Over the next few weeks and months, I’ll try to get some good information together about El Paso – things to do, places to go, etc.   This first letter is just basic stuff to get you oriented to the city and probably won’t be useful to you until you get to town.  If you have any questions let me know.

First thing

To begin, I want to ease any concerns you might have about going to El Paso.  A lot of people think that El Paso is a dangerous place to live, but in reality El Paso is surprisingly safe.  It was just ranked as the third safest city to live in the U.S. among cities with a population greater than 500,000  http://www.morganquinto.com/cit03pop.htm
Photos

http://www.emporis.info/en/il/pc/?id=101044&aid=3&sro=1
http://www.utep.edu/comm3459/spring97/photos.htm
http://www.iloveparks.com/fmwc/ 

Basic Stuff

You can follow along with the following map (use the #5 zoom level):

http://maps.yahoo.com/py/maps.py?BFCat=&Pyt=Tmap&newFL=Use+Address+Below&addr=&csz=El%20Paso+Texas&Country=us
This is probably stating the obvious from the map, but there are several major landmarks that will help you get oriented.  First, the Franklin Mountains (green on the map) run North to South from the border with New Mexico and run almost to downtown El Paso.  Second, the military base also has a big chunk of land in east El Paso (gray on the map).  Finally, coming in from the North, the Rio Grande roughly parallels the state line with New Mexico until it becomes the U.S./Mexico border.

The main interstate highway is I-10 (red road that cuts through the middle of the city) which runs east to west and then bends north to head into New Mexico.  U.S. 54 (Patriot Freeway) is the main North/South Freeway and runs on the east side of the mountains.  Finally, there is an incomplete Loop around the city called Loop 375 that includes  a.) the Border Highway (red line along the border), b.) a section that cuts north through the east side that is not a freeway yet, c.) a freeway section that cuts through the military land,  and d.) the Transmountain Road section that cuts right through the mountains.

Our School

The Texas Tech campus and Thomason Hospital are located just southeast of where U.S. 54 and I-10 intersect at the intersection of Raynolds and Alameda (click on the this area three times on the map until you see the intersection).

The different parts of town 

To understand the different parts of town, there are a few things to keep in mind.  First, Hispanics make up a majority in El Paso.  However, there are some parts that are really Hispanic and others that are a little bit more diverse. Although it’s hard to generalize, parts of the East side, West side, Upper Valley, Northeast, and parts of Central will be more diverse (all north of I-10).  Most of the areas south of I-10 will be much more heavily Hispanic.  Obviously, there are exceptions to this.  Second, most of the growth in El Paso is in the far East Side and in some parts of the West Side.

The following are rough descriptions.  A lot of this might not make sense until you’re there and have a more detailed map.

North of I-10

Northeast:  This is the area squeezed in between the mountains and the military land and has some great views of the mountains.  This is considered the military side of town.  Texas Tech has a really nice family practice clinic here and you’ll also be headed to the northeast to get to William Beaumont Army Medical Center as part of some rotations.  Back when I was growing up, the northeast was considered a rough side of town, and although there have been some great improvements, parts of it still have that kind of reputation.

East:  This is the area south of the military land and north of I-10.  A lot of the recent growth in El Paso has been in the east side so there are a lot of restaurants, a big mall, several nightclubs and bars, and a lot of apartments.  In particular, you might want to look at the area around Cielo Vista Mall for apartments, especially on Viscount Blvd.  These will put you around 5 miles from the school.

Central:  This is the area right around the intersection of U.S. 54 and I-10 (north of this).  There a lot of really nice old homes in the area.  It’s close to the school.  There are few apartments in this area, but it might be a good place to look if you want to rent a house. 

West Side:  This, along with the far east side and the Upper Valley, are considered the richer parts of town.  There are plenty of apartments and homes to rent, though probably more expensive than those on the East side.  There are also a good amount of restaurants, bars, etc. along Mesa Street.   On the map, look in the area between I-10 and the mountains heading south until you hit I-10.

Upper Valley:  This is the part between I-10 and the New Mexico state line.  It’s a really nice part of town, but has only a few apartments.  The area has many very nice neighborhoods and a lot of little farms and is a nice place to go for a drive.

South of I-10: 

There are several areas that I’m lumping in this group, beginning near downtown with the Chihuahuita area and Segundo Barrio (Second Ward) which are south of Paisano Dr., and Downtown (which really includes the two areas I just mentioned, but has a different feel to it north of Paisano).  Continuing east you’ll get to the Chamizal area, the Ascarate Park area, and then eventually you begin heading to the Lower Valley and then out of El Paso, where you’ll begin to head into more agricultural areas.  Our school will be right in the middle of this area just off of I-10.   These are really interesting areas:  There is a lot of movement because of the international bridges that cut right through these areas; Thomason hospital stays packed since it is the County Hospital; and there are plenty of little restaurants and interesting places scattered around the area.  Unfortunately, there generally hasn’t been very much growth in all of these areas in recent years, so you mainly see a lot of older homes and neighborhoods.  There is also a lot of variety in these areas, with some areas being among the poorer parts of town and others that are a little bit wealthier.

There is a lot more information that I’ll send later, but I hope this helps.  I think you’ll  be very pleased with what you’ll find in El Paso!

