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Preface


I love Texas. I love its diverse land, its colorful history, its great food, and most of all its small towns and friendly folks. The back roads of the Lone Star State have taken me through the hills, valleys, deserts, forests, and to the coast, showing me special places and introducing me to people who are true Texas treasures. Texas has its own culture and Texans are pretty much a separate breed. It takes a lifetime to get to know Texas and visitors usually only get a glimpse. This book is intended to help you make good use of whatever time you have to spend in the Lone Star State. Don’t believe everything you see in the movies or everything you hear about Texas braggin’ …just enjoy what you discover!


—Sharry Buckner




Introduction


Texas contains 267,277 square miles, with 624 miles of coastline and 191,000 miles of rivers and streams. But it isn’t just size that makes Texas special, it’s the incredible diversity of the Lone Star State. Here, America collides with Mexico to create what seems to be a whole new culture. But many more cultures than those two have influenced—and continue to influence—Texas. Germans, Czechs, Polish, Native Americans, English, Irish, Scottish, Scandinavians, Africans, Filipinos, Lebanese, Chinese, Japanese, Canary Islanders, and many others have made their presence felt so strongly in the state that an immense Institute of Texan Cultures had to be established in San Antonio just to pay tribute to them all.


Texas’s diversity extends to climate and geology as well. Here the borders reach from balmy, sandy beaches to raw desert, majestic mountains, rolling hills, deep forests, grassy plains, and tropical areas filled with swaying palm trees. Four distinct geographic regions converge here: the Rocky Mountains, the Great Western High Plains, the Great Western Lower Plains, and the Gulf Coastal Plains.




Texas State Symbols




	The name Texas comes from tayshas, a Hasinai Indian word meaning “friend.”


	The state nickname is the Lone Star State, from the solitary star on the state flag.


	The state song is “Texas, Our Texas.”


	The state flower is the bluebonnet.


	The state tree is the pecan.


	The state bird is the mockingbird.


	The state dish is chili.


	The state reptile is the Texas horned lizard.


	The state small mammal is the armadillo.


	The state large mammal is the longhorn.


	The state flying mammal is the Mexican free-tail bat.


	The state stone is petrified palm wood.










Information Centers


During your trip, don’t miss stopping at one of the Texas Travel Information Centers run by the state Department of Transportation. These are at entry points scattered around the state on major thoroughfares, and each one is packed with travel literature to make your trip easier and more enjoyable. They are open daily from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m., until 6 p.m. Memorial Day weekend through Labor Day, and closed New Year’s Day, Easter Sunday, Thanksgiving, Christmas Eve, and Christmas. Call (800) 452-9292 for automated road condition information 24 hours a day.




	
If you’re traveling east from New Mexico or south from Oklahoma, stop at the Amarillo center at 9700 E. I–40.


	
Traveling from southwestern New Mexico, stop at the El Paso center on I–10 in the town of Anthony.


	
In Austin, stop at the Capitol Complex Visitors Center in the restored Old General Land Office Building at 11th Street and Congress Avenue. The building features several exhibits on the history of Texas and the land office, which manages state properties. One display celebrates the land office’s most famous employee, William Sydney Porter, who wrote short stories under the name O. Henry.


	
Traveling south from Oklahoma, stop in Denison on U.S. Highway 75, in Gainesville on U.S. Highway 77 at I–35, or in Wichita Falls on I–44 at U.S. Highways 277 and 281.


	
Traveling south or west from Arkansas, stop at the Texarkana center on I–30.


	
Traveling west from Louisiana, stop at the Orange center on I–10 or the Waskom center on 1–20.


	
Traveling north from Mexico, visit the Laredo Visitors Center on I–35 just north of the city, the Harlingen center at the intersection of US 77 and 83, or the Langtry center on Loop 25 at U.S. Highway 90. The Langtry location is especially interesting because it’s on the grounds of the historic Jersey Lilly Saloon built by Judge Roy Bean, the “Law West of the Pecos” back in the late 1800s.
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These regions are home to some huge, modern metropolitan areas, and three of them (Houston, San Antonio, and Dallas) are among the ten largest cities in the United States. Yet Texas has more land dedicated to agriculture, has more farms and ranches, produces more cotton, and grazes more cattle than any other state.


In fact, Texas is so big you really can’t see it all in one trip, unless your vacation lasts for months. The best way to see it is in bits and pieces. This book presents a selection of places children will enjoy—but “children” encompasses many ages, so read the descriptions to decide if your family will enjoy the attractions listed. Try some local eateries, “Mom and Pop” places, chicken-fried steak, Texas barbecue (or BarBQ), German sausages, chili, and Tex-Mex food.


If your family likes to drive around scenic areas, the state has helped you out by creating several “highway trails.” These are well-marked routes that travel through the most interesting areas of each region of the state. They include the Hill Country Trail in Central Texas, the Tropical Trail in South Texas, the Independence Trail along the Coastal Plain, the Forest Trail in East Texas, the Mountain Trail and the Pecos Trail in West Texas, the Plains Trail in the Panhandle, the Lakes Trail in northeast Texas, the Forts Trail in north-central Texas, and the Brazos Trail in central Texas. For brochures about these trails, as well as a free 288-page Texas State Travel Guide and free state map, call (800) 888-8TEX or visit www.traveltex.com.


Maps provided at the beginning of each chapter of this book are for reference only and should be used in conjunction with a road map. Distances provided are approximate.


If you’re driving in Texas, you are required to have liability insurance. Evidence of insurance must be furnished when requested by a police officer. Texas law (www.txdps.state.tx.us/director_staff/public_information/seatbelt.htm) also requires all passengers to wear seat belts, children under five to be secured in a federally approved child safety seat system, and no one under the age of 18 may ride in the open-bed of a pickup truck.


South of the Border


Since Texas shares 1,254 miles of border with Mexico, your family might want to make a side trip south of the border. Before you go, check with the U.S. Department of State at http://travel.state.gov/travel/tips/regional/regional_1174.html for the most current regulations and travel tips. If you are a U.S. citizen, federal law requires a valid passport to travel to Mexico. The passport must be valid for at least six months past entry date. Laws have been changing often, so for the latest rules and regulations, check the U.S. Customs and Border Protection Web site at www.cbp.gov before you go.


