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Fireworks celebration downtown at HemisFair Plaza, San Antonio, Texas.
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Tower of the Americas in San Antonio
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One of the several historic missions of the San Antonio National Heritage Park in Texas


[image: images]


The Alamo in San Antonio, Texas.
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San Antonio downtown just after sunset, showing skyline around Tower of the Americas and Alamodome
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Torch of Friendship viewed from plaza level in downtown San Antonio
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A collection of three clay pots in San Antonio, Texas
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Bridge is reflected in the still waters of river on the San Antonio River Walk. Flowers in pink bloom along river’s edge.
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Riverwalk tables
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San Antonio Markets
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Section of the famous Riverwalk on July 20, 2009 in San Antonio, Texas. A bustling place with many restaurants, bars, and live music.
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HELP US KEEP THIS GUIDE UP TO DATE


We would love to hear from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. Please send your comments and suggestions to:


editorial@GlobePequot.com


Thanks for your input, and happy travels!
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After their marriage in 1986, Paris and John realized they shared a talent and interest in the field of nonfiction, specifically travel. As coauthors of Day Trips from San Antonio and Day Trips from Austin (both published by Globe Pequot Press), Paris and John have covered the region extensively.


Paris and John also specialize in romantic travel around the world. The pair has authored more than two dozen guidebooks to the Caribbean islands and has visited most islands in the region. Their Caribbean guidebooks include Lovetripper.com’s Guide to Caribbean Destination Weddings, Fodor’s In Focus Jamaica, Adventure Guide to Jamaica, Adventure Guide to the Cayman Islands, Cayman Islands Alive!, Jamaica Alive!, and Caribbean with Kids.


Both Paris and John enjoy learning about a region’s culture through its cuisine. They have written Texas Barbecue, Jamaica: A Taste of the Island, Bahamas: A Taste of the Islands, and Gourmet Getaways: North America’s Top 75 Resorts.


Paris and John also edit Lovetripper.com Romantic Travel Guide, an online guide focusing on romantic travel and destination weddings, and TexasTripper.com, an online look at Texas travel and Texas travel news. As members of the Society of American Travel Writers, Paris and John appear frequently on local television and radio programs promoting travel. They have spoken on many of the San Antonio television affiliates.
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INTRODUCTION


Bienvenidos to the Alamo City! Whether it’s as a new home or a home away from home for a few days, you’ve chosen a destination that combines the best of Texas, the Southwest, and Mexico into a city that’s filled with festivities, excitement, and history. Texans, whether residents of Amarillo or Zapata, have adopted San Antonio as their second hometown. When Texans think of a vacation spot in the Lone Star State, we look to the Alamo City. It brings back memories of childhood field trips to the Alamo, romantic strolls on the River Walk, Christmases beneath thousands of tiny lights, and family fun at the theme parks.


We’ve explored this city from end to end, mining the jewels we believe will help you make the most of your time in San Antonio, however long or abbreviated. Writing this book has given us the excuse to take the magnifying glass to our favorite Texas city and to seek out the tried-and-true as well as the often-overlooked. We’ve revisited some sites we had forgotten and discovered other locations that are truly Insiders’ secrets. In these pages, we know you’ll discover some gems as well, whatever your interests.


And, as you’ll see from the size of this guide, San Antonio does boast a variety of attractions, from historic buildings to hair-raising thrill rides. San Antonio is home to 3 of the top 10 tourist attractions in the state (the Alamo, River Walk, and SeaWorld of Texas), according to the Texas Department of Transportation. But it’s not just the number of attractions that draws visitors to this South Texas community, it’s the atmosphere.


Will Rogers once proclaimed San Antonio “one of America’s four unique cities.” Wake up in the Alamo City with the scent of huevos rancheros in the air, the sound of mariachis filling the streets, and the sight of barges winding down the San Antonio River, and you’ll know you’re not in Kansas anymore, Dorothy. Even other Texas cities don’t have San Antonio’s unique spirit.


Along with a strong Hispanic influence, San Antonio brings together other cultures to create a unique identity all its own. For example, the influence of the city’s early German residents can be seen on everything from architecture to menus. Families that trace their heritage back to the days of the earliest San Antonio merchants have proudly worked to conserve the history of this city and to preserve its buildings and historic sites.


While other cities may speed along in the fast lane, San Antonio prefers the scenic route, a perfect pace for the city’s many tourists from around the world. Even though there are plenty of things to do, this is the kind of town where both a siesta and a museum visit are equally acceptable ways to spend an afternoon.


At the heart of the city is the San Antonio River, winding through tropical lushness and drawing residents and visitors into its current of gaiety along the riverbanks. The San Antonio River is to this city what the Seine is to Paris, the bay to San Francisco, the delta to New Orleans. It draws both residents and vacationers to its banks to enjoy a sense of place that is unrivaled anywhere else in Texas—and few places around the globe. Get to know the boutiques, stores, and restaurants located at every bend and twist in the river on the River Walk. A short walk up the steps of the outdoor Arneson River Theatre will bring you to historic La Villita, the old village of San Antonio’s past. Watch artisans at work, from painters and glassblowers to candle makers, potters, weavers, and jewelers.


San Antonio is proud to be known as the “Venice of the Southwest.” Once considered the “northernmost city in Mexico,” San Antonio today is an exotic blend of Texas frontier and Mexican marketplace with cultural input from countries around the world. From the historic and traditional to contemporary and cutting-edge, San Antonio’s attractions, arts, museums, and cuisine will take you on a sentimental journey.


An old Spanish legend says, “They who drink of the San Antonio River will return.” Drink up the atmosphere, soak up the sun that filters through the cypress and banana trees, and taste the excitement. And you’ll be back.




HOW TO USE THIS BOOK[image: images]



This is a book for San Antonio vacationers and conventioneers—folks looking for a good meal, a good shop, a good night’s sleep, and a good time in one of the most popular vacation spots in Texas. It’s also a book for city residents, especially those who have only recently made San Antonio their home. This is not an exhaustive guide to the Alamo City, but rather one that covers places that make San Antonio unique.


This guide is divided by activity. Flying in to San Antonio International Airport? Check out the Getting Here, Getting Around chapter for information on shuttles and rental cars. In this chapter, you’ll also find an explanation of the boundaries we’ve used to divide this city into sections: downtown, inside Loop 410, between Loop 1604 and Loop 410, and beyond Loop 1604. These divisions will help you determine whether the restaurant you’re eyeing is within easy driving distance of your hotel, or if you can combine two attractions in a single afternoon.


When you’re ready to book a room, the extensive Accommodations chapter covers all price ranges. If you want to schedule your stay during a local festival—or during a quieter (and less expensive) period—read the Annual Events & Festivals chapter for details on the festivals and events that San Antonio throws on a scale to rival any other Texas city. Once you’re settled, we’ll guide you to attractions that range from museums to historic sights. The youngest travelers in the family will be especially interested in the Kidstuff chapter, with information on children’s activities and museums. With San Antonio’s excellent weather, you’ll want to check the Parks & Recreation chapter to find places to enjoy the great outdoors. Nightlife and The Arts chapters keep you abreast of the hottest spots in town, including theaters, galleries, and nightclubs.


The unique character of San Antonio is due to more than its attractions, though; it’s also a product of the city’s rich history. This book includes a brief history of San Antonio, from its early mission days to its famous Alamo battle to its present role as a Texas cultural crossroads. You’ll learn more about the Hispanic culture that makes San Antonio special, as well as the diversity of other cultures that call this city home. San Antonio is also closely entwined with the military world, with four military bases within its borders. We look at the role of the military in a special chapter that takes in both the historic and the present-day impact of these bases.


We’ve featured several unusual spots in “Close-up” stories sprinkled throughout the book. These are aimed at providing insight into the places that make the Alamo City so special. Insiders’tips (indicated by an i) discuss things distinctly San Antonian.


You’ll also find listings accompanied by the ✵ symbol—these are our top picks for attractions, restaurants, accommodations, and everything in between that you shouldn’t miss while you’re in the area. You want the best this region has to offer? Go with our Insiders’ Choice.


Finally, if you’re moving to the San Antonio area or already live here, be sure to check out the blue-tabbed pages at the back of the book. There you will find the Living Here appendix that offers sections on relocation, media, child care, education, health care, and retirement.


No guide can be everything to every reader. Your own best judgment must prevail. Keep in mind your own limits, and make your plans accordingly. Be aware of the conditions around you, and be flexible enough to adjust to meet those conditions. For example, summer in San Antonio can be downright fiery, so you’ll need to adjust your schedule to take advantage of early morning and late evening temperatures during those months.


Travel is a journey of discovery that may take you down a different—and possibly more interesting—route than the one you originally intended. For instance, if your River Walk visit coincides with the city’s largest event, Fiesta, your stay will be shared with hundreds of thousands of other visitors. Things will take a little longer; your total number of stops may be fewer. But at the same time, you’ll be part of a celebration that makes this city distinct.


With these tips in mind, let the trip begin. Whether you’re journeying from your armchair or the driver’s seat, from a rental car or a moving van, we hope the following pages will help you enjoy the Alamo City.
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The term “Texas-size” is tossed around the Lone Star State to describe everything from fountain drinks to roller coasters, but it truly sums up the sprawling metropolis that is San Antonio. This city spans 417.1 square miles, an area that ranges from a dense downtown to quiet suburban neighborhoods.


But the description covers far more than geographic area; Texas-size describes everything from culture to cuisine, attractions to accommodations. Whether you’re trying to decide on an afternoon activity or an afternoon meal, you’ll find yourself presented with a full menu of choices. As the home of the Alamo, a symbol of Texas pride and its fight for independence, San Antonio boasts historic sites that can’t be equaled. And when it’s pure fun you’re after—whether that translates as a museum tour or a merry-go-round—the city offers a long list of attractions that includes museums, sports, parks, children’s activities, theme parks, and more.


Texas-size really describes San Antonio’s true passion: fiesta. As one local resident once said, “You can’t come to San Antonio without having a fiesta!” “Fiesta” encompasses all aspects of “party” but with a sizzle that only San Antonio parties can deliver. The Alamo City parties in a style like no other Texas destination, with year-round special events and festivals that incorporate foods, dances, and even special touches such as pastel streamers and cascarones, confetti-filled eggs that children (and the childlike) delight in breaking over any unsuspecting person’s head.


Once a year, the fiesta spirit takes over the city with a 10-day celebration called Fiesta San Antonio. Dating back to 1891, this April celebration fills the city with parades, sporting events, live music, and a general party atmosphere.


