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Singing a New Tune:
Bringing the Historic Gunter
Hotel into the 21% Century

e CINDY HAMILTON, HERITAGE CONSULTING GROUP

The historic Gunter Hotel in downtown San Antonio has welcomed travelers for more
than a century. Since opening in 1909, it has served as a premier destination, even
hosting a 1936 recording session by blues legend Robert Johnson. With its storied
legacy and enduring presence in the city, the hotel was well positioned for a new

chapter when Jiwon Choi Song and Axle Capital Group undertook its revitalization.

Supported by state and federal historic tax credits (HTCs)  of renovations, the firm celebrated the hotel’s grand

and a collaborative relationship with the reviewing
3 . . Image: Courtesy of The Gunter Hotel
agencies, Axle Capltal GI’Ollp launched a $57 million The Gunter Hotel lobby featured the restoration and preservation of
historic features such as the ornamental plaster ceiling, marble flooring
redeve]opment of the property. Fo]lowing a year and classical detailing, reactivating the space as a social point of entry.



reopening in September 2025. With its restored exterior
and refreshed interior, the Gunter Hotel demonstrates
that HTC projects can successfully balance architectural

character with long-term economic viability.

A Home and a Headquarters

When the Gunter Hotel opened in 1909, it quickly
established itself as a landmark in downtown San
Antonio. With its grand two-story lobby, elegant public
rooms (including a detached ballroom building that
was built in 1913) and 301 guest rooms, the original
eight-story hotel was one of the first multistory hotels
built in San Antonio in the early 20" century. Designed
by the St. Louis architecture firm of Mauran, Russell
and Garden, the hotel was named for Jonathan “Jot”
Gunter, a cattleman and hotel investor who died before
the building opened. The Gunter Hotel opened to
grand fanfare Nov. 20, 1909, with 382 local leaders
jockeying for a spot at the opening dinner. Hotel

manager Percy Tyrrell liked to say that the Gunter

Hotel was, “nearer than anything to everything,” and
newspaper announcements celebrated the hotel as
“a home for the commercial traveler and tourist, and

headquarters for Texas people.”

The hotel lived up to the hype, prompting multiple
campaigns of expansion in the ensuing decades. In
addition to the 1913 ballroom (separated from the
main building by an open-air patio), an annex on
the north side of the ballroom was added in 1921 to
introduce additional dining facilities and shops—
beyond the dining rooms and nine commercial spaces
that existed in the original building. Most substantial,
though, was the 1926 construction campaign that
added three stories, 200 rooms and a roof garden
to the building. English-born architect Herbert S.
Green was responsible for the redesign, which the
San Antonio Light declared would, “remodel the
structure into one of the largest and finest hostelries

in the south.”

The Gunter Hotel: From Landmark to Rebirth

A century-old hotelredefined for a new generation — preserving history while restoring vitality.
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3 stories, 200 rooms

Source: Gunter Hotel and Novogradac

New recording studio planned
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As predicted, the Gunter proved to be both a hotel
for out-of-towners and a hub for locals. Local civic
and professional organizations maintained offices
in the building for decades, including the Kiwanis
Club, the Texas Automobile Dealers Association, the
Texas Land and Cattle Company, Braniff Airways
and American Airlines. Even the United States Army
Automobile Association (now known as USAA) could
be said to have originated at the hotel, based on a
1922 meeting wherein 25 Army officers met to lament
their difficulties in securing auto insurance based on
their frequent moves for military service. Based on
their conversation at the hotel, the group formed a
“reciprocal interinsurance exchange,” which in the
century since that meeting has grown to become one

of the nation’s largest insurers.

Robert Johnson and Room 414

Perhaps the most notable association, though, came
in 1936, when music producer Don Law booked two
rooms in the Gunter for a series of recording sessions
with blues musician Robert Johnson and other
artists. With the recording equipment in one room
and artists performing in the other (Room 414), the
recording session began Nov. 10, and continued for
several weeks. Johnson’s session in particular began
Nov. 23, and he ultimately recorded 16 songs at the
Gunter Hotel, including his most popular recording,
“Terraplane Blues.” (John Mellencamp would later
seek out the hotel in 2009 to record the track “Right
Behind Me.”) The Gunter Hotel tracks were the only
recordings ever made of Johnson’s renowned music,

as he died less than two years later.

A Legacy Ready for Renewal

The Great Depression hit the Gunter Hotel (and many
other landmark hotels) hard, and hotel operator T.B.
Baker was forced to surrender the operation to the
Massachusetts Mutual Life Insurance Company. It
subsequently passed through several owners in the

middle decades of the 20™ century, with minimal

renovations to keep it up to date. The architectural
character that had defined the hotel became diluted,
and the building’s public spaces lost their vibrancy.
Insensitive changes to the historic lobby kept the hotel
running, but did not stand the test of time. The guest
rooms, meanwhile, suffered from several fires and
general deterioration; by 1979, only 375 of the hotel’s
550 rooms were considered rentable. Nevertheless,
the hotel’s guest books continued to lure A-listers
and national figures, including Roy Rogers, Will
Rogers and John Wayne (who stayed at the Gunter
while filming “The Alamo”), Joe DiMaggio, Mae West,
President Harry Truman, and first ladies Lady Bird
Johnson and Nancy Reagan. Ultimately, the hotel
underwent a major renovation from 1980-1986 to

restore its prominence and bring it back to life.

