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Did it work? It depends on what the intention was. As a world’s fair it stands no chance of joining the list of 
great ones… As a catalyst of redevelopment in downtown San Antonio it worked… Where else in America 
has as much been done to create humane public space in the center of a city?  

      Roger Montgomery 
      Architectural Forum (October 1968) 
 

I am not opposed to HemisFair. Nothing could be further from the truth. But I am opposed to ‘sacred cows’ 
and to the worship of idols. And I think that the people of this community are being led into believing that 
this one project is going to solve all their problems.  
     Peter Torres (January 1967) 
     City Council Member 
 

On July 4th 1968 from a podium in front of the United States Pavilion at HemisFair ’68, President Lyndon 

Baines Johnson addressed Organization of American States ambassadors and fairgoers, reviewing the aims of the 

Alliance for Progress and proclaiming, “These are the goals now of the new world, and this is clearly apparent today 

in the nations south of the United States that are represented on this platform … Their people are dedicated to 

bringing about individual and political independence while retaining the richness of singular national identity. It is to 

further that proposition that the nations of the hemisphere then, have banded together to form the Alliance for 

Progress and it is to honor that proposition that HemisFair was built here at this confluence of North and Latin 

America.”1  

The long anticipated presidential visit with attendant festivities – the morning ceremonial arrival of Air Force 

One at Randolph Air Force Base, the tour of the fair’s pavilions and sights, and the evening festivities at Governor 

Connally’s Picosa ranch south of San Antonio – was intended to celebrate the cultural and commercial bonds 

between hemispheric nations and validate six years of effort by the citizens of San Antonio to host the first officially 

designated world’s fair in the southwestern United States. The President’s visit to HemisFair represented the 

culmination of a process begun almost a decade before. Events did not, however, unfold as originally planned. 

Introduction  

Three months earlier, on April 6, the First Lady had presided over HemisFair ‘68’s inaugural ceremonies, 

alone. The previous Sunday, March 31, the President stunned the nation by announcing, “I shall not seek, and I will 

not accept, the nomination of my party for another term as your President."2 Four days later, two days before the 

HemisFair opening, Martin Luther King was assassinated in Memphis, Tennessee. As riots erupted in cities across 

the nation, San Antonio’s fair planners had reason to fear trouble. Four years earlier, civil rights demonstrators had 



gathered at entrances, staged sit-ins, and heckled President Johnson at Opening Day ceremonies at the New York 

World’s Fair (Rydell 2000).  

When Lady Bird Johnson was in San Antonio turning on the 100 foot wide cascade of the Migration Fountain 

to open the $3.75-million United States Pavilion complex, the President was at the White House monitoring riots in 

the burning city of Washington as well as in Baltimore, Boston, Chicago, Detroit, Kansas City, Newark, and Los 

Angeles. Addressing 8,000 visitors in the new Civic Center Arena that morning, the First Lady had called for “calm 

and prayerful work. …So let us not set fires of hatred but quench them.” She noted, that the President “…would like 

to be standing here today, but the search for healing in our own America and for peace in the world are his first 

business” (NYT April 6, 1968). Although there were no opening day riots in San Antonio, Chicano groups picketed 

and the National Association for the Advancement of Colored Peoples (NAACP) boycotted. What the HemisFair 

’68 executive committee along with their staunch ally Governor John Connally and the city of San Antonio 

envisioned as a moment of triumph became, instead, a narrowly avoided disaster. 

Between January 23 when President Johnson “pushed a button in his office … and started the “countdown” on 

the “clock” for Hemisfair 68” and April 6 when the fair opened, record rainfall and strikes delayed site construction. 

As crews worked around the clock to complete their projects, costs soared $3,000,000 over budget. HemisFair’s 622 

ft. theme structure, the Tower of The Americas, was finally completed three weeks after the fair began. Four months 

before opening day only four Latin American countries – Mexico, Panama, Columbia, and Venezuela – had 

committed to hosting pavilions at the fair intended to celebrate “the Confluence of Civilizations.” By mid-March, 

sponsorships and White House assistance assured the participation of eleven more. But, when the fair opened, these 

foreign guests and 35,000 other visitors were greeted by the city’s Chicano hosts bearing signs that turned the fair’s 

theme on its head: “After HemisFair Visit West Side San Antonio, Confluence of Poverty.”  

The fair complex – which included a convention center, arena, extension of the Paseo del Rio, and the 

monumental Institute of Texan Cultures – re-constructed the city’s built environment and re-ordered civic memory. 

Although the Alamo would remain San Antonio’s most famous landmark, the HemisFair Tower of The Americas 

became the iconic feature of the city skyline. HemisFair ’68 and the Cultural Matrix of San Antonio uses the 

territory of place as a lens for viewing the social landscape of the city. In San Antonio HemisFair became the spatial 

context for the historical events and processes that focused a new politically and culturally conscious Chicano 

 



movement. In addition to changing the city’s physical and cultural landscape, the fair became a construct in the 

city’s collective memory (Boyer 1994).  

Considerations and discussions about HemisFair and the subsequent creation of new public space in downtown 

San Antonio were part of a broader debate about the city’s conflicted cultural matrix, a debate about multiple and 

often competing visions of the city’s future. The power-brokers who funded it; the architects, directors, and 

construction crews who built it; the participants and visitors who staffed and enjoyed it; and even the people 

excluded from the process eventually re-imagined the ways they experienced the fair in order to smooth over 

differences and project a hoped for civic order. 

One of the fair’s great ironies is that it celebrated the rich traditions introduced by diverse European, Anglo-

American, and Latin American immigrant populations while ignoring those of the Chicano people in its midst. A 

fair intended to celebrate the city’s cultural heritage had begun by using urban renewal legislation to raze one of the 

more ethnically diverse neighborhoods in the city center. A fair that promised to unite the city’s diverse Anglo, 

Chicano, and Black people instead fragmented and set at odds its population.3 Hidden for the last century of the two 

hundred and fifty year period the fair celebrated – the majority of San Antonio’s Chicano community, while 

culturally present, had been excluded from local political process, marginalized socially and economically.  

After the gates clicked shut on October 6, San Antonio Fair Inc. officials transferred the private site to the city 

as its newest public space. The party was over; the fair had not met expectations on either the national or the local 

level. The new world goals the President announced foundered when the Nixon administration abandoned the 

Alliance for Progress. The festivities, designed to celebrate the city’s 250th birthday and cast by Congressman Henry 

B. Gonzales as “…something that everyone would be for, something that would help heal the divisiveness that had 

so crippled the city for decades,” had instead deepened those divisions. The investors who had sustained the fair 

through three separate underwritings – the third as recently as May – shouldered a $7.4 million deficit; only 6.4 

million visitors had attended, well short of the 7.2 break even number. The San Antonio Fair Inc. Board, after 

employing federal urban renewal funds to raze a 92 acre neighborhood in order to revitalize the Central Business 

District (CBD), created both personal indebtedness and a public financial liability. Post-HemisFair plans faltered 

when the city abandoned much of the site, leaving it to become an “economic Albatross” that cost $500,000 to 

$800,000 in yearly maintenance  (Palmer 1990). 

 



Yet, San Antonio’s World’s Fair is today heralded as the turning point in the city’s progress toward modernity 

and transformation from a marginalized agricultural service center controlled by Anglo elites to a multicultural 

tourist destination. Nostalgia, long a part of San Antonio’s identity heritage, has reshaped the HemisFair narrative 

through statements and phrases such as: “the fair that put Texas on the map;” “showed the world San Antonio as 

more than just the Alamo;” “…its legacy is still changing the city;” and “it jump-started what has since become the 

city’s $3.2 billion-per-year tourism industry.” A range of events, from the advent of the champion NBA Spurs to the 

emergence of Henry Cisneros as the first Chicano mayor of a major city, has been attributed to HemisFair. As 

circumstances converged to transform the city in the post-HemisFair decades, the HemisFair myth was born (Miller 

1990, 2001; Holmesly 2003). 

World’s Fairs and Public Space 

Between 1876 and 1968, world’s fairs and expositions became a vibrant part of the American landscape as a 

way to celebrate the host city and introduce people to new ideas. Fairs both informed and reflected the climate of 

opinion which produced them. While not all were as successful as the Philadelphia hosted Centennial Exhibition or 

as path-breaking as the legendary Chicago World’s Columbian Exposition of 1893, America’s fairs educated and 

amused millions of visitors and influenced the way cities developed civic structures and public spaces. HemisFair 

’68 was one of four fairs in North America in the decade – five, if Alaska ’67, which closed in two months after 

devastating flooding, is included. Fairs were held in Seattle in 1962, New York in 1964-66, and Montreal in 1967. 

They were the first American fairs after World War II, expressions of optimism in the midst of the cold war. 

Although the fairs were “thematically eclectic,” they shared a common focus: the celebration of technology and 

consumerism. Each promised lofty goals to improve international relations, promote science as well as world peace, 

and leave new public spaces for their patron cities: convention centers, parks, theaters, and iconic theme structures 

(Rydell 2000). 

The San Antonio fair was supported on the federal level by the presence of a native son in the White House 

and on the state level by a charismatic governor’s willingness to commit state funds. HemisFair received the coveted 

imprimatur of the Bureau of International Expositions (BIE) in Paris, secured the participation of seven Latin 

American and four European nations, and seemed destined for success. Conceived as a private-public partnership by 

the city’s Anglo elite and backed by the Good Government League (GGL), a group of prominent businessmen who 

controlled city hall, the fair was intended to reclaim San Antonio’s position as the state’s most influential city, 

 



reunite its culturally divided citizenry, redevelop the downtown Central Business District (CBD), and restore good 

will and commercial ties to Latin America. In short, HemisFair promoters sought to set the course for the city’s 

future.  

Fairs can be seen as “triumphs of hegemony as well as symbolic edifices, “according to Robert W. Rydell, a 

pioneer in studies on world’s fairs. Indeed, HemisFair’s executive committee sought to orchestrate the direction of 

the city and its people from their own particular class perspective and on their own terms. Wielding social prestige 

and formidable positions in the city’s economic life, they would prove remarkably adept at selling the fair to the 

public. Rydell’s analysis that fair planners also attempt to “leave legacies in the form of permanent alterations to the 

urban geography… to bring about urban renewal to important parts of the host cities that had over time become 

areas of substandard housing, abandoned factories, and high crime rates” appears to specifically capture the San 

Antonio experience. San Antonio had few factories in or near the CBD, but it did have significant “blighted” areas 

as well as considerable experience with acquiring federal funds to develop infrastructure. The Urban Renewal area 

project #5 adjacent downtown seemed well-suited for lease by the private fair organization, which could then 

reconstruct and sanitize the historic area to make the grounds and surrounding area safe for the middle-class tourist 

the event was designed to attract (Rydell 1984). 