Happy Trails


If you’re taking a family vacation, it’s fun to let the kids help plan it. Let them e-mail or call for tourist brochures and maps from the places you’ll be visiting. When the literature arrives, have a “vacation-planning day” and spread it out on the dining room table. If possible, let each child pick one or two places they would like to visit. When traveling, let the kids collect mementos (ticket stubs, brochures, postcards, etc.) and make a scrapbook either during the trip or when you get home. Wherever you go, enjoy!


Lodging, Restaurant, and Attraction Rates


Rates for places to stay and eat, as well as attraction admission prices, are represented with dollar signs and offer a sense of the price ranges at press time. Lodging rates are based on double occupancy and tend to increase seasonally depending on location; many establishments offer family rates and discounts. Restaurant prices pertain to most dinner entrees, and attraction rates are per person.


Lodging










	$

	up to $60






	$$

	$61 to $100






	$$$

	more than $100







Restaurants










	$

	up to $10






	$$

	$11 to $20






	$$$

	more than $20







Attractions










	$

	up to $5






	$$

	$6 to $10






	$$$

	$11 to $20






	$$$$

	more than $20









Attractions Key


The following is a key to the icons found throughout the text.
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Prairies and Lakes
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This is a region drenched in history, with a number of fine museums to preserve its past. The Texas Declaration of Independence was signed here, the fledgling republic’s first capital was here, the oldest university in the state is here, Dr Pepper was invented here, the West begins here, and the Texas Rangers—both the law enforcement agency and the baseball team—have excellent showcases here.


Except for the bucolic rolling hills along the back roads, this area doesn’t have much in the way of dramatic landscapes. But when the wildflowers are blooming in the spring, the area is a festival of color and a great backdrop for photographs of children. The Brazos River Valley offers plenty of outdoor recreation, from canoeing down the river to water sports on the lakes.


Most of the land here is given over to farming, with a giant metropolitan area hulking in its midst. The Metroplex, from Fort Worth to Dallas, is one of the largest urban areas in the nation and offers families an abundance of things to do, from amusement parks to world-class zoos, from art galleries to wax museums, from planetariums to sporting events.


The easiest way to get around the Prairies and Lakes region is on I–35 and I–45, U.S. Highways 281 and 290, and Highway 6. Don’t worry if you take a back road—virtually all Texas roads are very well maintained. This area is crowded with cities and towns, perhaps more than any other region, so a travel stop is always just over the next hill. In the Metroplex, the majority of family attractions are adjacent to or very near I–30.


Bastrop, Rosanky, and Smithville


Bastrop is one of the more historically important towns in Texas. The area originally was a meeting ground for Tonkawa and other southwestern Indians, provided a vital river crossing on El Camino Real—the King’s Road from Mexico City to Nacogdoches—and was the prime settlement for Stephen F. Austin, the father of Texas.
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TopAnnual Events in Prairies and Lakes






	
Southwestern exposition and Livestock Show and Rodeo, Fort Worth, January (817-877-2400)


	
Eeyore’s Birthday, Round Top, April (979-278-3530)


	
Bluebonnet Festival, Ennis, April (972-878-4748)


	
Scarborough Faire, Waxahachie, April through May (972-938-3247)


	
Red River Rodeo, Wichita Falls, June (940-704-0514)


	
Comanche County Pow-Wow, Comanche, September (325-356-3233)


	
State Fair of Texas, Dallas, October (214-565-9931)


	
Red Steagall Cowboy Gathering, Fort Worth, October (888-269-8696)


	
Winedale Oktoberfest, Round Top, October (979-278-3530)


	
Christmas in Chappell Hill, Chappell Hill, December (979-337-9910)








The city is named for Philip Hendrick Nering-Bogel, a land developer with no royal blood who called himself the Baron of Bastrop. He was instrumental in persuading the Mexican governor of Coahuila y Tejas to allow Austin to bring American colonists into the area in 1827. That was the beginning of events that would lead Anglo settlers and many Mexican citizens to revolt against Mexico and establish Texas as an independent republic just a few years later.


Nestled among towering loblolly pines along the Colorado River, Bastrop is surrounded by parks, ranch land, and meadows alive with wildflowers in the spring. More than 125 structures in town are listed on the National Register of Historic Places. Bastrop’s courthouse was built in 1889, the same year as its Opera House.


The nearby city of Smithville has a similar history and was once a riverboat stop on the Colorado River and an important railroad hub. It’s known today as a popular place to shop for antiques.














	Bastrop Opera House (ages 6 and up)
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711 Spring Street, Bastrop (512-321-6283; www.bastropoperahouse.com).


Located in a historic building, the Opera House is home to the Colorado River Repertory and the Spring Street Players. It offers year-round family entertainment at reasonable prices with delightful presentations of children’s theater and musicals on Friday and Saturday evenings. Prices vary with the performances.














	Bastrop Museum (ages 6 and up)
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702 Main Street, Bastrop (512-303-0057; www.bastroptexas.net/around_bastrop/bastrop_museum.htm). Open Monday through Friday 1 to 5 p.m., Saturday 10 a.m. to 2 p.m. $.




Bastrop-Smithville Annual Events




	
Yesterfest, Bastrop, April


	
Smithville Jamboree, Smithville, April


	
Patriotic Festival, Bastrop, July


	
Bastrop MusicFest (Concert for CASA), Bastrop, October


	
Old-Fashioned Christmas Parade, Bastrop, December


	
Festival of Lights, Smithville, December





For more information contact the Bastrop Chamber of Commerce and Visitor Center at 927 Main Street, Bastrop 78602 (512-303-0558; www.bastropchamber.com).





The museum is located in an 1850 house and displays historic documents and photographs, along with frontier tools, artifacts, and Native American relics sure to interest children.














	Bastrop State Park (ages 2 and up)
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1 mile east of Bastrop on Highway 21, via Loop 150 from Highway 71 (512-321-2101; www.tpwd.state.tx.us/spdest/findadest/parks/bastrop).


