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7 olks don’t just drop by Matagorda Island State Park
» on their way somewhere else. A haven for 19 species
: ' of endangered or threatened animals, the park is iso-

lated by design (it is a wildlife managementarea) and by geog-
raphy—an 11-mile boat ride from Port O’Connor, the nearest
town. But it is just this isolation that makes Matagorda such
an intriguing place to visit.

The island, one of the many barrier islands along the coast,
hasbeen around onlyabout 5,000 years, but they’ve been event-
ful ones. Long before Europeansarrived, Matagorda was occu-
pied by the Native American Karankawas, who gathered oysters
and fish. When would-be settlers arrived, the Karankawas
defended their land vig-
orously, but ultimately
were driven out. Anglo-
American settlers moved
there in the 1830s and
raised cattle and other
livestock until the gov-
ernment took over in
1940. Property own-
ers’ land rights were
condemned in the
interest of national
defense,and the U.S.
Air Force used the
island asabombing
and gunnery range.
With such a
history, Park
Superintendent
Ronny Gallagher
said, “Theplaceis
not pristine,”but
it is making a ; S
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comeback. A wildlife refuge was ‘ :

founded in 1971, and the park currently is co-managed by
Texas Parks and Wildlife, the Texas General Land Office and
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.

A trip to Matagorda starts, one way or another, with a boat
ride. Private boats can go to the island, or visitors can take
the Parks and Wildlife ferry boat, which makes regular runs
from Port O’Connor, where passengers can buy tickets at the
park’s office.

Passengers travel 45 minutes to an hour through the place
where settlement gives way to nature. On the mainland side
of the Intracoastal Canal, there are marinas, docks and beau-
tiful beach homes flying Texas flags, along with a U.S. Coast
Guard station and, farther down, some industrial storage tanks.
On the other side cattle graze amid the grass and scrub brush,
and birds coast overhead.

Before the ferry reaches the island’s shore, it stops so crew

tain bjke .

members can reel in a net they’ve been dragging. This is some-
thing they do just about every trip, according to Gallagher,
to show visitors what’s swimming in the waters around them.

“We get a lot of brown and white shrimp, croakers, hard-
head catfish, crabs, young flounder and sometimesa stingray,”
he said.

A crew member gingerly removes small fish and crabs from
the net and places them in a bucket of sea water. Children
and adults alike move in to touch the fish and ogle the crabs.
When everyone’s curiosity is satisfied, the animals are returned
to the Gulf.

Matagorda’s appearance is deceptively sparse. The tallest
point is a 23-foot-tall dune. Vegetation generally consists of
giant cord grass, sawtooth cord grass, black rush, gaillardia,

sunflowers, mesquite and salt cedar.

A maximum of

150 people per day

— can ride over on the

Pl ferry. Visitors scatter

| ,' quickly foralittle soli-

| tude on the beach.

s Because of the isolation

and lack of amenities,

visitors are advised to

bring water, a hat, sun-

- screen and mosquito
repellent.

A truckand abus shut-

tle visitors to the Gulf-side

beach. The visitor center

near the dock has
restrooms and showers,
e and here and there on both

5ty the bay shore and the Gulf
beach there are shade sheds

. — some with picnic tables
| —to offer arespite from the

sun. Near the visitor center
is a rustic bunkhouse, where visitors can stay the night if they
don’t feel like camping on the beach.

Thebeachitselfis not raked or maintained in any way except
for twice-yearly beach cleanups. Visitors are responsible for
carting out their own trash, and the beach looks pretty clear
except for scattered clumps of bottles, wood and the occa-
sional lawn chairs that wash up from the Gulf of Mexico.
Gallagher said the trash can be from as far away as Mexico,
Galveston or cities along the Colorado River.

“It’s an education problem,” he said, pointing to a cluster
of bottles. “We have to teach our children that anything that
goes on the ground will end up in the water.” Among the
shells and beach debris, sharp-eyed beachcombers can spot
divots in the sand where feral (wild) hogs dig for sand crabs.
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Matagorda Island State Park is open year
around, with the TPWD ferry running
$Thursday through Sunday and holidays.
(Check with the park for current sched-
ule.) There is no park admission charge

for day use. The fee for the ferry is $10

~ for adults and $5 for children under 12,
and reservations arg recommended.
Private charter services also are available
in the Port O’Connor area; contact the

park office for a current list. Shuttle ser-
vice from the dock to the Gulf beach is $2

per adults and $1 for children under 12."

Primitive campsites are available for $4

per night (for up to four people), and the

bunkhouse costs $12 per personper night.
The park office is on. the Intracoastal
Canal at S. 16th and Maple Streetsin Port
O’Connor. School field trips and group
_ tours are available by arrangement. For
" more information or to make ferry reser-
vations, call 512-983-2215. Toreserve the
bunkhouse, call 512-389-8900.