Analysis of the world’s fair phenomenon complements an equally vibrant new scholarship on public space. In 

Seattle, New York, and San Antonio, fairs sponsored by public-private partnerships altered old and constructed new 

spatial characteristics that contributed to each city’s sense of identity and public memory. Such legacies challenged 

traditional patterns of social interaction and reflected the complex relationships at work within the societies that 

created them. Applying social theory to the production of space suggests there is a rich and interesting story to be 

told when examining world’s fairs. As urban historian Christine Boyer observes, the city is “the theater of our 

memory.” The physical structure and the demands of social reality constantly “affect the material order of the city 

…the production of urban space is always a battlefield of contending forces, while the language of architecture and 

planning a struggle among waging discourses” (Boyer 1994, Goss 1996).  

Profile of the City 

HemisFair cannot be understood apart from the geographical, political and cultural landscape of San Antonio’s 

history. The land that became the fair grounds was originally part of the lower fields, labor de abajo, of the Mission 

San Antonio de Valero (Alamo). After secularization in 1793, the area was subdivided and granted to local families, 

 



a practice which continued during the period of unprecedented population growth following statehood. The Anglo 

and Mexican population in 1850 was outnumbered by Europeans, primarily from Germany (Johnson and Cox 1995). 

The city emerged from the Civil War economically intact and unchallenged as the ranching and agricultural center 

for south Texas.  

During the next forty years new waves of European immigrants – German, English, Polish, Swiss, Irish, and 

French – increased the Anglo population. Together with recent arrivals from southern states, they formed coalitions 

restructuring traditional business patterns to suit their requirements and eventually marginalizing and disfranchising 

the city’s Texas-Mexican (Tejano) residents. Merchants and successful entrepreneurs, many of the new arrivals 

settled their families on the town lots south of the San Antonio River. Augustus Koch’s 1873 Bird’s Eye View of San 

Antonio shows substantial residences around St. Michael’s Polish Church, the focal point of the Polish community. 

By the end of the century the neighborhood the HemisFair footprint would later cover was a prosperous, well-

established community with fine limestone Victorian mansions as well as more modest structures (Johnson and Cox 

1997). The 1,000s of immigrants arriving from Mexico during these years settled in one room adobe homes on the 

city’s southern and western periphery. All contributed to San Antonio’s dynamic growth; with a population of 

53,321, it was the largest city in Texas in 1910. 

Two decades later it had been surpassed by Houston and Dallas, would continue to fall behind in both 

population and economic growth, and by 1940 be “doomed to a distant third place in the emerging urban hierarchy.” 

Historians Char Miller and David Johnson attribute this failure to keep pace with rival cities to the Anglo elite’s lack 

of promotional spirit, a non-aggressive business community, and reliance on the presence of the U. S. Army for 

infrastructure investment. The authors chide the prevailing wisdom of the local Anglo power elite that “denied any 

important place to collective effort or risk taking.” Instead, “individualism reigned supreme.” (Miller and Johnson 

1990). Even the temporary flourishing of two ambitious restoration projects in the 1930s relied on an infusion of 

New Deal money. Each was dependent on the energy of social activist and reform mayor, Maury Maverick.  

During his brief tenure as mayor, Maverick delivered on his promise to construct a new image of San Antonio, 

one that would be modern while preserving and promoting its historic atmosphere. He used Works Progress 

Administration funds to begin construction of the Paseo del Rio (San Antonio’s River Walk), completed in 1941, 

and to reconstruct La Villita, originally the site of a Coahuiltecan village. He was enthusiastically aided by the 

women of the San Antonio Conservation Society (SACS) who were flush from the successful restoration of the 

 



Spanish Governors’ Palace and anxious for future work. While SACS assumed leadership of San Antonio’s tourism 

industry and financed preservation projects to create revitalized tourist landscapes of the city’s Spanish colonial 

past, some members of San Antonio’s Chicano community also came to consider Maverick a hero. As mayor he 

established the benefits of a white racial identity by “white” census reclassification and full citizenship rights of 

Chicanos, supported unionism, and fostered a climate of opinion in which the city’s Anglo politicians could benefit 

tourism by embracing Mexicano culture and rearticulating it as their own. These two projects set the stage for ethnic 

tourism for years to come – the “Spanish heritage fantasy,” nostalgia for the past, and neglect of the Chicanos of the 

present (Ehrisman 2003, Garcia 1991). The formula would be repeated; the La Villita project was only a rehearsal. 

Employing the language HemisFair leaders would appropriate thirty years later, Maverick announced the 

project “would ennoble the lower-class Mexican barrio,” create jobs, restore civic unity, link Latin America and San 

Antonio’s Mexican past, as well as promote hemispheric unity and Pan-American friendship. He appointed O’Neil 

Ford, an unknown architect from north Texas, to head the project as consulting architect. Ford’s plan “to create a 

mood rather than be a museum style restoration to a specific period of time” was approved by the mayor and the 

conservationists (Ehrisman 2003, Fisher 1996). 

Maverick considered the La Villita project one of his greatest accomplishments, but two incidents in the 

process were harbingers of things to come during HemisFair. First, the mayor, Ford, and the Conservation Society 

ignored contemporary residents. Maverick’s rhetorical assertion of “hemispheric unity and barrio ennoblement” 

disregarded their social world and collective memories of that community. During the “clean up,” they were 

relocated, efficiently “written out of the history” of the barrio. As recent scholars note, the La Villita project created 

“a commercial marketplace, a decontextualized collection of artifacts” (Penick 2001, Ehrisman 2003). The second 

incident concerned the firing of the project architect. Ford held strong opinions about the work and site plans that 

often ran counter to the mayor’s. Ford also continued to work from his Dallas office, and his frequent absences 

annoyed Maverick. Ford was in his early thirties; and Maverick, a veteran Congressman and a seasoned 44, was 

unaccustomed to being crossed. Ford was fired as the work neared completion (George 1992). 

Although the River Walk remained unfinished by the time America entered World War II, San Antonio’s 

Anglo elite had committed to tourism as companion to the large military presence to restore fortunes and prestige. 

But while San Antonio had been beautifying its river and reconstructing La Villita, Dallas was hosting the 1936 

Texas Centennial Exposition. San Antonio had engaged in a tug-of-war for the venue with Houston and Dallas and 

 



clearly presented the soundest historical case; but Dallas bankers offered the largest cash commitment, existing state 

fair grounds, and unified urban leadership. Commerce and an entrepreneurial spirit trumped heritage. In six months 

the Dallas fair drew 6,345,385 visitors – only about 100,000 less than would attend San Antonio’s world’s fair 

thirty-two years later (Handbook of Texas 2003). One of HemisFair’s most ardent promoters later argued that 

Dallas’ 1936 achievement was the beginning of San Antonio’s malaise and loss of civic cohesion (Palmer 1990). 

The reality was somewhat different. The malaise and its causes predated the Centennial Exposition and lasted until 

the 1950s. Through much of the first part of the twentieth century, except for Maverick’s brief tenure, commission 

government and machine politics had concentrated power in the hands of a ring of professional politicians who used 

patronage to dominate the city and resist reform (Johnson 1983).  

During World War II federal monies poured into the city, transforming the economy and doubling the 

population. Afterwards all across the Sunbelt, business elites sought to spur economic growth and sponsor municipal 

reform while maintaining racial segregation. In San Antonio, unable to keep pace with growth and reformers’ 

incessant demands for a council-manager charter, the political ring’s control of city hall faltered. Perceived as 

obstructing progress and stifling development, commission government was replaced in the early 1950s with a 

council-manager system. The Good Government League (GGL) was formed in 1954 to insure a pro-business, non-

partisan agenda. League members – bankers, brokers, department store owners, physicians, developers, men with 

downtown property ownership and business interests – combined the experience of the pre-war Anglo elite with that 

of new reform-oriented arrivals.  

Residing primarily in the wealthy north side and the exclusive municipalities of Olmos Park, Alamo Heights, 

and Terrell Hills, League members belonged to the same clubs and civic organizations, sat on boards together, 

funded their city’s cultural programs, were members of a few select churches, and sent their children to the same 

prestigious schools while their wives participated in organizations reflecting the city’s new social and philanthropic 

energy. Where San Antonio had once seemed incapable of creating a common economic philosophy, under the 

League a sense of collaboration finally emerged. Members thought of themselves as disinterested virtuous citizens 

who would bring good government to all the community. 

During its tenure the GGL proved to be an engine of change, a well-oiled political machine working to 

improve the city and perpetuate itself through a pro-growth, pro-business agenda. HemisFair was considered another 

triumphal stop along the road to restoring San Antonio to its rightful place in Texas and the nation. Local merchant 

 



Jerome K. Harris is credited with originating the idea in 1958, coining the name Hemis-Fair to celebrate the cultural 

heritage of the city and its ties with Latin America. When he took the concept public in 1959 the reception was 

lukewarm. It was another four years before forces converged to make the proposal a reality. Henry B. Gonzales, 

newly elected San Antonio Congressman, and William R. Sinkin, department store owner, met in January 1962 and 

endorsed the idea to mark the city’s 250th birthday in 1968 with an exposition. Sinkin persuaded eighteen key civic 

and business leaders to join the initiative. They pledged to raise the required funds for a preliminary study and in late 

1962 obtained a state charter for the non-profit San Antonio Fair, Inc.4 Economics Research Associates (ERA) of 

California, experienced recreation economics consultants with Disney Enterprises and the Seattle Expo among its 

clients, delivered their report six months later. 

ERA estimates for construction and pre-opening were $107 million and visitor expenditures about $27 million. 

Using a factor ERA termed the “multiplier effect,” retail sales from HemisFair were anticipated at between $161 and 

$187 million. With an initial investment of about $20 million, additional state and federal funding, and an 

anticipated 7.2 million projected total attendance, the report forecast a profitable venture. If each visitor spent an 

average of $5.03 on the fair grounds as estimated, this translated into $36 million. Seattle's Century 21 Exposition 

attracted close to ten million visitors; San Antonio’s goal appeared achievable, and HemisFair planners launched an 

aggressive underwriting campaign. In less than six months, 480 separate underwriting pledges from firms, 

individuals, and a few local unions totaled $7.6 million dollars. It was unprecedented. “This is the first time in the 

history of San Antonio, that the business and financial elements of the city ever got together almost 100% on any 

project,” Mayor Walter McAllister said (Vickers 1968, TO September 30 1966). 

In addition to being good for San Antonio, the fair “would be particularly good for the Good Government 

League.” Ironically, League promotion of expressways and residential utility connections had accelerated the trend 

toward northern growth and facilitated a demographic shift that threatened to undermine its political base. 

Newcomers entering the city settled in the northwest quadrant, while older neighborhoods experienced white flight 

and urban abandonment. San Antonio’s experience mirrored a process taking place in other American cities in the 

era when freeway construction, urban renewal, central business district redevelopment, and shopping malls reshaped 

the urban landscape. “The beauty of HemisFair was that it addressed both San Antonio’s economic malaise and the 

growing challenge to GGL power.” HemisFair “would return the focus of economic development to the CBD, 

 



thereby strengthening the GGL’s economic base and minimizing the need for a political coalition with either the 

North or West sides” (Johnson 1983, Palmer 1990). 