The 3,503-acre park is in the midst of the Lost Pines area of Texas, a loblolly pine woodland isolated from the main body of East Texas piney woods. It’s the most westerly stand of loblollys in the state. The rugged hills and quiet woodlands are an ideal retreat.


Overlooking a small lake are thirteen rustic cabins with cooking facilities—the perfect place for a family to relax for a day or two. The park also has a swimming pool, two children’s wading pools, a nine-hole golf course, picnic tables, and modern restrooms with hot showers. the golf course winds through tall pines and crosses steep ravines.


If you have older children, you might be interested in biking along the hilly park road system that connects Bastrop and Buescher State Parks.














	Central Texas Museum of Automotive History (ages 6 and up)
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South of Bastrop at 2502 Highway 304, Smithville (512–237-2635; www.ctmah.org). Open April 1 through September 30, Wednesday through Saturday 10 a.m. to 5 p.m., Sunday 1:30 to 5 p.m.; October 1 through March 31, Friday through Saturday 10 a.m. to 5 p.m., Sunday 1:30 to 5 p.m. $, children 5 and under free.


Anyone who likes old cars is going to love this museum full of beautiful and interesting vehicles, all restored and polished to mirror finishes. Usually you’ll see 100 to 115 cars on display at any time. The rotating collection traces the development of the automobile and its effect on the social and economic climate of the world. You’ll see early European estate cars, town cars, limousines, and sports cars, as well as cutaway engine displays, tools, and diagnostic equipment.


Other displays include gasoline and oil pumps, automotive signs, license plates from around the world, accessories, and a large collection of models and toys.














	Smithville Railroad Historical Park and Museum (ages 4 and up)
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102 West First Street, Smithville (512-237-2313). Open during business hours Monday through Friday. Free


Who doesn’t like trains, especially kids? This museum in the Katy Depot features Union Pacific and Missouri-Kansas-Texas cabooses, photos, railroad memorabilia, and a vintage motor car. Railroad Park has tree-shaded picnic tables and a children’s playground. The park’s gazebo is topped by a cupola salvaged from the 1896 city hall building.














	Buescher State Park (ages 2 and up)
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On Park Road 1, 2 miles north of Smithville off Highway 71 (512-237-2241; www.tpwd.state.tx.us/spdest/findadest/parks/buescher).


Unlike nearby Bastrop State Park, this park on the edge of the Lost Pines has more oaks than pines. It also has picnic areas with tables and grills, a 7.8-mile hiking trail, and overnight camping facilities. Four screened shelters with water and electricity are available at $20 a night, but make reservations well in advance, especially in spring and summer.


While roaming around Buescher (pronounced Bisher), you might see armadillos, bobcats, white-tailed deer, opossums, rabbits, raccoons, and squirrels. The thirty-acre lake is stocked with fish and you can swim in the lake, but the park has no lifeguards so keep a close eye on the kids.




Scenic Drive


One of the prettiest drives in the entire Prairies and Lakes region is the 13-mile route through the Lost Pines. Directions are simple: Take Park Road 1 from either Bastrop State Park or Buescher State Park and drive to the other park. Park Road 1A loops around Bastrop State Park. The route splits into Park Roads 1C and 1E, but they both end up in the same place, so travel in one direction on one and return on the other. In some areas, the trees are so thick and the road so narrow, it appears as if you are in a wooded tunnel. Make sure your windows are down as you mosey over the hills, letting in that fresh smell of the pines, a fragrance intensified just after a rain shower. Best times are spring and fall.







Free Fishing!


Texas Parks & Wildlife has waived fishing license requirements for anyone fishing inside the property boundary of a Texas State Park. The Free Fishing program is intended to encourage folks to get outside and enjoy fishing—whether you’re an adult or child, fishing in a river or creek, from a pier or bank, or even from a boat if the body of water is inside a state park boundary. The program is available at more than fifty state parks across Texas and several even have special events like “learn to fish” classes or kids’ fishing contests.





Where to Eat


The Roadhouse. 2804 Hwy. 21 East, Bastrop (512-321-1803; www.kendrasroadhouse.com). Voted best hamburgers in Bastrop County five years in a row—also steaks, chicken, salads and a kids’ menu. $


Pocket’s Grill. 205 Fawcett St., Smithville; (512-237-5572; www.pocketsgrille.com). Great sandwiches, burgers, pizza, Tex-Mex, Dawgs, dinner entrees, and a kids’ menu. $


Where to Stay


Bastrop Inn. 102 Childers Street, Bastrop (512-321-3949; www.bastropinn.com). Swimming pool, HBO, kids under 10 stay free. $$


Days Inn. 4102 Highway 71 East, Bastrop (512-321-1157; www.daysinn.com). Pool, free breakfast, high-speed Internet. $$


For More Information


Bastrop Chamber of Commerce and Visitor Center. 927 Main Street, Bastrop 78602; (512) 303-0558; www.bastropchamber.com.


Smithville Area Chamber of Commerce. First Street & Main Street, Smithville 78957; (512) 237-2313; www.smithvilletx.org.


Elgin, Ledbetter, and Round Top


Take Route 95 north to US 290, then east.


If you’re in the little town of Elgin (pronounced with a hard g, as in begin) in late June, take the family to the city’s Western Days and Rodeo festival in Memorial Park and the Lost Pines Rodeo Arena. You’ll be treated to arts-and-crafts and food booths, dancing on tennis courts, a fun run, a kids’ parade, and a championship arm-wrestling contest. Topnotch rodeo entertainment in the evening. Call (512) 285-4515 for information.


By the way, US 290 and Highway 21—roads that connect Austin (home of the Lyndon B. Johnson Presidential Library at the University of Texas) and College Station (home of the George Bush Presidential Library at Texas A&M University)—are now designated the Presidential Corridor, a picturesque drive.














	Stuermer Store (ages 6 and up)
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On us 290, Ledbetter (979-249-3066; www.ledbettertexas.com/Business/Stuermer-Store.html).


Old-fashioned fun and food can be found at the Stuermer Store, which has been in operation for more than one hundred years. Its old bar has been converted to a soda fountain and ice-cream parlor.














