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 Meet Some Good Neighbors!
When the North Harris County Regional Water Authority was created in 
1999 by HB 2965, the new agency was assigned the  responsibility for 
promoting water conservation. Now, a decade later, it is time to recognize 
how efforts to use water more efficiently in our community are being 
incorporated. Meet some of our Good Neighbors!

	 The fact that John and 
Kathy Bernhardt are dedicated to 
water conversation is immediately 
apparent when you drive past 
their home on Hillview Lane.  
One of the first things you’ll notice 
is that there’s almost no grass 
in the front yard. John, whose 
conservation responsibilities lie 
outside the home, has created a 
beautiful yard filled with colorful 
Azaleas, Gardenias, Box Wood 
shrubs, Japanese Yew, Emerald 
‘N’ Golden Euonymous shrubs, 
Loquat trees and Sago Palms – all 
bordered by a healthy stand of 
monkey grass. The monkey grass 
cleverly curbs any flow of water 
trying to escape his yard during 
the irrigation process.  
	 John is a responsible 
irrigator. During the heat of 
summer, he waters his yard only 
twice per week with very short 
cycles (depending on the target 
plants)…and during the dormant 
season, almost never. Again, 
because of the luxurious monkey 
grass border around his yard, 
there is no run-off and no watering 
of sidewalks. John also carefully 
monitors his sprinkler heads for 
breakage and to ensure proper 
pressure (to avoid too fine a spray, 
and thus, excessive evaporation) 
and directional flow (to avoid 
sidewalk, street and driveway 
watering). He quickly figured out 
that no amount of watering will 
make plants and grass sprout and 

grow on concrete surfaces.
	 Kathy’s outdoor activity 
pr imar i ly  involves soaking 
hanging baskets with rainwater 
captured by John’s strategically 
placed buckets near downspouts. 
In season, John uses some of 
this captured rainwater on his 
“thriving” vegetable garden. 
	 Inside the house, Kathy fills 
a container with the cold water 
that flows into her bath tub prior to 
the hot water’s tardy arrival. This 
water is used for indoor plants and 
for quenching the family pups’ 
thirst.  Any remaining water is 
dumped into the clothes washer -- 
and that’s truly going the last mile 
in pursuit of water conservation. 
	 Kathy also observes the 
usual water-efficient habits of 
running her dish and clothes 
washers only when they are at 
capacity. She insists that John 
keep their low-flow toilets and 
shower heads in peak condition… 
and no dripping faucets, inside 
or out, are permitted at the 
Bernhardt residence. Other little 
things like not running the faucet 
while brushing teeth are strictly 
observed in Kathy’s household.
	 The water conservation 
list is lengthy in the Bernhardt 
home, but you get the idea. John 
and Kathy are well aware of the 
increasing cost of water and the 
grave shortages of this precious 
liquid around the globe. They’re 
doing their part to help alleviate 

the problem for future generations.

Dining out...conservatively 
	 And so are a growing 
number of casual dining restaurant 
chains around the country. About 
50% of the water utilized in most 
restaurants is in the kitchen area. 
Important water-sparing practices 
they employ include presoaking 
dirty utensils and dishes in basins 
of water rather than rinsing with 
running water; using low-volume 
automatic shut-off spray nozzles 
and faucets in the kitchen and bar; 
installing foot-triggers for faucets 
in food preparation areas; washing 
only full loads in dishwashers; 
and using rinse water from the 
dishwashers to flush garbage 
disposal units.
	 In the dining area, many 
of these restaurants serve water 
only upon request, a practice 
that not only conserves water but 
optimizes wait-staff services and 
dish-washing time as well.
	 Restaurants are vigilant 
about finding and fixing leaks.  For 
example, a leaking toilet can waste 
up to fifty gallons per day, and 
a leaky faucet can drip a 1,000 
gallons or more per week.
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	 In the landscaping depart-
ment, the ‘conservative’  restaur-
ants practice tried-and-true 
techniques to keep their grounds 
lush and beautiful: grounds-
keepers irrigate only when needed; 
they install automatic rain shut-off 
devices; use drip systems where 
appropriate; adjust sprinklers on 
a seasonal basis; avoid run-off by 
not watering hard-surface areas; 
and plant drought-tolerant, low-
maintenance plants. 
	 These Good Neighbor 
res taurants  a lso s t ress  the 
importance and benefits of water 
conservation with their employees 
and customers with displays of 
conservation information (i.e., 
coloring books or placemats with 
specific messages for children) 
in easily accessible racks and on 
tables. And, in the case of the 
most successful programs, one 
employee at each location is  
responsible for evaluating water 
conservation opportunities and 
effectiveness.