Making a Fair: The Power-Brokers 

No fair is possible without the initiative, backing and funding of the host city’s power elite. Their personalities 

and perspectives illuminate the fair’s story and reveal the crosscurrents in the planning and implementation process. 

Because a successful fair required multiple-levels of coordination, funding, and support, power brokers from city, 

country, state and federal government needed to be engaged. Because the fair planners’ promise to make the event 

“a peoples fair” shaped expectations, the encounter between these forces affected the cultural matrix of San 

Antonio.5

San Antonio Fair, Inc. was governed by a board of directors – a $25,000 pledge qualified an underwriter for 

board membership. An executive committee elected by the board ran HemisFair. Comprised of the city’s 

entrepreneurial elite, some members of the fair’s executive committee were recent arrivals, others were descendents 

of the city’s nineteenth century elite who had marginalized the previously dominant Hispanic elite (Booth and 

Johnson, 1983). Frequently portrayed as self-interested downtown property owners with vested interests, which 

many were, board members also had a vision of how to change the perception of the city and shape its future. They 

proved proficient at raising large sums of money – the first underwriting was completed in six months rather than 

the four years it had taken Seattle – selling the fair to the public, and securing passage of two vital bond issues, as 

well as negotiating a political minefield of state and federal politics to obtain the necessary appropriations. As they 

had anticipated, their prestige and civic status won over opponents. Unfortunately, members proved less adept at 

forging social alliances, and the initial energy of executive committee gave way to conflict and grievances. 

Meeting monthly in closed session, the twenty-one members of the first executive committee included H. B. 

“Pat” Zachry, Chairman of the Board; William Sinkin, President; Marshall Steves, Vice President; John Daniels, 

Secretary; and William Flannery, Treasurer. Congressman Henry B. Gonzales and Mayor Walter M. McAllister 

served as honorary co-chairmen. Members of the committee brought considerable political and personal baggage to 

the table. Each potentially divisive issue, large or small, guaranteed that HemisFair planning would reveal fractures 

within the Anglo power-broker elite. 

International construction magnate H. B. “Pat” Zachry was 39 in 1941when he moved his wife and five 

children from the Rio Grande Valley city of Laredo into one of the most distinguished and architecturally significant 

 



homes in the Alamo Heights area of San Antonio. On land purchased on the south side, Zachry relocated his 

business headquarters, equipment yard, and construction facilities. Two years later he bought the Smith-Young 

Tower office building, the tallest in the city. As a champion of progress and a downtown property owner, he 

maintained a spirited interest in improving his adopted city. 

His large donation to the first underwriting campaign assured Zachry a place on the board; his position as 

Chairman was based on his reputation for integrity. To avoid any accusation of conflict of interest, he gave orders 

that his company was not to bid on any HemisFair work. A conservative Democrat, his anti-union stance was well 

known; but he was a staunch believer in non-partisan inclusive government. A visionary and strategic thinker, 

Zachry tried unsuccessfully to link HemisFair to an initiative promoted by the Agency for International 

Development (AID) to foster economic development with South America. His dream was to create a site for “a 

Washington decentralization, and for all offices pertaining to South and Central America to move to San Antonio.”  

Having adequate hotel space for HemisFair was another concern. None of the major hotel chains were willing 

to undertake a project. In the fall of 1967 Zachry announced he would build – in a record 200 days – the Palacio del 

Rio Hotel, a 496 room luxury hotel on the River Walk adjacent to the fair. The innovative modular construction 

system –each fully furnished room was lifted into place by a special crane – and the building process made the hotel 

one of the most memorable achievements related to the fair (Cavazos 1993). 

While building the hotel, Zachry was aware that fair construction was not on schedule. During eight years of 

operations the fair’s troubled management had gone through six reorganizations. Zachry’s offers to assume control 

were repeatedly rebuffed by the executive committee, fearing, among other things, the retaliation of the fair’s union 

construction crews. One month after he cut the ribbon on one of HemisFair’s five gates, the corporation was broke. 

Rather than see the fair closed for debt, Zachry agreed to take control as chief executive office with total authority 

over day-to-day management. He was 66 years old. 

Unlike Zachry, Marshall Steves was a tenth generation representative of the old San Antonio families, a 

descendant of German settlers. His building materials company has been run by the same family for 134 years. 

Steves and his socially engaging wife Nancy hired Ford to design and build them a 14,000 square foot house in 

Terrell Hills. The home became the social showplace of HemisFair. In his early forties when he became HemisFair 

vice president, Steves took charge of the first enormously successful underwriting campaign. Once he became 

president, however, he proved a poor administrator, lax in fiscal and management controls and prone to impetuous 

 



decisions. During one of the many emergency executive board meetings, Steves produced a “written statement and 

requested that all there present sign same to the effect that he (Steves) was not responsible for the situation, but that 

all the other officers shared equally with him in the responsibility.” Zachry refused to sign. In his notes he wrote 

“when specifically asked by him, stated, that I had preferred to say nothing, but at this insistence would say that in 

my opinion it was his poor management that caused the trouble” (MS 31 Box 4). 

William “Bill” Sinkin, too was a long time resident; he was 49 when he met with Congressman Gonzales to 

plan HemisFair. Closely allied with the liberal branch of the Democratic Party, both he and his wife Fay were civic 

activists. As first president, he worked zealously and skillfully guided the executive committee over its first major 

fundraising hurdles. He resigned as president in November 1964 citing health reasons. Steves stated in a 1980 

interview for the Bexar County Oral History Project that “Bill, being Jewish, felt that Latins had a feeling he would 

not be as helpful in getting foreign participation because he was Jewish… He did it for the good of the fair” 

(MacMillan 1980). Sinkin in the same interview series simply recalled his hospitalization for high blood pressure: “I 

had HemisFairitis” which was, really, total exhaustion” (Smith 1980). 

James “Jim” M. Gaines was a well-credentialed San Antonio newcomer. He had come to the city in 1954 from 

New York, where he had been a National Broadcasting Company (NBC) broadcasting executive, to serve as head of 

the NBC affiliate WOAI-radio and WOAI-television station. As a two time President of the Chamber of Commerce, 

his ties with the business establishment were solid. As First Vice President of the fair’s executive board, he was a 

good choice to chair the HemisFair site selection committee. A handsome, polished, gregarious, well-liked man, 

Gaines exuded confidence. A chain-smoker, he also drank and could become “arrogant, cold and antagonistic” 

(Villar 1973). It would be his drinking that led to trouble. 

Born in 1889 Walter W. McAllister, “Mayor Mac”, was the oldest member of the HemisFair team and a third 

generation San Antonian. A leading political organizer, he had founded the reform-minded San Antonio Citizens 

League with Maury Maverick in the 1930s. An advocate for council-manager government, he led the winning fight 

in 1951 fight to revise the city charter. A founding member of the GGL, he became mayor in 1961; and his 

subsequent ten years of service spanned the life and aftermath of the fair (Johnson 1983). “Well-known for his 

hostility toward San Antonio’s Chicano community and his strong anti-Communist feelings, his tendency to link the 

two made him a polarizing figure. During the lunch counter and public accommodations battles, NAACP activist 

 



Harry Burns denounced the mayor as “die-hard,” and the Rev. Charles Black labeled him an “old time vicious 

racist” (Goldberg 1983). 

His reputation was that of stubbornness and inflexibility; he could also be vindictive. The CBS documentary 

“Hunger in America” narrated by Charles Kuralt aired May 22, 1968; San Antonio was one of four sites selected 

The portrayal of the paradox of hunger, the “devastating physical and mental consequences of lack of food” (in San 

Antonio’s case with a starved baby) amidst plenty, touched off a storm of controversy. McAllister’s office was “hit 

by a flood of mail from out-of-towners who said they were cancelling plans to attend the fair since conditions were 

so bad in San Antonio and it couldn’t meet its social responsibilities.” Mayor McAlister was furious and uncovered 

the identity of the woman who had allowed photographers in the hospital where the baby reportedly died: “I was 

told that she had been from Russia and was a Communist. She let those photographers in contrary to orders! And she 

lost her job as a result of it…these people wanted to misrepresent San Antonio” (Interview 1983). 

Another figure who cast a long shadow over the life of the fair was its coordinating architect, O’Neil Ford. 

After the La Villita restoration, Ford decided to leave north Texas, where he had grown up in an artistically talented 

but poor family, and move to San Antonio. In August 1941 he married Wanda Graham, a reigning San Antonio belle 

whose family had been part of San Antonio history for over a century. Lacking credentials – after two years of 

college his only formal professional training was a basic correspondence school architecture course – Ford, more 

than others, felt the closed nature of the San Antonio his wife represented (George 1992).  

Ford’s selection was due primarily to Sinkin, who liked Ford’s liberal Democratic politics and his work, and 

Marshall Steves, whose house Ford had designed. The Conservation Society also advocated Ford’s appointment as 

coordinating architect. Members admired his La Villita work, and both Wanda Ford and her mother were Society 

past presidents. But Ford’s detractors outnumbered his admirers. Mayor McAllister was a political enemy, and 

Ford’s personal animosity toward Zachry dated back to confrontation over a proposed underground parking garage 

in Travis Park, and Ford also detested Zachry’s hotel.  

Sinkin recalled that the qualities Ford’s supporters most valued were precisely the ones that dismayed his 

detractors: “They thought he was a dreamer, a blithe spirit in architecture to which they couldn’t relate” (George 

1992, Smith 1980). But it was the “quasi-gladiatorial combat over the demolition of historic buildings at HemisFair, 

which ended with his getting sacked as its supervising architect” that reinforced his reputation as a “lightening rod 

of controversy” (Dillon 1999). Nevertheless, Ford’s early ideas, many of which were developed during long 

 



conversational lunches at the Patio Club in the Menger Hotel, shaped the direction the site took and his firm 

designed the theme structure. Ford had experience with towers – he designed the bell tower at Trinity University in 

1964 and subsequently one at the University of Dallas. The Tower of the Americas fluted concrete shaft was 

slipformed – “the form slipped up the tower as the concrete was poured” – and “a dozen Lift-Slab jacks …then 

raised the six story restaurant and observation deck,” an engineering feat as impressive as Zachry’s modular hotel 

(Dillon 1999).  

Beyond the core of city support, HemisFair required political alliances on the state and national level to be 

successful. HemisFair’s strongest state advocate, Governor John B. Connally, not yet 50, was in his first of three 

terms as governor when he was appointed Commissioner General. A fourth generation Texan, his roots in state 

politics went deep, starting from the time he served as Representative Lyndon B. Johnson’s legislative assistant. 

They became lifelong friends, a relationship that would serve HemisFair well. Connally’s family farmed cotton near 

Floresville south of San Antonio but moved to the city when he was a teenager. Acutely aware of symbols, he 

wanted to leave a lasting visible reminder of his achievement in the city of his youth. The Institute of Texan Cultures 

became his pet project and he invested political capitol to insure it would be a lasting legacy. As Commissioner he 

maintained an office on the grounds and made sure that Julian Read, his own public relations man, took charge of 

HemisFair’s PR. 

