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Texas: ‘A Limitless Scenic Wonderland’

Century-old Colp Guide Captures Meridian Highway’s Magic

By Leslie Wolfenden
THC Historic Resources Survey Coordinator

Nearly 100 years ago, the Meridian
International Road Association
published 7he Meridian Road in Texas,
a travel guide promoting the state’s
newest highway. The Colp Guide, as
it soon came to be known, was named
after David E. Colp, the self-described
“apostle of Good Roads” who served
as president of the Meridian Highway
Association’s Texas Division.

Colp also served as secretary and
president of the Texas
Good Roads
Association and
was crucial in
the creation,
development, and
promotion of the
state’s portion
of the Meridian
Highway, Old
Spanish Trail, and
Glacier to Gulf
Highway. Today,
Colp’s research
still assists the
Texas Historical
Commission’s (THC)
Texas Historic
Highways Program
with the Meridian Highway project—
a comprehensive initiative to document
the road billed as North America’s first
international highway—named after
the sixth principal meridian it roughly
follows from Canada to Mexico City.

In 1915, Colp and his traveling
party journeyed the Meridian
Highway’s nearly 600 Texas miles
from Burkburnett to Laredo, as well as
the Gulf Division of the highway from
Waco to Galveston, recording sights,
landscapes, history, and the road itself.
The resulting travel guide provided an
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Mission San Juan Capistrano was featured as a
heritage tourist destination in the 100-year-old
Meridian Road in Texas travel guide, right.

early map that depicted the route and
the cities along its path, representing
the state’s oldest detailed illustration of
the highway.

The guide calls out local landmarks,
such as county courthouses and city
halls, hotels, garages, and tourist
destinations for early automobile
enthusiasts. The map notes mileage
between cities and distances between
important turns along the route.

Short promotional
descriptions of key cities along the
route highlight their distinguishing
histories and qualities in a whimsical
fashion, such as the “magic waters” in
Marlin, the watermelons in both Melon
and Weatherford, the death of outlaw
Sam Bass in Round Rock, and Wichita
Falls’ “great artificial lake, where the fish
are as big as whales and so tame they
will almost eat out of your hand.”

These descriptions, under kitschy
alliterative titles—“Decatur Not
Decaying,” “Salado Sips Sulphur,”

“Devine Divinely Delightful,” and
“Hempstead Has Heavy Harvest”—
encouraged motorists to stop, see, and
explore. The guide was a promotion
for the road, the cities, and the state
of Texas, promising that travelers on
the Meridian Highway would be privy
to Texas’ “history; limitless scenic
wonderland; untold hunting and
fishing; captivating climatic conditions;
fabulous virgin mineral wealth;

and boundless industrial and
commercial possibilities.”

One hundred years after Colp and
company traversed the state north-to-
south on the Meridian Highway, the
THC is following in their
B footsteps, or rather tire

tracks, documenting
the road and its
associated historic
resources for today’s
travelers. In addition
to the original Meridian
route traveled by Colp,
today’s team is also
following the 1924, 1940,
and 1960 alignments.

'The quaint, undeveloped
| stretches of the Meridian
Highway as observed by Colp
still exist in places—as in
between Alvord and Decatur in Wise
County. In addition, some of the travel
attractions highlighted in the guide
remain notable heritage tourism
destinations, including the missions
in San Antonio, Fort Richardson in
Jacksboro, and Cameron Park in Waco.

Additionally, as automobile travel
increased after Colp’s trip and new
alignments of the highway developed,
more tourist attractions and businesses
catering to motorists opened. Many
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A GREAT BIG CONVOY
By Rob Hodges
THC Senior Digital Media Coordinator

Last fall, | was fortunate to participate in a separate initiative of our agency’s
Texas Historic Highways Program. | interviewed Dennis Boots, an organizer
of the Military Vehicle Preservation Association’s (MVPA) 2015 Bankhead
Highway Convoy, a 3,400-mile trek along the old Bankhead Highway from
Washington, D.C. to San Diego completed last autumn. The MVPA's convoy
of restored military vehicles followed the 1920 route of the U.S. Army’s

- | _— p transcontinental motor convoy. (For more information, read the interview
Meridian Highway t
Merdan Highwey ayeles were encouaged o our blog at wwwthe.state..us/blog/trek. |
| was honored to participate with a small THC group in the convoy’s trek
as it passed through North Texas. On October 4, a convoy rest day, members

have since become destinations in their displayed their vehicles at Farrington Field in Fort Worth, and Mayor Betsy
own right, such as River Crest Park Price presented the MVPA with a proclamation. We distributed THC heritage
in Glen Rose, “Automobile Row” in travel guides, including the Bankhead Highway brochure, and told people
San Antonio, and the Faust Hotel in about our Historic Bankhead Highway mobile tour.
New Braunfels. The next day, | was invited to ride in the convoy to Mineral Wells and
The Meridian Highway today, document the experience on social media. | rode with Team Golden Gate,
though undoubtedly hosting more represented by Traci and Randy Parent of San Francisco, in their Willys
traffic, gas stations, and food and M38A1 Jeep.
lodging options than Colp experienced, We departed Farrington Field in the dark, but the pre-dawn chill was
represents the vastness and beauty of tempered by an excitement in the air as “America’s Longest Veterans Day
Texas, with its bustling cities, impressive Parade” rolled over the brick-paved Camp Bowie Boulevard past enthusiastic
skyscrapers, courthouse squares, people on the way out of Fort Worth. All along the route, we were greeted by
landscapes of oil derricks and pump screaming crowds of people waving flags, saluting, and holding Bankhead
jacks, rolling hills, and cotton fields Highway signs.
that the Colp Guide so cloquently One especially touching moment was at the elementary school in the tiny
highlighted. For those making the town of Millsap, where all the classes poured out and rushed to the roadside
journey along the historic Meridian to cheer us. When we reached the lunch stop at the National Vietnam War
Highway, these remain sights Museum outside Mineral Wells, | had experienced firsthand the immense
to behold. pride Texans feel for their history, heritage, and military.

The Meridian Highway project
is funded by a transportation
enhancement grant awarded to
the THC from the Federal Highway
Administration and administered
by the Texas Department of
Transportation. The THC awarded
a contract to Hardy-Heck-Moore,
Inc., an Austin-based historic
preservation firm, which also
undertook the recently completed
Bankhead Highway project. %

For additional information about the

project and the Texas Historic Highways i
Program, visit www.thc.state.tx.us, or h‘-\

contact Leslie Wolfenden at 512-463-
3386 or leslie.wolfenden@thc.state.tx.us.

Sidebar: The recent Bankhead Highway Convoy featured restored military vehicles, pictured
here en route from Fort Worth to Mineral Wells, :
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