	Henkel Square (ages 6 and up)
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Downtown Round Top (979-249-3308; www.texaspioneerarts.org). Open Thursday through Sunday noon to 5 p.m. $.


Experience a peek back into pioneer life at this nationally recognized museum village. Artifacts are on display in each building, and often reenactors demonstrate pioneer crafts. Among the forty historic structures you can visit are a double-log house, a schoolhouse, a church, a log store, and several family homes. The apothecary shop serves as the visitor center.














	Winedale Historical Center (ages 6 and up)
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4 miles east of round Top via Farm road 1457, then Farm road 2714 (979-278-3530; www.cah.utexas.edu/museums/winedale.php). Open Monday through Friday 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. Event admission varies.


The Winedale Historical Center in Round Top is operated by the University of Texas’ Center for American History. The center itself is a restored nineteenth-century farm and homestead with log cabins, a fireplace kitchen, a smokehouse, and barns. The center holds a couple of first-rate, family-oriented festivals and special events during the year, as well as several classes and workshops.


Eeyore’s Birthday is celebrated in late April with food, children’s games, children’s costume contests, and a Shakespearean comedy. Shakespeare at Winedale offers a revolving repertoire of the Bard’s classics in July and August.


Where to Eat


Meyer’s Elgin Smokehouse. 188 US 290, Elgin (512-281-3331; www.cuetopiatexas.com). Elgin sausage is legendary. Sample it here along with heaping helpings of ribs, brisket, beans, potato salad, creamed corn, pickles and onions, and bread. Stars here are garlic pork sausage and a fat-free (yes, that’s fat-free) barbecue sauce. $


Royer’s Round Top Café. On the square in Round Top (979-249-3611 or 877-866-PIES; www.royersroundtopcafe.com). This fun place serves stuff that grazes, oinks, and chirps plus mouth-watering, award-winning pies. $$–$$$


Southside Market. 1212 US 290, Elgin (512-285-3407; www.southsidemarket.com). One of the most authentic, and legendary, Texas barbecue cafes. Dating to the 1880s, the eatery is known far and wide for its German-style sausage. This is old-fashioned fare, with big slabs of meat served up on red butcher paper, side orders in cups, and drinks from a tub of ice. $


Where to Stay


Sunset Lodge. 1113 Hwy. 290, Elgin; (512-285-4689; www.sunsetlodgeelgintx.com). Cable TV, refrigerator, hair dryer. $$


Anderson’s Round Top Inn. 102 Bauer Rummel Road off Highway 237, Round Top (979-249-5294; www.andersonsroundtopinn.com). Beautifully restored pioneer buildings, amenities vary according to individual cottage, sleep amid history. $$$


For More Information


Greater Elgin Chamber of Commerce. 114 Central Ave., Elgin 78621; (512) 285-4515; www.elgintxchamber.com.


Round Top Area Chamber of Commerce. 102 E. Mill Street, Round Top 78954; 979-249-4042; www.roundtop.org.














	Brenham
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Brenham is more than 150 years old and teeming with historic buildings. The downtown area has plenty of antiques shops, and the town has more than thirty bed-and-breakfast inns. The area is filled with bluebonnets and other wildflowers in the spring. Call the local chamber of commerce at (888) 273-6426 and ask for a list of historic sites, info on the bed-and-breakfasts, and a free Bluebonnet Trails map so you can find the best spots to take those precious photos of your children.














	Blue Bell Creamery (ages 4 and up)
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1101 S. Blue Bell road, Brenham (800-327-8135; www.bluebell.com). Open Monday through Friday 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. (tours offered 10 a.m. to 2:30 p.m.), closed major holidays. Tours: $.


The Blue Bell Creamery is the second most sacred place in Texas, just behind the Alamo, and a great family fun place. This is where Blue Bell Ice Cream is made. Somehow, over the years, this state favorite became legendary, and to disparage it in front of an old-time Texan is to risk your health.


The “little creamery in Brenham” was founded in 1907, named for the bluebell flowers that cover the nearby hills in the spring. Time magazine pronounced Blue Bell “the best ice cream in the world.” Judge for yourself with a tour and a taste. Tours are given Monday through Friday throughout the year.














	Brenham Heritage Museum (ages 6 and up)
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105 South Market Street, Brenham (979-830-8445; www.brenhamheritagemuseum.org). Open Wednesday 1 to 4 p.m., Thursday through Saturday 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. $.


The Brenham Heritage Museum is housed in a renovated 1915 federal building. The exhibits preserve area history and feature traveling exhibits throughout the year. Among the attractions is an 1879 steam-powered fire engine.














	Texas Trivia
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Texas is second only to Alaska in volume of inland water, with 4,959 square miles of lakes and streams.

















	Monastery of St. Claire (ages 2 and up)
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9300 Highway 105, 9 miles northeast of Brenham (979-836-9652; www.monasteryminiaturehorses.com). Open Tuesday through Saturday 1:30 to 4 p.m. except Holy Week (the week prior to Easter), Thanksgiving day, and the week preceding Christmas. Open Friday and Saturday only in January, February, and September. $.


The kids will love the Monastery of St. Claire, and they don’t have to be religious—they just have to love little horses. The monastery is home to a group of nuns who support themselves by raising miniature horses—some as small as medium-size dogs—and selling handmade ceramics and other crafts in their Art Barn Gift Shop.














	Lake Somerville
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On Highway 36, 14 miles north of Brenham, Lake Somerville has four Army Corps of Engineers parks (979-596-1622; www.swf-wc.usace.army.mil/somerville), two state parks (Birch Creek: 979-535-7763 or Nails Creek: 979-289-2392; www.tpwd.state.tx.us/spdest/findadest/parks/lake_somerville), and a city park (979-596-1122).


Cool off at this 11,460-acre lake with seven parks and about 500 acres of shoreline developed for boating, camping, fishing, picnicking, and swimming. Lake Somerville State Park is divided into two units, Birch Creek on the north shore and Nails Creek on the south shore. The two units are connected by the 21.6-mile Somerville Trailway System, where you can hike, bike, or ride horses.


