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Introduction

Welcome to San Antonio, an enchanting city that unfolds a rich tapestry of history,
culture, and modern allure at every corner. Known as the state’s oldest municipality,
San Antonio takes pride in its origins as a Spanish mission and colonial outpost
established in 1718. The echoes of its past resonate vividly as you meander through
its streets; every mission and landmark tells a story of a bygone era intertwined
beautifully with contemporary charm.

Choosing San Antonio for your touristic journey offers a distinct experience unmatched
by any other city in Texas. Aside from its seamless fusion of past and present, the city
stands out with its globally renowned Spanish colonial missions, prominently featuring
the historic Alamo. This iconic site, part of a UNESCO World Heritage designation,
beckons visitors worldwide, inviting them to revisit and reflect on pivotal moments
that shaped Texan and American history.

Throughout the city, the famed River Walk (Paseo del Rio) offers a sculpted path along
the city’s waterways, enriched with vibrant dining options, boutique shopping, and an
architectural panorama that enchants both day and night strollers alike. Beyond its
visual splendor, San Antonio stands as a gastronomic haven, celebrated as a UNESCO
Creative City of Gastronomy, showcasing culinary diversities that reflect the city's
deep-rooted Spanish and Mexican influences.

From exhilarating family adventures at world-class theme parks and intellectually
stimulating encounters with diverse museums to culinary excursions through bustling
markets and charming neighborhoods, San Antonio promises a wealth of experiences
tailored to satisfy every traveler’'s whims. Its affectionate and hospitable ambiance
welcomes romantic escapades, fulfilling artistic pursuits, and moments of leisurely
exploration with equal grace.

The city, with its warm and earnest hospitality, extends an invitation to uncover its
treasures. As you embark on your journey through San Antonio via this guide,
embrace the opportunity to uncover layers of cultural richness, historical wisdom, and
modern innovation, coming together to create a city that is both a treasure trove for
history enthusiasts and a playground for fun-seekers. Prepare to be captivated by San
Antonio’s heartwarming blend of old-world elegance and contemporary vibrancy,
welcoming you with unforgettable experiences awaiting around every turn. Enjoy your
stay!
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CHAPTER ONE: Getting There & Around

Navigating a new city can sometimes feel like solving a puzzle, but figuring out how to
arrive in San Antonio and explore its many corners is part of the adventure.
Fortunately, whether you're soaring in from afar, rolling in on wheels, or chugging
along the rails, getting to this historic Texas hub is fairly straightforward. Once you're
here, a variety of options await to whisk you between the Alamo, the River Walk, the
Missions, and beyond, each offering a different perspective on the Alamo City. This
chapter focuses specifically on the practicalities of your arrival and subsequent
movement within San Antonio, ensuring you spend less time figuring out logistics and
more time soaking in the city's unique charm.

Most visitors arriving by air will touch down at San Antonio International Airport,
conveniently known by its code, SAT. Located about eight miles north of the downtown
core, it's a manageable distance, meaning you won't spend an eternity in transit after
landing. SAT is a moderately sized airport, primarily serving domestic destinations
across the United States, although it does offer a handful of international flights,
mainly to Mexico. It's generally regarded as user-friendly and less chaotic than some
mega-hubs, making for a relatively calm arrival experience. Navigating from your gate
to baggage claim and onward transportation is typically hassle-free.

Once you've collected your luggage at SAT, several ground transportation options
await. Traditional taxis are readily available outside the baggage claim areas of both
terminals. Follow the signs, and you'll find designated taxi ranks usually staffed with
coordinators during peak hours. The ride downtown typically takes around 15-25
minutes, depending heavily on traffic conditions, especially during morning and
evening rush hours. Fares are metered, but expect the cost to downtown to generally
fall within a predictable range, though it's always wise to confirm the approximate fare
with the driver beforehand if you have concerns.

Ride-sharing services like Uber and Lyft are also popular and permitted to operate at
San Antonio International. As at most airports, there are designated pickup locations,
usually marked with specific sighage. Check your app upon arrival for instructions on
where to meet your driver; these zones are often located on the arrivals level or
sometimes require a short walk to a nearby parking garage area. Pricing can fluctuate
based on demand, time of day, and traffic, sometimes offering a competitive
alternative to taxis, particularly for destinations outside the immediate downtown
zone. Ensure you confirm your driver and vehicle before starting your trip.