As Ford became a “lightening rod” of controversy for the HemisFair executive committee, Connally attained 

similar status among San Antonio’s activist Chicano and civil rights leadership. His opposition to the public 

accommodations section of the 1964 Civil Rights Act disheartened Black leaders, but it was poor farm workers that 

garnered national attention. Scarcely a year after he accepted the prestigious appointment as Commissioner General 

of HemisFair, Connally was embroiled in a minimum wage issue that mobilized Chicanos statewide. When farm 

workers marched from the valley to Austin that summer seeking a guaranteed minimum wage, Connally refused to 

meet with them. The contrast between the funds that were to be spent on his pet HemisFair project and his 

opposition to legislation benefiting the Chicano laborers on his ranch and across the state was dramatic. “Why are 

there millions for HemisFair,” March organizer Eugene Nelson asked, “but not even a living wage of $1.25 for the 

farm worker?” (Crawford 1973). 

Senator Ralph Yarborough, his political enemy, had joined the marchers in San Antonio as did State Senator 

Joe Bernal and Bexar County commissioner Albert Pena. Their appearance was not forgotten. Texas Historian and 

 



Connelly biographer Ann Fears Crawford served on the research staff of the Institute of Texan Cultures. She 

recalled that when Connally learned Peña’s photograph was selected to hang with other “prominent Mexican 

Americans in Texas,” he insisted it be taken down from “his Institute.” (Crawford 1973, Palmer 1990). The feuds 

between the liberal and conservative factions of the state Democrat Party exacerbated the division among HemisFair 

supporters and opponents. Most centered on Ralph Webster "Smilin' Ralph" Yarborough, United States Senator and 

leader of the Texas Democrats liberal wing. On the HemisFair executive committee Congressman Gonzales and 

Sinkin were strong Yarborough supporters. They were in the minority.  

The majority of the HemisFair power brokers were white Anglo males; Henry B. Gonzales was an important 

exception. A long-time presence in San Antonio politics, first as councilman (1953-56) then as state senator, 

Gonzales was elected as the first Chicano U.S. Representative from Texas in 1961. While not GGL-sponsored, he 

had been on a “friendly” basis with the eight other GGL members during his terms on the city council. They were 

said to have helped him pay the filing fee for his Texas Senate race (TO May 27 1966). His pluralistic view of 

Mexican-Americans opposed the Chicano movement of cultural nationalism. As HemisFair Co-chairman he sought 

to include moderate board members to represent Chicanos on the more powerful executive committee.  

In Washington and in San Antonio Gonzales mediated tensions between opposing agendas, but his insistence 

that the executive board be open and accountable led to public confrontation. The private, non-profit San Antonio 

Tower Corporation had been formed to own and operate the Tower of the Americas for twenty years, and then 

return it to the city. The five trustees appointed by the city council included four members of the HemisFair 

executive committee. When one of these members, as the single bidder, won the contract to build the tower, 

Gonzales questioned the procedures and charged conflict of interest. In a series of letters exchanged with the 

executive committee, he charged that such actions undermined public confidence in the fair and threatened to 

withdraw his support for federal funding. “It has always seemed to me that the members of the executive board were 

confused as to whether HemisFair is a private or a public venture…the members…sometimes act like HemisFair is 

their private property” (MS 31 Box 11). The executive committee got the corporation to agree to advertise for new 

bids. Satisfied with the conflict of interest resolution, Gonzales proceeded to introduce legislation to fund the $10 

million United States Pavilion. 

Gonzales hoped HemisFair would modify the social isolation a century of racial segregation had promoted. 

While his moderate ideology was central to achieving a successful fair, it shook the common ground political 

 



consensus among middle-class Chicano leaders. Gonzales openly split with the Bexar County Democratic coalition 

in 1966 and opposed his once close friends and political allies Albert Peña and John Alaniz. San Antonio’s activist 

Chicano leaders wanted to make HemisFair more inclusive; and when that failed to happen, they became staunch 

opponents, none more so than Peña. 

Albert Peña was 39 when he became the first Chicano elected to the Bexar County Commission. If 

Congressman Gonzales represented the rising expectations of Chicano families moving into middle class and Anglo 

residential areas, Peña spoke for those left behind in the barrios, those who had begun to question who best 

represented their interests. A vigorous opponent of the mayor, the GGL, and HemisFair, he was an outspoken critic 

of each. As County Commissioner, Peña refused to participate in the Battle of Flowers parade “in protest of Fiesta 

racism – specifically the city-subsidized all-white Texas Cavaliers and their king Antonio.” Peña was labeled 

“radical” and targeted for political extinction in the spring 1966 election. The brutal election saw the demise of the 

Coalition and further divided Chicano leaders. Ironically, election fallout helped secure a seat on the city council for 

an independent Chicano candidate the next year. 

Peter Torres, a young lawyer, was the first independent candidate for city council to win during the GGL 

tenure. Torres became, along with Peña and Joe Bernal, one of the three most visible Chicano coalition leaders in 

the 1960s. Bernal, a San Antonio educator, had served first as a state representative; he was in his first term as state 

senator in the summer of 1966 when the Rio Grande Valley farm workers went on strike. Bernal had been a Chicano 

moderate and Westside GGL supporter, but his encounter with the Rangers during the farm workers strike 

radicalized him (Rosales 90). He had supported the first HemisFair bond issue in 1964 but became increasingly less 

sympathetic as opening day arrived. Torres, as attorney for several of those living in Urban Renewal project #5, 

could speak directly to HemisFair’s hidden human costs (Palmer 1990). His campaign rhetoric called attention to the 

enormous sums of money being expended on the fair while the city urgently needed services. “They are playing with 

HemisFair while the city starves” (SAE February 23 1967). Elected to the council in 1967, Torres’ two terms 

spanned the most important years for HemisFair, and he became “the conscience of the city council in regard to the 

underrepresented” (Palmer 1990). 

HemisFair board members included other Anglo power-brokers like John Daniels, former City Councilman, 

Chamber of Commerce President, County Democratic Party Chairman, and attorney for the San Antonio Housing 

Authority. Daniels was a member of the executive committee and served as counsel general. Additional HemisFair 

 



board members were selected to expand the committee’s representation, including Nancy Negley, San Antonio 

Conservation Society (SACS) member and art patron. Negley’s family controlled the huge international construction 

company Brown & Root, and she had recently served as vice-chairman of the State Democratic Executive 

Committee. Another Anglo power broker group acutely interested in HemisFair included women who were, like 

Negley, members of the SACS. Like the Daughters of the Republic of Texas (many held membership in both), this 

“heritage elite” were battle-seasoned veterans in their fight to preserve San Antonio’s historic structures (Ehrisman 

2003). SACS had been organized in 1924 and was the oldest such organization in America. Their success in La 

Villita and other parts of the city, their support for O’Neil Ford site plans, and the presence of some of their 

members in both the HemisFair organization and city hall made them a force with which to contend.6  

In spite of the power, credentials, and hopes of fair planners, harmony and good will did not last beyond the 

euphoric months of 1963. Over the next five years, political negotiations, financial and personnel disagreements, and 

poor management decisions caused tensions and uncertainties about the fair’s future. Because of the high HemisFair 

profile, other organizations followed events with a watchful eye, among them the NAACP and Chicano groups such 

as LULAC who sought to expand Chicano representation on HemisFair committees.  

The Cultural Matrix: Race, Gender, and HemisFair Politics  

The process of creating HemisFair represented one more in a series of confrontations that impacted the public 

and private lives of citizens. The board members’ personality-driven squabbles and disagreements might have been 

minor in another setting, but they seriously impaired relationships vital to the Fair’s success at the municipal, state, 

and national level. Two experiences were now intertwined in San Antonio life: a city encountering a world’s fair and 

a city undergoing cultural and political transformation. In the long run, how the directors agreed to develop and use 

HemisFair space had consequences for the city’s social relations. Executive committee decisions regarding who was 

to be included and who was to be left out of the process scarred the event and highlighted tensions within the city’s 

complex cultural matrix. 

Since the community leaders excluded from the planning process were primarily Chicano and Black, 

HemisFair activities mirrored the city’s racial politics. Since the business and political leaders driving 

redevelopment plans were predominately Anglo males, and those seeking to conserve and protect tradition were 

socially-connected Anglo females, the ensuing battles had gender markers as well. The process pitted interest groups 

 



promoting fair-related redevelopment against counter-coalitions promoting ethnic and racial agendas and 

conservation (Goss, 396). How the fair looked and the space it redefined was a result of these competing forces. 

Once the underwriting endeavor was over and money to move forward in hand, the next step was to hire staff 

to free the executive committee for other work. Ewan Dingwall was to make a lifelong career of World’s Fairs. 

Fresh from his success managing the 1962 Seattle World’s Fair – Century 21 had attracted ten million visitors and 

broken even – his appointment as Executive Vice-President to HemisFair was announced in December 1963 with 

considerable fanfare. Recognizing the need to insure popular support for HemisFair and with less than two months 

to prepare, Dingwall helped to script and served as a “talking-head” for the $30 million January bond issue 

promotional video. The seven-proposition bond included provision for the civic center and the city’s portion of the 

Urban Renewal land purchase price. 

Shown on TV the week before the bond issue, the carefully crafted video was titled “Meet me at the Fair.” City 

Hall and Executive Committee members were conspicuous by their absence. Instead, Dingwall opened his interview 

confidently listing the benefits Century 21 brought Seattle; job growth, regional business expansion, and a cultural 

and convention center. Repeating the legacy rhetoric that had been so effective with underwriters, he stressed that 

HemisFair was not only for 184 days, but built “right in the middle of town,” it would leave a permanent legacy. 

Currently the city missed convention revenue because of the need for exhibit space. The fair would change this. A 

large model showed a convention center, a theater to attract national touring companies, a “free trade zone” to create 

an international bazaar, and an Inter-American Institute.  

As scenes of the Urban Renewal Project 5 neighborhood destined for destruction were shown, viewers were 

assured that not all would be demolished; the “oldest and best will be retained.” Federal Urban Renewal funds were 

not for HemisFair. The San Antonio Fair Corporation, Dingwall explained, would only lease the land. After the fair, 

it would be turned back to the community: “HemisFair is a temporary tenant.” The film introduced a narrative that 

would be played over again and again during the next four years. For 200 years, viewers were reminded, San 

Antonio had been the first city of Texas. Now, that place “must be earned.” The fair “will work not only because we 

want it, but because other people need it.” San Antonio was the recipient of a “happy geographic miracle.” New 

“markets are south of the Rio Grande…the wave of the future is rolling up from the south …where will it break?” 

The people of San Antonio “are being asked to invest in tomorrow.” 

