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WATERWORLD
By Chr is t ine Koubek

Great  Wolf  Lodge

i n  W i l l iamsburg is

parad ise for  k ids

and a great

( though no isy )

escape f rom co ld

weather

Kids get drenched by
Fort Mackenzie waterfall, 
a bucket that dumps nearly
1,000 gallons of water.

G
reat Wolf Lodge Williams-
burg opened in March
2005, and in less than a year
earned a TripAdvisor 2005
Travelers’ Choice Award,

ranking first in the category of “Top 10
Best Pools in the U.S.” After browsing the
Web site of Great Wolf Resorts (the largest
owner and operator of U.S. indoor water
park resorts), I realized we would find
much more than a cool pool.

The resort—with its 79,000 square feet
of space—appeared to have as many
amenities for toddlers through teens as a
kid-friendly cruise ship, including guest
rooms with sleeping forts, a large outdoor

pool, mini-golf, an ice-cream-themed spa
for kids (with chocolate-colored walls, ice-
cream-scented scrubs and a pedicure sofa
that looks like an oversized sundae), an
arcade, a teen center, an arts and crafts
club, roving mascots, animated shows, and
the highlight, an always 84-degrees indoor
aquarium for people.

Our plan for the weekend seemed sim-
ple. We wanted to catch up with our friends
Sharon and Mark who had moved from
Montgomery County to Richmond a year
ago. With five kids between our two fam-
ilies (ranging in age from 6 to 12), we fig-
ured Great Wolf Lodge could offer some-
thing for both grown-ups and kids: group

meals with no cooking or clean-up
required, time for the adults to chat and
plenty of fun activities for the kids. 

“I don’t have to swim, do I?” my hus-
band, Tim, asked, as we packed for the
weekend. Two days earlier, Sharon had
voiced a similar refrain: “I packed my
swimsuit away for the winter, and I real-
ly don’t want to take it out.”

For the love of God, I thought. Why are
we going to a waterpark resort? 

After a weekend spent on the sidelines,
and in the pools, I discovered the answer. 

Indoor water park resorts are one of
the fastest growing types of hotels.
According to David Sangree, president
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Fort Mackenzie, Great Wolf’s main
attraction, offers four stories of
water play, from tunnels to slides
to waterfalls.
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of Hotel & Leisure Advisors LLC and a
leisure industry expert, the country’s first
indoor water park opened in Wisconsin
Dells in 1994. As of June 2008, there were
107 indoor water park resorts spread
across 22 states (with several more in var-
ious stages of development). Close to
home, Great Wolf offers another prop-
erty in the Pocono Mountains of Penn-
sylvania, while Marriott has added a water
park to its Mount Laurel, N.J., hotel. 

In the Williamsburg Great Wolf lob-
by, our boys cannot stand in line long
enough to check in. They take off behind
a giant clock tower to explore and try to
figure out why so many kids are waving
what appear to be magic wands. 

I finish checking in and join my fam-
ily and our friends at a massive second-
floor window overlooking the water park.
The kids (four boys and a girl) are wide-
eyed as they watch several children hud-
dle together beneath a 1,000-gallon buck-
et, waiting to get soaked. This is no hotel
pool. This is a water-filled extravaganza. 

“Let’s get our suits on!” several of the
kids yell, almost in unison.

Never mind that it is 6 p.m. on a Fri-
day and we’ve yet to eat dinner. We haul
our gear to our room and flip on the lights.
The boys’ excitement grows as they dis-
cover a log cabin-like mini-room within

our room. We’d booked a KidCabin suite
and the boys have their own floor-to-
ceiling, 7-foot-by-7-foot room made of
faux logs. It has a set of bunk beds and a
small daybed and a 20-inch TV is mount-
ed to the wall—a great set-up for ages 12
and younger. The adult part of the suite
has a gas fireplace and a private balcony,
which, based on the noise I’ve heard thus
far, will be a great place for an auditory-
sensitive type to get a sound break.

You’d think we were at Disney, the boys
are so thrilled, but this trip required no
airfare or theme park tickets; admission
to the water park is included in the price
of the room.