Springing Into Action...
	 The Champion Forest 
Garden Club, Cypress Forest 
PU D , C F  Fu n d / H O A  a n d  
Women’s Club, and the CF  
C iv i c  C lub  teamed up  to 
sponsor “Spring Into Action”, 
a family gardening event, at  
Brill Elementary School. The 
event was open to the general 
public, and featured an out-
standing  array of experts to 
discuss gardening topics and to 
answer questions.
	 John Ross, a professional 
tree expert with Burditt Resource 
Consultants, talked with visitors 
about what trees might fit a specific 
yard and how to take care of them. 
	 Carol Fraser, Naturalist 

and Educator, explained the 
spectrum of composting to 
interested observers and demon–
strated Vermicultural (red worm) 
use in gardens. 

	 Jay Hartley, Pampered 
Lawns,(pictured with the Texas 
WaterHog) introduced folks to 
the W.I.S.E.* Guys program, 
provided by licensed irrigators, 
which evaluates the efficiency 
of a homeowner’s biggest water 
user – outdoor irrigation systems. 
Hartley, also president of the 
Houston Gulf Coast Irrigation 
Association (HGCIA), answered 
questions on drip systems, the 
latest in sprinkler head techno- 
logy, and what a backf low 
prevention device is, and why 
they’re necessary to keep our 
drinking water safe.
	 Scott Vann, landscaper 
for Champion Forest’s esplanades, 
offered design advice and ideas 
about how a homeowner can 
make yards and gardens more 
attractive, and at the same time, 
easy to care for.
	 Mario Burrell, owner 
of Wild Birds Unlimited, advised 
homeowners on unique ways 
to turn their yards into colorful, 
musical habitats that benefit both 
birds and the environment.

	 Sherri Harrah, Native 
Plant Specialist from Plants for 
All Seasons, provided helpful 
information about selecting the 
right plants for a homeowner’s 
yard. And Linda Robbins, a 
garden expert from Nature’s Way 
Resources, offered advice on 
which organic products are best 
for yards and gardens. In addition, 
there were games and exhibits for 
youngsters to enjoy.

	 Cypress  Fores t  PUD, 
working in partnership with the 
North Harris County Regional 
Water Authority (NHCRWA),  
had the TEXAS WATER Mobile 
Teaching Lab and f ront ier  
Texas collection on-site. These 
displays are used in North Houston 
schools and civic gatherings  
year-round to teach our youngsters 
about  wa te r  conser va t ion 
and storm water pollution…
using Texas history to illustrate  
how acces s  to  wa te r  has  
always been fundamental to the 
State’s progress. 
	 These are prime examples 
of how Good Neighbors , 
working together, can make our 
neighborhoods beautiful, water-
efficient, people and animal-
friendly places in which to live.  
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 	 Unless you’ve studied the 
early frontier days of Texas, you 
may not have given much thought 
to how critical access to water was 
during that period. You might also 
have missed the significant role 
barbed wire played in the state’s 
history…and how water, the 
windmill and barbed wire became 
so intertwined. 
 	 For much of its early history, 
the settlement of Texas was largely 
confined to coastal areas and 
to the broad, fertile flood-plains 
of its rivers and streams, which 
provided access to dependable 
supplies of fresh water. The 
balance of this giant state’s surface 
simply couldn’t have been settled 
without the life-sustaining liquid. 
Being entrepreneurial in spirit and 
problem-solvers in fact, Texans 
studied the water accessibility 
dilemma and found application for 
an already existing but ill-designed 
contrivance… the windmill. This 
simple device, energized by 
another abundant Texas resource 
– wind power – made it both 
practicable and possible to pump 
water from the state’s mother lode 
of aquifers to its arid surface, thus 
opening vast new regions of the 
state to land-hungry immigrants 
from across the globe. 
	 The state’s early windmills 
were European in style, built by 
Dutch and German settlers for 
grinding meal and powering the 
various forms of light industry 
these hardy pioneers introduced 
to their new homeland. But 