 



In April 1968, San Antonio will celebrate its 250th birthday becoming “a meeting place of nations, a place of 

good will.” To the question, “Who pays?” Dingwall responded, the “cost to local people will be the “price of 

admission.” He noted three categories of funding: first (in what he termed an “astounding achievement”), San 

Antonio business and labor leaders had advanced funds in an underwriting program; second, “private enterprise will 

finance all else” as other nations, federal and state funds contribute to their respective pavilions; finally, “It is a 

business…run on sound business principles…operations once the gate opens come from the revenues of that 

business” (MS 100 Bond Video). 

Dingwall’s Seattle experience was intended to serve him well; but, as detractors were quick to point out, San 

Antonio was different. In spite of several key decisions and passage of the bond issue, six months after the first 

executive committee realignment (with Sinkin’s resignation) and less than two years after he had been hired, 

Dingwall was fired. An early casualty of the in-fighting and rivalries among the Executive Committee Board 

members – Dingwall was shuttled off to Washington to serve as federal liaison. He was replaced by adopted favorite 

son James M. Gaines as chief executive officer.  

Getting Chicano support for the bond issue and site acquisition were the first hurdles. The GGL political 

machine insured the cooperation of key Chicano and Black leaders, and few dissenting voices where initially heard. 

The GGL, needing the support of the west side, was careful to extend the illusion of inclusion. When polls opened 

January 28, 1964, west side voters received a letter featuring a photograph of fair co-chairs Congressman Gonzales 

and Mayor McAllister captioned “Support Gonzalez and HemisFair.” The contents appealed to community pride 

and emphasized the blow to Gonzales were the bonds defeated (SAE January 29 1964). Prominent Chicano and 

Black leaders and GGL allies like city council members Herbert Calderon, Rev. Sam H. James, Felix Trevino and 

State Representative Joe Bernal supported the fair because if was good for San Antonio. The bonds were approved. 

The next issue was formalizing the site selection. Central redevelopment concerns were the needs for a 

convention center, revitalization of the river walk, and a sports arena. To acquire the needed space adjacent to the 

central business district (CBD), Urban Renewal would be used to remove an ethnically diverse “blighted” 

neighborhood and create a totally designed environment in its place. These and subsequent transformations to the 

city would not have been possible without federal funds. To secure urban renewal funding a public-private 

partnership was established between the city and San Antonio Fair, Inc. 

 



Mayor McAllister’s support for the fair had been sweetened by the prospect of acquiring land adjacent to the 

CBD using federal funds. Congress enacted the federal Urban Renewal program in 1949 to address the post war 

exodus to the suburbs that left isolated neighborhoods of low-income families too poor to patronize the city center. 

The multibillion dollar program used the right of eminent domain to award local city agencies funds to purchase 

blighted areas, which could then be sold to private developers to build improved housing or public areas. Although 

the San Antonio Urban Renewal Project established in 1956 had designated the project 5 site for renewal along with 

four others in the CBD in 1958, little had been done to move the program forward. The fair’s decision to locate 

downtown accelerated the process for the public action required. Using federal funds, the city would buy area homes 

and businesses, convert the land for public use, and lease it to the privately owned San Antonio Fair, Inc., which 

would build the fair then turn the area back to the city when it ended. All that remained was to inform the residents. 

Passage of the bond issue signaled the way forward. The United States Housing and Home Finance Agency 

released $12.2 million in public funds in October 1964 after the bond vote. Obtaining Urban Renewal Agency 

approval for the 92 areas of land, while an important first-step, opened the door for significant conflicts of public 

versus private interests. Although not all the residents in project 5 resented relocation to other parts of the city, many 

did. Their personal stories contributed to a rising sense of controversy. What agency experts designated as “blight” 

was home to 2,300 residents. By the 1960s the built environment clearly defined racial and ethnic patterns, and 

events were converging to disturb both the landscape and the culture. (Vickers 1968, Palmer 1983, Johnson 1997)  

Sr. M. Alexandrine Gienec recalled in San Antonio Remembered, a 1998 interview for the local Public 

Broadcast System, that growing up in the area where the tower now stands “made my life so rich, because I was 

exposed to all these cultures.” She insisted “the area around HemisFair” was not a slum, but “were all good quality 

working family homes.” Though she did note “as time went on in our neighborhood owners died, renters did not 

take care, [homes] became run down.” When the agency examiners came to her mother’s home, they exclaimed it 

was “hard to believe it was fifty years old and good for another fifty…but did not help her mother. She had planned 

to die there. It did not make things any easier to know it was going to be knocked down” (KLRN 1998). 

The more prominent case of resistance was waged by Frank Toudouze who refused to move. Like State 

Representative John Alaniz who had filed suit on behalf of his father, Toudouze charged the city with fraud and 

hired Pete Torres to represent him. He declared, “HemisFair is illegal;” his home was not being taken for public 

good but for the private gain of fair organizers. As Toudouze’s nephew Ray Swartz recalled, five deputies 

 



accompanied by the news media arrived on April 6, 1965 to forcibly evict the family. On the evening news, citizens 

of San Antonio saw images of his uncle seated in his living room playing May the Good Lord Bless and Keep You 

on his French harp before being physically carried out of his home of fifty-one years accompanied by his sobbing 

wife (KLRN 1998).  

In the bond video, Dingwall had been careful to state that not all structures were to be demolished. Not until 

demolition made the news a year and a half later were most voters made fully aware of the consequences of the city 

bonds they had supported. In addition to dozens of nineteenth and early twentieth century residences, the 

neighborhood included St. Michael’s Parish Polish Church – a Gothic-style structure build in 1922 over the 1866 

original. Grocery stores, pharmacies, ice cream parlors, and other small family-owned shops; two schools; two 

parks; and a synagogue and three other churches also lined the streets. The largest firms in the area were a Coca-

Cola bottling plant and a commercial building/department store owned by the fair’s president, William Sinkin. 

Urban renewal paid the largest sum to Coca-Cola, $650,000. Sinkin received the third-largest payment, $395,000, 

generating rumors of profiteering (Fisher 1996, TO September 30 1966).  

The Conservation Society’s ten year preoccupation with stopping Mayor Mac’s pet project, the North 

Expressway, paralyzed preservation efforts at a critical moment in HemisFair planning. According to SACS 

chronicler Lewis F. Fisher, “San Antonio’s preservationists had been locked in a death grip over an expressway with 

the very politicians they could have been sweet-talking into saving historic buildings” (Fisher, 1996, 2001). “Sweet-

talking” was required because SACS lacked documentation on the properties involved. At the time there were few 

guidelines or laws concerning historical preservation; preservation legislation was not enacted until the 1970s 

(Johnson and Cox 1997).  

When Mayor Maury Maverick led the movement to develop La Villita, he was supported by Conservation 

Society women. In subsequent decades, together with the DRT, the group had assumed cultural custodianship of the 

“mexicanness” of the city (Ehrisman 2004). Now members sought to persuade the HemisFair executive board to 

preserve and reuse some of the historical buildings and homes. The executive committee had heard Ford’s plan to 

incorporate the historical structures into the site plan and publicly acknowledged the benefits of doing so. In the 

summer of 1964 HemisFair offices had a very public opening in the old German-American School, renovated and 

preserved for that purpose. Privately, however, most of the committee members were tough-minded businessmen 

who considered preservation an unnecessary delay in fair construction.  

 





When Jim Gaines announced the final site selection in mid-1963, SACS members were dismayed. They 

immediately urged incorporating the designated area’s historic structures into the site plans to give the fair a unique 

character. The society submitted a list prepared by local architect Henry Steinbomer of significant buildings to be 

saved. By the time ground was broken momentum toward professionalizing the fair staff led to the appointment of a 

general manager, and the following month O’Neil Ford was named as the coordinating architect. He immediately 

began site plans to save as many buildings and trees as possible. His master plan featured seventy of the historic 

structures in clusters encircled by landscaped plazas. Committed to the idea of “a peoples fair,” he planned 

HemisFair as a park that would emphasize the history and tradition of San Antonio. Ford envisioned “a large area 

with an acequia surrounding it that will be sort of a village and will be used for the people’s pleasures and 

performances and eating and fun of all kinds…that will save and use many old houses” (George 1990). The 

HemisFair executive board had been persuaded to preserve and convert some of the historical buildings and homes. 

What became highly contested was which structures were worthy of preservation and by whom?  

Confrontation with the executive committee over these questions eventually let to Ford’s firing. As with La 

Villita, he was gone for long periods of time seeking other commissions, and others on the staff exercised increasing 

control. “He was just making too much fuss about saving a couple of those little historic home,” Marshall Steves 

said, “and we couldn’t go forward and argue about these little houses” (SAE March 27 1988). Ford later spoke out 

in the press, “I would have made them [historic structures] the heart of the fair” (SAE March 10 1968). Ironically, 

the official souvenir guidebook announced that “the confluence of old and new triumphed.” In a self-congratulatory 

manner the guide complimented the HemisFair design staff for its “foresight and style” in working “several gracious 

old buildings” into the project that afterwards “will remain to enhance the city and charm its people” (Guide 1968). 

Of the final list of 110 submitted, only 22 were preserved. The total might not have been as large without the action 

of SACS and Senator Yarborough. 

Throughout the summer as clearance was in progress, the Conservation Society president Peggy Tobin wrote 

letters to the Department of Commerce and the executive committee about the fate of the historic structures. Not 

until she got Senator Yarborough’s ear did anyone listen. Yarborough added amendments to the legislation: without 

the assurance that “historic structures in the area encompassed by the exposition will be preserved to the maximum 

extent possible,” no federal funds will be provided. Yarborough further amended the bill to prevent members of the 

executive committee from doing business with the fair – in short, conflict of interest – and to involve “full 

 



participation of all segments of the San Antonio Community” (Palmer 1990). The executive committee immediately 

dispatched Zachry to Washington to meet the Senator. Zachry astutely selected three Yarborough partisans: Albert 

Peña, Jack Johnson and John Alaniz (the last two were state representatives). Jim Gaines, chief executive officer, 

went as well. The dinner meeting did not go well. Zachry wrote in his memo, “Gaines after a couple of additional 

drinks stated to Yarborough that after all we did not really need the Federal appropriation to make a good 

HemisFair.” Gaines continued to drink heavily on the plane home and “called his wife from Dallas to have reporters 

there.” Once home he announced he was resigning, “citing Sen. Yarborough and conflict of interest” (Box 4).  

Zachry smoothed things over, promising to broaden executive committee representation by five Yarborough 

sponsored men; but the executive committee refused to appoint two of them – Lawrence Bertetti and Albert Peña. 

The decision, Steves insisted, was made as the result of pressure from Connally. When the committee then reinstated 

Gaines, Zachry felt deeply betrayed. He had been forced to break his word. In remarks to the committee he warned 

that their partisan politics threatened the fair; he reminded them, “While Peña and Bertetti are not politically 

acceptable to some, they represent an element or group in our community” (Cavazos 1993). Zachry attended no 

more meetings for nine months until the urgency of delays and “my city’s best interest” brought him back.  

In October 1967 with only six months to go, Elton Schroeder, president of the San Antonio Building and 

Trades Council, announced HemisFair construction was forty to sixty days behind schedule. The Express News 

suggested that Schroeder’s motive was to get his workers overtime. While a fair official refused comment, he noted 

that Schroeder’s remarks were hurting the fair’s image (SAE October 29 1967). Zachry, busy constructing his hotel, 

also observed that construction was behind schedule. He returned to again plead with the executive committee: 

“there may be reasons for HemisFair not opening on time …there can be no excuse from the responsibility heaped 

on this Board for opening date failure.” He urged members to “re-unite all factions in San Antonio for the great final 

push; invite their leaders to also join this Executive Committee; put all the force and energy of all San Antonio into 

making a glorious opening and six month run of HemisFair” (MS 31 Box 4). He was again ignored; no invitations 

would be extended. 

The executive committee member’s resistance to inclusion was symptomatic of larger social issues. As early as 

December 1963 Dingwall had questioned, “…do you people feel that the present relationship in 1968 between 

Anglos and the Latin Americans in this community will be something that will be perceived by your visitors from 

Latin America in good grace?” He warned that “if they came and saw prejudice and submerged economic position 
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for their own people here and no improvement at all you could lose more than you’ve won…” (MS 31 Box 32). 

Living conditions in the poor Chicano barrios on the west side were among the worst in the nation. Sections did not 

have running water or sewage.  

The harmony that generated west side support for the bond issue and HemisFair was short lived. From his 

vantage point on the city council, Torres spoke out against what he termed “misplaced priorities” concerning the 

fair. “During the fair the city was myopic in that we forgot to manage the city. The HemisFair was wagging the city 

hall dog,” he recalled, “everything the city did, including money for vital drainage projects, was stifled, stultified, 

stopped, in order to accommodate what the HemisFair god wanted” (Palmer 1990).  

Among the crisis events of 1967, La Raza Unida political party charged HemisFair with discrimination against 

Chicano labor, allowing them to hold only menial jobs. The previous year IMAGE (Integration of the Mexican-

American in Advertising and other Germane Enterprises) sought participation noting, “Visitors to our HemisFair 

will judge our country to a great degree on their observations of the Fair and the homogenized participation of all 

components of the community” (SAE January 18 1966). Fair planners disregarded both organizations. La Raza 

Unida also protested that though HemisFair’s cultural theme was based on the Mexican- American heritage, no 

Chicanos were on the cultural participation committee.  

Disenchanted by the time HemisFair opened, many decided to join boycotts. Peña and other Chicano leaders 

encouraged such decisions. While Chicano activist leaders boycotted the fair as a matter of principal, the majority of 

Chicanos did not come because of the high prices. Fifty-six percent of Bexar county families earned less that $4,000 

a year. Attending HemisFair would be a costly endeavor. Protestors passed out mimeograph flyers stating, “If you 

are a worker who earn very little with a wife and 5 children, HemisFair will cost you $41.20 to ENTERTAIN them 

the least. If you want to entertain them more with a ‘show’ and ‘Rides’ you will pay a total of $92.20.” The same 

anti-fair flyers charged visitors, “INVESTIGATE, and see that HemisFair is not for the poor – Mexican-American – 

Save your money – Do not Attend Hemisfair – San Antonio must first pay the $1.25 minimum wage, and equal 

opportunity for all” (MS 31 Box 4). On opening day protestors at the gates carried signs with this invitation: “After 

HemisFair Visit West Side San Antonio, confluence of Poverty” (Palmer 1990). 

As opponents were preparing signs and flyers for opening day, crews worked overtime to complete the 

construction process, sending costs $3 million over budget. An emergency second underwriting in March was 

necessary to open the fair on time. Poor advance ticket sales – less than half the anticipated amount – limited 

 



operating capital. Opening day fell 20,000 “guests” short of the 70,000 anticipated. Three weeks later, Gaines 

announced that there were 2,200 employees on the payroll and that “they may have over-hired.” Two hundred and 

fifty were eventually cut. The final administrative reorganization began: Gaines resigned, “mutually terminated,” on 

May 6th followed by Daniel’s resignation four days later (Villar 1973, NYT May 11 1968). As part of a third 

underwriting agreement, Zachry took over the office of chief executive.  

Among the first things Zachry did was ask Albert Peña to write a market report addressing lack of Chicano 

participation and what HemisFair might do to overcome the problem. Peña responded with a seven page “Analysis 

of Some of the Reasons for Resentment of HemisFair.” The report stressed that the resentment was seeded in 

“resentment of the City’s POWER STRUCTURE…and business community in general.…It is especially noticeable 

among Mexican-Americans, but it is also apparent in a large section of the Negro community and among some 

Anglos.” Peña blamed the “same old clique which operated as a closed corporation, “making promises, breaking 

promises, hiding secrets, misleading the public and generally doing little to build confidence…” On the issue of 

representation on the HemisFair board, he noted that, “If anyone thinks Dr. San Martin, Dr. Gonzales or Alfred 

Vasquez represent the Mexican American he is sadly mistaken.” To help resolve these issues, Peña recommended 

fifty cent family day, free tickets distributed through organizations, and a general reduction in prices (MS 31 Box 4). 

May was designated as “San Antonio Month” at the fair, but because the executive committee – backed by the 

banks – balked, ticket incentives were not made available until August. By that time it was too late. Bitterly, Zachry 

summarized the disastrous chain of events in his final report to the executive committee, among them: refusal to 

recognize that the fair was behind schedule; lack of procedural controls; veto of reduced and gift tickets; failure to 

honor commitment to Senator Yarborough. He concluded, “I gave 6 years part time, 5 months full time, contributed 

construction equipment, capable men, a fortune, to my City” (MS 31 Box 4). HemisFair ran its designated six 

months. Healing the divisions within the community would take far longer. 

“…a peoples Fair.” 

Six million, four hundred thousand visitors passed through HemisFair’s five gates between April and October. 

They accepted the invitation in the fair’s official bilingual guidebook to “be a guest at San Antonio’s birthday 

party.” Once the opening day ribbons were cut, visitors paid their $2 adult and $1 children admission and streamed 

in to begin navigating the fair’s complex system of elevated walkways and paths, water courses, Swiss Sky-ride, or 

monorail, guided by the fair’s major reference point and theme structure, the Tower of the Americas. At mid-

 



morning they packed the convention center for the inauguration ceremonies, then moved on to the Migration 

Courtyard in front of the United States Pavilion for its dedication ceremony. Lunch could be had at the Lake 

Pavilion, dinner and evening entertainment at the Golden Garter Saloon.  

Strolling mariachis and other performers entertained visitors as they waited to enter the various corporate and 

national exhibits where trained hostesses in smartly tailored uniforms answered questions. Official HemisFair 

souvenirs were abundant: commemorative plates, replicas of the fair’s tower, glassware with fair images, ash trays, 

collector spoons, pennants, hats, post cards to be mailed with the fair’s commemorative stamp. Quality merchandise 

from participating countries – clothing, straw wares, paintings, sculptures, and handcrafts – were for sale in the 

market near the historic area. When the gates closed to the public at midnight, the elite stayed into the early hours of 

the next morning for a gala buffet in the convention center where they attended an extraordinary seven hour 

performance of Verdi’s opera Don Carlos. 

What was there to see and experience at HemisFair after moving past the protest signs and anti-fair flyers? 

Expectations had been set high. Progressive Architecture’s 1965 feature article titled “Lyndon is all for it!” had 

pointed to a “new spirit’ among “the power elite” of San Antonio, a cadre which since World War I has not seen or 

found major development schemes to its liking.” HemisFair planning and the legacy it would leave was contrasted 

to “the ephemeral grab-bag at Flushing Meadows” (February 1965).  

Far smaller and less ambitious than New York, the plan finally implemented for HemisFair’s ninety-two acres 

proved to be comparatively unflawed. The site was anchored by the convention center with its river connection on 

the north side and the Tower of the Americas toward the center, with the United States Pavilion and the Texas 

Pavilion occupying the southwest periphery. The Paseo del Rio extension connected the grounds to river sights and 

rides. In placing the midway on Fiesta Island at the base of the tower, the fair builders acknowledged the importance 

of amusing and entertaining their guests. Eighteen games and rides with tickets from 25-50 cents were on one side 

of the three-acre lake where a free Mercury Outboard sponsored water-ski show was presented. Air conditioners 

ventilated large parts of the walkways to keep visitors comfortable in the scorching summer heat. Fountains filled 

the multiple courtyards and plazas.  

After walking, the Monorail was the most popular form of transportation. Costing $1 for adults – twice as 

much as the sky ride – and 50-cents for children, it served approximately 1 million riders, but not without problems. 

On opening day cars were stalled by an electrical short caused by a rear-end collision stranding passengers. The 

 



most tragic event occurred less than three weeks before the fair closed when a full train rear-ended another; cars and 

passengers went into the lagoon below and one woman, trapped under a car, drowned (SAE March 13 2005). 

Designed to appeal to Anglo middle class tourists – 7,000,000 were expected – the fair hoped to attract ticker 

buyers from all over the United States. San Antonio residents were never the primary target and were little 

considered until ticket sales slumped. Promotional images portrayed Anglo-American families standing in front of 

the Alamo, riding in a sky ride gondola, or eating cotton candy on Fiesta Island. HemisFair was an example of what 

John Hannigan describes as “…the end product of a long-standing cultural contradiction in American society 

between the middle class desire for experience and their parallel reluctance to take risks, especially those which 

involve contact with the “lower orders” in cities” (Hannigan 1998). 

Among the nineteen corporate pavilions, Eastman Kodak demonstrated new techniques, provided a picture-

taking guide to the fair, and placed picture spot indicators throughout the site to help visitors create memories. The 

two IBM pavilions, patterned after open air Latin American marketplaces, had a clear education function. Visitors 

were invited to “dialogue with a computer” and experience the power of remote computing. One site had a computer 

operating a Jacquard loom. Visitors could draw designs with an electronic “light pen” and a four inch piece of fabric 

with the design would be presented to the designer visitor. 

Most of the corporate exhibits communicated the power of technology to make life better. Southwestern Bell 

demonstrated the picture phone, General Motors displayed new safety devices and emission controls, and the roof at 

General Electric was supported by an air cushion. Ford’s pavilion featured a thirteen piece “Autolite-Ford Parts 

Harmonic Orchestra.” The instruments danced in sync with taped Fiesta music. While none of the corporate 

pavilions were planned to be permanent, the Woman’s Pavilion had been designed to become the Inter-American 

Education Center. The pavilion theme, “The Changing Role of Women in a Changing World,” was openly 

educational. For a 50-cent admission fee visitors could view artifacts of women’s achievements in building 

civilization in America.  

The Frito-Lay/Pepsi-Cola show with Los Voladores de Papantla was the most colorful and popular 

entertainment. Five times a day, wearing feathered clothing to resemble birds, one of five performers danced atop a 

114-foot pole on a 20 inch disk; then, four flyers leaped and spiraled downward with ropes secured to their waists to 

make 32 turns around the pole. At the end of the “ceremony” a bare breasted maiden was sacrificed (Guidebook 

 



1968). Clearly the freedom the flying dancers represented, the rare display of sanctioned public female nudity, and 

the trappings of an exotic culture contributed to the popularity of the spectacle.  

Although some critics charged there was nothing new and fresh – two Czechoslovakian films, Laterna Magica 

and Kino-Automat, had been in Montreal; and the Krofft brother’s adults only “Les Poupés de Paris” had appeared 

in both Seattle and New York – the charge was not entirely accurate. While it was possible to have seen Los 

Voladores in other locales, no one had seen anything quite like architect Alexander Girard’s exhibit “El Encanto de 

un Pueblo” – the magic of a people. Girard shipped some 10,000 toys and miniatures from his famous Latin 

American folk art collection to Texas and displayed them in a Girard designed setting. His friend Georgia O’Keefe 

had even dropped by to help set up the exhibit. Children present for a preview reportedly “couldn’t be gotten out.” A 

New York Times critic praised the exhibit as “life, art, culture, and confidence all rolled in to one and worth the trip 

to Texas” (NYT April 5 1968). Visitors paid fifty cents to see the Girard collection and could purchase the 

exhibition catalogue illustrated with Charles and Ray Eames photographs. Efforts to get Hallmark sponsorship for 

the exhibit were unsuccessful, and HemisFair eventually paid over a half million dollars to underwrite the exhibit. 

All the same the exhibit was extraordinary, “by far the best feature of the fair,” wrote Calvin Trillin (New Yorker 

March 25 1968). 

Each foreign country was offered a modular exhibit space in Las Plazas del Mundo at no cost (a BIE 

regulation). Several, like Mexico, commissioned their own buildings. One of the largest exhibitors at HemisFair, 

Mexico boasted an Olmec stone head. The nearby Spanish Pavilion featured a restored section of the Acequia 

Madre, or Mother Ditch, uncovered during construction for the international sector. Visitors paid 50-cents to see the 

$40 million collection of art treasures from the Prado – among them works by Goya and El Greco. Not to be 

outdone, the Italian Pavilion next door exhibited Ghirlandaio’s portrait of Amerigo Vespucci to bolster their claim of 

cultural legitimacy in the new world. Twenty other nations occupied modules. The O.A. S. Pavilion provided exhibit 

space for members.  

The food and souvenir concessions were among the success stories of the fair – bunuelos, “a delicate sugary 

delight,” became a fair trademark. There were three primary food areas in addition to major restaurants and snack 

areas scattered throughout the grounds. One in four visitors dined in the revolving restaurant at the top of the tower. 

Foreign participants competed for the right to food service as a sure money maker. Among the most successful were 

those in Las Plazas del Mundo historic area where pecan, hackberry and other native trees surviving the demolition 

 



shaded the restored structures. The area was the one part of the fair reminiscent of Copenhagen’s Tivoli Garden that 

O’Neil Ford had hoped to replicate throughout. Philippine cuisine was served in Casa Manila, housed in the 1870s 

Acosta home; the old Joske house served as the sophisticated French restaurant Les Maison Blanches; the Crêperies 

Parisiennes offered an open-air dining area around a restored 19th century carriage house. For entertainment the 

convention center theater featured performances by the Bolshoi Ballet and Hollywood stars and entertainers such as 

Bob Hope, Roy Rogers and Dale Evans, Louis Armstrong, and Glen Campbell.7  

Educating visitors was an essential requirement of the fair experience. Among the most striking presentations 

at the two major pavilions, the United States and Texas, were the films and slide shows. The innovative Francis 

Thompson had been selected to direct the U. S. film. At the time his most acclaimed 3-screen film was To Be Alive. 

Created for the1964 New York World’s Fair, the film won an Academy Award.8 Production began in May 1967. 

Pulitzer Prize winning poet W. H. Auden wrote the narration and David Amran, in residence at the New York 

Philharmonic, composed the score. For six months two teams filmed across America. While making a sequence on 

poverty in Appalachia, one of the directors, Canadian Hugh O’Connor, was shot and killed. The shocking tragedy 

was reflected in the film’s deep concern with poverty in American society and contributed to the provocative and 

edgy nature of much of the film. Fifty miles of film were edited to become the 23-minute movie US, which was 

dedicated to O’Connor and screened in the pavilion’s Confluence Theater (Federal Participation 1971). 

The film’s first two phases were shown in three 400 seat viewing sections; then “with the humorous vignette of 

a bi-plane struggling to fly,” the dividing walls separating the screens disappeared into the ceiling and the screens 

became one 38 x 140 foot curvilinear display of “cumulus clouds in endless space” above a panorama of forests and 

mountains. But it was the other images that were contentious: polluted waters, crowded cities, denuded forests, and 

poverty. In a suburb, “A Negro family is shown moving into a white community as neighbors stare and call their 

children in from play;” in impoverished rural areas “both black and white women clean their families’ clothes on 

washboards;” and in an “emotional ending, the film juxtaposes shots of an Independence Day parade, a slum, the 

Washington Memorial, the parade again, and then an angry black mob confronting helmeted policemen” as a voice 

reads Auden’s narration: “The Judgment waits for you, for our friends in these United States” (Federal Participation 

1971, TO April 6 1968). 

The First Lady, after viewing the film, commented that it was “very artistic, very stirring, but it lacked the 

element that is going on today to provide balance – the element of hope.” Three months later, on July 4, when the 

 



President saw the film, he was more realistic. Although he declined specific comment on the film, his short speech 

delivered on the pavilion plaza sounded some of the film’s themes: “A man who is untrained for work, or harried by 

ill health, who cannot buy a decent house for his family or see his children well educated has little independence, 

despite our fourth of July rhetoric” (NYT July 5 1968). 

Jay Rogers reminded his New York Times readers that the US Pavilion at Montreal’s Expo 67 – Buckminster 

Fuller’s 20 Story geodesic dome” – had been criticized for attempting too little. “At HemisFair,” Rogers wrote, “the 

complaint is that too much has been attempted.” But, “controversies draw crowds…the film is being viewed by one 

of every four persons visiting the fair” (NYT June 9 1968). Local papers also defended the film: “Only a strong 

country with confidence in the future can afford to be introspective. Only a country that intends to solve its pressing 

internal problems can discuss its troubles in public. That is the strength of the movie ‘US’…It tells it like it is” (SAE 

April 16 1968). But for fair planners and some visitors, US went against the grain of the fair’s good will theme. 

Visitors like Frank Tuttle of Austin wrote Zachry on May 16, “I don’t know about you but I am tired of having 

government officials, news media and educators tell us how sorry this country is. Personally I think it is a great 

country” (MS 31 Box 3). The Federal Participation report included a three page summary of public reaction to the 

film. While some like Tuttle wanted a “happy ending,” others criticized the serious theme in a place “where people 

expect to have fun.” Some opposed what they considered a negative image of America, “I fail to understand what 

can be gained by washing America’s dirty linen before the public.” Favorable comments included support from a 

group of high school students and teachers:“… we think it’s time that Americans accept the truth and do something 

to right the wrongs the film depicts.” In Newsweek Joseph Morgenstern wrote, “’US’ does not end on a note of 

triumph or leave you singing and wanting to skip rope as you leave the theater. It reminds you of big bills coming 

due, of promises to be kept…when a film like this can be made for a fair and shown to Americans in their 

Government’s name, the element of hope survives” (Federal Participation 1971). 

On the other hand, slides projected on the dome of the Institute of Texan cultures were powerful but far less 

controversial. Accompanied by music, giant screens showed viewers contrapuntal images of six ethnic ceremonies 

“ranging from a Negro lodge installation to a German festival” in order to portray the diversity of Texas culture. The 

slides were produced by Gordon Ashby of San Francisco. Also shown in the pavilion were three short “Negro” films 

that reflected consensus history and were considered dull by comparison. Ashby was rumored to have been deemed 

“too liberal,” by Governor Connally, so “the Negro films were removed from his area of responsibility” and turned 

 



over to Texas producers. Institute officials denied this scenario. “While the Thompson documentary confronts the 

problem of racism in America and inspires viewers to rise above it,” The Texas Observer reported, “the Negro films 

at the institute present a picture of inevitable progress devoid of conflict or of challenge” (TO April 16 1968) 

If one could afford the price of admission, HemisFair fulfilled its promise to entertain, to educate, and to 

provide an escape from events beyond its gates. Critics praised Las Plazas del Mundo and the actions taken to save 

the mature trees and old buildings there; and Robert Montgomery, Professor of Architecture at the University of 

California, Berkeley, liked the “module” designed government pavilions grouped together around the plaza. 

Montgomery concluded that the fair “makes a fitting addition to the unmatched Paseo del Rio” (Architectural 

Forum October 1968). Ada Louise Huxtable, architecture critic for the New York Times, noted, “…the fair is fun, 

southwest style;” but, she continued, “what San Antonio does with the center-city site after October, will be the real 

measure of HemisFair’s success” (NYT April 4 1958). 

On HemisFair’s final day there were 121,000 paying admissions, the largest crowd in its history, and an 

estimated $7.4 million deficit. When the gates shut on October 6, HemisFair was smoothly transferred to the city 

much of it converted to an entertainment park – FiestaLand. Even though attempts to unravel the financial tangle 

went less smoothly, Congressman Gonzales said HemisFair accomplished its mission “producing the momentum 

lost in the thirties, the fatalism that developed after San Antonio lost the Texas Centennial to Dallas in 1936” (NYT 

Oct. 20 1968). The people of San Antonio deserved more. 

After the Fair: Reinventing HemisFair 

One year after the fair closed, ample evidence that ambitious post fair plans were not being realized was 

evident. The residents, who were to be invested with a new public space once the crowds left, never fully connected; 

and the tourists preferred the River Walk. The site was allowed to deteriorate: fountains went dry, sculptures were 

damaged, and one, Tony Smith’s $35,000 Asteriskos, was found in a junk yard (TO October 16 1970). The historic 

structures were neglected, and the temporary modules became rat infested. The sky ride was eventually removed and 

sold to a Knoxville company for use at the 1982 Knoxville World’s Fair, the same year the monorail elevated track, 

which had remained a rusted skeleton for years, was torn down and sold for scrap (SAE March 13 2006).  

Post HemisFair site use was driven by commercial prospects – the convention center, tower restaurant, sports 

arena, the River Walk extension – areas where capital investment would make a profit or that would be supported by 

outside funds like the U.S. Pavilion, which became the Federal Courthouse and the Institute of Texan Cultures. On 

 



the one hand, hotel construction facilitated River Walk redevelopment and helped to secure its status as the longest 

linear park in America, the city’s most visited and best known attraction. On the other hand, the non-commercial 

areas abandoned by the power brokers and neglected by the city, failed to become the confluence for Latin American 

nations. Lacking advocates, Zachry abandoned his ambitious vision of relocating Latin American agencies on the 

site. Although the autonomous University of Mexico opened a campus-center on the grounds, size limitations 

restricted broader educational use. Once considered as a permanent home for the new University of Texas San 

Antonio (UTSA) campus, local antagonisms and ambitions eventually drove the institution miles away to the city’s 

north side. HemisFair Plaza, promised to the people of San Antonio as new public space, drained $500,000 to 

$800,000 in yearly maintenance. Sustainable use was a promise neither the city nor the tax payers were willing to 

keep.  

