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San Antonio is the 2nd largest city (by population, 1.3M) in Texas. 
The city was named for Saint Anthony of Padua by a Spanish 

expedition who arrived in the area on the Saint’s name day in 1691. 
However, the city was not founded until 1718 and became the 
largest Spanish settlement in Texas. There is still a strong Spanish/
Mexican influence evident. 

We decided to go 
to San Antonio 

because we had heard 
it was a great place to 
visit and didn’t think 
it was too far away for 
a weekend getaway 
(that proved to be an 
incorrect assumption). 
We anticipated a 
5.5-hour drive to SA, so we left at 
lunchtime on Friday, hoping to arrive 
between 5 & 6 pm. After 7 hours 
driving (we encountered road works 
and an awful lot of traffic), we arrived 
at 7:15pm! So, it wasn’t the best start to 
the weekend. 
However, the motel we stayed in was 
fabulous. The Riverwalk Vista Inn 
is listed with the Historic Hotels of 
America and occupies the 2nd and 3rd 
floors of the historic Dullnig Building 
(a mercantile store), built in 1883. 
The hotel features 12ft high ceilings, 
gorgeous timber panelling, skirting 
and architraves, as well as ‘long leaf 
pine’ floors and is decorated with some 
great period furniture and items of 
historical note; there was even an old 

juke box in the dining 
room. There are only 
17 rooms; these are 
large and luxurious, 

with oversized windows 
and each is named for it’s view – we 
were in the HemisFair Vista as it 
looked toward HemisFair Park.

HemisFair 
Park was the 

home of the official 
1968 Worlds’ Fair, 
(originally covering 
an area of 96 
acres) with more 
than 45 pavilions being constructed 
hosting more than 30 countries and 
15 corporations. The fair was held in 
San Antonio to coincide with the 250th 
anniversary of the founding of the city. 
Contained within the grounds stands 
the 750ft tall Tower of the Americas 
(also constructed for the ’68 fair).

San Antonio 
has a great 

River Walk that 
runs through the 
middle of it and 
our hotel was 
only a stones 

throw away. The River Walk (also 
known as Paseo del Río) is set below 
car street level and is made up of a 
network of walkways on either side of 
the river that wind and loop around 
the inner city passing under several 
bridges. The River Walk is lined with 
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many restaurants, 
bars and shops and 
is a hub of activity. 
We spent quite a 
bit of time strolling 

along the River Walk – there is plenty 
to see and so many places to eat and 
drink. Friday night we had dinner 
at Paesano’s; a really nice Italian 
restaurant (best ravioli ever) where we 
sat outside and watched the people 
go by and the sun go down. Saturday 
night, we returned to the River Walk 
for dinner again, this time to Saltgrass 
Steakhouse – where we enjoyed some 
delicious Texan sized 

beverages sitting 
by the upstairs 
bar, watching the 
river traffic go 
by, before going 
down to sit on 
the verandah to 

eat and observe the locals partying!

offered an up-close, 
duck-eye view of the 
River Walk area and 
was complemented 
by a running 

commentary of the noteworthy 
buildings along the river, and 
something of San Antonio’s history. A 
very enjoyable trip, where you get to 
see things that you might otherwise 
miss and observe things from a 
different perspective. I would not 
recommend going 
in summertime in 
the middle of the 
day though!

The River Walk was created in 
the early 1920’s, essentially to 

help mitigate flood issues of the San 
Antonio River. The shallow waterways 

created are navigable 
by river barges and 
water taxis which 
ferry passengers and 
tourists around the 
area. Although you 
can easily walk either 

side of the River Walk for a quite a 
long way, a great way to view the 
River Walk is from the river itself on 
one of the tourist 
barges. We opted 
for a river tour with 
Rio Cruises. This 
35-minute tour 

San Antonio is famous for it’s 
missions: there are 5 Spanish 

frontier missions strung out along 
the San Antonio River. The missions 
were established to spread the 
Catholic doctrine amongst the native 
Americans. The Alamo, Misión San 
Antonio de Valero, (constructed in 
1718 and probably the best known of 
the missions) is right in the centre of 
town, so you cannot visit San Antonio 
without visiting the 
Alamo where you 
can wander freely 
through its remains.

First: A little history:
The history of the Alamo is very 
interesting and is best known for 
the battle that 
occurred there 
on March 6, 1836. 
For nearly 70 
years it was home 



3Author: Catherine Wright

listed and the museum (operating as 
a gift shop). Within the grounds of the 
Alamo you can read about the history 
of the Alamo, as 
described on 7 large 
graphic billboards, 
which recount the 
various stages it has 
progressed through.  

