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Tour 1
Orange, 
Port Arthur, 
Beaumont, 
Houston
shangri la, originally 
a 102-hectare private 
garden in orange, now 
features a botanical gar-
den, nature center, café, 
and store, all open to 
the public. san antonio 
architects lake+Flato 
designed the facility 
specifically for its East 
texas environment, 
with energy efficiency 
and salvaged materi-
als. a series of ponds 
and gardens include a 
heronry for thousands 
of nesting birds. local 
outfitters offer swamp 
tours through surround-
ing gator country.

Waterfowl hunters 
and fishermen love the 
port arthur area. indoor 
attractions include mu-
seum of the gulf coast, 
with displays on native 
daughter Janis Joplin, 
rose hill manor, and 
the texas artists mu-
seum. Beaumont is 
a gateway to the Big 
thicket national pre-
serve, a vast patchwork 
of diverse ecosystems 
ranging from blackwa-
ter swamp to hardwood 
forest offering hiking, 
birdwatching, boat-
ing, fishing, camping, 
hunting, kayaking, and 
more.

in downtown hous-
ton, activities go around 
the clock, from relaxing 

in discovery green 
park, catching a show 
at the alley theatre 
or a baseball game at 
minute maid park, to 
enjoying the houston 
grand opera or Ballet. 
downtown also offers 
a dizzying selection of 
restaurants, includ-
ing the downtown 
aquarium, which has 
its own Ferris wheel 
and aquarium (of 
course), the lively hard 
rock café, and cozy 
Bistro lancaster. light 
rail connects downtown 
to the arts district, 
which includes the 
world-renowned menil 
collection and museum 
of Fine arts, the quirky 
art car museum, and 
exhibits ranging from 
butterflies to space at 
the museum of natural 
science. 

Tour 2
Clear Lake, 
Kemah, 
Galveston
level nine tours of 
nasa’s Johnson space 
center, which require 
advance reservations, 
include lunch in the 
astronauts’ cafeteria. 
details include the 
vast differences in 
technology supporting 
the original and cur-
rent mission control 
centers. the living in 
space module offers a 
taste of life aboard the 
space station. 

Kemah’s Boardwalk 

inn is walking distance 
from amusement rides, 
including a Ferris 
wheel, climbing wall, 
and roller coaster. the 
Boardwalk includes 
shops and an abun-
dance of restaurants, 
most overlooking the 
water, and a marina 
that offers boat char-
ters, sailing school, and 
fishing guides.

Seagull II launches 
at galveston’s pier 
22 and the texas 
seaport museum for 
hour-long tours of the 
city’s bustling harbor. 
restaurants and shops 
line brick streets in the 
adjacent historic strand 
area. across the island, 
the moody gardens 
complex includes an 
aquarium, rain forest, 
imax and ridEFilm 
theaters, museum, and 
a man-made freshwater 
beach. adjacent schlit-
terbahn galveston is-
land waterpark features 
three tubing rivers, the 
Kristal, Whitewater, 
and torrent. galveston 
island state park’s 
trails traverse prairie 
and salt marsh wet-
lands, ideal for spotting 
great blue herons, 
snowy egrets, roseate 
spoonbills, and mottled 
and mallard ducks. a 
free 18-minute ride 
on the Bolivar Ferry 
takes passengers and 
cars from the east end 
of galveston island to 
Bolivar point, another 

great place to bird-
watch. Benno’s dining 
on the Beach is just 
one of the island’s 
many seafood estab-
lishments.

Tour 3
Port Aransas, 
Corpus Christi
a free ferry ride across 
the intracoastal Water-
way sets the mood for a 
visit to port aransas on 
mustang island. in ad-
dition to kilometers of 
wide, flat beaches, this 
laid-back barrier island 
offers birding, kayak-
ing, dolphin watching, 
fishing, and swimming. 
surfing lessons and, in 
the summer, surf camp, 
are available near 
horace caldwell pier, a 
popular fishing spot and 
home to Barnacle Bill’s 
pierhouse and grill. 
choose from deep-sea 
and bay fishing charters 
or private boat rentals 
at area marinas. 

in corpus christi, the 
uss Lexington museum 
on the Bay is open for 
self-guided tours of the 
WWii-era aircraft car-
rier, a flight simulator, 
cafe, and store. high-
lights at the texas state 
aquarium include an 
offshore rig and Flower 
gardens exhibits, jel-
lyfish tanks, dolphin 
shows, sea otters, 
rescued sea turtles, 
and the hawn Wild 
Flight theater. mustang 
island state park, south 

of corpus christi Bay, 
includes a sheltered 
stretch of beach, fishing 
jetty, and bathhouse. 
summer sea turtle 
hatchling releases are 
popular at padre island 
national seashore, and 
the malaquite pavilion 
visitors center has 
exhibits and touch dis-
plays, a bathhouse, a 
park store, and covered 
picnic tables.

