SUMMER FUN IN WACO!

Photo by Mark Randolph. Contributed by Mark Randolph/City of Waco.

SWIMMING, BOATING, & FISHING IN WACO, TEXAS
Waco was founded on the beautiful Brazos River, just south of where the Bosque River meets it. In 1930,
the first dam was built on the Bosque, creating Lake Waco. In 1965, the new Waco Dam began
impounding water, creating a much larger Lake Waco. Waco has been blessed with more than a fair
share of water attractions…which has given us great memories of swimming, boating and fishing in
Waco!

Fishing where the Bosque meets the Brazos, 1960s. Postcard from our personal collection.
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Fishing in a Jon Boat in the Bosque beneath Lovers Leap, 1908. Postcard from our personal collection.

Enjoying Lake Waco. Above and below photo from The Texas Collection, Baylor University.
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Fishing Below the Old Dam

Above and below photos are from The Waco Tribune Herald, May 30, 1954.
The photos are by John Bennet. The text in the photos was written by Earl Golding.

Photos in this magazine, plus many more, are in our Facebook Groups
“Waco, Texas History in Pictures” and “The Old Lake Waco and Dam.”
Please visit us for more!
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A History of Swimming Pools In Waco
In addition to our amazing rivers and lakes, Waco has had some amazing swimming pools
through the years.

PADGITT’S NATATORIUM
1416 Clay Avenue
15th and Clay Avenue
Built by Tom Padgitt around 1891, Padgitt’s
Natatorium was located in Padgitt Park at
Fifteenth and Clay. Padgitt Park later
became the site of The Texas Cotton
Palace. Padgitt’s Natatorium, sometimes
called The Park Natatorium, was the first
indoor pool in Waco. He and his partners,
William Lambdin Prather and William C.
Kellum, erected a wood-framed shelter
over their pool. It was two-and-a-half
stories with two wings-one for men and
one for women. The pool was in the center
of the two wings, and men and women
were permitted to enjoy the pool together.
Padgitt’s Natatorium was open daily from
From an 1892 brochure written by the John T. Battle
Real Estate Company, located in the Provident Building.
6:00am to 10:00pm and closed Sunday
nights. There were designated hours
during the week set aside for ladies only. (1) The pool was 35’ x 75’, and 3.5’ to 7’ deep. It sat
on the crest of the hill overlooking Padgitt Park.(2)

THE COLORED PEOPLE’S NATATORIUM
A natatorium (bath house-indoor swimming pool) for African-Americans was opened in June,
1892. The natatorium was located on South First Street, and was built by Joel Robinson (3).
Mr. Robinson owned a resale shop on the south side of the Square. He built the natatorium for
$ 5,000, and it was the only such natatorium for African-Americans in Texas. The year before,
in 1891, Tom Padgitt had built the first natatorium (indoor swimming pool) in Waco at Padgitt
Park at 1416 Clay. At the same time the Colored People’s Natatorium was built, R.B. Parrott
built the Natatorium Hotel at Fourth and Mary. It was the first hotel in Waco to have an indoor
swimming pool. It burned down on March 20, 1894, and eight days later, the Colored People’s
Natatorium also burned down (4). The Natatorium Hotel rebuilt a bigger hotel and swimming
pool, but I can find no record that the Colored People’s Natatorium was ever rebuilt.

PARROTT’S NATATORIUM
Fourth Street and Mary Avenue
In 1892, R.B. Parrott and S.W. Slayden built the Natatorium Hotel on the corner of Fourth and
Mary. The building was completed in the summer of 1892, but burned down on March 20,
1894. Another hotel was built at the same location immediately. The new Natatorium Hotel

4

was much bigger-with four stories and a rooftop garden. A well was drilled that was 1,850 feet
deep. It also had one of the largest indoor swimming pools in the south. The Natatorium Hotel
was also known as “The Natatorium-Sanitorium” and was complete with elegant hotel rooms
and restaurants. “The building contained both men’s and women’s ‘Turko-Russian’
departments, cold plunges suites of reclining rooms, parlors, individual baths, tubs, vapors,
needles, swimming pool, sweat and resting rooms, furnished rooms and café.”(5) The
Natatorium Hotel closed in December of 1926, and burned down on Saturday, November 1,
1927. (6)

The Natorium at Fourth and Mary. Both photos are by Fred Gildersleeve.
From The Gildersleeve-Conger Collection, The Texas Collection, Baylor University.

THE CRYSTAL PALACE POOL
121 South Fifth Street-Fifth and Franklin
In 1914, W.T. Watt tore down the old Royal Hotel and was going to build the Hotel Watt. He
dug the foundation for his hotel and drilled a 2300 foot hole in the ground for artesian water.
(6) But World War I brought an end to his plans. It was never built. By at least 1919, the Crystal
Palace Swimming Pool had been built. It was part of a complex that included an arcade and a
dancing pavilion. The buildings around the Crystal Pool burned in the summer of 1924, and
the building was demolished that Fall.(7) The pool was still in use in 1927, used by a swimming
team called “The Tarpons”. (8) In 1928, the Professional Building was built there, and it still
stands today.
The Crystal Palace Pool.
Photo by Fred Gildersleeve.
From The Gildersleeve-Conger
Collection, The Texas Collection,
Baylor University.
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KIWANIS POOL
(Also known as Sanitary Swimming Pool, The Beach, and Municipal Swimming Pool)
Fourth Street and Tennessee Avenue
The Kiwanis Pool, located at Fourth and Tennessee in North Waco, was built around 1917.
When it was first built, it was called “Sanitary Swimming Pool”, but it was also nicknamed “The
Beach” due to the fact that loads of sand were hauled in to replicate the feeling of a beach for
sunbathers. By the 1940s, it was being called “Municipal Pool”, and then later, called “Kiwanis
Pool” after the Kiwanis Club donated new filtration equipment. The concrete pool was poured
without seams and, prior to the Kiwanis gift, was a “fill and draw” pool. The only way to clean it
was to drain it, scrub the walls, and refill it, which they did twice a week. In 1931, Charles
McCleary, who was a tennis pro at Sul Ross Tennis Center, built four clay tennis courts on the
land adjoining the swimming pool and players used the showers and dressing rooms, although
there was only cold water in the showers! By the 1970s, fewer Wacoans were using the pool
and in September of 1977, the pool was drained and closed for good.(10)

“The Beach-1946.” Photo taken by Harry Blaize.
From the Harry Blaize Photographic Collection, The Waco-McLennan County Public Library.

Photos in this magazine, plus many more, are in our Facebook Groups
“Waco, Texas History in Pictures” and “The Old Lake Waco and Dam.”
Please visit us for more!
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TABORIAN POOL
Taborian Park
1324 South Second Street
Taborian Park was a park that was built around the turn of the century by the International
Order of the Twelve Knights and Daughters of Tabor, an African-American Fraternal Order
that began in Atlanta, Georgia just after the Civil War and was in Texas by the late 1800s.
Although we have no documentation, firsthand witnesses remember a swimming pool being
there up until the 1940s. In the mid to late 1940s, the city traded this park for Mackey Park as a
community center for the African-American community. Mackey Park was renamed “Bledsoe
Miller Park”. Everyone at the time felt like it was a step down, because the old park was bigger
and more beautiful. The old Taborian Park is now a part of the Baylor University Campus.

We believe this is the pool at Taborian Park. It was posted at www.dmagazine.com with the caption “1939
Waco, Texas.” In 1939, all Waco pools were segregated. Taborian Park was a gathering place for the AfricanAmerican Community.

MACARTHUR SWIMMING POOL
Between Twenty-Eighth and Twenty-Ninth Streets and Alexander Avenue
MacArthur Swimming Pool, constructed during the years of Camp MacArthur (1917-1919), was
located on the corner of Twenty-Ninth Street and Alexander Avenue, “close to the end of the
North Fifth Street car line, three blocks from New Baptist Sanitarium”. (11) After the war, it was
purchased by Dr. J.J. Dean and opened by at least July 18, 1920. The pool had a depth range
from five to ten feet. Dr. Dean added necessary walls, canopies, and dressing rooms for public
use. Dr. Dean’s daughter, Lena Lue Dean Staton, shared her memories: “The water was
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changed quite often. We used the water from Waco’s abundant artesian springs, sometimes so
hot that it had to be cooled. My dad would order 100-pound blocks of ice to be delivered and
tossed into the pool. The kids would have a great time riding the ice blocks around the pool as
they melted. All of the Dean kids enjoyed working there each summer. Sometimes when we
had guests who had not brought a swimsuit, we supplied gray cotton knit unisex suits with the
word DEAN printed across the chest. They cost 50 cents to rent. Entrance fees were 25 cents
for a child and 50 cents for an adult. The pool was destroyed at the end of the 1930s and I can
remember how dejected I was when I heard the dynamite blasts that spelled the end of such
good times.” (12)

Photo from “Bathing Beauties: 1890-1950” by Claire Masters, Waco Heritage and History, Fall,2002.
Photo courtesy of Lena Lue Dean Staton.

RICH FIELD POOL
1717 New Road
Site of present-day Temple Rodef Sholom
Rich Field was a World War I
military airfield located on the
grounds where the Heart of Texas
Coliseum would later be built. It
was operated as a training field
from 1917 until 1919. In later years
it was used as a civilian airfield,
and during World War II it was
reopened as an auxiliary training
field to Waco Army Airfield.
Sometime during those years, a
swimming pool was built for Rich
Field personnel. It was located at
what is now 1717 New Road.(13)
There is no evidence that it was
ever used for civilian purposes in
later years. It remained there until

Photo by Fred Gildersleeve.
From the Gildersleeve-Conger Collection.
The Texas Collection, Baylor University
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November of 1960, when Temple Rodef Sholom broke ground on their new Temple. The
Temple was built over the former pool.