The fiesta spirit lives year-round at the city’s heart, the Paseo del Rio or River Walk. This magical place is located 20 feet below street level, nestled behind tall buildings away from street noise. With high-rise hotels and plenty of specialty shops and European-style alfresco cafes, the River Walk is easy for visitors to explore on their own. The River Walk embodies what people envision when they hear the name San Antonio: pure fun.





LATINO INFLUENCE


San Antonio brings together the cultures of Texas and Mexico in a true melting pot, thanks not only to a shared history but also to shared family ties. Almost 62 percent of the city’s residents are of Hispanic origin.


It’s not surprising that practically all aspects of the city, from street names to local politics, are flavored by the cultural and historical distinctions of its dominant population.


The connection between San Antonio and Mexico is a long one; San Antonio’s early history is, in fact, Mexican history. Like the rest of Texas, the city was part of Mexico until 1836. When Texas decided to break free of Mexico, several Mexican Texans took part in the historic signing of the Texas Declaration of Independence on March 2, 1836. At least seven were elected to serve at the convention; only three—José Antonio Navarro, José Francisco Ruiz, and Lorenzo de Zavala—were able to attend this historic event, one of the most important on the long road to independence. Four days later, Santa Anna’s victory at the Alamo cost seven Mexican Texans their lives.


Erasmo Seguin and son Juan dedicated the following years, as well as their personal fortune, to the development of Texas. Erasmo Seguin became an early mayor of Bexar and worked to reinforce the relationship between Texas and Mexico. His son, Juan, had been present at the battle of the Alamo but had escaped death when he was sent out with a message calling for reinforcements. Juan Seguin went on to serve in the Texas Senate until 1840, the next year becoming the mayor of San Antonio.


iBexar County is pronounced “Bear” County.


Hispanic involvement in Texas politics continues today. Of the five Latinos elected to the US Congress in 1994, three hailed from San Antonio. Henry Cisneros, a popular mayor of San Antonio in the 1980s, was named US Secretary of Housing and Urban Development by President Bill Clinton in 1993.


Throughout the city, Hispanic influences are seen in business as well. The San Antonio Hispanic Chamber of Commerce (www.sahcc.org) is the oldest of the 600 Hispanic chambers in the nation and now boasts 1,600 members and business associates. Originally chartered as the Mexican Chamber of Commerce in 1929, it was organized by Don Enrique Santibanez, consul general of Mexico in San Antonio and a local businessman, to promote trade, policy, and cultural harmony. While the chamber’s leaders forged ahead to define modern Hispanic business, the social climate of the time posed many barriers through discrimination. Those issues prompted the chamber to alter its scope to include both social and business advocacy.


In 1987, when the Mexican Chamber of Commerce was renamed the San Antonio Hispanic Chamber of Commerce, and the organization took on a more global relationship with all of Latin America. The group helped play a role in the passage and promotion of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). Since then, it has worked to increase the focus of small business as the backbone of the economy. Today the SAHCC is the oldest organization of its kind in the US.


Latino culture also plays an important role in the recreational side of San Antonio. The Alameda Theatre, constructed in the late 1940s as a movie palace, was the largest theater ever dedicated to Spanish-language entertainment. In 1998 the venue reopened following a refurbishment as a teaching facility for Latino arts and culture. Latin arts are the focus of the Nelson A. Rockefeller Center for Latin American Art at the San Antonio Museum of Art. Considered the most extensive collection of its kind, the center includes exhibits on Latin American folk art as well as many historic pieces. San Antonio also is considered the birthplace of Tejano music, a lively combination of rock, polka, and Mexican sounds. Now enjoying a global stage, top Tejano performers are recognized at annual awards events held in San Antonio. In the film world, the Guadalupe Cultural Arts Center hosts an annual film festival showcasing Latino productions. In the literary world, the San Antonio Inter-American Bookfair and Literary Festival highlights Latino writers and books with Hispanic themes.


iThe cuisine of San Antonio is inextricably tied to that of its Hispanic history. Many Mexican delights such as aguas frescas (fruit drinks), buñuelos (fried cinnamon pastries), and raspas (snowcones) are found at festivals throughout the city, while San Antonio eateries serve dishes such as barbacoa (a special type of barbecue), cabrito (goat), and menudo (tripe soup).


AFRICAN-AMERICAN CULTURE


African Americans make up just 7 percent of the total San Antonio population, but their influence is seen throughout the city, in its festivals, its food, its booming businesses, and its appreciation of history and tradition.


The long link between the African-American community and San Antonio dates back to the 1500s, to the days when Spaniards came to establish their claim to this region. Enslaved Africans were brought by the Spaniards, and by the late 1700s many of their descendants were freed. Soon the population began to intermarry with the Spanish, Mexican, and Indian residents. In 1809 Victor Blanco, a man of mixed race, became San Antonio’s first and only African-American mayor


When Mexico won its freedom from Spain in 1821, it also won claim over the Texian territory. Under Mexican law, slavery was not permitted, although many African descendants became indentured servants. In exchange for legal papers stating their freedom, these people were paid a small sum (often only a dollar) and made indentured servants—often for their entire lives.


One such indentured servant became the subject of Texas legend Emily Morgan, a mixed-race indentured servant, captured the eye of Mexican General Santa Anna, soon becoming the military leader’s confidante. After gaining his trust, she learned about the general’s military plans and worked as a spy, supplying the information to Sam Houston and the Texian army fighting for independence Emily Morgan’s patriotism is remembered in a song learned by all Texas schoolchildren: “The Yellow Rose of Texas.”


Emily Morgan’s name is well known to Texans, but the beautiful spy was only one African-American patriot in the fight for Texas independence Several African Americans were present at the battle of the Alamo, working as slaves to the Texan settlers.


When Texas won its independence from Mexico, settlers moved to the region from throughout the South, bringing with them a number of slaves. During the Civil War, slavery was abolished throughout the country on September 22, 1862. Word of emancipation, however, did not reach Texas until June 19, 1865.That day became known as Juneteenth, and today it is celebrated in San Antonio and throughout the state with an annual festival.


In the years following the Civil War, the racially segregated US Army formed African-American units. In 1867 one such unit, the Ninth Cavalry, arrived in San Antonio. Stationed along the frontier to help protect against attack, the members of this cavalry were known as the “buffalo soldiers” by the Native Americans because of their strength, bravery, and curly hair. Stationed at San Pedro Springs, the soldiers protected the San Antonio-El Paso mail route and were later awarded Medals of Honor. Today many of these soldiers are buried at the San Antonio National Cemetery.


Post-Reconstruction years saw a growing influence of African Americans in San Antonio as they became active in politics and gained positions in organized labor. In 1898 St. Philip’s College was established as an industrial school for girls; in 1902 an African-American woman named Artemisia Bowden took leadership of the school and elevated it to a fully accredited junior college. It was the first institution of higher learning for African Americans in the San Antonio region and today is part of the Alamo Community College District.


Throughout the 20th century, the number of African-American businesses in San Antonio continued to rise. The Negro Chamber of Commerce was formed in 1938. It is now known as the Alamo City Black Chamber of Commerce (www.alamocitychamber.org) and works to assist African-American businesses. The African American Chamber of Commerce (www.aaccsa.com) also works for similar goals and is an affiliate of the National Association of African-American Chambers of Commerce Inc.


The influence of the African-American community also affected the city’s cultural life. Many African-American nightclubs entertained local audiences with traveling headliner acts. The Library Auditorium showcased many well-known performers, and today the venue survives as the Carver Community Cultural Center. Performers have included Gregory Hines, Eartha Kitt, and the Dance Theatre of Harlem.


In the 1960s San Antonio residents worked to establish racial equality at a time when retail and grocery chains denied equal service to black patrons and practiced discriminatory hiring practices. Boycotts and rallies brought about integration.


Today San Antonio is home to a growing number of African-American businesses, and the African-American community is influential in fields ranging from medicine to politics.


San Antonio also welcomes a growing number of African-American travelers who come to enjoy the multicultural atmosphere of the city. Several multicultural festivals are also of special interest to African-American visitors. Juneteenth Festival is a day of both family celebrations and special events, including the African-American Cultural Association Juneteenth Picnic. June also brings the Texas Folklife Festival, when the spotlight turns to the 30-plus nationalities that helped settle this region.


In January is the annual Martin Luther King March—one of the largest such marches in the country—which honors the work and the life of the civil rights leader. The event takes place along a 3-mile route, which extends from the MLK Freedom Bridge to the MLK statue on the city’s east side. In February the annual African-American Harmon and Harriet Kelly Art Show showcases the work of African-American artists; February is also the time of special productions, performances, and exhibits at the St. Philip’s College Watson Fine Arts Center in observance of Black Heritage Month.


The San Antonio Convention and Visitors Bureau has mapped out a self-guided African-American Heritage Tour that covers 14 points of interest in the downtown area. The walk includes the Institute of Texan Cultures, where visitors can view the Black Wall, which showcases African-American contributions to the founding and building of Texas; St. Paul Square and Sunset Depot, the site of many African-American-owned businesses during times of segregation; the city cemeteries where 285 buffalo soldiers now rest; the Carver Cultural Center; St. Paul United Methodist Church, the oldest African-American church in San Antonio; and Ellis Alley, one of the first areas in the city to be settled by African Americans following the Civil War.


iThe current estimated population of San Antonio is 2,080,311


MORE FACES OF SAN ANTONIO


With its strong Mexican ties, San Antonio has long had an international feel, but that cultural atmosphere reaches far beyond the Mexican borders. Since its earliest days, the city has been home to residents from around the globe. San Antonio’s population of 2.1 million is approximately 62 percent Hispanic, 28 percent Anglo, and 7 percent African American, plus a smattering of other ethnic groups (Native Americans, Asians, Pacific Islanders). Census figures also report that 14 percent of San Antonians claim German ancestry, while others are of Irish (8 percent), English (8 percent), Italian (2 percent), French (2 percent), and Polish (2 percent) descent. Although lacking the extensive ethnic neighborhoods of other cities, San Antonio does have some areas that have traditionally been home to certain groups: “Southtown” remains largely Hispanic; the Alamo Heights, Olmos Park, and other communities on the city’s north and northwest are mostly Anglo; and the east side is traditionally an African-American neighborhood.