Tour 4
Kingsville, 
South Padre 
Island, 
Brownsville
in Kingsville, the 
historic, texas-sized 
King ranch remains a 
working facility, boast-
ing more than 60,000 
cattle and 300 quarter 
horses. guided tours 
are available. a high-
light of historic down-
town, the King ranch 
saddle shop creates 
custom leather furniture 
and other goods.

on south padre is-
land, the volunteer-run 
refuge sea turtle, inc., 
provides educational 
exhibits and demonstra-
tions, including sea 
turtle feedings. the 
south padre island 
Birding and nature 
center near the conven-
tion center is one of 
nine sites that make up 
the renowned World 
Birding center. another 
is Brownsville’s resaca 
de la palma state park, 

the network’s largest 
tract of native habitat. 
sabal palm audubon 
center, a remnant na-
tive sabal palm forest 
nestled in a bend of the 
rio grande, represents 
the northernmost range 
of many native plants 
and animals. Browns-
ville’s gladys porter Zoo 
is another must-stop for 
birders, attracting many 
species with its natural 
water features. the zoo 
is also famous for its 
Western lowland gorilla 
population and variety 
of native plants.
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to honor the birth, enlightenment, and passing of Lord 
Sakyamuni Buddha. Open Mon.–Fri. 9 a.m.–5 p.m. 
Tours of the garden available on weekends by appoint-
ment. Admission: Free (donations accepted). 123

Rockport-Fulton
This picturesque beach community, just north of Corpus 
Christi between Copano and Aransas Bay, has drawn 
the attention of coastal artists for more than a century. 
The Rockport Center for the Arts provides a showcase for 
their work, and the Aransas National Wildlife Refuge and 
Goose Island State Park are inspirational spots for aspir-
ing artists. Downtown shopping, the maritime museum, 
and the restored 1874 cattle baron’s mansion are attrac-
tions to be appreciated at the leisurely seaside pace.

Fulton Mansion State Historic Site 
317 S. Fulton Beach Rd., Rockport, 78382
361-729-0386, thc.state.tx.us

This lovely three-story mansion, built from 1874 to 
1877, was years ahead of its time, with such au cou-
rant amenities as running water, flushable toilets, cen-
tral heating and ventilation, and gas lighting throughout. 
Call or visit website for hours, fees, and group tours. 
13

South Padre Island
Whether you want nonstop spring break fun or quiet 
beach relaxation any time of the year, South Padre 
Island will deliver. The busy Gulf side boasts beautiful 
ocean views, while the peaceful Laguna Madre side 
has stellar sunsets. Luckily, both have countless restau-
rants, nightspots, and recreational activities. Those who 
love the rod and reel will be pleased with the abundant 
fishing opportunities, from fly-fishing the flats to chasing 
the big boys offshore. Matamoros, Mexico, only a short 
drive away, offers great shopping with some of the best 
bargains around. 

Island Equestrian Center 
8805 Padre Blvd.,South Padre Island, 78597 
800-761-HOSS, horsesonthebeach.com

For a completely different view of the beach, take a 
jaunt on the shore—on a horse with a guide. Beginners 
receive instruction, and a penned-in pony is available 
for children 3–5 years old. Or try the ATV track. Call or 
visit website for hours, fees, group rates, and reserva-
tions. 123

Schlitterbahn Beach Waterpark 
33261 State Park 100, South Padre Island, 78597
956-772-SURF, schlitterbahn.com

With the Gulf waters in clear view across the dunes, this 
Brazilian-themed park thrills with uphill water coasters, 
tube chutes, and a wave pool, along with sandy beaches, 
and a five-story water fun house. The giant palapa build-
ings create a beachside village with food, entertainment, 
and shopping. Call or visit website for hours and fees. 
12345
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http://www.thc.state.tx.us
http://www.horsesonthebeach.com
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