in the state’s north, west, and 
southwest regions, what the drier 
expanses of Texas needed were 
windmills specifically designed to 
pump water, and the bulky, high-
maintenance European proto-
types were ill-suited to perform 
this task. 
	 In the grand tradition of 
American ingenuity, assessing the 
problem and rising to the task, 
Daniel Halliday, a banker from 
Ellington, Connecticut, is credited 
with fabricating the first uniquely 
American windmill. Recognizing 
the shortcomings of the European 
model, Halliday added a vane, 
(or “tail,” as Texas cowhands call 
it), that headed the wheel into 
the wind. His wheel was nothing 
more than a circle of slats, which 
radiated from a horizontal shaft, 
the slats positioned at angles to 
catch the wind. 
	 Hal l iday’s wheel was 
cleverly designed so that centri-
fugal force would slow it in high 
winds…an important feature 
that enabled the windmill to self-
regulate, and therefore operate 
unattended. The Connecticut 
banker mounted his compact 
mechanism on a wooden structure 
located directly above the well 
bore. The Halliday model – 
introduced in 1854 – was simple 
in construction, dependable, 
and easily repaired on site by its 
owner. This uncomplicated tool 
reliably transformed one of Mother 
Nature’s most abundant forms of 
energy, wind, into mankind’s most 

essential commodity, water.
	 Railroad magnates were 
quick to recognize the windmill as 
a critical tool. Not only was it an 
inexpensive means of providing 
water for their gluttonous steam 
engines, but of equal importance, 
it made thousands of acres of semi-
arid land livable enough to attract 
pioneers to the western plains 
through which the railroaders 
hoped to lay track.
	 These prospective settlers 

The Windmill, Barbed Wire & Winning the West
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TEXAS WATER -- Origins and Destinations -- is a multi-discipline curriculum for grades 3-6 
that follows TEKS guidelines for science, social studies and math.  The materials have been developed by 
experienced educators whose vision and approach to student interaction make this program especially 
effective in classrooms, home schooling environments, and in independent study situations with gifted 
and talented students.  
	 This unique program teaches about water through Texas history!  The Teacher’s 
Resource Guide includes an entertaining and educational DVD about Texas Rivers...and there are 
“Dime Novels” for students to read and learn about how critical water was to “frontier” Texas families.  
And, a new video follows two young students of today back into time as they visit a family and learn 
about the challenges of frontier life. (See article on page 8.)
	 The TEXAS WATER program takes a unique approach to educating youngsters about today’s 
critical water issues...utilizing the marriage of education 
and entertainment — “Edu-tainment” — to help students 
understand how Texas has always depended on adequate water 
resources for expansion, growth and development...and that 
such an understanding will promote a greater appreciation for 
this finite natural resource.
	 The program, which the North Harris County Regional 
Water Authority is currently providing to educators in a number 
of local ISDs, was generously underwritten by AECOM -- the 
Authority’s Program Manager. 

represented more than just railcar 
passengers. They were future 
producers of an array of products 
transportable to and from farms 
and ranches and towns and cities 
that would soon dot these isolated 
reaches of Texas. 
	 By 1873 the largely self-
sufficient American windmill had 
become an indispensable supplier 
of water for railroad locomotives, 
small communities and towns 
without public water systems, 
and for the thousands of small 
homesteads that filled the once 
empty spaces. Initially, most of 
these early windmills were crude, 
inefficient, homemade contrap-
tions, patterned after the Halliday 
model. Before long, as manufac-
turing costs declined, the big 
ranchers and prosperous farmers 
began ordering the more practical 

factory models.
Don’t fence me in... 

	 The introduction of barbed 
wire to Texas in the late 1870s 
accelerated the use of windmills 
on large Texas spreads. Before 
then, general use of water holes, 
springs, creeks, and rivers was 
relatively unencumbered. Barbed 
wire changed all of that, isolating 
the more remote pastures from 
access to life-sustaining water. 
This prompted ranchers to dig 
wells equipped with different types 
of windmills. Their use quickly 

spread across the Edwards and 
Stockton plateaus, into the Trans-
Pecos country, down into the Rio 
Grande plains, and north-ward 
into the Panhandle. 
	 These windmil ls gave 
farmers and small ranchers a new 
advantage…the ability to settle 
on land previously controlled by 
an adventurous breed of more 
aggressive landowners…calloused 
men who also controlled the land’s 
most vital resource…its limited 
surface water. After the windmill 
provided access to ground water, 
the smaller operations could then 
inhabit land not formerly viable 
for farming or for pureblood cattle 
ranching. 
	 To keep the free-grazers’ 
rangy longhorns and mixed 
breeds out of their croplands and 

Continued on page 12
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Filming a visit to the past

	 There was still a chill in the early morning air as the cast and film crew began arriving at Harris County 
Precinct 4’s Jesse H. Jones Park & Nature Center to capture a visit back in time. Produced by the North 
Harris County Regional Water Authority, the educational video is part of a comprehensive curriculum that 
ties Texas frontier history with today’s water supply issues.
	 In 1978, Harris County Commissioners Court authorized the Cypress Creek Park Project which laid 
the foundation for the park’s development. An early survey along Spring Creek identified an exceptionally 
beautiful setting that was ideal for siting the Park and Nature Center.  Named for Jesse H. Jones, the park 
was partially funded by Jones’ family philanthropic foundation, The Houston Endowment, Inc. (See page 
11 to learn more about Jesse Jones.)
	 The Redbud Hill Homestead represents the lifestyle of the 1820s and 1830s when Texas was still 
part of Mexico, and Stephen F. Austin brought the first American colonists to live in East Texas. When con-
struction began on the Homestead in 1986,  park planners were determined to use the same methods and 
tools available to the early settlers -- axe, drawknife, froe, wedges, mallet, and adze -- to build the log cabin 
and important outbuildings such as a smokehouse, bread oven, root cellar, pens for livestock, a tool shed 
and corncrib, as well as the all-important woodworking and blacksmith shops. 
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Young Elizabeth and Audrey enjoy a ride on a simple see saw.

The History Connection...
	 When the early settlers arrived, their first con-
cerns were to find a source of drinking water, to put a 
roof over their heads, and to discover what they could 
feed themselves while they were getting established. 
Logically, the first land developed was near rivers, 
creeks, streams, and lakes because access to water 
was critical to sustain life.  As more and more people 
journeyed to what was to become Texas, much of the 
prime real estate was already occupied, which drove 
people further west in search of farmable land and 
open spaces for their cattle. Thanks to an ingenious 
Yankee modification of the European windmill, the 
ungainly structures could draw water from beneath 
the ground and subsequently made the vast prairies 
habitable by man and beast.
	 From the outset, the State’s history has been 
inextricably bound to the use of groundwater and 
even today, we continue to abide by water laws cre-
ated in the 19th century.  Frontier families knew that 
their lives depended on access to a supply of drinking 
water...and they didn’t waste a drop of the precious 
liquid. Youngsters were often responsible for hauling 
water from streams or wells for household chores, 
cooking, watering livestock, and an occasional bath. 
	 By contrast, children today turn on a faucet 
when they want water...and give very little thought 
about where it comes from, or what it costs. Few can 
identify the source of drinking water in their homes 
and community and, sadly, few of their family mem-
bers are aware of water supply and demand issues, 
either.

	 People are fond of remembering ‘the good 
old days’ of their youth. When it comes to water, 
however, in the frontier days, there wasn’t much good 
about having to dig a well to find it, or hauling heavy 
buckets from nearby streams any time you needed it.  
One thing was certain; water was valued, used and 
reused, and never wasted. This is the appreciation 
that the new educational video/curriculum seeks to 
instill in students today.  The simple, time honored 
philosophy of “Waste not, want not” made sense 
then...and makes sense now.

Getting the message...
	 Two Klein ISD students, Malorie Gamez and 
Alex Edwards, make the time travel trip back through 
a tunnel and find themselves emerging from the 
root cellar at Redbud Hill. They are soon welcomed 
by a woman outfitted in frontier clothing, weeding 
the kitchen garden in the early morning sunshine. 
After introductions, the visitors are offered a drink 
of water and are quickly amazed that the refresh-
ing beverage must be pumped from the ground.  
Alex soon discovers that the process is not an easy 
task, but acknowledges that he prefers this option 
to carrying it in buckets from a nearby stream. The 
group, which also includes the woman’s children, 
returns to the  garden where they learn about what 
foods frontier families ate, and how they were grown  
and ‘seasoned.’
	 This is quite a learning experience for both 
sides of the time warp. All the talk about eating re-
minds Alex that he is hungry and he soon asks if they 
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The youngsters take this opportunity to talk with their 
frontier counterparts, and ask if they go to school and 
what they do for fun. Alex and Malorie have more 
questions about frontier life that are answered while 
they sample the tasty fare. While they are eating, they 
hear the distinct clang of metal against metal in the 
distance, and are offered a chance to visit the black-
smith and discover what he is making in his shop.
	 They’re fascinated as they watch the black-
smith pump the bellows to fuel the fire in which he 
heats metal to shape into various household tools 
and implements. He keeps working as he explains 
the critical role of a blacksmith in frontier life.  Shad-

ows are lengthening and when the tradesman rings 
the quitting bell, Alex and Malorie remember that it 
is time for them to go home.  Not quite sure how to 
do so, they race back to the root cellar and prepare 
to be ‘transported.’  Pausing only a moment to say 
goodbye to the frontier family, they disappear into 
the cellar hoping to be on their way home. 
	 When they complete their journey, Alex and 
Malorie are amazed at what they have learned and 
talk excitedly about their experience, about how hard 
it was to live on the frontier, and about their new ap-
preciation for the importance of water in their lives.

