
  Welcome to San Antonio


  Bienvenidos to the Alamo City! 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.


  San Antonio boasts a variety of attractions, from historic buildings to hair-raising thrill rides. San Antonio is the number one tourist destination in the state, 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.
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  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 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.


  Overview


  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. 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.


  But the description covers far more than geographic area; Texas-size can describe everything from culture to cuisine, attractions to accommodations. Whether you’re trying to decide on an afternoon activity or an evening 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, the city offers a long list of attractions that includes museums, sports, parks, children’s activities, and more.


  i The San Antonio CVB publishes “A Guide to Puro San Antonio,” which focuses on Latino elements of the city, from annual events to cultural attractions. Copies of the free brochure are available by calling (800) PURO-LATINO.


  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 like no other Texas destination, with year-around 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.


  Planning Your Itinerary


  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 throughout this guide. We will let you plan your own itinerary, but first you need to understand the lay of the land.


  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 on a 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.
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  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 panaderia, 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 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 parish churches today and 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.


  i The San Antonio Convention and Visitors Bureau publishes “S.A.V.E.” (“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.
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  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. Take 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.


  About the Authors


  Paris Permenter and John Bigley are a husband-wife team of freelance writers who specialize in travel. Their work has been in numerous international, national, and statewide publications. They are the coauthors of Insiders’ Guide to San Antonio, Day Trips from San Antonio and Day Trips from Austin (all published by Globe Pequot Press). They 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. Today they live in Cedar Park, Texas.
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