For the budget-conscious traveler, or those simply seeking a more local experience,
VIA Metropolitan Transit offers a direct connection from the airport to the downtown
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area. Look for signs pointing to the bus stop for Route 7, often labeled the "Stone
Oak/Airport" route. This bus provides service between the airport's lower level
(arrivals/baggage claim) and the downtown transit center, making several stops along
the way. While it's certainly the most economical option, be aware that the journey
will take longer than a taxi or rideshare, potentially 30-45 minutes or more, depending
on stops and traffic. Check the VIA schedule beforehand, as frequency varies,
especially during off-peak hours and weekends. You'll need exact change for the fare
or can use VIA's goMobile app.

If your travel plans involve exploring areas beyond the central tourist zones or taking
day trips into the surrounding Hill Country, renting a car might be your best bet. The
airport features a consolidated Rental Car Facility (CONRAC) located a short distance
from the terminals. Free, dedicated shuttle buses run frequently between the terminal
baggage claim areas and the rental car center, making pick-up and drop-off
convenient. All the major national rental agencies are represented here. While having
a car offers maximum flexibility, keep in mind the potential downsides of driving and
parking within the city center, which we'll delve into later.

For travelers journeying from other parts of Texas or neighboring states, driving to San
Antonio is a common choice. The city sits at a crossroads of major interstate highways.
Interstate 35 is the primary north-south artery, connecting San Antonio with Austin
and Dallas/Fort Worth to the north, and Laredo towards the Mexican border to the
south. Be prepared for significant traffic on I-35, particularly through Austin and
between Austin and San Antonio, especially during peak commute times and holidays.
Planning your drive to avoid these periods can save considerable time and frustration.

Running east-west is Interstate 10, linking San Antonio to Houston and points east,
and El Paso towards the west. I-10 passes directly through the downtown area.
Interstate 37 provides a direct route south-southeast to Corpus Christi and the Gulf
Coast, starting near downtown San Antonio. These highways make the city easily
accessible by car from virtually any direction. Familiarize yourself with your route
beforehand, especially the interchanges near the city center, which can be complex
for first-time visitors.

Helping drivers navigate the broader metropolitan area are two major loop highways.
Loop 410, also known as the Connally Loop, forms an inner ring around the city,
passing by the airport and intersecting with all the major interstates. Further out lies
Loop 1604, the Anderson Loop, which encircles the city at a greater distance, passing
through suburban areas, near major attractions like Six Flags Fiesta Texas and The
Shops at La Cantera. These loops are invaluable for bypassing downtown traffic if your
destination is in the suburbs, but they can also experience heavy congestion during
peak hours, particularly at intersections with the major interstates. Using a GPS
navigation app with live traffic updates is highly recommended when driving in San
Antonio.
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Travelers preferring ground transportation without the hassle of driving can opt for
intercity bus or train services. Greyhound Lines operates routes connecting San
Antonio to numerous cities across Texas and the country. The Greyhound station is
located near downtown, making it relatively easy to connect to local transit or grab a
taxi or rideshare upon arrival. Check Greyhound's website for schedules and ticketing
information, as service levels and routes can vary.

Amtrak provides passenger rail service to San Antonio via its historic station, known as
SAS or Sunset Station, located just east of downtown near the Alamodome. This
beautifully restored building itself is worth a look. Two main routes serve San Antonio:
the Texas Eagle, connecting Chicago to Los Angeles via St. Louis, Dallas, Austin, San
Antonio, and Tucson; and the Sunset Limited, running between New Orleans and Los
Angeles, passing through Houston, San Antonio, and Tucson. Train travel offers a more
relaxed pace and scenic views but is often slower than driving or flying. From the
Amtrak station, taxis and ride-sharing services are readily available for the short trip
to downtown hotels or other destinations.

Once you've successfully arrived in San Antonio, the next puzzle piece is figuring out
the best way to move around and experience all the city has to offer. Your choice of
transportation will likely depend on where you're staying, what you plan to see, your
budget, and your tolerance for navigating urban traffic and parking. San Antonio offers
a mix of options, from public transit and unique water taxis to good old-fashioned
walking.