Room exploration (and unpacking)
suddenly takes a backseat as the kids run
out the door in their swimsuits. We fol-
low along, but neither of us have had time
to change, not that we mind.

For the next 90 minutes, the kids explore
the airport-hangar-sized park. They skip
the wading pool at the park’s entrance as
well as the 4 ½-foot-deep pool with bas-
ketball hoops. Instead, they climb the near-
by tree fort to reach the top of the slides.
They bob around the wave pool. They float
along the lazy river. And they ride the Howl-
in’ Tornado—a six-story tunnel of a slide
that drops and swirls them in a giant fun-
nel—over and over and over again.  

We dry-as-cactus parents move from
seat to seat watching them, talking and
snapping pictures when they come cruis-
ing out of the Tornado in a giant round
raft, a look of exhilaration on their faces. 

My older son climbs out of the pool
and asks: “When are you going to try the
slides? They’re so awesome!”  

“Oh, maybe tomorrow,” I say. 
“OK,” he says with the slightest shake

of his head before scurrying back up the
stairs for his next run.  

My mind flashes back to a time when
I’m about his age, at our town pool in
upstate New York. My mother and her
friend are sitting at a picnic table sipping
iced tea and nibbling on deviled eggs. I’ve
eaten lunch in five minutes and am rest-
less. I look at them for a moment and,
ever so slightly, shake my head. I can’t
understand how they can sit there all day
long and not want to swim. It made no
sense to my preteen self.  

I commit to trying the slides the next
day and we begin to coax the kids upstairs
to change for dinner.

Great Wolf has enough dining choic-
es to keep us on the premises. There is a
Pizza Hut Express and a confectionary
café selling a nice selection of sweet treats,
plus The Camp Critter Bar & Grill, which
offers lunch, dinner and cocktails with
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family-friendly programming on the bar’s
TVs. Menu choices range from pub fare
(burgers, wings, salads and soups) to sir-
loin steak, steamed mussels, and pasta
with shrimp. 

At Loose Moose Cottage, attached to
Camp Critter, guests dine in tented booths

and can order the same pub fare or make
selections from a dinner buffet with choic-
es like pot roast, roast turkey and pasta
dishes (at Bethesda restaurant prices).
We chose the pub menu and enjoyed
decent burgers and Caesar salads, while
other people’s kids walked around and

made the indoor tree across from us
sparkle with a flick of their wands. 

The kids are finally tired out (although
they’d never admit that) and we head back
to our room. There were 11 different types
of rooms to choose from, including some
with a loft and/or whirlpool tub. Three
kid-themed suites (KidKamp, Wolf Den
and KidCabin) are designed for families
with young children. Both the Wolf Den
suite and the tent-themed KidKamp suite
include separate in-room sleeping areas
that accommodate two children.  

The next morning, my husband and I
wake after a restless night’s sleep, and
agree that the hotel’s money was put into
the amenities, not the mattresses. The
kids wake early and, surprisingly, are more
eager for the MagiQuest shop to open
than they are to get to the water park.
They want wands.

Considerate husbands agree to take
the kids to get breakfast so Sharon and I
can scoot out to a nearby Starbucks and
catch up over coffee.

We return and find all of them in the
MagiQuest shop, the place to purchase
“magic” wooden wands and instructions
on how to play MagiQuest, an interac-
tive adventure game that appears very
Harry Potterish. The game is pricey at
$14.99 per wand (usable on subsequent
visits), plus $9.99 per player to play the
game. Each wand comes with a copy of
The Ancient Book of Wisdom, a field guide
that lists what players need to find in
order to complete each quest. 

The older boys study the guide, then
take off (with Sharon’s daughter in tow)
to find and open treasure boxes, illumi-
nate hidden crystals and “slay” goblin
kings with their wands. The goal? The
more challenges they solve, the more
points each wand accumulates, and the
closer they get to becoming a “Master
Magi.” I can almost see visions of Hog-
warts dancing in their heads. 

Every so often we run into them when
they check their progress in the mini-for-
est of trees that houses wand-reading
computer monitors. 