In the Cavalry Courtyard, where 
several canons are displayed, an 

orator recounts the battle of the 
Alamo each day. The well within 

the Convento 
Courtyard 
dates back to 
the Mission 
Period. There is a 
small waterway 

running through the Alamo which 
marks the remains of the irrigation 
system that serviced the Spanish 
communities along the San Antonio 
River. The grounds of the Alamo were 
interesting, but apparently, 
other missions are much 
better preserved and worth 
visiting (maybe next time!). 
The Alamo does not receive 
any government funding 
and is maintained by The 
Daughters of the Republic 
of Texas.

to missionaries and their converts. 
In 1793 the five missions in San 
Antonio were secularised and the 
lands distributed to the remaining 
Indian residents. In the early 1800’s 
the Spanish military occupied it and 
established the first recorded hospital 
in Texas. In December 1835 Texian and 
Tejano volunteers occupied the Alamo 
after fighting the Mexican troops 
stationed within the city. General Santa 
Anna arrived in San Antonio with an 
army in February of 1836, catching the 
residents by surprise. The defenders 
held out against repeated attacks 
for 13 days (the Alamo was seen as 
the key to the defence of Texas). The 
defenders numbered less than 200 and 
included William Travis (commander 
of the Alamo), Jim Bowie (a renowned 
knife fighter) and David Crocket 
(famous frontiersman and a former 
Tennessee congressman).  The final 
assault occurred March 6 1836 when 
the Alamo was attacked pre-dawn 
by columns of Mexican soldiers who 
scaled the Alamo’s walls; by sunrise 
it was all over. The battle lasted 90 
minutes.
Originally the Alamo covered a much 
larger area (3 acres) and what can be 
seen today is only a portion of what 
once existed. 

It is free to wander around the 
Alamo. There are only 3 historical 

buildings on the site – the Long 
Barracks (which has a wealth of 
information contained inside it), 

The Shrine (where 
the ‘heroes’ of 
the Alamo (those 
who died in it’s 
defence) are all 

Right across 
from the 

Alamo we 
jumped on an 
Alamo Trolley, a 
hop-on, hop-off 
bus tour around 

the city. Our driver was Phillip, who 
commentated the entire trip, he was 
very knowledgeable and informative. 
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One of the 
great things 

to do in San 
Antonio is to 
take a horse 
and carriage ride. You can do this is a 
number of places (they are all about 
the city) and just about at any time of 
day. We decided, quite spontaneously, 
to take a carriage ride after dinner on 
Saturday night. This was one of my 
highlights! It was very fairy-
tale like; the weather was 
warm, it was after sunset 
and there were fairy lights 
everywhere, it was lovely!

There are 9 stops on the tour where 
you can hop off, have a look around 
and then hop back on the next trolley. 
Unfortunately we didn’t have the 
time for the hop-on/off option, so we 
just took the hour trip that passed by: 
HemisFair Park, Mission San José, 
Mission Concepción, the King William 

Historic District 
(great, old houses 
here), Market 
Square (would love 
to have stopped off 
here and done some 
shopping!), San 

Fernando Cathedral (which we went 
back to), La Villita (oldest surviving 
neighbourhood, which is now artisan 
and craft shops and restaurants) and 
then back to the Alamo.
Along the way, we also 
passed by the white wings 
factory (this one built in 
1922, but on this site since 
1859)! The company was 
established in 1851 by a 
German immigrant to Texas. 

The San Fernando 
Cathedral 

(named for King 
Ferdinand III 
of Castile) is an 
imposing, majestic 

building dating from 1731. Inside it 
was very impressive (unfortunately 
no photos) and opulent. It is the oldest 
continuing functioning religious 
building in Texas. Of note, the 
Cathedral houses the remains of the 

heroes of the Alamo 
(namely Bowie, Crocket 
& Travis) alongside a 
commemorative plaque.

San Antonio is such an interesting 
city, with so much history and so 

much to see and do. We did not have 
enough time here and would love to go 
back. We didn’t get a chance to actually 
visit HemisFair Park, nor go up the 
Tower of the Americas, so maybe next 
time. Also, would particularly like to 
bike ride along the Mission Trail, along 
the river to visit the other Missions; 
that would be fantastic.
Some of the sights 
around San Antonio:


