San Antonio’s rich history can be found throughout the city
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I would like some information about reference material suitable for the classroom about the founding and history of San Antonio.  With the new Alamo film, several of my teacher friends from across the nation have expressed interest in that area.

Roberta Saldana

For those who are fortunate enough to spend some time in our city, the San Antonio Missions National Historical Park is a great place to start.

Start at the Visitors Center of Mission San Jose, where there are frequent showings of an award-winning film that traces the history of the Coahuiltecans, the area’s first known inhabitants, from their traditional hunter-gatherer existence to their experience in the mission communities founded in the early 18th century by Franciscan religious from Spain.

Downtown sites that give an idea of life in early San Antonio include the San Frenando Cathedral and its recently installed history exhibit; the city-owned Spanish Governor’s Palace; and the Casa Navarro State Historic Site, home of a prominent merchant, political figure and signer of the Texas Declaration of Independence.

For a visual overview of the city’s development, a series of 1930s murals in the lobby of the post office on Alamo Plaza traces “The importance of San Antonio in Texas History.”

At the Alamo compound, there are exhibits in the church building and the convento/Long Barrack, with frequent guided tours.  In the gift museum, there are books on the Alamo battle and other aspects of Texas history.  A “Wall of History” in the courtyard provides a lifeline of events on and around the site.

South of downtown, there’s an exhibit on San Antonio’s history in Bolivar Hall, the Headquarters of the city’s La Villita arts-and-crafts complex.  The Institute of Texan Cultures looks at the many ethnic and cultural groups who settled the state.

In the King William Historic District, the San Antonio Conservation Society’s Steves Homestead museum shows how prosperous German American merchants lived during the mid-to-late 19th century.

Several local libraries have collections of local-history materials, including the 

Texana/Genealogy Room in the San Antonio Central Library, the Daughters of the Republic of Texas Library on the Alamo grounds, the San Antonio Conservation Society Library and the library in the Institute of  Texan Cultures.

Computer users will find a wealth of San Antonio and Texas history online, starting with the online Handbook of Texas, the Texas State Historical Association’s encyclopedic reference at www.tsha.utexas.edu/handbook/online.  The Alamo’s Web site (www.thealamo.org) and the DRT Library’s site (www.drtl.org/Links) provide not only reliable content but links to “no end of other helpful links to other sites,” says Dora Guerra, a former DRT reference librarian and special collectors librarian at the University of Texas at San Antonio.

There are many good sites about Texas history for students says Frank Faulkner, manager of the Central Library’s Texana Room, who recommends the lesson aids for fourth- and seventh-graders at http://tides.sfasu.edu; lesson plans on the Texas Archeological Society (www.txarch.org); links at Lone Star Junction (www.lsjunction.com); bibliographies on Texas subjects from the Center for American History at the University of Texas (www.cah.utexas.edu/guides) and the Texas History Atlas on the Texas Historical Commission site, for maps, marker text and downloadable heritage-tourism maps.

As for hard copy, the Texana Room has published its own brochures of resources on various ethnic groups.

As for books, Frank Jennings’ San Antonio:  The Story of an Enchanted City, published by the San Antonio Express-News, is a good primer.  Many recent publications by the local Maverick Publishing Co. look into various aspects of local history.

For a look behind the scenes of the forthcoming Alamo movie, there is the just-published The Alamo:  The Illustrated Story of the Epic Film, by Frank Thompson, author of five books on the Alamo and related subjects.  Most are available from the author’s Web site (www.frankthompson.tv). 

After more than a decade of research on the Alamo, Thompson says, “I still think the Alamo book that towers over all others is Walter Lord’s A Time to Stand.”

The Alamo author also recommends Jack Edmondson’s The Alamo Story, Stephen Hardin’s Texian Iliad, Alan Huffines’ Blood of Noble Men and The Alamo Reader by Todd Hansen.

For teachers of elementary-age students, Thompson suggests John Jakes’ Susanna of the Alamo, Margaret Cousins’ We Were There at the Battle of the Alamo (a great kid’s-eye-view of the siege and battle) and “if it can be found, the Little Golden Book about Davy Crockett.”

This older book for younger children “might not be solid history, but the pictures can get inside your brain and thrive for a lifetime,” Thompson says, “At least, that’s what happened to me.”