Where to Eat


Purcell’s Country Style Buffet. 2800 Highway 36 at US 290, Brenham (979-836-9508; www.purcellsbuffet.com). Wide variety of choices. $


Mariachi’s Mexican Restaurant. 2522 South Day Street, Brenham (979-830-9015). A local favorite for good Mexican food. $–$$


Tex’s Barbecue. 4807 Texas Highway 105, Brenham (979-836-5962). Open pit barbecue; dine inside or in picnic area. $–$$


Where to Stay


Best Western of Brenham. 1503 US 290 E., Brenham (800-WESTERN or 979-251-7791; www.bestwesterntexas.com/hotels/bestwestern-inn-of-brenham). Pool, hot tub, cable TV, high-speed Internet. $$–$$$


Holiday Inn Express. 555 US 290 W., Brenham (979-836-4590). Pool, gazebo, spa, free continental breakfast, free WiFi. $$$


For More Information


Brenham Chamber of Commerce. 314 South Austin Street, Brenham 77833; (979) 836-3695 or (888) BRENHAM; www.brenhamtexas.com.


Chappell Hill and Washington


This area rivals the Hill Country when it comes to beautiful wildflowers in the spring. Take the scenic drive along Farm Road 1155 north to Washington-on-the-Brazos State Historical Park. The road winds through beautiful pastoral landscapes filled with bluebonnets, red Indian paintbrush, and pink primroses along a historic route used by early pioneers and settlers.


Chappell Hill has several early Texas and antebellum structures, homes, antiques stores, and crafts shops. One standout is the Chappell Hill Bank. In the same building since 1907, it is the oldest continuously operating bank in the state and features rare historical photographs and documents on its walls, including an original 1899 map of the United States.


Don’t miss the Teddy Bear Parade during the Christmas in Chappell Hill celebration in early December. Young owners escort the bears and win prizes. City merchants kick off the Yuletide with a number of events, including the arrival of Santa Claus on a fire truck and other entertainment and caroling.


Washington is considered the birthplace of Texas. The city was the site of the signing of the Texas Declaration of Independence and the drafting of the new republic’s constitution. From 1842 to 1846 this small town served as the capital of the Republic of Texas.














	Chappell Hill Historical Museum (ages 6 and up)
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9220 Poplar Street, Chappell Hill (979-836-6033; www.chappellhillmuseum.org). Open Wednesday through Saturday 10 a.m. to 4 p.m., Sunday 1 to 4 p.m. donations accepted for tours.


Housed in a 1927 school building, the museum exhibits depict plantation life, the Civil War era, life under Reconstruction, local educational institutions, and Polish immigration.














	Washington-on-the-Brazos State Historical Park (ages 2 and up)
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Off Farm road 1155, just south of Washington (936-878-2214; www.tpwd.state.tx.us/spdest/findadest/parks/washington_on_the_brazos). Open daily 8 a.m. to sundown. Visitor Center open daily 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. Free.


This 229-acre park on the banks of the Brazos River contains a portion of the original town site, a reconstruction of Independence Hall, an auditorium, a pecan-grove picnic area, an outdoor amphitheater, and Barrington Living History Farm (www.tpwd.state.tx.us/spdest/findadest/parks/barrington_farm), the home of Anson Jones, the last president of the Republic of Texas. The park was recently renovated and the new visitor center has computerized interactive exhibits. History comes alive during the annual Texas Independence Day celebration, when volunteers re-create the original Texas Army and display pioneer garb and crafts (usually held on the Sunday nearest March 2).














	Texas Trivia
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Along Texas roads you will find more than a million signs and markers, including more than 2,500 historical roadside markers and more than 1,000 rest areas, picnic areas, and scenic overlooks.

















	Texas Trivia


	[image: images]









The Texas Parks and Wildlife Department manages 123 park areas in the state, including forty historical sites.

















	Star of the Republic Museum (ages 6 and up)
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In Washington-on-the-Brazos State Park, Washington (936-878-2461; www.starmuseum.org). Open daily 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. except Thanksgiving day and december 23-January 1. $, children 6 and under Free


The history of early Texas is preserved at the Star of the Republic Museum, built in the shape of a star. One of the best historical museums in the state, it presents Texas history through exhibits and multimedia presentations depicting pioneer life, agriculture, politics, transportation, and military affairs.




Texas State Parks


The Texas parks system is one of the best in the country with 125 state parks and thousands of campsites available statewide. Most parks are generally accessible to the disabled. In addition, there are dozens of State Natural Areas and State Historic Sites from forts to a historic inn to a battleship. Entrance fees vary from $1 to $6 at each park. Camping fees vary considerably. A yearly $60 Texas State Parks Pass allows unlimited entry for everyone in your vehicle, as well as discounts on some camping, park store merchandise, and other special promotions. A free lifetime Texas State Parklands Passport allows entry to parklands at half price for senior Texas residents sixty-five and older and to veterans with a 60 percent or greater disability.


Get comprehensive information on state parks in Texas by writing to TPWD, 4200 Smith School Road, Austin 78744; calling (800) 792-1112; or visiting the Web site at www.tpwd.state.tx.us. Camping reservations must be made by calling (512) 389-8900 or visiting www.reserveamerica.com, regardless of the park. A complete Texas State Parks map may be purchased by mail from park headquarters or at most state parks.





For More Information


Washington County Convention and Visitors Bureau. 314 South Austin Street, Brenham 77833; (888) BRENHAM or (979) 836-3695; www.brenhamtexas.com.


Chappell Hill Chamber of Commerce. 5145 Main Street, Chappell Hill 77426; 979-337-9910; www.chappellhilltx.com.


Bryan and College Station














	The Brazos Valley Museum of Natural History (ages 6 and up)
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3232 Briarcrest drive, Bryan (979-776-2195; www.brazosvalleymuseum.org). Open Monday through Saturday 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. and the first Sunday 1 to 5 p.m. $.


The museum has displays on archaeology, prehistory, and other subjects and hosts many children’s activities and traveling exhibits.














	Children’s Museum of the Brazos Valley (ages 4 and up)
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111 E. Twenty-seventh Street, Bryan (979-779-5437; www.mymuseum.com). Open monday through Saturday 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. $, children under 1 free.


This hands-on, interactive museum provides a fun educational environment for kids. Daily programs promote reading, recycling, and healthy lifestyles.














	Texas A&M University (ages 10 and up)
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At Texas Avenue and university drive, College Station (979-845-5851; www.tamu.edu). Appelt Aggieland Information Center open monday through Friday 8 a.m. to 5 p.m., Saturday 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. and Sunday 1–4 p.m. Free.


College Station is home to Texas A&M University, which dominates the city as few other colleges dominate towns in Texas. Among the attractions on campus are the Academic Building and Rotunda with its mosaic tile seal and replica of the liberty bell, the Aggie’s gigantic Kyle Field, the A&M Sports Museum, the Student Center with galleries and bookstore, and the Sam Houston Sanders Corps of Cadets Center, which honors the past, present, and future of the university, celebrating its Corps of Cadets with miniature cannons, swords, guns, flags, and a Hall of Honor. The center also includes the Metzger-Sanders Gun Collection, featuring antique firearms and other weapons and a collection of Colt pistols.


The university conducts customized family tours of the campus led by students who tailor their presentation based on the ages of your children.














	George Bush Presidential Library and Museum (ages 6 and up)
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1000 George Bush drive West, College Station (979-691-4000; http://bushlib.tamu.edu). Open monday through Saturday 9:30 a.m. to 5 p.m., Sunday noon to 5 p.m. $–$$, children 5 and under free.


The research library and museum is on the Texas A&M campus. It houses thirty-eight million pages of official and personal papers of President George H. W. Bush, as well as one million photographs, 2,500 hours of videotape, and 50,000 museum exhibit items. Included in the exhibits are a 1925 home movie of baby George taking his first steps, as well as memorabilia from his days as a congressman, ambassador to China, head of the Central Intelligence Agency, vice president, and president. Some of the larger displays include a World War II torpedo bomber airplane, a 1947 Studebaker, a slab of the Berlin Wall, and replicas of Bush’s offices.


The museum also has a classroom where kids can learn about the presidency and recent American history.














	Arctic Wolf Ice Center (ages 6 and up)
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400 Holleman drive East, College Station (979-693-3900: http://arcticwolfice.com). Call for hours open to the public. $$


This ice rink is home to figure skating, hockey, and broomball as well as some great events including a “kids night out.”


Where to Eat


Blue Baker Pizza. 201 Dominik Drive, College Station (979-696-5055; www.bluebaker.com). Award-winning pizza, great deli sandwiches, soups, salads, and pastries. $–$$


Chicken Oil Company. 3600 S. College Ave., Bryan (979-846-3306; www.dixiechicken.com/chickenoil). Great burgers (including the local favorite Death Burger) and sides served in a most unusual atmosphere. Chicken, salads, sandwiches, and a kids menu are available, too. $


Rudy’s BBQ. 504 Harvey Road, College Station (979-696-7383; www.rudys.com). Unpretentious, family-friendly, tasty barbecue. $$


Where to Stay


La Quinta Inn. 607 Texas Avenue, College Station (979-696-7777). Outdoor pool, cable TV, high-speed Internet, free continental breakfast. $$


Comfort Suites Aggieland. 2313 Texas Ave. South, College Station (979-680-9000; www.comfortsuitescs.com). All-suites hotel near Texas A&M University with fridge, microwave, free hot breakfast, outdoor pool, cable TV, and free high speed Internet access. $$$


For More Information


Bryan/College Station Chamber of Commerce. 715 University Drive East, College Station 77840; (800) 777-8292 or (979) 260-9898; http://visitaggieland.com.
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Temple and Belton


Take U.S. Highway 190 west from Bryan.


Temple grew up around the railroads and still maintains an important railroad shop. The town is now an agriculture center with a growing emphasis on industrial products. Nearby Belton is a smaller town that has retained a rustic charm. Founded in 1850, it was a central stage stop and favorite of cowboys herding cattle up the Chisholm Trail. Many of the city’s buildings date to the 1860s and are well preserved, especially in the graceful old downtown area. The city is also home to one of the oldest colleges in the state, Mary Hardin Baylor University, founded in 1845 when Texas was still an independent republic.














	Mother Neff State Park (ages 4 and up)
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On Highway 236, moody, 20 miles northwest of Temple (254-853-2389, www.tpwd.state.tx.us/spdest/findadest/parks/mother_neff).


Mother Neff State Park—the first Texas state park—was named for former governor Pat Neff’s mom, who donated the land. Developed by the Civilian Conservation Corps during the Depression, the park features tall trees, hills, ravines, and cliffs. There are hiking trails, picnic facilities, campsites, fishing spots along the Leon River, a playground, and plenty of opportunities to see wildlife like armadillos, deer, raccoons, roadrunners, and squirrels.




Annual Area Events




	
Belton Youth Fair and PRCA Rodeo, Belton, February


	
Largest Children’s Art Exhibit in Central Texas, Temple, April and May


	
Central Texas Air Show, Temple, May


	
Fourth of July Parade, Festival, and Rodeo, Belton, July


	
Fourth of July Family Fun Fest, Temple, July


	
Salado Legends, Salado, July


	
Central Texas State Fair, Belton, September


	
Temple Annual Model Train Show, Temple, September


	
Texas Early Days, Temple, October


	
Scottish Clan Gathering and Highland Games, Salado, November


	
Tablerock Festival, Salado, December




















	Railroad and Heritage Museum (ages 4 and up)
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315 West Avenue B, Temple (254-298-5172; www.rrhm.org). Open Tuesday through Saturday 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. $.


Housed in a restored depot, the museum has exhibits devoted to pioneer farm, ranch, and home life; tools; clothing; and the early days of railroading in Texas, including an old Santa Fe steam engine.


Trains are honored in a big way at the Texas Train Festival in September, when the museum puts on special displays and demonstrations and Temple hosts a huge modeltrain show.














	Miller Springs Nature Center (ages 4 and up)
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Northside of dam on Farm road 2271, Temple (254-298-5720). Open dawn to dusk.


When Lake Belton overflowed its spillway in 1992, the water carved out a huge canyon and created wetlands that are being preserved as a natural area that offers hiking, bird-watching, and wildlife photography. Miracle Mile, a fully accessible boardwalk, allows people with disabilities to view the wetlands and restored prairie below.














	Temple Lake Park (ages 4 and up)
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On Farm road 2305, 9 miles northwest of Temple.


Cool the kids off on 172 acres along Lake Belton, which features a boat ramp, picnic and camping facilities, fishing, and swimming.














	Lake Belton (ages 4 and up)
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Headquarters at the dam at the junction of Farm road 2271 and Farm road 439, Belton (254-939-2461; www.swf-wc.usace.army.mil/belton).


Lake Belton is the prime source of outdoor recreation in the area. It’s noted for numerous arms and coves along its 110-mile shoreline and is surrounded by thirteen public parks offering camping, picnicking, boat ramps, marinas, fishing, and, swimming. For detailed information, visit the Army Corps of Engineers headquarters at the dam.














	Summer Fun Water Park (ages 4 and up)
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1410 Waco road, Belton (254-939-0366; www.summerfunwaterpark.com). Open weekends beginning in early may, then daily 11 a.m. to 6 p.m. memorial day through Labor day. $$–$$$


Summer Fun is a small but classic water park featuring inner-tube rides, water slides, beach volleyball, and horseshoe pits. Locally owned since 2004, it’s undergone many improvements and is a favorite place for birthday parties and special events for kids.














	Bell County Museum (ages 6 and up)
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201 north main Street, Belton (254-933-5243; www.bellcountytx.com/museum). Open Tuesday through Saturday noon to 5 p.m. Free.


Housed in a restored 1904 library, the museum focuses on the history of the county, with some interesting exhibits from a restored log cabin to a moustache cup collection. Charley the Longhorn has a couple of special adventures for kids.


Where to Eat


Hank’s Town. 4305 South Thirty-first Street, Temple (254-778-1700). Hank’s combines an amusement park with an all-you-can-eat pizza and taco buffet. More than 30 fun activities and video games for kids. $


Golden Corral Family Steakhouse. 2113 Southwest H. K. Dodgen Avenue, Temple (254-773-4064). Steaks and all-you-can-eat buffet with special kids’ desserts. $–$$


Fuddrucker’s. 3111 South Thirty-first Street, #3211 in Temple Mall (254-742-1700; www.fuddruckers.com). This is a chain, but they have fabulous burgers and a kids menu. $


Where to Stay


Best Western Inn. 602 North General Bruce Drive, Temple (254-742-1122; www.bestwestern.com). free cable TV, highspeed Internet, newspaper, and breakfast. Pool and exercise room. Kids 12 and under stay free. $$


La Quinta. 1604 West Barton, Temple (254-771-2980 or 800-531-5900; www.laquinta.com). Outdoor pool, free breakfast, highspeed Internet. $$


La Quinta Inn & Suites. 229 W. Loop 121, Belton (254-939-2772; www.laquinta.com). Indoor pool, free breakfast, newspaper, high-speed Internet, cable TV. $$


For More Information


Temple Convention and Visitors Bureau. 2 North Main Street, Temple 76501; (254-298-5561; www.ci.temple.tx.us/index.aspx?NID=409).


Belton Area Chamber of Commerce. 412 E. Central Avenue, Belton 76513; (254-939-3551; www.beltonchamber.com).


Salado and Killeen


Killeen is just west of Temple on US 190; Salado is south on I–35.


Salado (Suh-lay-doh) was a bustling city when the Chisholm Trail ran through It before the turn of the twentieth century, but when the railroad passed It by things got quieter. The little town Is best known today for Its quaint shopping area full of galleries and crafts shops and boutiques. If you’re here around the first weekend In August, don’t miss the annual Salado Art Fair In Pace Park, one of the best juried arts and crafts shows In the state. A follies show and an all-you-can-eat fajita dinner are featured In the evening.


The tree-shaded picnic area at Pace Park on Thomas Arnold Road beside Salado Creek was once a Native American camp, long before recorded history, and you can still see ruts from wagon wheels In the bedrock of the creek just north of the park.
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	Fort Hood (ages 6 and up)
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Main gate is on us 190, west of killeen. museums open monday through Friday 10 a.m. to 2 p.m., closed weekends and major holidays. Free.


Killeen is home to Fort Hood, the largest army post in the world, covering 339 square miles off US 190 just west of the city. The post has two museums open to the public at no charge.


The First Cavalry Division Museum exhibits more than 150 years of cavalry uniforms, equipment, and weapons, from swords to helicopters, artillery, tanks, and trucks. Located at Building 2218 on Headquarters Avenue; (254) 287-3626.


The Second Armored Division Museum features unit history from 1940 to the present and includes some of General George Patton’s personal items, along with tanks, combat photos, and dioramas. Located at Building 418 on Battalion Avenue; (254) 287-8811. Visitors should stop for directions at the main gate.


Where to Eat


Stagecoach Inn. Salado exit off I–35, 401 S. Stagecoach Road, Salado (254-947-5111). Known far and wide for its prime rib, hush puppies, and Strawberry Kiss dessert. Servers recite the menu verbally as in the olden days. $–$$


Where to Stay


Stagecoach Inn. Salado exit off I–35, 401 S. Stagecoach Road, Salado (254-947-5111 or 800-732-8994). Texans travel hundreds of miles to stay at the place where George Armstrong Custer, Robert E. Lee, and Jesse James once slept. Historic Inn (circa 1860), restored in the 1940s, now very modern with pool and fitness center. $$$


For More Information


Salado Chamber of Commerce. P.O. Box 81, Salado 76571; (254) 947-5040; www.salado.com.


Clifton, Waco, and West


Take Route 317 north of Killeen to Highway 6 into Clifton, then return on Highway 6 to Waco, for a scenic 35-mile drive through the picturesque North Bosque River Valley.