Congressman Gonzales’ hope that HemisFair would reunite the city had also failed. The fair had revealed long 

hidden fractures that marred the civic life of the city. Political did not end with HemisFair. Subsequent debates over 

land use for the UTSA campus, San Antonio Ranch, and the aquifer – among others – surfaced in turn to realign old 

political alliances and create new. The Chicano majority, hidden for a century, became visible in the post HemisFair 

era. District-based council seats and the grass-roots Communities Organized for Public Service (COPS), both routes 

to empowerment, signify a new irony in this process. Although Chicano representation is now proportionate to San 

Antonio’s demographics, a hidden power of real estate elite virtually rules the city.  

Two decades of visible political representation has not substantially changed the landscape nor translated into 

economic inclusion. San Antonio remains a racially and ethnically territorialized city. The political shift of the 

1970s that made the majority Chicano population visible through ten single member districts means that each 

council member represents the interest of his district. Two year terms contribute to short term thinking and getting 

citywide issues funded continues to prove difficult. The chronic need for basic services remains. In spite of promises 

to improve drainage systems in predominately Chicano neighborhoods of the west and south side, floods as recently 

as 2001 continue to devastate the barrios. Rodolfo Rosales, UTSA political scientist, points out, “In this sense the 

illusion of inclusion is hauntingly real. Particularly pessimistic is the fact that it took the Chicano community most 

of the last half of this century to gain a real presence in the politics governing San Antonio, only to find that other 

factors besides elections determine the welfare of communities” (Rosales 2000).  

 



All fairs create illusions. In configuring La Villita, civic leaders chose a re-imagined past celebrating Hispanic 

heritage; for HemisFair they chose something different. HemisFair may have been the first Post-modern fair; it was 

certainly the first fair to include and use historic buildings. The large limestone German residences selected to 

present images of the city’s past, however, reflected an Anglo past. Moreover, the few scattered homes and 

buildings that were restored were ripped from their neighborhoods and stripped of their historical context. “They 

became corporate pavilions and restaurants where fairgoers learned little of the social processes once active within 

the neighborhood they represented. The historic flourishes of the buildings, preserved to charm visitors, became 

sanitized references to past spaces and nameless occupants. Applying architectural historian M. Christine Boyer’s 

theory, construction of HemisFair “so conflated geographical space and historical time that the actual uniqueness of 

place and content have been completely erased” (Boyer 1992). Descriptive markers for the historic structures were 

not placed until 1976 (as part of the bicentennial celebration) and then only under the auspices of SACS. 

The reshaping of the HemisFair story as a major benchmark in the triumphal narrative of civic progress and 

unity, a “watershed” event that changed the course of the city, has gradually erased the memories of conflict and 

miscalculation. In later tellings, HemisFair leaders have become heroes, far-sighted pioneers, and icons of their era. 

In conforming the event to the present transnational status of the city, the executive committee members have 

become civic-minded visionaries. The reinvention process surfaced in 1988 with preparations for the twentieth 

anniversary celebration as the public space from the HemisFair was on the verge of a new incarnation. During this 

time, a more cosmopolitan view of city was scripted, one more multicultural and less Anglo-monocultural. 

Although no fair has been held in the United States since the 1984 Louisiana World Exposition in New 

Orleans, the fair tradition spawned a host of successful theme parks, heritage sites, and festival market places. A 

new commodity for American tourist consumption was emerging, funded not by federally subsidized urban renewal 

programs but by developers like the Rouse Company. The mixed-use formula – retail shops sharing the landscape 

with new enclaves of public space – proved to be a commercial success only dreamed of by the world’s fair 

directors in the 1960s and 70s. The achievement of these ventures did not go unnoticed by those seeking to revitalize 

HemisFair Plaza. 

In preparation for the twentieth year celebration in 1988, Mayor Henry Cisneros searched for ways to revitalize 

the neglected public space of HemisFair Plaza. Even though a HemisFair Re-use Committee had been in place 

before the fair closed, its efforts were only the first in a long series of studies and proposals that the city failed to 

 



fund. Now the ubiquitous James W. Rouse’s Enterprise Development Co. – creator of Boston’s Faneuil Hall 

Marketplace, Baltimore’s Harborplace, New York’s South Street Seaport and New Orleans’ Riverwalk – proposed 

to create a festival marketplace linking HemisFair Plaza and La Villita with a stairway through the SACS property, 

Casa Villita, to the Riverwalk. The project was estimated to cost $25,000,000. Unlike HemisFair the proposal found 

no strong core of backers. Instead it encountered united opposition from SACS, LULAC, and residents of the King 

William Historic District. Public resistance to funding led Cisneros to terminate the effort.9 Although San Antonio 

was not the only city to reject plans to develop festival market places, the lack of public will to commit to 

revitalizing the area followed a well established pattern (Fisher 1990).  

Mayor Cisneros elected to pursue more modest goals for the 1988 celebration: HemisFair Plaza was to be 

relandscaped as a public park and all those associated with HemisFair ’68 would be invited to a big party. Bill 

Sinkin and Marshall Steves co-chaired the steering committee. Both Mayor “Mac” and Pat Zachry had died in 1984. 

Lady Bird Johnson unveiled a plaque commemorating the 20th anniversary, and the area in front of the Institute of 

Texan Cultures was dedicated as Zachry Plaza. An attractive brochure announced that “No other event in modern 

Texas history has done more to awaken civic pride and revitalize a city than has the conception and development of 

HemisFair ’68.” Latin American Ambassadors and other international guests attended a dinner at the Hilton and a 

performance of the Bolshoi Ballet. The Voladores returned, the fountains were repaired, there were special exhibits 

at the Institute of Texan Cultures, and visitors were invited to post their memories of HemisFair for others to 

share.10

Similar themes were echoed during the 1993 celebration. The publicity brochure, a replica of 1988, repeated 

the same refrain: “A spirit ignited by HemisFair ’68 and burning ever brighter with each passing year.” HemisFair 

25 continued to nurture the legacy narrative adding the Alamodome to the list. The occasion was an opportunity for 

announcing that “German Heritage Park, a plan for reuse of historic buildings in the park to create an authentic 

German cultural and commercial center, is emerging” (MS 100 Box 1). The plan soon became one more failed 

effort. Nevertheless the re-inventing process accelerated, reinforced by the public remembrance rhetoric of aging 

leaders such as Bill Sinkin, as HemisFair passed the thirty year mark. The local PBS affiliate produced an hour 

segment on HemisFair as part of its San Antonio Remembers series in time for the anniversary and local papers ran a 

series of feature articles. 

 



HemisFair remains territorially marginalized; the public space it occupies has never been integrated into either 

the idealized Chicano identity of the downtown landscape nor the Anglo-appropriated space of Alamo Plaza. Tourist 

life in San Antonio is currently conducted eighteen feet below street level along the River Walk. The Paseo is linked 

to prominent sites such as the Alamo and El Mercado by walkways and bridges; while the remaining HemisFair 

attraction, the Institute of Texan Cultures, is surrounded by asphalt and concrete parking lots and is difficult for 

pedestrians to reach from the river. Plans to change the situation remain ongoing, and the city continues to struggle 

with ways to renew HemisFair Plaza itself.11

The numerous studies commissioned in recent years indicate that the city is lacking not so much in ideas but 

rather in will. When 6,000 members of the American Planning Association met for their national conference in San 

Antonio fall 2006, the workshop description for Adaptive Reuse of Hemisfair Plaza: Revitalization and 

Redevelopment stated, “Hemisfair ’68 altered the face of San Antonio. Working through the city’s urban renewal 

agency, San Antonio transformed an aged, poorly developed sector of the downtown into a convention and tourist 

destination.” Participants were invited to “Discover how a comprehensive master plan hopes to be the catalyst in 

Hemisfair’s 36-year legacy that will allow it to thrive.… Learn about the adaptive reuse of this former World’s Fair 

site, its relationship to the San Antonio River, its influence on La Villita and the King William area, and its 

continuing evolution” (APA 2006). They never had the chance to do so. Like many things associated with post 

HemisFair endeavors, the session was cancelled.  
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1 Speech by President Lyndon Baines Johnson, 4 July 1968 – transcript from USIA video Recording, NARA. 
2 The President’s Daily Diary, March 31, 1968, Lyndon Baines Johnson Library  
<http://www.lbjlib.utexas.edu/johnson/archives.hom/diary/1968/680331.asp> 
3 Anglo was the term used to describe the white population of San Antonio. African-Americans were referred to as Negro in the 
early 1960s, Black or African American later. In the early 20th century middle class Mexican-Americans called themselves Latin 

 



                                                                                                                                                             
Americans; working-class were referred to as Mexicanos. In 1930 Mexican racial status in the census was changed from “White” 
to “other races.” San Antonio Congressman Maury Maverick restored “White” classification. Chicano is associated with the 
1960s; other terms include, Mexican American, Hispanic, Latino. Each expression is contested. For consistency, except where 
quoting, I use, Chicano, Anglo, Black. 
4 Organization incorporators were William Sinkin, James M. Gaines, and H.P. “Pat” Zachry. 
5 A new series of oral history interviews that focus on the way ordinary people engaged HemisFair are required to give voice to 
the cultural matrix that transcends the Anglo elite. There is important work on the Chicano experience in San Antonio. See: 
Buitron, Richard A., The Quest for Tejano Identity in San Antonio, Texas, 1913-2000 (New York, 2004), Arreola, Daniel D., 
“The Mexican American Cultural Capital.” Geographical Review 77.1 (Jan., 1987): 17-34, Garcia, Richard A., The Rise of the 
Mexican American Middle Class: San Antonio, 1929-1941 (College Station, 1991). Garcia is currently working on a new book 
that will cover 1941 to the present. 
6 SACS member Vivian Terret was appointed to the City Planning and Zoning Board and served as vice-chairmen of the 
HemisFair Committee (Fisher 1996). 
7 The entertainment venue was overbooked. Performances were poorly attended adding to the mounting debts. 
8 Thompson was one of the pioneers of the 70mm IMAX format. In 1976, he was commissioned by the Air and Space Museum 
in Washington, D.C. to make To Fly, the classic film about the history of aviation still viewed by thousands every day. 
9 The Rouse Company arrived in 2005 to open a vast new high-end retail shopping mall on the Northwest side, the 200 acre La 
Cantera shopping mall and resort with such up-scale anchor stores as Neiman Marcus and Nordstroms. 
10 No provision was made to retain and archive the memory cards. 
11 Current efforts are guided by the 2004 HemisFair Park Area Master Plan, www.sanantonio.gov/planning/hemisfair_plan.asp 
 

 