“It is so much nicer to come here with
friends,” Sharon says. I agree. Our older
boys are having fun together, while the
parents take turns helping the younger

The Details: 
Great Wolf Lodge Williamsburg, 549 East Rochambeau Drive, Williamsburg, Va., 23188;
www.greatwolflodge.com; 1-800-551-WOLF (9653). Rates start at: $189.95 per night
[plus tax], which includes water park passes. Check the Web site for packages that
include free breakfast. 

Reservations require an advance deposit of one night’s room and taxes. Penalties may
apply if you cancel less than 72 hours in advance. Guests can use the water park any-
time after 1 p.m. on the day of arrival (check-in begins at 4 p.m.) and until closing on
the day of departure (check-out is at 11 a.m.).

Booking Tips: 
While a particular room assignment cannot be guaranteed, you can have the reserva-
tion agent note a preference for a room overlooking the outdoor pool (open in the sum-
mer) and mini-golf; or, if you have daytime nappers, request one at the end of a hallway,
far away from kids in the halls playing MagiQuest. 

What to See/Where to Eat:
Colonial Williamsburg, 101-A Visitor Center Dr. (Hwy 132Y), Williamsburg, Va., 23185;
757-229-1000; www.history.org. 

The Blue Talon Bistro, 420 Prince George Street, Williamsburg, Va., 23185; 757-476-
BLUE. (2583)

Getting There:
The resort is located off Route I-64 between Richmond and Norfolk, Va. Colonial Williams-
burg is a three-mile drive from the resort. Parking is free.

Other Nearby Indoor Water Park Resorts Worth Considering:
Great Wolf Lodge, Pocono Mountains (www.greatwolf.com, 800-768-9653) is in Scotrun,
Pa., located 238 miles (roughly a four-hour drive) from Bethesda. Overall, the Pocono Moun-
tain amenities are the same as those in Williamsburg, with two exceptions: Williamsburg
has the FlowRider surf experience and the Howlin’ Tornado, while the Pocono Mountains
location has a water coaster and the Coyote Cannon bowl tube slide. Rates start at $229.95
per night. [plus tax]

Marriott CoCo Key Water Resort (www.mtlaurelmarriott.com, 877-494-2626) is in
Mount Laurel, N.J., which is approximately 145 miles or a 2-½ hour drive from Bethesda.
The hotel and water park do not offer all of the non-swimming perks of Great Wolf. And,
unlike Great Wolf, it costs an additional $29 for a day pass to the water park. The park is
open to day and season pass holders, as well as hotel guests. Rates start at $229 per night. 

A Kalahari Resort is planned for Fredericksburg, Va., and will offer the same kind of
indoor water park amenities as the chain’s other African-themed resorts in Wisconsin Dells,
Wis., and Sandusky, Ohio. The existing Kalaharis are among the industry’s largest indoor
water parks. Scheduled to open in December 2010, the hotel and park, with 700 planned
guest rooms and suites, is slated to be the largest in our area.

In addition, there are proposals to build similar resorts near Deep Creek Lake, in West-
ern Maryland; and just outside of Baltimore.
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ones decipher clues and proceed to the
next level. 

Almost two hours later, the kids are
ready to swim. Whereas last night the
park had been dark and uncrowded, today
it is flooded with light from the massive
wall of windows. It is also flooded with
people, to the point that it is impossible
to find a seat. (On the positive side, Great
Wolf does not overflow the park by sell-
ing day passes to people not staying there.)

As we search for a place to put our
belongings, I see people of all ages. There
are grandparents sitting in chairs, and
toddlers wading in a shallow pool with
bathing suit-clad moms. I’m swimming
today, wet hair and all. I start by climb-
ing the tree-fort-themed Fort Macken-
zie, and crawl through tunnels to ride a
slide with my 6-year-old son. He goes
first, waits for me at the bottom and
cheers loudly when I climb out. I’m soak-
ing wet and I’ve made my son proud. 

Later on (as Sharon follows her daugh-
ter around and our husbands languidly
read newspapers in the lobby), I climb

the stairs with the boys to wait in line for
a popular family-rafting slide. Twenty
minutes later, I realize it’s probably going
to take five times as long to get to the top
of the slide as it takes to go down. 

So I say to the kids: “Do you guys ever
think about how much time you spend
in line?”