/

. l'

O

Point Cnfn_i.-q:t

Port Lavaca

g A _—
" ol - Y -;nll'l-. 5
T ek, _J,_.I'J /| .]'ﬂ"-l_'...'."" !
Matag®’

Port O'Connor

\é;fif""xz-q__ @
. | T Y ) b 5 ) 1 -E.h"'n. i'lf rF g
i e bkt 3RS g o .IJ."-'-‘":' __r_-";-l _I.-t-.; i nd B _-Eﬂ:__‘._.,_.rﬂ'z. N e
{1 Matagorda Island State Park

L

The island holds a special allure for
birders. There are brown pelicans, great
blue herons, whooping cranes and many
other species that live here year around
or visit, including the endangered pere-
grine falcon, during migrations. Least
terns use the abandoned Air Force run-
ways as nesting sites, building right on
the tarmac. Gallagher said a birdwatch-
ing group counted 89 species near the
visitor center last spring. Park staff offer
birding tours at different times of the
year, which are increasingly popular.

For those more interested in the water,
fishing can yield such catches as bon-
nethead sharks, black drum, red drum,
spotted sea trout, flounder and the occa-
sional tarpon, which must be released.
The park also offers tours focusing on
beachcombing and sea life. The Kemp's
Ridley sea turtle sometimes appears in
the surf, but Gallagher noted no nests

- have been found on the island so far.

Many other reptiles call Matagorda
home, too. Apart from the American alli-
gator, which frequents deep freshwater

ponds and tall grass stands, there are sev-
eral types of snakes (including rattlesnakes)

and the threatened horned lizard. While
the prospect of ’gators and rattlers might
be alarming to some, Gallagher reminds
us this is a wild place. Rather than do bat-
tle with the dangerous creatures, park staff
give them a wide berth.

“I know there are snakes out there,”
he said, gesturing to a field of high grass
and salt cedar, “and I don’t want to find
them.” So far, the common-sense
approach — recommending that visitors
stay out of the island’s tall-grass areas
— 1s working. Gallagher said there have
been no alligator attacks or snake bites
at the park. (The hands-off policy extends
toroadway courtesy. Horned lizards like
to bask in clearings and often are found
on the service roads. Staff and visiting
workers know to yield the right-of-way
to these prehistoric-looking critters.)

Warning signs caution people not to
feed the alligators, intriguing but poten-
tially dangerous carnivores. “What peo-
ple don’t understand,” Gallagher
explained, “is when people throw food
to the "gators, their scent is on that food,
and the 'gators could learn to equate the
scent of humans with food.”

Away from the beaches, people can trek
down the main road that traverses 23
miles of the island before it dead-ends.
While the trail appeals to some bicyclists,
many prefer riding along the beach where
it is cooler.

From the dock, the lighthouse is about
a 3'/2-mile walk down the road (a shuttle
also is available). Made of black cast iron
plates carted down the island by mules
and bolted together at the site in 1878, the
lighthouse was designed to be hurricane-
proof. Decommissioned at the beginning
ofthedecade, theaging structureisowned
by the Coast Guard. It is locked for safe-
ty reasons, but Gallagher hopes it can be
open to visitors in the future, Nearby, near-
ly hidden by clumps of sunflowers, are
the foundations of the old lightkeepers’
homes and family members’ graves.

The small graveyard is one of five
known burial sites on the island. Kept
clean and neat by park staffers, it is sur-
rounded by barbed wire to keep out the



feral hogs that root up dirt and vegeta-
tion all over the island.

Visitors are not likely to spot one of
the feral hogs, because the animals spend
their days lounging under salt cedars
around ponds, waiting until nightfall
when they come out and forage. Gallagher
said visitors are most likely to encounter
mamumals such as white-tailed deer, rac-
coons and the occasional coyote, although
they are shy of humans, too.

For the most part, park staffers have
little contact with the animals. Apart
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. there are no mncessinn*stands or other amenities on the island.
Above: The lighthouse has been in place since 1878.

from counting and tracking the whoop-
ing cranes and peregrine falcons that
come to Matagorda, park staff don’t
manage, tag or monitor the island’s
other endangered animals. Gallagher
and his staff operate under the philos-
ophy that the wildlife will do best with
minimal human interference.

The exception is hunting season each
winter, to manage wildlife populations
on the island. Deer are hunter for three
weekends in December. The number of
deer allowed to be taken is determined
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by biologists, who fly over the island each
October to do a count. Duck hunting is
permitted on weekends throughout the
season, and the park’s destructive feral
hogs are hunted in January.

Gallagher has been at Matagorda Island
State Park for 10 years and loves the soli-
tude. “The best part about coming to
Matagorda is being able to hang out on
the beach without 100,000 cars driving
by,” he said. *

CASEY KELLY BARTON is a freelance
writer living in Round Rock.
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