Through the 1990s and early 2000s, the hotel was
known for its regained prominence. It was listed on the
National Register of Historic Places in 2007, unlocking
its potential for HTCs, but true transformation
remained out of reach. While limited improvements
were undertaken, little had been done to update the
building since its 1980s renovation. Well-used over
the past decades, it became known as a “tired” hotel

in a competitive downtown market—still significant.

In 2012, however, Axle Capital Group acquired the
hotel and began mapping out its renaissance. From
the outset, the redevelopment was guided by a clear
objective: to restore the Gunter’s role as one of San
Antonio’s grand hotels, while repositioning it for a new
generation of guests (whether local or out-of-town).
The managing director of Axle Capital Group, Jiwon
Choi Song, led the efforts, seeking not just a cosmetic

upgrade, but a civic and architectural recalibration.

Reviving Historic Spaces
State and federal HTCs proved critical to the financing
of the project, especially given the scale and scope of

essential improvements. Without equity from these



Image: Courtesy of The Gunter Hotel

The revived Gunter Hotel, which opened in 1909, has been refurbished
and revitalized by Axle Capital Group with financing that includes equity
from state and federal historic tax credits.

HTCs, comprehensive restoration and critical system

upgrades would not have been economically viable.

As Axle began to pursue HTCs, the company found
new opportunities in collaborating with the HTC
reviewing agencies. The Texas Historical Commission
and the National Park Service proved willing to think
creatively about the hotel’s design challenges and
structural constraints. In particular, the agencies’
willingness to support a more adaptive approach on
the interior—reimagining the lobby in particular—
allowed the redevelopment team to balance historic

integrity and contemporary activation.

At the core of the rehabilitation is the hotel’s lobby,
which has served as the building’s defining public

space since the hotel opened in 1909.
Long a lively civic room filled with
movement and exchange, the lobby
presented an opportunity to reconnect
its historic architectural character with
a more active and welcoming guest
experience. In rehabilitating this area,
the design team focused on enhancing
both its architectural presence and
social function. Key historic features—
including the ornamental plaster
ceiling, marble flooring and classical
detailing—were carefully restored and
preserved, while later alterations that
detracted from the original design were

thoughtfully removed.

Critically, the intervention also
reactivated the lobby as a destination.
The design team inserted a new bar,
reviving the conviviality of the lobby as
a social point of entry. This move bore
out one of Axle’s core objectives for
the redevelopment: to restore the lobby’s physical
features and its liveliness as the energetic heart of
the hotel. Together with improvements to the historic
ballroom, the rehabilitation of the lobby buoyed the
social life of the building, restoring its place as both
a civic gathering space and a place of comfortable

accommodation.

The guest rooms saw their own upgrades. Song and
Axle Capital Group updated the finishes in a modern,
yet historically appropriate manner, and returned
all of the guest rooms to active function. As a nod to
the building’s association with Robert Johnson and
other musicians, the design team wove a music theme
throughout the guest rooms to reinforce the hotel’s
cultural significance. In Room 414 specifically,
where Johnson recorded his tracks, the hotel now

hosts a speakeasy-style bar (Bar 414) that makes
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direct reference to this music history, creating a
layered experience to connect past and present.
This infusion of preservation care and creativity
brings a cohesive design language to all the guest
rooms, balancing comfort, character, music history

and functionality.

A Historic Hotel Reborn

Under the leadership of Jiwon Choi Song and Axle
Capital Group, the Gunter Hotel project demonstrates
how HTCs can help historic hotels define their
next era. With the support of historic preservation
agencies and the critical HTC financing, the project
was able to achieve architectural transformation
and financial viability. The result is a hotel that
once again occupies its rightful place in the city’s

cultural and social life.

To mark this rebirth, the hotel threw a belated birthday
party for Robert Johnson in May. Fittingly for the
hotel that was “nearer than anything to everything,”
the three-day celebration touched nearly every part of
the hotel, hosting a concert showcase in the ballroom,
birthday cake and an original poetry reading in the
lobby, and a late-night jam session in Bar 414. By the
summer, the hotel will debut a new state-of-the-art
recording studio, extending Johnson’s legacy up to

the present day.

As all these commemorations and celebrations
demonstrate, the Gunter Hotel has awakened. No
longer simply a relic of a bygone era, the building is
once again one of San Antonio’s grand hotels, alive
with memory, activity, connection and renewed

purpose. $

Cindy Hamilton is president of Heritage Consulting Group.
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This article first appeared in the June 2026 issue of the Novogradac Journal of Tax Credits. Reproduction of this publication in whole or
in part in any form without written permission from the publisher is prohibited by law.

Notice pursuant to IRS regulations: Any discussion of U.S. federal or state tax issues contained in this article is not intended to be used,
and cannot be used, by any taxpayer for the purpose of avoiding penalties under the Internal Revenue Code; nor is any such advice
intended to be used to support the promotion or marketing of a transaction. Any discussion on tax issues reflected in the article are not
intended to be construed as tax advice or to create an accountant-client relationship between the reader and Novogradac & Company
LLP and/or the author(s) of the article, and should not be relied upon by readers since tax results depend on the particular circumstances
of each taxpayer. Readers should consult a competent tax advisor before pursuing any tax savings strategies. Any opinions or conclusions
expressed by the author(s) should not be construed as opinions or conclusions of Novogradac & Company LLP.

This editorial material is for informational purposes only and should not be construed otherwise. Advice and interpretation regarding
property compliance or any other material covered in this article can only be obtained from your tax advisor. For further information visit
WWW.Novoco.com.
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