecornerpubinconroe.com. If you’re spending an evening in Conroe, head down to The Corner Pub to check out live music, poetry readings, and comedy sketches. Visit the website or call to find out about upcoming events.




Crighton Theatre. 234 N. Main St.; (936) 441-7469; crightontheatre.org. Originally built in 1934, this restored vaudeville theater hosts plays, dance and symphony performances, and musical events, including the Sounds of Texas Music Series, which takes place each winter and spring. Elvis Presley performed here in 1950. Call or visit the website to learn about upcoming events.




Heritage Museum of Montgomery County. 1506 I-45 North Feeder; (936) 539-6873; heritagemuseum.us. You might not recognize Charles B. Stewart‘s name, but you probably know his work. Stewart, a resident of the town and the first secretary of state for the Republic of Texas, designed the present-day Texas Lone Star flag and the state seal of Texas. Learn about his life and work here and, while you’re at it, check out some other exhibits about the area’s history. Closed Sunday through Tuesday.




Heritage Place Outdoor Theater. 500 Collins St.; cityofconroe.org/departments/parks-recreation/parks/heritage-place. This amphitheater hosts a free concert series on the first Thursday each month from April to September. Other special events take place here throughout the year. Food and drinks are available for purchase on-site; coolers are allowed but glass containers are not. Check the website or call the City of Conroe at (936) 522-3804 to find out about upcoming events.




Lake Conroe. Take I-45 North to exit 87/Conroe/TX 105; then take TX 105 West until you hit the lake (about 8 miles); lakeconroe.com. Since its completion in 1973, this man-made reservoir has been one of Texas’s most popular boating destinations. The 21,000 surface acres of water also offer abundant opportunities for sailing, windsurfing, kayaking, waterskiing, Jet Skiing, and fishing for several species of bass, crappie, channel catfish, and bluegill. If you’re looking to windsurf or sail, head to Lake Conroe’s southern portion, which tends to be windier. Whatever water sport you prefer, visit lakeconroe.com before heading out. You’ll find information about upcoming events, as well as the places to sail, fish, water-ski, and kayak. The site also includes a list of places that sell and rent equipment.




Lake Conroe Park. 210 W. Davis St.; (936) 788-8302. Want to enjoy Lake Conroe with the family? Head to Lake Conroe Park, where you’ll find fishing piers, 2 swimming areas, picnic tables and grills, horseshoe pits, volleyball courts, and a playground. Also known as “Park on the Lake,” Lake Conroe Park charges a $2-per-person admission fee for guests ages 5 to 65; all other guests get in free. The park is closed on Monday. It is located on TX 105, 7 miles west of I-45.


Moorhead’s Blueberry Farm. 19531 Moorhead Rd.; (281) 572-1265; moorheadsblueberryfarm.com. At this 20-acre blueberry farm, you can pick about 20 varieties of blueberries, including large crops of Premier, Brightwell, Tifblue, Climax, Garden Blue, and Becky Blue. The farm doesn’t use pesticides and charges $2.50 per pound, which includes buckets for holding your berries during picking. Moorhead’s is open daily during the season, usually late May through mid-July.




Owen Theatre. 225 Metcalf St.; (936) 539-4090; owentheatre.com. A staple of the Conroe arts scene, this 1940 downtown theater hosts live performances by the Players Theatre Company, a volunteer-run theatrical group that puts on plays and musicals each year. Recent shows have included The Three Musketeers, West Side Story, and The 39 Steps. With enough seating for just 250 people, the renovated theater boasts an intimate, community-oriented atmosphere.




Tut’s. 711 Madeley St.; (713) 539-1500; tutsconroe.com. For more than 25 years, this icehouse has been the place to see live music in Conroe. Why? Because Tut’s draws some of the area’s best Texas Americana, zydeco, rock, and R & B acts. Throughout the year, Tut’s also hosts special events such as Halloween costume parties and DJs spinning oldies but goodies. The owner, Charles Tullos, is also one of the founding members of Conroe’s annual Cajun Catfish Festival, which takes place each October (see listing in the Festivals & Celebrations appendix). Visit the website or call to find out about upcoming shows.














   	[image: chpt_fig_004]

    	

just like huck finn


During your trip to Lake Conroe, take a small detour to nearby Willis. Located just 8 miles north of Conroe off I-45, Willis is the home base of the paddle wheeler Southern Empress, a replica of 19th-century stern-wheeler riverboats. Take a relaxing ride along the lake while you enjoy lunch or dinner, watch the sunset, and dance. It’s probably best, though, not to try to do all three at once. Call ahead (936-588-3000) to make reservations. The Southern Empress docks at 7035 Kingston Cove Ln. Visit southernempress.com for more information.
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