VIA Metropolitan Transit, the city's public bus system, provides extensive coverage
throughout San Antonio and surrounding areas. While the standard routes serve
commuters and residents across the sprawling city, visitors will find the VIVA routes
particularly useful. These specially branded routes - VIVA Centro (Route 301), VIVA
Culture (Route 11), and VIVA Missions (Route 40) - are specifically designed to
connect major tourist destinations. VIVA Centro loops around the downtown area,
hitting key spots like the Alamo, Market Square, and Hemisfair. VIVA Culture runs
north-south, linking downtown with the Pearl District, the San Antonio Museum of Art,
Brackenridge Park (home to the Zoo and Witte Museum), and the McNay Art Museum.

Perhaps most notably for history buffs, the VIVA Missions route travels south from
downtown, providing direct access to the four historic Spanish colonial missions that,
along with the Alamo, form the UNESCO World Heritage site: Mission Concepcién,
Mission San José, Mission San Juan Capistrano, and Mission Espada. This makes visiting
these somewhat geographically spread-out landmarks possible without needing a car.
VIA offers various fare options, including single rides (requiring exact change if paying
cash onboard) and cost-effective day passes, which allow unlimited rides on all VIA
buses, including the VIVA routes, for a 24-hour period. Purchasing passes is easiest
through the VIA goMobile smartphone app, but they can also be obtained at transit
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centers and certain retail locations. Buses are generally clean and air-conditioned, a
crucial feature during Texas summers.

A truly unique and delightful way to navigate the heart of downtown San Antonio is via
the Go Rio Cruises river taxis. These colorful, electrically powered barges glide along
the San Antonio River Walk's downtown loop and the Museum Reach extension to the
north (connecting downtown to the Pearl District). Functioning like a water taxi
service, the boats make designated stops at various points along the river, allowing
passengers to hop on and off near hotels, restaurants, shops, and attractions like the
San Antonio Museum of Art. You can purchase tickets for a single trip, a day pass, or
even multi-day passes directly at Go Rio ticket kiosks along the River Walk or
sometimes onboard.

While Go Rio also offers separate narrated river tours providing historical and cultural
context, the river taxi itself is primarily for transportation, albeit a very scenic route.
It's a relaxing and pleasant way to travel between points within the central River Walk
area, offering perspectives you simply don't get from street level - passing under
historic bridges, alongside bustling restaurant patios, and through beautifully
landscaped Grotto. Keep in mind that the river taxis primarily serve the main
downtown loop and Museum Reach; they do not extend south to the Mission Reach
section of the River Walk. It’s more about enjoyable short-distance hops than
comprehensive city transit.

Don't underestimate the power of your own two feet, especially when exploring San
Antonio's most popular central districts. The core downtown area, encompassing the
Alamo, the River Walk loop, La Villita Historic Arts Village, Main Plaza (with San
Fernando Cathedral), and the Historic Market Square (El Mercado), is remarkably
compact and pedestrian-friendly. Strolling along the River Walk itself is one of the
quintessential San Antonio experiences, allowing you to soak in the atmosphere at
your own pace. Similarly, the Pearl District, just north of downtown, is designed for
walking, with its shops, restaurants, and green spaces clustered together. The historic
King William District south of downtown also invites leisurely walks beneath its large
cypress and oak trees, admiring the grand Victorian architecture.

Because these key areas are so walkable, packing comfortable shoes is absolutely
essential for any San Antonio trip. You'll likely find yourself covering more ground on
foot than you initially anticipate, simply because it's often the most pleasant and
direct way to get between nearby sights. However, be mindful of the Texas heat,
particularly from late spring through early fall. During the hottest parts of the day
(usually midday to late afternoon), extended walks can be draining. Plan outdoor
explorations for cooler mornings or evenings, stay hydrated, and utilize shaded areas
or pop into air-conditioned shops and restaurants along your route.

For destinations slightly further afield, or when your feet need a break, ride-sharing
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services and traditional taxis remain readily available throughout the city. Uber and
Lyft operate extensively in San Antonio, easily summoned via their respective apps.
You'll generally find quick response times in central and developed areas. This offers
door-to-door convenience, particularly useful for reaching restaurants or attractions
not directly on a VIVA route or for late-night travel. Prices are typically competitive,
though subject to surge pricing during peak demand periods like major events or
weekend evenings.

Traditional taxi cabs are also an option, though perhaps less prevalent outside of the
main tourist zones, airport, and major hotels compared to ride-sharing. You can
sometimes hail a taxi on the street in the downtown core, find them waiting at taxi
stands near hotels and attractions, or call a local taxi company to request a pickup.
Fares are metered based on distance and time. While sometimes perceived as slightly
more expensive than ride-sharing, taxis can be a reliable alternative, especially if you
prefer not to use smartphone apps or encounter high surge pricing.