TOURISM


As the top travel destination in Texas, San Antonio’s tourism business is booming; the latest figures show approximately 26 million visitors annually. With some 106,000 residents employed in the tourism business, tourism funnels in excess of $11 billion into the local economy, according to the San Antonio Area Tourism Council.


The lodging needs of visitors are met by numerous hotel rooms: nearly 12,700 in downtown alone and over 40,000 throughout the city. Nonetheless, occupancy rates average about 76 percent, above the national average. During peak periods such as Fiesta (April), Las Posadas (December), and anytime the San Antonio Spurs basketball team is playing on their home court, rooms can be at a premium.


iThe San Antonio Convention and Visitors Bureau publishes SAVE (San Antonio Vacation Experience) coupon booklets. Representing substantial savings, the booklets include coupons for attractions and events, hotels, tours, and theme parks. You can pick up booklets at brochure racks across town; if you can’t locate one, call the CVB at (800) THE-ALAMO.


CONVENTIONS


The convention business is also booming in San Antonio. The city has answered the demand with a $193.8 million expansion of the Henry B. Gonzales Convention Center, now offering more than 600,000 square feet of meeting space. The expansion encouraged hotel growth; in 2008 there were over 40,000 hotel rooms, 12,700 in the downtown area alone, in nearly 200 hotels throughout the city.


San Antonio’s largest meeting and exhibition facility is The Alamodome (www.alamodome.com), a Texas-size structure located east of the convention center This multipurpose building can handle groups as large as 77,000; breakout meeting space totals 30,000 square feet The San Antonio Municipal Auditorium and Conference Center is another popular meeting site With a 4,982-seat auditorium, the property includes exhibit space and breakout rooms.


The River Walk is home to some of the city’s top conference hotels, including the Hyatt Regency San Antonio, which underwent a $30 million renovation in 2010-2011; the Marriott Riverwalk, with 14 meeting rooms; and the Marriott Rivercenter, which soars up from the Rivercenter Mall and offers 60,000 square feet for meetings.


For reasons such as budget considerations, space availability, and a desire to promote group cohesiveness, meeting planners often select sites beyond the River Walk area for small to medium-size groups. Throughout the city, meeting and reception venues are available in sites of historic and cultural interest—and there are also some that are just plain fun. Market Square, Mission San José, the Lone Star Brewery, the Retama Park horse-racing track, Six Flags Fiesta Texas theme park, and SeaWorld of San Antonio are among the unusual choices available to businesses and groups that wish to hold meetings, receptions, and other special events in San Antonio.


THINGS TO DO


Whether travelers come as part of a group or independently, they find a full array of activities in San Antonio—all of which are explored in depth throughout this book For many, the first stop is the Paseo del Rio—the River Walk. The River Walk is home to high-rise hotels, shops, and European-style alfresco cafes The best way to get an overview of the River Walk is aboard a guided river cruise; a ride on these open-air barges is a must for any first-time visitor After a tour, stop for lunch at one of the sidewalk restaurants. San Antonio is known for its spicy Tex-Mex food, and restaurants like Michelino’s and Casa Rio offer tables along the river’s edge so you can watch the activity.


From the River Walk, it’s a short stroll over to Texas’s best-known symbol: the Alamo. This “Cradle of Texas Liberty” plunged into history on March 6, 1836, when 188 Texas defenders died in a battle against a large Mexican army led by General Santa Anna during the Texas Revolution Stroll through the shrine to see artifacts and arms from the fateful battle Just steps from the River Walk at HemisFair Plaza, the Tower of the Americas is a soaring reminder of the 1968 World HemisFair and is today one of San Antonio’s most prominent landmarks A one-minute elevator ride whisks you up to the observation deck at 579 feet for a great view of the city through high-powered telescopes.


Near the base of the tower stands one of the state’s best museums, the Institute of Texan Cultures. Here you can learn about the more than 30 ethnic groups that settled Texas. Don’t miss the dome slide show for a look at the many faces of the Lone Star State. Many days you’ll find costumed docents moseying throughout the museum, ready to explain the role of a chuck wagon cook on a cattle drive or the rigors of life as a frontier woman. Another noteworthy San Antonio attraction lies along the oldest section of the River Walk: La Villita. In this “little village,” nestled on the east bank of the River Walk, the focus is on history and art. Dating back to the days when the Alamo served as a military outpost, La Villita developed as a temporary village of people without land title. Today it’s a National Historic District that bustles with shoppers in search of one-of-a-kind items ranging from watercolors to glass creations to handmade jewelry.


West of La Villita, and easily accessible via VIA streetcar, is Market Square, a shopping area that dates back to the early 1800s. The market’s real claim to fame is that it was the birthplace of chili con carne, the spicy meat and bean mixture that’s now the state dish of Texas. Once women known as “chili queens” sold the concoction from small stands in the market.


Today the south-of-the-border flavor of Market Square is seen in its shops and restaurants. Shop El Mercado for the same goods found in Mexico’s mercados—but without the bargaining. When you’re ready for a break, stop by Mi Tierra, the 24-hour restaurant that’s popular with locals and visitors alike. While you wait for your Tex-Mex meal, strolling troubadours, called mariachis, take requests for Mexican ballads. Just as authentic is the adjacent panadería, a Mexican bakery exuding the tasty aromas of fresh tortillas and polvorones, cookies topped with cinnamon and sugar.


When it’s time to explore more of San Antonio’s rich history, numerous options await. The Alamo may be the best-known mission in town, but it’s certainly not the only one. The San Antonio Missions National Historical Park stretches for 9 miles along the San Antonio River and is composed of four missions constructed by the Franciscan friars in the 18th century. The missions are active parish churches today, and all are open to the public.


The chain of these historic buildings begins at Mission Concepción, a site that today illustrates religious life in the missions. Mission San Juan Capistrano, once completely self-sustaining, today explains “The Mission as an Economic Center” through interesting exhibits. The reconstructed Mission Espada has displays that explain vocational education at the missions.


The most active site on the mission tour is Mission San José. The most complete structure in the tour was once called the “Queen of the Texas Missions”; today a $9.5 million visitor center is located nearby. Save time to enjoy the mission’s beautiful carvings and its restored mill with waterwheel.


Finally, for families who just want to have fun, the Six Flags Fiesta Texas theme park and SeaWorld of San Antonio are on the northwest side of town, along Loop 1604.


iThree of the top 10 tourist sites in Texas can be found in San Antonio. The Alamo holds the number one spot, with the River Walk in the number 6 position. SeaWorld of San Antonio is at number 8.


INTERNATIONAL TRADE


The enactment of the North American Free Trade Alliance (NAFTA) brought major growth to San Antonio industry thanks to increased trade with Mexico. In 1995, just a year after the enactment of the alliance, more than $45 billion in trade traffic flowed south from the city to Mexico. Similarly, in 1995 more than $53 billion of goods passed through San Antonio from Mexico. Half of all the US-Mexico trade travels through the city on highway and rail, according to the Chamber of Commerce.






San Antonio Vital Statistics


San Antonio mayor: Julián Castro


Texas governor: Rick Perry


Population: san Antonio: 1,327,407; Metro area: 2,142,508; state: 24,782,302


Area (square miles): 417.1


Nickname: The Alamo City, River City


Average temperatures: July: 95 degrees; January: 62 degrees


Average annual rain/days of sunshine: 28 inches/300 days


san Antonio founded: 1718


Texas achieved statehood: 1845


Major universities: Oblate School of Theology, Our Lady of the Lake University, Palo Alto College, St. Mary’s University, St. Philip’s College, San Antonio College, Trinity University, Universidad Nacional Autónoma de Mexico, University of Texas at San Antonio (two campuses), University of Texas Health Science Center, University of the Incarnate Word, Wayland Baptist University-San Antonio


Major area employers: Public Sector—Bexar County, Brooke Army Medical Center, Brooks Air Force Base, City of San Antonio, Fort Sam Houston, North East ISD, Northside ISD, Randolph Air Force Base, San Antonio ISD, San Antonio Police Department, University Health System, University of Texas at San Antonio, University of Texas Health Science Center at San Antonio, US Postal Service


Private Sector—Caterpillar Inc., Chase Bank, Clear Channel Communications, H.E.B. Grocery Company, Kinetic Concepts, NuStar Energy, Sysco, Taco Cabana, Tesoro Petroleum Corporation, Toyota, USAA, Valero Energy Corporation, Wachovia


Famous sons and daughters: Carol Burnett, Henry Cisneros, Joan Crawford, Heloise, Shaquille O’Neal, George Strait


State/city holidays:


January 1: New Year’s Day


January 19: Confederate Heroes Day


Third Monday in January: Martin Luther King Jr.’s Birthday


Third Monday in February: Presidents’ Day


March 2: Texas Independence Day


March 31: César Chávez Day


March/April (varies): Good Friday


April 21: San Jacinto Day


Last Monday in May: Memorial Day


June 19: Emancipation Day (Juneteenth)


July 4: Independence Day


August 27: Lyndon B. Johnson’s Birthday


First Monday in September: Labor Day


September (varies): Rosh Hashanah


October (varies): Yom Kippur


November 11: Veterans Day


Fourth Thursday in November: Thanksgiving


Friday after Thanksgiving: City Holiday Lighting and Parade


December 24-26: Christmas


Resources and visitor centers:


San Antonio Convention and Visitors Bureau


203 S. St. Mary’s St., Suite 200


San Antonio, TX 78205


(210) 207-6700, (800) 447-3372


www.visitsanantonio.com


San Antonio Convention and Visitors Bureau Visitors Information Center


317 Alamo Plaza


(210) 207-6748, (800) 447-3372


Greater San Antonio Chamber of Commerce


602 E. Commerce St.


San Antonio, TX 78205


(210) 229-2100


www.sachamber.org


Major airports/major interstates: Air service is via the San Antonio International Airport. I-10, I-35, I-37, Loop 410, and Loop 1604 provide access into and across the city. At press time, numerous toll-road projects were planned for Bexar County.


Public transportation: San Antonio’s VIA Metropolitan Transit (www.viainfo.net) serves the San Antonio area. Call (210) 362-2020 for route information. VIAtrans (210-362-2019, 210-3622140) offers transportation for mobility-impaired riders.


Military bases: Brooks Air Force Base, Fort Sam Houston, Lackland Air Force Base, and Randolph Air Force Base


Driving laws: Seat belts must be worn in the front seats of cars and light trucks. Children under the age of 4, or less than 36 inches in height, must be secured whether they are in the front or backseat. The fine for failure to use seat belts for persons under 17 or child safety seats for younger children is $100 to $200. Proof of automobile insurance is required.


Alcohol laws: You must be 21 to drink in Texas. Beer and wine purchases can be made after noon on Sunday and at any time other days of the week. Liquor can be purchased between 10 a.m. and 9 p.m. Mon through Sat. Bars are open until 2 a.m. In Texas the legal limit for blood-alcohol content for drivers is 0.08.


Daily newspapers: San Antonio Express-News, Daily Commercial Recorder


sales tax: A state retail tax of 6.25 percent is levied on most retail purchases except food and drugs. The City of San Antonio levies a retail sales tax of 1.125 percent on all items except groceries, prescription drugs, rent, mortgage payments, and gasoline.








To encourage international trade, San Antonio is also home to several foreign trade initiatives. Port San Antonio, originally Kelly Air Force Base, is one of several locations designated a Foreign Trade Zone, which offer reduced customs duties and government excise taxes for foreign merchandise. The zones are not open to the public. The Free Trade Alliance (203 S. St. Mary’s St.; 210-2299036; www.freetradealliance.org) operates International Business Development Center offices at Port San Antonio designed to encourage and assist foreign companies who want to do business in the US. The Port San Antonio project makes the city an inland port for international trade. The project is a joint effort of the Free Trade Alliance, the Greater San Antonio Chamber of Commerce, the City of San Antonio, the San Antonio Hispanic Chamber of Commerce, the San Antonio Economic Development Foundation, the Bexar Metropolitan Water District, and more than 600 local businesses and individual members.


Along with the Free Trade Alliance, several other international trade organizations in San Antonio work to assist in the import and export of goods. The International Trade Center at the University of Texas at San Antonio (210-458-2470) works to help small and medium-size businesses in the region with international trade issues. The


International Affairs Office of the City of San Antonio (210-207-8100) assists in matching local companies with international markets. BANCOMEXT, the Trade Commission of Mexico (210-281-9748), works to promote investment. For San Antonio businesses interested in doing business in Mexico, and Mexican businesses interested in doing business in San Antonio, In addition to trade with Latin America, San Antonio also enjoys a growing trade with China. According to the Chamber of Commerce, more than 1,700 jobs in the city are directly related to trade in China. Among the Asian imports to San Antonio are eyewear, footwear, toys, and luggage.


iForeign currency exchange is available at Frost Bank (100 W. Houston St.). Bank of America (300 Convent St.) will exchange currency for traveler’s checks only, unless you are a bank customer.


BIOMEDICAL INDUSTRIES


The health care industry is one of the city’s top employers, bringing close to $4.2 billion into the region every year in the form of payrolls.


The South Texas Medical Center, located on the northwest side of the city, is one of the state’s most extensive facilities, encompassing 11 hospitals, nearly 80 clinics, and many agencies.


The military health care system includes three centers: Brooke Army Medical Center, Wilford Hall Medical Center and the South Texas Veterans Health Care System. Brooke Army Medical Center is known throughout the state for its burn treatment and research facilities. Wilford Hall Medical Center is the largest medical facility under the umbrella of the US Air Force. In addition to serving military personnel, this center also provides a quarter of all the emergency health care in the city.


The South Texas Veterans Health Care System is home to acute medical, surgical, psychiatric, geriatric, and primary care services. It houses the National Institutes of Health’s only sponsored research program in the Veteran’s Administration. Also located here is one of 16 geriatric research, education, and clinical centers (GRECCs), which was named a Center for Excellence by the National Institute on Aging.


In addition to serving as regional hub for medical care, San Antonio is also home to a growing bioscience research industry. The combined economic impact of the health care and the bioscience research is almost $14.3 billion.


LANGUAGE


English is the official language of San Antonio, but Spanish is spoken almost as often. Many businesses, especially in the tourism industry, have employees who speak fluent Spanish to assist the large number of tourists and business travelers who come to the city from neighboring Mexico.


GOVERNMENT


San Antonio operates with a council manager form of government. Eleven elected members make up the city council; this includes 10 members elected by districts and the mayor, who is elected by the city at large. City council members have two-year terms; they may serve up to two terms. The mayor also has a two-year term and may serve up to two terms.




GETTING HERE, GETTING AROUND[image: images]





San Antonio lies at the gateway to South Texas and is easily accessible from all directions by an international airport, a network of highways, and two Amtrak trains. Air travel to San Antonio is fairly simple, and nonstop flights are available to over 30 destinations ranging from Los Angeles to Newark. And, thanks to close ties with Mexico, the airport also offers numerous flights to and from destinations south of the border, including Mexico City, Monterrey, and San Luis Potosí.


If you drive to San Antonio—unless you’re already familiar with the state—you’ll gain a true understanding of the term “Texas-size.” Just as a reference, it’s 601 miles from Amarillo in the northern part of the state, called the Panhandle, to Brownsville at the coastal southern tip.


Austin lies a bit more than an hour north of San Antonio, although increasingly heavy traffic and construction along the San Antonio-to-Austin stretch of I-35 make that estimate heavily dependent on the days of the week and times of day you choose to travel. Farther north are Dallas and Fort Worth, representing a drive of about five hours. Houston, situated east of San Antonio, is about three hours away.


Getaways to the Gulf Coast from the Alamo City are an easy two-hour drive to Corpus Christi. To reach South Padre Island, renowned for its sun and sand, plan on a drive of four hours or more because it is located in the far southern reaches of the state. Another favorite getaway is Nuevo Laredo in the Mexican state of Tamaulipas, located about two hours southwest of San Antonio on I-35, which is known as the “NAFTA (North American Free Trade Agreement) Highway.”


Within San Antonio itself, however, I-35 is just one of many busy roadways. And while the city has its share of snarls, San Antonio traffic in general tends to be less aggravating and more navigable than what you would find in either Dallas or Houston.





OVERVIEW


As for finding your way through that highway system, think of San Antonio as a wagon wheel, with the downtown district at its center. Four interstate highways, five US highways, and five state highways form myriad spokes. Most of these slice through the downtown area. Two form the inner and outer rims of the wheel, however; these are the city’s loops. Loop 410 (or I-410) lassoes the prime development in town, passing the San Antonio International Airport and skirting all of the city’s military bases. Loop 1604 traces the outside perimeter of the city, forming a boundary between the city and the untamed Hill Country, where white-tailed deer still roam.


Interstate highways divide San Antonio into several areas. I-35 runs an S-shaped curve through the city from northeast to southwest, skirting the downtown area. This mega-highway travels to Laredo at its southern end and reaches as far as Duluth, Minnesota, in its northern regions. I-10, which originates in Los Angeles, runs from the northwest to downtown before taking an easterly turn toward its final stop in Jacksonville, Florida. And I-37 defines the eastern boundary of downtown before veering off to the south and down to the coastal city of Corpus Christi. (Further confusing drivers, I-37 and I-35 are the same highway in the downtown region.)


Five US highways also call on the Alamo City. US 281, which originates in Hansboro, North Dakota, swings through the city near the San Antonio International Airport on its way south to McAllen, Texas. US 90, which starts in Jacksonville, Florida, overlaps with I-10 as it approaches the city from the east and crosses the city before branching off and heading west to Van Horn, Texas. US 87, originating in Raton, New Mexico, also overlaps with I-10 in the western portion of the city before branching off to the east and making its way south to Port Lavaca, Texas. US 181 (not to be confused with US 281) originates in San Antonio and travels to Corpus Christi via Beeville. Finally, US 81 also originates in San Antonio and travels to Laredo, overlapping with I-35.


For the purposes of this guidebook, we have divided San Antonio into sections that are defined by the highways you’ll encounter on your trip. Our first section is downtown, an area bounded by I-35, I-37, and I-10. This region encompasses many tourist highlights such as the Alamo, the River Walk, Market Square, HemisFair Plaza, and more.


The second section is the area inside and around Loop 410. This area takes in both sides of Loop 410 and everything inside, with the exception of the downtown area covered in the first section. In this area, you’ll find Brackenridge Park, Fort Sam Houston, and the San Antonio International Airport.


The third section is the fast-growing region beyond Loop 410 and Loop 1604, including the theme parks and the outer fringes of San Antonio, where the city meets the country.


iExperience the historic downtown area on a Segway, an electric-powered transportation vehicle. Three tours daily depart from SegCity (210224-0773; www.segcity.com) headquarters at 124 Losoya St.


BY AIR


San Antonio doesn’t rank as a hub airport (Dallas and Houston both serve as Texas hubs), but getting to the city is fairly simple, whether your chosen mode of transportation is airplane, car, bus, or train. The city is home to an international airport as well as a feeder airport.


San Antonio International Airport


Located 13 miles from downtown San Antonio, the San Antonio International Airport (9800 Airport Blvd.; 210-207-3450; www.sanantonio.gov/aviation) is where most air travelers begin their visit to the city. The airport is convenient to all areas of town thanks to its location on Loop 410, which links to I-37, the direct highway into downtown.


San Antonio International Airport sees over seven million domestic passengers every year as well as nearly a quarter of a million international passengers. The number of planes coming and going is on the increase, as is the number of passengers who travel through this busy airport.


When you deplane, you’ll find yourself in one of two airport terminals, each an easy walk from the other. Terminal A is home to Aeromexico Connect, Aeromar, Airtran, ASA Delta, Frontier, Skywest, Southwest, United and US Airways. Terminal B, located to the west of Terminal One, is home to American, Continental, and Continental Express.


Have questions? You can ask one of the members of the SAT Ambassadors program. These volunteers are community members who donate at least four hours of their time every week to assist passengers and to welcome them to the Alamo City. The Ambassadors are easy to spot: Look for a denim vest, a Western hat, a black or beige shirt, black or khaki pants, a name tag, and a smile. San Antonio International has more than 10,000 square feet of retail and food concession space. The area, called the “Shops at River Landing,” includes local stores and national chain stores.


Traveling to San Antonio International Airport just became more convenient with the opening of a new eight-gate terminal. The $134 million Terminal B replaces the older of the airport’s two terminals and caps off several years of airport renovations, which include a new long-term parking garage, bilevel roadway system, consolidated baggage handling system and new central utility plant.


Flight Times to San Antonio


From Atlanta: 2.5 hours


From Chicago: 2 hours


From Las Vegas: 2.3 hours


From Los Angeles: 2.75 hours


From Miami: 3.5 hours


From Nashville: 2.5 hours


From New Orleans: 2.5 hours


From New York: 3 hours


From Orlando: 2.75 hours


From St. Louis: 2.3 hours


From San Francisco: 4 hours


From Seattle: 4.5 hours


From Washington, D.C.: 5 hours


Nonstop service makes the travel time much shorter to and from some cities; you can catch a nonstop flight to San Antonio from Atlanta, Chicago, Las Vegas, Los Angeles, New York, Orlando, and St. Louis.


Commercial Airline Telephone Reservation Numbers


Aeromexico Connect: (800) 237-6639


American: (800) 433-7300


America West: (800) 235-9292


ASA: (800) 221-1212


Comair: (800) 221-1212


Continental: (800) 525-0280


Continental Express: (800) 523-3273


Delta: (800) 221-1212


Mexicana: (800) 531-7921


Midwest: (800) 452-2022


Northwest: (800) 225-2525


Skywest: (800) 221-1212


Southwest: (800) 435-9792


Spirit Airlines: (800) 772-7117


Sun Country: (800) 359-6786


United: (800) 241-6522


Home to both Continental and American airlines, Terminal B also has dining options from local chefs, charming shops, public art and free Wi-Fi. The flavor and decor are uniquely San Antonio. “We want people to know as soon as they step off the airplane that they are in San Antonio,” says Rich Johnson, airport spokesman. Providing a taste of local cuisine are dining options such as Big’z Burger Joint, a creation of San Antonio star Chef Andrew Weissmann, and Rosario’s Mexican Cafe y Cantina, an offshoot of a well-known eatery in a local historic neighborhood. Popular franchises such as Starbucks Coffee, Charley’s Grilled Subs and Sbarro are also in the mix.


Airport Parking


San Antonio International Airport has more than 9,000 parking spaces. Parking rates are divided into three categories: short-term, long-term, and shuttle or economy. Short-term parking costs a maximum of $24 per 24-hour day; long-term parking is a maximum of $10 per 24-hour day. The first 15 minutes of parking at all of the lots is free. Airport police patrol each of the lots and can provide free battery jumps if needed. If you are in a hurry and lock your keys in your car, they will help with that as well. Parking for drivers and passengers with disabilities is available in each of the lots. Payment for parking can be made with cash, check, or credit card; American Express, Diners Club, Discover, MasterCard, and Visa are accepted. Patrons can use Exit Express, with machines located in front of and inside both terminals, for a faster way to pay for parking.


San Antonio International Airport has placed first in two separate categories of Airport Revenue News’ 2011 Best Concessions Poll. SAT was named the Airport with the Most Unique Services in the small airports category (four million enplanements or less) and tied for first with Edmonton International for the Airport with the Best Concessions Management Team. The award for the airport with the Most Unique Services goes to the airport that has responded best to passenger demands for convenient, hightech business services such as high-speed fax and Internet, wireless capabilities, conference rooms, business service centers and/or other business amenities.


Car Rentals


Several auto rental companies have booths at the San Antonio Airport, located near the baggage-claim area on the first level of each terminal. Restrictions vary by company, but all require a current driver’s license; some have an age restriction of 25 years or older. Many companies will not allow their cars to be driven into Mexico.


Many of the companies listed offer a range of compact to luxury cars and minivans; free mileage; daily, weekly and monthly rates; and special discounts for seniors and military personnel.


ADVANTAGE RENT A CAR


(210) 341-8211, (800) 777-5500


www.advantage.com


This company has a site in the airport and offers free pickup service.


AVIS RENT A CAR


(210) 826-6332, (800) 331-1212


www.avis.com


Located at the airport and other sites in the city, Avis offers Mexican auto insurance and 24-hour emergency roadside assistance.


DOLLAR RENT A CAR


(800) 800-3665


www.dollar.com


Dollar offers residential pickup and return, as well as the Fast Lane express rental program.


ENTERPRISE RENT-A-CAR


(210) 348-6806, (800) 736-8222


www.enterprise.com


With locations throughout the region, Enterprise also has an airport location. Free pickup is available; this company also offers Mexican auto insurance.


HERTZ


(210) 841-8800, (800) 654-3131


www.hertz.com


Hertz offers airport terminal pickup and 24-hour emergency roadside assistance.


NATIONAL CAR RENTAL


(800) CAR-RENT, (210) 824-1841


www.nationalcar.com


Located at the airport, this branch of a nationwide chain offers discounts to a variety of groups.


iRepresenting an investment of $1.5 billion, San Antonio’s Toyota assembly plant, the car manufacturer’s sixth in the continental US, provides jobs for 1,694 workers.


THRIFTY CAR RENTAL


(210) 341-4677, (800) 847-4389


www.thrifty.com


Located at the airport, Thrifty offers a number of discount rates.


Shuttle Service


Shuttle service is available to most areas of the city. Some hotels offer free shuttle service for their guests; the pickup location for these shuttles is just outside the baggage-claim area of each terminal. There are commercial shuttle services as well.


AIRPORT EXPRESS


1731 S. San Marcos St., Building 826


(210) 281-9900


www.saairportshuttle.com


This service provides transportation between the airport and downtown hotels. A oneway ticket is $18; a round-trip ticket can also be purchased for $32. Minibuses offer wheelchair-accessible transportation to local hotels and other area destinations.


Taxi Service


Transportation into the downtown area is available by taxicabs, which offer metered service. The cost of a trip from the airport to the downtown area is about $25 to $29 plus tip; plan on about a 15-minute ride, depending on traffic. Up to four people may share a taxi.


The fee is based on a rate of $2.50 for the first mile and $2.25 for each subsequent mile during daytime hours (5 a.m. to 9 p.m.); there’s an additional $1 fee at other times. There is also a minimum airport departure charge of $10.50.


If you’re traveling with a large family or a group, minivans are also available for up to seven passengers.


General Aviation


STINSON MUNICIPAL AIRPORT


8535 Mission Rd.


(210) 923-4357


www.sanantonio.gov/aviation/stinsonairport.asp


For most travelers arriving by private plane from US departure points, Stinson Municipal Airport is the port of entry into San Antonio. This airport is the second-oldest general-aviation airport in continuous operation in the country. Located 6 miles south of downtown on Mission Road, it is just 4 miles from the Toyota assembly plant.


The airfield has two runways. Air-traffic control is attended from 7 a.m. to 10 p.m. daily. The Stinson Field Patio Cafe is open daily except Monday for breakfast and lunch.


You might have occasion to visit Stinson even if you don’t arrive by private plane. The airfield is the home of the Texas Air Museum, which traces the history of aviation in San Antonio; a rare German Folke-Wulf 190 aircraft is displayed there.


iLest you be confused, San Antonio has two notable thoroughfares named “Wurzbach.” One is Harry Wurzbach in the northeast area of the city; it extends from Fort Sam Houston, across Austin Highway to Loop 410 East. The other is just plain Wurzbach. This one extends from Northwest Military Highway to just behind Ingram Park Mall, where it becomes Ingram Road.


BY LAND


Once you are in San Antonio, you have many transportation options ranging from cars to carriages. The city also offers excellent bus and trolley service. The latter is a great way to see the downtown area without the headache of finding a parking place.


Driving in San Antonio can be a challenge, especially in the downtown area, thanks to the numerous one-way streets. With some of the oldest streets in the state, San Antonio doesn’t follow a grid system, but instead offers a meandering collection of byways that trace the river’s passage through the city. An assortment of high-rise buildings adds to the confusion—sometimes your destination is just a block away but lies out of sight and seemingly out of reach.


What’s the solution? Park and walk. Parking lots are sprinkled throughout downtown; rates are sometimes by the day and sometimes by the hour. Don’t park “just for a few minutes” without paying; you will be towed.


Covered parking garages are a blessing during the hot summer months. These are more expensive but help prevent “skillet steering wheel”—a common hazard when your car sits in that blazing sun for a few hours. (A quick look around uncovered parking lots reveals that local residents use cardboard windshield shades religiously to avoid literally being in the hot seat upon their return.) You’ll find covered parking garages at many of the downtown hotels (they are available to nonguests for a fee) and at sites such as Rivercenter Mall.


Once you’ve parked, you’ll find much of downtown is easily accessible on foot. Strolling the River Walk is a real San Antonio pleasure; temperatures there are several degrees below those at street level. By walking the River Walk, you’ll be able to reach the Alamo and many of the attractions found nearby. When it’s time to branch out, hop aboard a trolley; the VIA San Antonio streetcars link the main tourist sites.


iLocated at 13415 San Pedro Ave., the AAA North District office (210-403-5000) is open Mon through Fri from 9 a.m. until 6 p.m. and Sat from 9 a.m. until 1 p.m. For 24-hour claims reporting, call (800) 67-CLAIM.


For all its major highways (and, occasionally, major traffic), touring San Antonio is easily accomplished because, although the city is vast, most attractions are grouped in a few areas. Downtown sightseeing starts at Alamo Plaza, home of the Alamo and birthplace not only of Texas liberty but also of San Antonio tourism. Here you can take guided tours, board a city bus or trolley, or just enjoy a stroll through the area. Behind Alamo Plaza lies the Paseo del Rio, or River Walk, one of the most-visited spots in Texas. Located below street level, the riverbanks are lined with sidewalk cafes and specialty shops.


On one edge of the River Walk rests La Villita, the “little village” that was the original settlement in Old San Antonio. Here the wares of many of the city’s artisans are displayed and sold in historic structures.


La Villita sits in the shadow of the 750-foot Tower of the Americas, where you can enjoy the best view of the city from the observation deck. The tower was built as the symbol of HemisFair, the 1968 World’s Fair. The tower is located in HemisFair Park. Nearby, the Henry B. Gonzales Convention Center, one of the state’s busiest meeting facilities, hosts thousands of conventioneers each year. Directly south of the River Walk lies the King William Historic District, home of the city’s stately mansions built during the 19th century. This area is a favorite of bed-and-breakfast lovers.


West of the River Walk area, a quick ride by trolley or car, is Market Square, the most Mexican attraction in town. Here you can shop for imports in El Mercado (the largest Mexican marketplace in the US), dine on a Tex-Mex feast, or tour some nearby historic buildings.


Along Broadway, north of downtown, lie many of San Antonio’s museums and outdoor attractions. Brackenridge Park, home of the city’s zoo and Japanese gardens, awaits just minutes from downtown.