“No, Mom, we don’t think about min-
utes. We just think about the fun,” my
11-year-old son replies. 

I listen as the boys regale me with tales
of how they were swirled about the pre-
vious night in the Howlin’ Tornado. We
finally reach the top of several flights of
stairs. The big guys go first. The younger
boys and I follow in the next raft. We hang
on tight, twisting and turning through
the slide, then barrel out the bottom so
fast that we cruise right into the older
boys’ raft and almost tip them over (much
to the lifeguard’s chagrin). We exit the

Democracy Medical Center
6322 Democracy Blvd.
Bethesda, MD 20817

Tel. 301-897-5880

• Board Certified—The American Board of
Orthodontics

• Top Dentists — Washingtonian Magazine

• Best Orthodontist—Bethesda Magazine 2007

• Specialist in Orthodontics for Children 
and Adults

• Expect Quality, Honesty, and Commitment

• Free Examination

• Spanish, French, and Italian, also spoken 
in our office

CARMINE
PETRARCA
D.D.S, M.S.

The KidCabin Suite includes a
floor-to-ceiling 7-foot-by-7-foot
room for kids made of faux
logs and housing bunk beds,
and a 20-inch TV.
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The Center for Laser Surgery  
is the largest Botox and  
Injectable Filler practice  
in the Mid-Atlantic region.  

The most advanced injection  
techniques available and our  
economical prices are just some  
of the reasons why more people  
choose the Center for Laser Surgery  
for their Botox and Filler Treatments.

Come See Our Difference

for

 

pool laughing and anxious for the next
run. My inner preteen has returned. 

In the late afternoon, after we are all
dry and dressed, we consider leaving the
resort for a few hours. Williamsburg is a
destination worthy of a week’s stay, but
since Great Wolf Lodge offers so many
activities (and at a price where you want
to get your money’s worth), it is hard to
justify a lot of time away. 

Therefore, our break from the resort
consists of a quick stroll down Colonial
Williamsburg’s main drag and a delicious
dinner at the Blue Talon Bistro, an elegant
restaurant known for its “serious comfort
food,” especially the homemade macaroni
and cheese. The family-friendly restau-
rant also serves excellent steaks and salmon. 

Later that night, our tired boys want
nothing more than to watch a short show
on the TV in their “cabin” before bed. 

Tim and I leave for a bit to get a treat
from the café and sit in the lobby. We’re
so exhausted we can barely talk to one
another. Tim looks around at the gaggles

of kids who are still awake. There are
preschoolers in pajamas watching the 9
p.m. animated show in front of the clock
tower, complete with singing animals and
trees with faces. Older kids are still run-
ning around waving wands, or coming
up from the waterpark.  

“This place is like Vegas for kids,” my
husband says with a sigh. 

“Yes, it certainly doesn’t have the things
a hotel for grown-ups would have…no
heavenly beds, no quiet nooks to curl up
with a book and no cozy pubs for a beer,”
I say wistfully. “But, that’s not what we
came for.”

On our last morning, we skip Loose
Moose’s breakfast and drive a couple miles
down the street to what appears to be a
spanking-new (and blissfully quiet) IHOP. 

After breakfast, the boys decide to
spend their last two hours on MagiQuest
and in the well stocked (and very clean)
arcade. We play air-hockey and Skee-Ball
(favorites from when I was a kid), then
move on to Wacky Ducks and basketball. 

We check out, and I think of Sharon.
Before she left, I found her at the front
desk asking for birthday-package infor-
mation. She is actually planning to return,
three extra boys in tow, to celebrate her
oldest son’s birthday. “It’s such a fun place
for kids,” she said. 

In the end, we all got something out
of the weekend: my husband made it
through without having to swim, I res-
urrected my inner preteen (sort of), we
caught up with our friends, and our chil-
dren thanked us profusely as we loaded
up the car to return home.

Hence, I now know why these places
are sprouting up all over the country.
Children long to go for their love of swim-
ming. Parents go for the love of their chil-
dren…and because, sometimes, they like
to be kids again.

Christine Koubek has written for The
Washington Post, Washingtonian, Ladies’
Home Journal, and Budget Travel, and is
an assistant editor of Going Places With
Children in Washington, D.C. 
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