Waco was named after the peaceful Hueco Indians who lived on the banks of the Brazos River here. The river valley’s black soil turned the area into a cotton capital. Later, when the Chisholm Trail was blazed, the city became a cattle center. Today Waco is known as the home of Baylor University, the oldest college in Texas and the largest Baptist University in the world.


Go Texan at Waco’s Heart o’ Texas Fair and Rodeo the first week in October. The fair showcases professional rodeo riders, livestock and horse shows, and fine arts exhibits. Located at the Heart o’ Texas Coliseum and Fairgrounds; www.hotfair.com.


Waco’s Old Suspension Bridge was the nation’s largest when it was built in 1870 as a toll bridge along the Chisholm Trail. It was the model for the Brooklyn Bridge. Today the bridge, off University Parks Drive, is still used by pedestrians to link Indian Spring Park and Martin Luther King Jr. Park across the Brazos River. You can enjoy free evening concerts in the summer at Indian Spring Park.














	Texas Trivia
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When 39 miles of U.S. Highways 81 and 287 south of Ringgold were paved in 1936, sand taken from a pit in the area was mixed with paving material. The sand was found to contain gold in very small amounts. So when you drive down the road here, you’re on a highway paved with gold.





Just north of Waco is the tiny town of West, known for its historic Czech cuisine and an annual festival honoring its Czech heritage. Featuring parades, kolache contests, children’s games, folk dancing, ethnic food, and an arts and crafts show, Westfest (www.westfest.com) takes place on Labor Day weekend.














	Bosque Memorial Museum (ages 6 and up)
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301 South Avenue Q, Clifton (254-675-3845; www.bosquemuseum.org). Open Tuesday through Saturday 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. donations accepted.


Clifton is the Norwegian Capital of Texas, and the museum displays the largest collection of Norwegian artifacts in the South. The museum also houses mineral and fossil collections, guns, coins, sailing ship models, pioneer kitchen equipment, farm tools, and Native American artifacts.














	Cameron Park Zoo (ages 2 and up)
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1701 north Fourth Street, Waco (254-750-8400; www.cameronparkzoo.com). Open monday through Saturday 9 a.m. to 5 p.m., Sunday 11 a.m. to 5 p.m., closed holidays. Children 3 and under free. $–$$.


The Cameron Park Zoo is the fifty-one-acre home near the Brazos River for antelopes, bison, giraffes, monkeys, rhinos, tigers, wolves, zebras, and other animals. The grounds are covered in native trees—cottonwoods, mesquites, pecans, and oaks—and feature a waterfall. The surrounding park on University Parks Drive at Herring has 328 acres of woods, nature walks, equestrian trails, scenic picnic areas, and a children’s playground. Horseback riding is available for an additional fee.














	Dr Pepper Museum (ages 6 and up)
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300 South Fifth Street, Waco (254-757-1025; www.drpeppermuseum.com). Open monday through Saturday 10 a.m. to 4:15 p.m., Sunday noon to 4:15 p.m. $–$$.


The soft drink Dr Pepper was invented in Waco by Charles Curtis Alderton, and the recipe has remained unchanged since he first mixed up the concoction at the Old Corner Drug Store in 1885. The Dr Pepper Museum, in the original 1906 bottling plant, honors Alderton and the history of the unique drink. Featured are a restored soda fountain, many interactive displays for children, and a tour through the manufacturing facilities. Admission for the soda fountain or gift shop only is free.














	Mayborn Museum Complex (ages 4 and up)
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1300 South university Parks drive, Waco (254-710-1110 or 800-BAYLOR-u; www.baylor.edu/mayborn). Open monday through Wednesday and Friday through Saturday 10 a.m. to 5 p.m., Thursday 10 a.m. to 8 p.m., Sunday 1 to 5 p.m., closed major holidays. $–$$.


The new Mayborn Museum Complex opened in 2004 on the Baylor University campus. It combines the Victorian-era Strecker Museum’s natural history collection, a huge hands-on science discovery center for children, and a historic village along the banks of the Brazos River.














	Texas Ranger Hall of Fame and Museum (ages 4 and up)
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Exit 335B off I–35 in Fort Fisher Park, Waco (254-750-8631; www.texasranger.org). Open daily 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. $–$$, children 5 and under free.


One of the most recognized law-enforcement agencies in the world is the Texas Rangers. The Rangers established Fort Fisher here in 1837, making the region safe for settlers. The Texas Ranger Hall of Fame and Museum is housed in a replica of that original fort at University Parks Drive on the shore of Lake Brazos. The fort serves as headquarters for Company F of the Rangers and also as a museum of the agency’s colorful history. Included are an extensive firearms collection, examples of western art, Native American artifacts, dioramas, and a slide show. Many of the docents are retired Rangers, so you can get the history from an expert. Fort Fisher is also a thirty-five-acre park with camping and picnic facilities.




Waco Annual Events




	
Central Texas African-American Cultural Expo, April


	
Brazos River Festival, April


	
Cinco de Mayo, May


	
Freedom Frolic, July


	
Drag Boat Races, September


	
Heart O’ Texas Fair and Rodeo, October


	
Christmas on the Brazos, December





For More information call (254) 750-8696 or (800) 922-6386, or visit the Waco Web site at www.wacocvb.com.

















	Texas Sports Hall of Fame (ages 6 and up)
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Next to Fort Fisher, 1108 South university Parks drive, Waco (254-756-1633; www.tshof.org). Open monday through Saturday 9 a.m. to 5 p.m., Sunday noon to 5 p.m. $–$$, active military and children under 6 free.


If your kids don’t know who Nolan Ryan, Earl Campbell, Lee Trevino, Byron Nelson, George Foreman, or Babe Didrickson Zaharias are, take them to the Texas Sports Hall of Fame, where they’ll learn about these Texas heroes and more than 300 others. The museum features several different halls of fame and a video on important sporting events in the history of the state.














	Waco Water Park (ages 5 and up)
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900 Lakeshore drive, Waco (254-750-7900; www.waco-texas.com/CITY_DEPTS/parks/aquatics.htm). Open memorial day through Labor day. $–$$ admission determined by height, kids 3 and under free.
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