Alex and Malorie pause after emerging 
from the root cellar into the 19th century.

Blacksmith Phil in his hot workshop.

might have something to eat.  This request sets them 
off on another adventure -- shucking and grinding 
corn into meal from which to make journey cakes.
	 A skillet is positioned over a blazing cook fire, 
that sends clouds of aromatic smoke throughout the 
Homestead. The father joins the family to help with 
the fire and to cook the old-fashioned corn cakes.  
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Who was Jesse H. Jones?
	 Jesse Holman Jones was born in 1875, the 
son of a Tennessee farmer who brought his family 
to Texas in search of a better life. While in his teens, 
Jesse completed a business course in Dallas, tried 
his hand at teaching for a while, and then became 
a manager at his uncle’s lumber company.  
	 Using his exceptional financial savvy and 
business instinct, he went on to build a fortune in 
the construction and building industry.  Thirty-five 
of Houston’s earliest skyscrapers were constructed 
as a result of Jones’ efforts, as was the Houston 
Coliseum, built to lure the 1928 Democratic 
National Convention. 
	 He was responsible for developing  
the Houston Chronicle into a major newspaper; 
he was a major influence in the construction of 
the Houston Ship Channel; and was cofounder  
of Humble Oil Company -- which later became 
Exxon.

Sharing History...
	 Critical to the video production were the ex-
traordinary, vast resources of Jesse H. Jones Park 
& Nature Center; Monty Parks, Educational 
Programmer; and the wonderful team of historical 
‘characters’ and experts who recreate the past so ac-
curately.  The production’s ‘mother’, Jane Hilton, 
is a teacher as well as an accomplished spinner and 
weaver.  Her gentle manner and attention to detail 
make her a convincing spokesperson for the home-
maker of the past. 
	 Her ‘children’, portrayed by Eric Rivera and 
Louisa Ellison, are veterans in their frontier roles, 
having ‘grown up’ with Park historical events. Phillip 
Ellison, a teacher who is also an experienced black-
smith, demonstrates this hot, smoky and demanding 
task. We get glimpses of his twins, Elizabeth and 
Audrey Ellison, as they appear in the background 
of many of the video scenes, also garbed in frontier 
attire. The only thing out of synch with the idyllic 
setting was the sound of jets taking off or landing at 
nearby Bush Intercontinental Airport. 
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away from their pureblood herds, 
fencing became an increasingly 
vital option, particularly the 
enormously effective barbed wire 
fence.  For a period of time, these 
new barriers caused often violent 
and bloody struggles between 
early adopters of barbed wire and 
the free-grazing “fence-cutters”. 
	 A positive side issue to the 
wide-spread adoption of barbed 
wire fencing was its dampening 
impact on cattle rustling. In the 
absence of these prickly barriers 
– and with free-grazing cattle 
scattered across broad reaches 
of difficult-to-monitor grassland 
– the rustlers’ job was relatively 
uncomplicated. But once countless 
four- and five-wire barriers were 
strung across the tall grass prairies 
to delineate specific ownerships of 
crop and pasture-land, rounding 
up and stealing cattle became a 
more demanding occupation.
	 So it was that these uncom-
plicated, relatively cheap, and 
compatible products – the wind-
mill and barbed wire – helped 
shift control of vast regions of 
arid and sparsely settled lands 

from the clutches of a few land 
barons to thousands of new 
inhabitants. With the windmill 
pumping life-giving water to the 
surface, farmers could now settle 
on fertile land and protect their 
crops and pureblood livestock. 
	 By 1900, windmills were 
common throughout Texas. That 
simple contraption had made 
even the most remote areas 
livable. It remained the primary 
supplier of water across rural 
Texas until the Great Depression, 
when electric and gasoline pumps 
became more widely used. Yet, 
even today, windmills remain an 
important supplier of water for 
Texas ranchers. 

The past is prologue...
	 Adequate supplies of water 
are almost certain to be Texas’ 
most serious long-term problem. 
Ranching has far less impact on 
the state’s water resources today 
than do irrigation farmers and 
heavy industry. Texas remains 
largely rural, largely privately 
owned, and largely dependent 
on this scarce natural resource. 
The finite supply of water – so 
critical to the development of the 
Texas frontier – deserves our care, 
our concern, and our respect...
now and into the future. It must 
be carefully conserved for gener-
ations to come. 

Hugh F. Wynn, Author
DIME NOVEL Series