YMCA POOL
601-05 Austin Avenue
1115 Columbus Avenue
The Young Men’s Christian Association building was at 601-605 Washington was built in 1905
and included a pool. That pool served for over fifty years, but on June 26, 1955 the YMCA
dedicated their new building at 1115 Columbus Avenue (Twelfth and Columbus). (14) In the
summer of 1963, the Doris Miller YMCA at 1021 East Liveoak in East Waco built a swimming
pool. (15)

YWCA POOL
1503 Austin Avenue
2600 Austin Avenue
The Young Women’s Christian Association had a pool at 1503 Austin Avenue, but they moved to
2600 Austin Avenue in 1950 (16) and broke ground on a new activities building, including a
pool, on October 09, 1950. (17)

BLEDSOE-MILLER POOL
300 Lake Brazos Drive (now Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard)
The pool at Bledsoe-Miller Park was built in 1949. (18) It was an outdoor pool in the park, and
shared dressing rooms and showers with the gymnasium. It was a very popular place for
children in the East Waco community. The last reference we can find of it is in 1980.

SUN POOL
810 South Fifteenth
Fifteenth Street and Cleveland Avenue
The Sun Pool was located on the grounds of The Texas Cotton Palace. The pool was first
opened on June 10, 1950. The dressing rooms were in the basement of the old Texas Cotton
Palace Coliseum Stage. On opening day, the dressing rooms were accidentally flooded as the
pool was being filled, and swimmers were told the dressing rooms would not be available. The
pool opened at 8:00am and closed at 9:00pm, seven days a week. (19) When the tornado hit
Waco on May 11,1953, the Sun Pool was a place of death. Two teen-age boys-Stan Skyles and
Billy Betros-were killed when the dressing rooms were destroyed. The south wall fell and
trapped them, and the steel girders and the other three walls crashed into the pool. After
being closed all summer, the pool was repaired and reopened on August 10, 1953. Again,
swimmers had to dress elsewhere because there were not enough funds to rebuild the dressing
rooms. (20) The pool was closed all of 1954 as new dressing rooms were being built, but on July
22, 1955, the pool reopened as the new dressing rooms, showers, and storage rooms had just
been completed. The pool’s new hours were 9:00am until 9:00pm, and admission was 15 cents
for children and forty cents for adults. The new Sun Pool building contained separate dressing
rooms and showers for men and women, a basket storage room, and a 54’ x 12’ outdoor stage
for water shows. (21) By 1979, Sun Pool was still operational, at least for summer swimming
lessons, but that is the last reference we can find of it. In 1984, the Cotton Palace Park Softball
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complex requested $ 130,000 to fill in the pool and convert it to a playing field and additional
parking. (22)

THE WACO LIONS POOL
1716 North Forty-Second
Lions Park at New Road and Bosque Boulevard
The Waco Lions Pool opened in Lions Park at New Road and Bosque on June 28, 1958.(23)
When it opened, it was the largest outdoor tiled swimming pool in the United States.The Lshaped pool was 165 feet long and 75 feet wide and met all Olympic and Intercollegiate
standards. It was three feet at one end, and five feet deep at the other end. The diving area,
which formed the “L” shape was 36’ x 42’, and the deepest part of that section was twelve feet
deep.Overhead lighting made night swimming possible. A semi-circular open air locker house
and bath house, 45 feet wide, was a special feature of the new pool. An additional 30’ x 40’
tiled wading pool was popular with young children. Concrete walks around the pool contained
tables with umbrellas and chairs. The pool held one-half million gallons of water, and it was
refiltered every six hours. (24) Later, a snack stand opened that was on the western side of the
pool, directly across from the Lions Den on Forty-Second Street. In 1965, Kiddieland and Putt
Putt Golf opened next to the pool,(25) and in 1972, a Superslide was moved to the park from
the corner of Waco Drive and Valley Mills Drive.(26) These features made Lions Park a favorite
place for families for many years. At the end of the season in 1997, Lions Pool closed and in
April, 1998 the decision was announced that the pool would not be reopening due to health
and safety concerns. (27) In June, 1999, the pool became a bumper-boat rink.(28) Firsthand
accounts remember that the bumped-boats only lasted a few years and that the pool was
permanently closed in 2001.

The Waco Lions Pool, c.1960. Postcard from our personal collection.

BELLMEAD LIONS POOL
Bellmead Community Center
We know that there was a pool at the Bellmead Community Center, but we have not been able
to find any documentation for when it was constructed, or when it was closed. There are firsthand accounts of people remembering it as early as the 1960s and as late as 2003.

10

ROBINSON LIONS POOL
201 East Moonlight Drive…Robinson, Texas
We have been told by firsthand witnesses that The Lions Pool at Robinson opened in the 1960s,
and is still an operational swimming pool.

DRIPPING SPRINGS POOL
1504 Dripping Springs Road
Dripping Springs Pool opened in the summer of 1977. It was an 80’ long pool.(29) We have not
been able to confirm when it closed.

Note: If you have additional information about any of these pools, or if you
remember another pool not listed here, please let us know in the comments.
Lions Pool, 1971. Photo contributed by Bobby Strickland, who is on the Guard Stand.
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