Now, let's address the elephant in the room, or rather, the car in the garage: driving
your own vehicle or a rental in San Antonio. Having a car grants the ultimate freedom,
particularly if your itinerary includes attractions outside the immediate city center,
such as Six Flags Fiesta Texas or SeaWorld on the northwest side, Natural Bridge
Caverns to the north, or perhaps exploring the scenic Mission Trail driving route at
your own pace. It's also essential for any day trips you might plan into the Texas Hill
Country.

However, driving within the central core of San Antonio, especially downtown and
around the River Walk, presents significant challenges that visitors should be acutely
aware of before deciding to rent a car or drive their own. Traffic congestion can be
substantial, particularly during weekday morning and evening commutes (roughly 7-9
AM and 4-6 PM) and on weekends, especially during major festivals or events like
Fiesta. Navigating the downtown street grid can also be tricky for newcomers, with its
mix of one-way streets, historic roads that don't always follow a neat pattern, and
ongoing construction projects that can lead to unexpected detours.

The biggest headache for drivers in downtown San Antonio is undoubtedly parking.
Street parking is limited, often metered with strict time limits, and highly competitive.
Public parking garages and surface lots are plentiful but can be expensive, with daily
rates easily reaching $20-$40 or even more, especially in prime locations near the
River Walk or the Alamo. Many downtown hotels charge substantial daily fees for
guest parking, adding a significant hidden cost to your stay. During major events,
parking availability plummets, and prices can skyrocket. Finding a spot can become a
time-consuming and frustrating exercise.

Therefore, if your visit focuses primarily on downtown, the Pearl, Southtown, and the
Missions (utilizing the VIVA route), seriously consider forgoing a rental car or leaving
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your own car parked at your hotel (if you drove in). Relying on walking, VIVA buses,
the river taxi, and occasional ride-shares or taxis for central exploration is often more
efficient, less stressful, and potentially cheaper than dealing with the hassles of
driving and parking downtown. If you do opt for a car for exploring further afield,
consider picking it up only for the days you need it or utilizing park-and-ride facilities if
convenient options exist for your plans (check VIA's website for current park-and-ride
locations and services).

For a more active and eco-friendly way to explore certain areas, San Antonio offers a
bike-sharing program called San Antonio BCycle. You'll find docking stations clustered
in central areas, including downtown, Southtown, the Pearl, near Brackenridge Park,
and importantly, along the Mission Reach trail system. Using the BCycle app, you can
locate stations, check out bikes, and pay for usage, typically via short-term passes or
memberships. The system uses sturdy, upright bikes suitable for casual riding.

Biking is particularly well-suited for exploring the scenic Mission Reach Hike & Bike
Trail. This paved path runs for miles along the restored San Antonio River south of
downtown, directly connecting the four southern missions (Concepcién, San José, San
Juan, Espada). Renting a BCycle (or bringing your own bike) allows you to visit the
missions at your own pace while enjoying the natural beauty of the riverside park.
Biking can also be pleasant around the quieter streets of the King William Historic
District or through Brackenridge Park. However, due to traffic, heat, and sometimes
limited dedicated bike lanes in busier areas, using BCycle for comprehensive city-wide
transportation might be challenging for less experienced urban cyclists. It excels for
recreational rides and exploring specific park and trail corridors.

Choosing how to get around San Antonio ultimately depends on your personal travel
style, budget, and planned activities. The city offers a commendable range of options
tailored to tourists. The VIVA bus routes provide excellent, affordable access to key
attractions, while the unique Go Rio river taxis offer a scenic and enjoyable way to hop
between downtown and Pearl hotspots. The core downtown area is delightfully
walkable, inviting exploration on foot. Ride-sharing and taxis fill the gaps, while having
a car provides flexibility for venturing further out, albeit with parking and traffic
caveats in the central zones. Consider mixing and matching these methods: perhaps
use VIVA for the Missions, walk the River Walk loop, take a river taxi to the Pearl, and
use a rideshare for a specific dinner destination. Planning your transportation strategy
in advance, even loosely, can contribute significantly to a smooth and enjoyable visit
to the vibrant city of San Antonio.
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