If you continue north on Broadway to the intersection of Loop 410, then turn west to the intersection with US 281, you come to the San Antonio International Airport, where many visitors begin and end their stay. This also is the site of some of the city’s best shopping areas, from big-name department stores such as Saks Fifth Avenue and Macy’s to small import shops and art galleries.


South of downtown, the Mission Trail holds many attractions, especially for history buffs. Along this historic route, you can tour four Spanish missions, each still celebrating Sunday Mass.


On the northwest side of town, along Loop 1604, lie two of Texas’s top family attractions: Six Flags Fiesta Texas and Sea-World of San Antonio. In spring through fall these parks are filled with tourists from around the US and Mexico—and San Antonians—who come to enjoy thrill rides, musical productions, and marine animal shows.


Trolleys


VIA DOWNTOWN TROLLEYS


(210) 362-2020


www.viainfo.net


Downtown trolleys, constructed like old-fashioned streetcars but with rubber tires, are a fun and inexpensive way to explore the downtown area. The red, yellow, and blue trolley lines serve four routes and stop at all major downtown attractions. The fare of $1.10 is a bargain, and you can also purchase a monthly streetcar pass for $30 if you think you’ll be riding a great deal. The best deal for visitors is usually the $4 one-day pass, available at www.viaonlinestore.net. You can pay with cash, a streetcar token, or a streetcar pass. Discounts are available for seniors, children, those with impaired mobility, and Medicare recipients. Transfer slips serve as fares for equal or cheaper bus service, viable for two hours on that day’s date. If you’d like to park your car and ride the trolleys, you’ll find free parking at VIA’s Ellis Alley Park and Ride located east of downtown at Chestnut and Ellis Alley. From the parking lot, you can take the yellow streetcar line to the downtown area.


The Blue Line travels through the southern areas of downtown. Stops include the Alamo, Blue Star Arts Complex, Central Library, Henry B. Gonzales Convention Center, HemisFair Park, the King William Historic District, La Villita, Municipal Auditorium, Rivercenter Mall, the San Antonio Information Center, and Southtown. The Blue Line runs weekdays from 7 a.m. to 9 p.m. and weekends 9 a.m. to 9 p.m.


The Yellow Line stops at the Alamodome, the Ellis Alley Park and Ride at St. Paul Square (for free parking for VIA customers), the convention center, El Mercado-Market Square, the Institute of Texan Cultures, Rivercenter Mall, St. Paul Square, Sunset Station, and the Tower of the Americas. The Yellow Line runs Mon through Fri 7 a.m. to 12:30 a.m., Sat and Sun 9 a.m. to 12:30 a.m.


Red Line stops include the Alamo, the convention center, El Mercado–Market Square, HemisFair Park, La Villita, Rivercenter Mall, and the San Antonio Information Center. Hours for this route are weekdays 7 a.m. to 10:30 p.m. and weekends 9 a.m. to 10:30 p.m.


Buses & shuttles


VIA METROPOLITAN TRANSIT SERVICE


(210) 362-2020


www.viainfo.net


The metropolitan transit authority in San Antonio and Bexar County is known as VIA. Created by election in 1977, the system is funded through a 0.5 percent sales tax and spans more than 1,200 square miles.


Route 7 visits Brackenridge Park, the Japanese Tea Garden, San Antonio Botanical Garden, the San Antonio Museum of Art, San Antonio Zoo, and Witte Museum. Take Route 42 for the mIssions, Route 64 for SeaWorld of Texas or Route 94 for Six Flags Fiesta Texas.


The buses operate daily from 4 a.m. to 1 a.m., serving the region with more than 91 scheduled lines. Five service levels are available: frequent, metro, express, skip, and flex. Frequent service routes run every 15 minutes or more frequently during the day and are generally available until about 6 p.m. during general workday hours Mon through Fri. Metro service provides fixed routes operating every 30 to 60 minutes, while flex service offers transportation to outlying areas with bus service available on a call-ahead basis. Express service routes are designed for commuters because the line travels on freeways, connecting riders to employment centers directly from Park and Rides. Skip service routes travel along major streets, skipping some bus stops to speed passengers to their destinations.


Bus fares vary by type of route. The full fare for a local or limited-stop bus is $1.10. Express-bus service is $2.50. Bus transfers are 15 cents. Reduced fares for senior citizens age 62 and over, persons with disabilities, students, and children age 5 to 11 are 35 cents per limited-stop bus ride and 75 cents per express-bus ride. Off-peak reduced fares for senior citizens and people with disabilities are available weekdays from 9 a.m. to 3 p.m. and all day on weekends; these fares are for fixed routes only.


Which bus do you want? You’ll find bus information centers throughout the city. VIA’s Downtown Information Center, located at 260 E. Houston St., is open daily except Sunday. Other information centers are found at the Crossroads Park and Ride, 151 Crossroads Blvd. (210-731-6616); Ingram Transit Center, 3215 Northwestern Dr. (210-521-6773); Randolph Park and Ride, 9400 I-35 North (210-564-8175); South Texas Medical Center Information Center, 7535 Merton Minter (210-614-4615); and Ellis Alley Information Center 212 Chestnut (210-299-1213).


You can also call VIAINFO at (210) 3622020; it’s an automated information system that has information in both English and Spanish. To speak to a live representative, call (210) 362-2020 or TTY (210) 362-2019. Most VIA routes and stops are accessible to people with disabilities. Additionally, VIA operates VIAtrans, a shared-ride service for residents with disabilities and their personal-care attendants. Prospective VIAtrans patrons may apply for eligibility or inquire about the service by calling (210) 362-2140. VIAtrans riders accompanied by their authorized personal-care attendants may ride the mainline bus at no charge.


If you are approved for use of a VIAtrans type service in your home city and you’re visiting San Antonio, you will qualify for use of VIAtrans; qualified visitors may use the system for up to 21 days. Call the VIA Accessible Services Office for more information.


GREYHOUND BUS TERMINAL


500 N. St. Mary’s St.


(800) 231-2222, (210) 270-5824


www.greyhound.com


This bus terminal serves several commercial bus lines: Greyhound, Kerrville, and Valley Transit. Bus service throughout the state with connections around the country is available. The bus terminal includes a food service facility that’s open around the clock, a Western Union station, and shuttle service to and from the San Antonio International Airport. The terminal also has shuttle service to the city’s military facilities sponsored by the military. The second-oldest terminal in the Greyhound system, the building has an interesting history. Constructed in 1945, it showcases a 40-by-8-foot mural that illustrates the Hispanic heritage of San Antonio since the 1600s. The artwork was the collaboration of the San Antonio Cultural Arts Center and the Guadalupe Cultural Arts Center.


Taxis


Taxi service is available from the airport. Metered cab service costs $2.50 for the first mile and $2.25 for each subsequent mile. The average one-way fare from the airport to downtown hotels is about $25-$29 plus tip. Four passengers can ride for the price of one. Outside the airport, taxis can be found at most major hotels, although you may need to call for service.


AAA TAXI SERVICE


(210) 599-5999


www.aataxi.com


This company offers citywide pickups as well as out-of-town service. Reservations are accepted, and payment can be made by credit card.


YELLOW CAB


(210) 222-2222


www.yellowcabsanantonio.com


Reservations, including reservations online, are accepted by this company, which offers around-the-clock service. Four passengers ride for the price of one in all cabs; credit cards are accepted.


Train service


AMTRAK


350 Hoefgen Ave.


(800) USA-RAIL


www.amtrak.com


Amtrak is served by a station in St. Paul Square, located between Sunset Station and the Alamodome. This convenient location makes the train an easy way to get right to the heart of the city.


The San Antonio station is a daily stop for the Texas Eagle (www.texaseagle.com), which travels between Chicago and San Antonio; stops include Dallas and St. Louis. Several days a week, the Sunset Limited pulls into the station. This train travels between New Orleans and Los Angeles, with stops in Biloxi, Houston, El Paso, Tucson and Palm Springs.


The Texas Eagle has split-level Superliner cars. You can book a coach seat or a sleeping compartment. For the price of a sleeping compartment you also get complimentary meals served in your “room,” a daily newspaper each morning, baggage assistance, turndown service, and admission to Amtrak’s Metropolitan Lounge in Chicago’s Union Station. The train also includes a dining car, a smoking lounge, and a lounge for sightseeing (and movies at night). Travel on Amtrak can be booked by calling the Amtrak reservation number above (you can pick up tickets at your nearest rail station or have them mailed to you), online at www.amtrak.com, or through a travel agent.


You’ll find short-term and long-term parking at the Marina Parking Garage (850 E. Commerce; 210-207-7778), 4 blocks from the station. Parking costs $6 maximum, $8 flat rate.


Limos


AAA LIMOUSINE SERVICE


2668 Austin Hwy.


(210) 599-9999


www.limomax.com


How would you like to tour San Antonio in a super-stretch Hummer? AAA has one for hire, along with classic limos, each equipped with a color TV, DVD player, CD player, fiber optics, a mirrored ceiling, neon lighting, an intercom system, privacy partitions, and a full bar. The limos are available for everything from airport transfers to wedding parties and city touring.


ABBEY WALKER EXECUTIVE CARS & LIMOUSINES


1343 Hallmark Rd.


(210) 341-6000, (800) 341-6000


www.abbeywalker.com


Owned and operated by Star Shuttle, this company has a fleet of Lincoln Town Cars and extended limousines. All drivers are uniformed professionals, and this service is a member of the National Limousine Association. City tours and airport transfers can be arranged as well as transportation for proms, weddings, anniversaries, and other special events.


CAREY/RIVER CITY LIMO INC.


7701 Broadway, #203


(210) 824-2275, (800) 336-4646


www.carey.com


San Antonio’s oldest limo company has a fleet of limousines as well as sedans, minibuses, and luxury vans.


CORPORATE LIMOUsiNE AND SEDAN SERVICE


651 Overhill Dr.


(210) 432-6193


Affiliated with Boston Coach, this company offers airport transfers, city tours, and special-occasion transportation for weddings, proms, concerts, and more. Several employees speak Spanish.


Water Taxis


RIO SAN ANTONIO CRUISES


205 N. Presa St., Suite 201


(210) 244-5700, (800) 417-4139


www.riosanantonio.com


Rio San Antonio Cruises operates guided cruises along the San Antonio River (see “Tours” in the Attractions chapter for more information on these pleasant excursions), but they also operate the Rio Taxi Service, a river shuttle. The shuttle is a great way for conventioneers to get to a River Walk eatery or for hotel guests on the far reaches of the River Walk to reach the more bustling areas without ever venturing up to street level. It’s far more pleasant than standing on the street corner shouting “Taxi!”


The river taxis make 39 stops along the route. You can purchase a ticket from Rio San Antonio Cruises or at most of the businesses along and near the Rio Taxi stops. You’ll need to buy a ticket in advance, because boat drivers cannot accept cash.


Downtown shuttle stops include the El Tropicano Riverwalk, Marriott Riverwalk, convention center, La Villita, Tower Life Building, Southwest School of Art, Buckhorn Museum and Ripley’s Believe It or Not! Odditorium. On the Museum Reach, stops are the lock and dam at the Brooklyn Street Bridge, VFW Post at 10 10th St., San Antonio Museum of Art, the Grotto, and the Pearl Brewery. Rio Taxi signs identify each of the water-taxi stops.


A one-way pass on the shuttle is $5 for the downtown reach and $10 for the Museum Reach; an all-day pass (which runs through the business day, not 24 hours from purchase) costs $10. Three-day passes are available for $25. Taxis run from 9 a.m. to 9 p.m. and generally come by every 20 minutes.


Horse-Drawn Carriages


LONE STAR CARRIAGE


302 Iowa St.


(210) 656-7527


www.lonestarcarriage.com


Lone Star Carriage picks up passengers on Crockett Street next to the Alamo and will accept reservations to pick up at certain hotels, depending on availability, for weddings and other special events. The carriages accommodate four to seven people. Cost is $40 per couple for a 20-minute tour and $75 for 60 minutes. Hours of operation can vary, depending on the weather—the service doesn’t operate when the temperature is more than 95 degrees.


YELLOW ROSE CARRIAGE


100 S. Alamo St.


(210) 225-6490


www.yellowrosecarriage.com


Established in 1982, Yellow Rose Carriage provides romantic rides through the downtown district in reproduction Victorian-style carriages. Most carriages are pulled by large draft horses.


From May through Sept, the carriage typically operates from 7 p.m. to midnight; other months, rides are available from 6 p.m. to midnight. Special arrangements can be made for pickups at other times.


Prices vary by ride but start at $40 per couple for a short tour of Alamo Plaza and $80 for a tour of King William Historic District from Alamo Plaza. With each couple, one child under the age of 10 can ride free of charge.




HISTORY[image: images]





The Spanish explorers and conquistadors who followed in the footsteps of Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca had dreams of gold, of cities full of gold: enough gold to fund Spain’s far-flung empire for years, enough to build Christian missions in the vast wilderness, enough to finance Spanish armies and navies. Cabeza de Vaca himself had not seen the fabled Las Siete Cuidades Doradas de Cibola (Seven Cities of Gold). Indeed, what the Spanish explorer had seen in eight years of wandering after being shipwrecked in Florida in 1528 was a land rich in mosquitoes and hostile inhabitants rather than precious metals.


Cabeza de Vaca and his three companions were probably the first Europeans to explore the deserts of the North American Southwest, passing through what is now Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona. The Spaniards eventually gained the trust of the natives as they undertook to heal some of the sick they encountered by invoking their faith and praying over the patients. “Our fame,” he wrote, “spread throughout the area, and all the Indians who heard about it came looking for us so that we could cure them and bless their children.”





SPANISH EXPLORERS


Cabeza de Vaca’s exact route has been debated, but by some accounts, in 1535 or so he camped in a bend of the San Antonio River, where he found a friendly reception from the local inhabitants. “They indicated that they were pleased with our company and took us to their lodges … The merrymaking caused by our arrival lasted three days. At the end of the three days, we asked about the country ahead.” Cabeza de Vaca’s band eventually found their way south to Culiacán in Mexico, where they were at last reunited with their Spanish brethren. They had found no gold, but their reports led to tantalizing rumors about vast riches to the north. One of Cabeza de Vaca’s three companions, Estabanico, whom he described as a “black Arab and a native of Azamor,” later volunteered to guide an expedition under Marcos de Niza to search for the treasure. Cabeza de Vaca’s desultory wandering had blazed a trail for several centuries of Spanish influence on the areas he visited. In some places, as in San Antonio, Hispanic influence has persisted to the present day. The Indian village where Cabeza de Vaca tarried was not identified, but it could well have been the Payaya village of Yanaguana. It was there, in 1691, that Father Damian Masanet said Mass under the cottonwood trees for the newly installed Spanish governor, Don Domingo de Teran. The spot (and the river) were renamed San Antonio de Padua in honor of St. Anthony of Padua (as this occurred on June 13, the saint’s birthday).


However, the Spanish built nothing here until 1718, when Friars Antonio Olivares and Isidro Espinosa arrived to oversee the building of a new mission. It was to be named San Antonio de Valero, in honor of the Spanish viceroy of Mexico, the Marquis of Valero. At the same time, the new governor proclaimed the establishment of a new town, or villa, called San Antonio de Bexar in honor of the viceroy’s brother, the Duke of Bexar, a national war hero in Spain. They chose a lovely spot, which Padre Espinosa described as “a great shady grove of very tall pecan trees, cottonwoods, elms, and clumps of mulberries, irrigated by the water of an abundant spring.”


The appeal of the location was not gold, but another precious resource in a hot, dry land: water. In addition to the river, San Antonio had numerous springs that supported an abundance of trees and wildlife. These in turn attracted people to the area. A simple thing, but in the middle of dry, scrubby hills and rugged brush land, it seemed a miracle. To those early explorers, the spot was an oasis, and they resolved to claim it for church and crown. As Friar Olivares explained: “In this place of San Antonio there is a spring of water which is about three-fourths of a league from the principal river. In this location … it is easy to secure water, but nowhere else.”


ON A MISSION


San Antonio was founded in 1718, the same year as was New Orleans. As French activity in Louisiana threatened to intrude upon their claims in the Southwest, the Spanish began to view the area as more than just a pleasant spot. Suddenly the Spanish could no longer afford to ignore their hardscrabble claims north of “New Spain” (Mexico). A system of forts and missions was proposed by the Spanish crown to blockade the French from the east, to alleviate the threat of Indian attack, and ultimately to provide the foundations for Spanish colonization of the territory. Native tribes of the area would be instructed by the friars for conversion to Christianity, thus making them allies of the Spanish.


iThe early settlers who came to San Antonio from the US were called “Texians” by most residents as well as most Mexicans. Other names for the settlers were “Texonians,” “Texasians,” and “Texicans;” eventually the name was simplified to Texans.


San Antonio’s original mission, the San Antonio de Valero, has become known as the Alamo. Since its inception in 1718, the mission has been relocated and rebuilt at least twice. The moves were conducted by Father Olivares himself; around 1720 the mission was rebuilt on the other side of the river, where the soil was more fertile. After a huge storm destroyed the mission in 1724, it was again rebuilt, this time on the spot where the Alamo stands today. Although the early mission struggled, it was soon joined by several others, partly in competition, but eventually in cooperation with San Antonio de Valero. San José y San Miguel de Aguayo was founded in 1720, followed in 1731 by three others: San Juan Capistrano, San Francisco de la Espada, and Nuestra Señora de la Purisima Concepción. The latter three missions had been relocated from East Texas, too close to French Louisiana for comfort. At the same time that the missions were relocated, 56 colonists from the Canary Islands arrived to claim land offered by the Spanish government to encourage settlement. One family, it was said, was worth 100 soldiers in settling the frontier.
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San Antonio Time Line


[image: 1536 Alvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca explores Texas. 1691 Father Damian Masanet and Governor Don Domingo de Teran hold Mass at the Payaya village of Yanaguana, dubbing the river there San Antonio. 1718 Friars Espinosa and Olivares found the Mission San Antonio de Valero and the villa of San Antonio de Bexar. 1722 San Antonio’s first permanent military accommodations, Plaza de Armes, are built by the garrison. 1731 Missions San Juan Capistrano, San Francisco de la Espada, and Nuestra Señora de la Purísima Concepción are relocated from East Texas. Fifty-six Canary Islanders arrive to colonize the area. 1736 The first bridge across San Antonio River is built, connecting San Antonio de Valero mission with the town. 1773 San Antonio de Bexar is named provincial capital. 1793 The missions are secularized by the Spanish crown. 1810 Mexican Revolution begins. 1813 San Antonio is captured by revolutionary army, then is retaken and decimated by Royalists. 1819 Major floods on the San Antonio River destroy much of the town. 1820 Moses Austin petitions governor for permission to colonize Texas. 1821 Mexico becomes independent of Spain; Austin’s petition is granted by the new Mexican government. 1825 US colonists buy land and settle in Texas. 1830 Mexico closes Texas to immigration from the US. 1835 Texian army captures San Antonio; General Cos signs surrender. 1836 Santa Anna lays siege to the Alamo, which falls on March 6. 1840 Downtown San Antonio is the scene of a major battle with the Comanche; German immigration to the San Antonio area begins. 1845 Texas becomes part of the US. 1848 The Rio Grande is established as the US-Mexico border by the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, ending the Mexican War. 1853 San Antonio Zeitung, a German-language newspaper, is first published. 1861 Confederate troops take the San Antonio army fort and control of the city. 1865 The Civil War ends; the US Army retakes the city. 1876 US Army begins work on Fort Sam Houston. 1877 The railroad comes to San Antonio. The water works are established. 1886 Geronimo and his band of Apache are imprisoned at Fort Sam Houston. 1898 Theodore Roosevelt trains Rough Riders in San Antonio. 1899 Brackenridge Park is dedicated. The first Mexican restaurant opens on Losoya Street 1917 Brooks and Kelly airbases are established. 1924 The Conservation Society is formed to preserve the city’s heritage. 1926 Witte Museum is built. Flood-control projects are started downtown. 1928 The Milam Building, the world’s first air-conditioned structure, opens. 1930 Randolph Field opens. 1936 The first River Parade is staged to honor the Texas Centennial. 1941 The River Walk is completed. 1949 San Antonio Municipal Airport opens. 1966 The Alamo is listed on the National Register of Historic Places. 1968 HemisFair ‘68 is held. 1973 The NBA San Antonio Spurs’ first season begins. 1987 Pope John Paul II celebrates Mass in San Antonio. 1988 SeaWorld of Texas opens in San Antonio. 1992 Fiesta Texas opens. 1993 The Alamodome opens and hosts US Olympic Festival ‘93. 1999 The San Antonio Spurs win their first NBA championship. 2003 Toyota announces it will build a manufacturing plant in San Antonio. 2008 The final four NCAA teams battle to win the National Championship game during March Madness at the Alamodome. 2009 The first phase of the River Walk Expansion opens, connecting the original River Walk with the cultural attractions to the north (the Museum Reach). 2010 San Antonio is named the strongest US metropolitan area by BusinessWeek magazine.]








Despite numerous setbacks caused by inclement weather, disease, raids by the Apache and Comanche, and discord among the missions, the colonists, and the soldiers sent to protect them, the community of San Antonio began to grow on the bend of the San Antonio River. A visiting Frenchman, Monsieur Pages, wrote in 1768 that San Antonio was a town of about 200 houses, some constructed of stone, with the land “sloping gently to the river and commanding an agreeable prospect over the opposite grounds.” Cut off from the rest of Hispanic America by hundreds of miles, San Antonio was forced to be self-sufficient in regard to food, shelter, and most everything else. In reality, the town was a collection of communities: the Canary Island colonists, the missions and the Indians they served, and the military contingent, each group more or less self-sufficient.


CLASHES WITH THE COMANCHE


By the 1770s, however, a serious new threat arose to encourage the town to band closer together, at least physically. The Comanche stepped up raids on San Antonio—so effectively that they boasted that the Spanish were allowed to stay in their territory so that they could continue to raise beef and horses for their attackers. The governor complained in 1780, “There is no time day or night when reports of barbarities and disorders do not arrive from the ranches.” The Comanche were skilled fighters and raiders and could not be driven out by the small troop garrisons assigned to guard the San Antonio missions, and efforts to raise more soldiers were ineffective.


REVOLUTION IN MEXICO


In 1758 a large band of Comanche sacked the Spanish mission on the San Saba River, Santa Cruz de San Saba, killing two priests. Spanish troops pursuing the war party north were ambushed near the Red River and defeated by the Indians. The Comanche would not be pacified by payments and treaty as had the Apache; they held the upper hand on the frontier and they knew it. Yet, somehow, the town and the missions survived, and in the face of adversity, San Antonio began to develop a character all its own.


By 1800 the town’s population had reached 3,000, including more than 700 soldiers. Gradually, some of the barriers between the communities within San Antonio began to dissolve, and the town’s identity began to emerge: tough and self-reliant, a blend of Hispanic and Indian elements. In fact, those early inhabitants had much in common with modern-day San Antonians. But one crucial element was still missing from the melting pot, and the new century would witness another invasion from the north: the coming of the Anglos.


Ironically, this movement began far to the south, where revolution brewed after centuries of Spanish rule. A parish priest in Guanajuato, Mexico, Father Miguel Hidalgo, ignited the spark by preaching revolution from the steps of his church in 1810. A long war followed, eventually drawing in even the sleepy frontier colony of San Antonio, as Royalist forces chased revolutionaries north. One such revolutionary, Bernardo Gutierrez de Lara, succeeded in raising an army of volunteers, who took San Antonio from the Spanish government forces in 1813. The revolutionaries’ triumph was short-lived, however. A few months later, an army of 2,000 Royalist troops crossed the Rio Grande and retook the town, destroying much of the rebel army and executing any townspeople suspected of siding with them. Many of the settlers fled to the US to escape the purge. San Antonio’s population fell drastically once again.


Eventually, even the Royalists were forced to admit that it was necessary to repopulate the area in order to stave off attacks by the still-strong Comanche. Therefore, the Royalist government was persuaded when, in 1820, Moses Austin petitioned to colonize Texas with 300 American families. As Austin’s son Stephen F. Austin recalled, “At the end of a week the governor and ayuntamiento [town or city council] of Bexar united in recommending a petition from my father to the [government] at Monterrey, asking for permission to introduce and settle three hundred families from the United States of America … The entering wedge was thus placed for opening a legal passage for North American immigrants into Texas.”


Once the petition was granted, nothing would stop the inexorable flow of immigration into Texas, not the death of Moses Austin (his son Stephen continued the project), not even a drastic change of government in Mexico (declared independent of Spain in 1821). By the early 1830s the tidal wave of new Texians (as the early settlers were called) outnumbered Hispanics by a 10 to 1 margin. The new government in Mexico had other pressing concerns, so it allowed the Mexican colonies a high degree of self-sufficiency.


THE ALAMO


By 1835, however, that laissez-faire attitude changed as a young firebrand named Antonio López de Santa Anna became president of Mexico. Santa Anna, who had earned a reputation as a tough military leader, established a stronger central government and curtailed many of the freedoms to which the Texians had grown accustomed. A showdown was inevitable, and it came swiftly as Santa Anna sent armies to deal with the rebellious colonists. On December 5, 1835, a large band of Texian volunteers led by Ben Milam attacked San Antonio, which was defended by a Mexican army under General Martin Perfecto de Cos. The fighting, which lasted five days, ended when the volunteers captured General Cos and forced his surrender, ending the “Battle of Bexar.” The general’s army was sent back to Mexico after pledging not to fight anymore on Texas soil. Shortly afterward, the Texian volunteers, believing the war over, began to disperse, leaving only a small garrison of militia to guard the town.


They had not counted on Santa Anna’s resolve. When General Cos’s defeated army returned to Mexico, an enraged Santa Anna took personal command and promised to avenge the defeat. “I personally assembled and organized an expeditionary army of eight thousand men in Saltillo,” he wrote in his autobiography. “I took command of the campaign myself, preferring the uncertainties of war to the easy and much-coveted life of the palace.”


The situation was painfully uncertain for the defenders of the Alamo, numbering at most about 150, when suddenly confronted by the might of Santa Anna’s army on February 23, 1836. They grabbed what supplies and arms they could and took shelter behind the stone walls of the old mission, San Antonio de Valero, which had come to be known informally as “The Alamo.” Thus began one of the most chronicled battles in history, a story to rival the Charge of the Light Brigade, Gettysburg, or Waterloo.


Due to the illness of Jim Bowie, sent to San Antonio by General Sam Houston of the Texian army, command of the Alamo’s defenders fell to Lt. Col. William Barrett Travis, a 25-year-old volunteer from Alabama. To Santa Anna’s demand for surrender, the young Travis replied, “I have answered the demand with a cannon shot and our flag still waves proudly from the wall. I shall never surrender or retreat.” Travis and Bowie were joined by other volunteers, such as David Crockett from Tennessee, motivated by a love of liberty, and perhaps a taste for battle. When the threat facing the Texians was revealed, many of them could have escaped with their lives, but chose to stay and fight. James Bonham carried Travis’s vain plea for reinforcements through the Mexican lines; after delivering his message, knowing it to be futile, he returned through the lines again to rejoin his comrades in their fight to the death.


iMany first-time visitors take their image of San Antonio from the John Wayne version of the movie The Alamo. Remember, though, that the classic film was shot not in the Alamo City, but near Del Rio in Bracketville.


As the third furious charge by the Mexicans at last overwhelmed the defenders, the Alamo fell at dawn on March 6, 1836. No quarter was expected by the defenders, and none was extended; Santa Anna had ordered the attack under the red flag indicating that no surrenders would be accepted. The defenders died, the Alamo fell, and a legend was born. “Remember the Alamo!” was the battle cry a few weeks later when General Sam Houston’s inspired Texian army defeated Santa Anna at the Battle of San Jacinto. San Antonio’s Alamo had become a shrine of liberty in a new country: the Republic of Texas.
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San Antonio Zeitung, a German-language newspaper, is first published.
Confederate troops take the San Antonio army fort and control of the city.
The Civil War ends; the US Army retakes the city.

US Army begins work on Fort Sam Houston.

The railroad comes to San Antonio. The water works are established.
Geronimo and his band of Apache are imprisoned at Fort Sam Houston.
Theodore Roosevelt trains Rough Riders in San Antonio.

Brackenridge Park is dedicated. The first Mexican restaurant opens on
Losoya Street

Brooks and Kelly airbases are established.

The Conservation Society is formed to preserve the city’s heritage.

Witte Museun is built. Flood-control projects are started downtown.

The Milam Building, the world's first air-conditioned structure, opens.
Randolph Field opens.

The first River Parade is staged to honor the Texas Centennial.

The River Walk is completed.

San Antonio Municipal Airport opens.

The Alamo is listed on the National Register of Historic Places.
HemisFair ‘68 is held.

The NBA San Antonio Spurs’ first season begins.

Pope John Paul II celebrates Mass in San Antonio.

SeaWorld of Texas opens in San Antonio.

Fiesta Texas opens.

The Alamodome opens and hosts US Olympic Festival ‘93.

The San Antonio Spurs win their first NBA championship.

Toyota announces it will build a manufacturing plant in San Antorio.
The final four NCAA teams battle to win the National Championship game
during March Madness at the Alamodome.

The first phase of the River Walk Expansion opens, connecting the original
River Walk with the cultural attractions to the north (the Museum Reach).
San Antonio is named the strongest US metropolitan area by Businessieek
magazine.

Alvar Nufiez Cabeza de Vaca explores Texas.

Father Damian Masanet and Governor Don Domingo de Teran hold Mass at
the Payaya village of Yanaguana, dubbing the river there San Antonio.
Friars Espinosa and Olivares found the Mission San Antonio de Valero and
the villa of San Antonio de Bexar.

San Antonio’s first permanent military accommodations, Plaza de Armes,
are built by the garrison.

Missions San Juan Capistrano, San Francisco de la Espada, and Nuestra
Sefiora de la Purisima Concepcion are relocated from East Texas. Fifty-six
Canary Islanders arrive to colonize the area.

The first bridge across San Antonio River is built, connecting San Antonio
de Valero mission with the town.

San Antonio de Bexar is named provincial capital.

The missions are secularized by the Spanish crown.

Mexican Revolution begins.

San Antonio is captured by revolutionary army, then is retaken and deci-
mated by Royalists.

Major floods on the San Antonio River destroy much of the town.

Moses Austin petitions governor for permission to colonize Texas.

Mexico becomes independent of Spain; Austin's petition is granted by the
new Mexican government.

US colonists buy land and settle in Texas.

Mexico closes Texas to immigration from the US.

Texian army captures San Antonio; General Cos signs surrender.

Santa Anna lays siege to the Alamo, which falls on March 6.

Downtown San Antonio is the scene of a major battle with the Comanche;
German immigration to the San Antonio area begins.

Texas becomes part of the US.

The Rio Grande is established as the US-Mexico border by the Treaty of
Guadalupe Hidalgo, ending the Mexican War.
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